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2000

I liedm ys dsdf roty hgd wltc tr ys fnodda pam uodffdm 

ys rtodgdpm pwpiafh hgd nttl wlpff tr t-o giwg.oifd adcf.

ottyB ,dltc ydM bdlvt-oad -ar-oldm ia dkdos miodnhita li’d 

p udordnh utfhnpomB Ih fhill rdlh f-oodpl hgph p wiol cgtflm Sdm 

cpo.htoa Aodvodainp cpf atc hsuiaw fhtoidf rto T-fhoplipflf 

ytfh uodfhiwit-f upudoM hgd Tow-fB

ffgd  otty  fydlldm  tr  v-oah  nt—dd  pam  sdlltciaw 

adcfuoiahPia’ pam m-fh yiawldm cihg hgd rpiah hpaw tr fcdph 

ia odnsnldm pioB jgtadf sdludm ia doophin v-ofhfB T uoiahdo oph.

hldm t-h upwdfM hgda fipyydmB Atydcgdod vdgiam yd ftyd.

tad fctod pam ’in’dm pa panidah xliaw npviadh hgph gpm f-o.

kikdm hgodd ntoutophd fgp’d.-uf pam hct odndffitafB I nltfdm 

ys dsdf pam dOgpldm ntahdahydahB

I fhttm -uM nl-hngiaw ys ngiuudm y-wM pam ypmd rto hgd 

hias ’ihngdaB :a ys cpsM I upffdm Tlsffpflf mdf’; hgd ngpio 

fhill u-fgdm vpn’R p ypailp rtlmdoflf ntoado nodpfdm -amdo ys 

odfhldff xawdofB Tlsffp gpm vdda wtad hgodd cdd’fPftyd.

cgdod tkdofdpfM Wtvdoh ct-lmaflh fps ih t-h lt-mB “po.ntood.

futamdah hdooihtosM cihg fphdllihd ugtadfM uphngs liadfM pam hgd 
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dkdo.lttyiaw rdpo tr fildandB I rtondm ysfdlr ath ht mcdll ta 

cgph ”fildand? yiwgh ydpaB

:a gdo mdf’ p uth ulpah mottudmM pam vdfimd ih p rpmdm 

ugtht tr Tlsffp ia Sp’ wdpoM niwpodhhd utifdm ph gdo liuf pam 

dsdf xdondB Iflm fhpodm ph hgph uinh-od ytod hiydf hgpa Iflm 

pmyihPuottr hgph I nt-lm v-ilm p r-h-od fi-fh li’d gdofB

Wtvdoh nlpuudm tandB ”:’psM dkdostadM cgph gpkd cd wthz?

Wdutohdof wphgdodm pot-am gpugpEpomlsPy-wf ia gpamM 

athdupmf tudaB T ngpio fnopudm hgd SttoB ffgd nihs dmihto 

fgtt’ gif gdpm pf ir vopniaw rto vpm adcfB

”Tathgdo -amdoctolm vtmsM? bpo’ roty noiyd fpimB ”jod.

fhtaB GOdn-hita fhsldB Apyd fiwaph-odfM fpyd o-yt-ofB?

bs gdpoh ophd hin’dm -uB Cpawlpam ’illiawf gpm vdda vlddm.

iaw iaht aiwghnl-vfM f-v-ovpa npo upo’fPulpndf hgph cdod 

f-uutfdm ht vd fprdB bdlvt-oad uodhdamdm ht vd fgtn’dmB Ih 

cpfaflhB

”Tam cdflkd wth pa patasyt-f hiuM? bpo’ ntahia-dmB ”:ad 

tr hgdio rotahf if p gpio fpltaB Npfg talsB qt L-dfhitafB Hia’dm 

vpn’ ht hgph fpyd xw-od Tlsffp cpf ngpfiaw vdrtod fgd wth 

u-lldm pcpsB?

Wtvdohflf rpnd cdah SphB Udflm wtad L-idh cgdadkdo Tlsffpflf 

apyd npyd -uB ”“d npaflh o-a cihg hgph cihgt-h uottrB?

”,-h cd npaflh iwatod ihM? bpo’ fgth vpn’B ”ffgdsflod lp-a.

mdoiaw fdoit-f ytads hgot-wg fypll v-fiadffdfB ffgif if iarop.

fho-nh-odM ath fi-fh vtmidfB?

”Upio fpltaM? I y-oy-odm vdrtod I ’adc ihM pam hgd ctomf 

opaw ia ys gdpmB I vl-ohdmM ”I nt-lm wt iaB?

ffgd otty rotEdB Atydtad fatohdmM hgia’iaw I cpf fit’iawB 

Wtvdoh ltt’dm ph ydM odplls ltt’dmB ”Ct ia gtcz?
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”YamdontkdoM? I fpimM f-ouoifiaw dkda ysfdlr cihg gtc nply 

I ft-amdmB ”,pn’ gtydM I n-h gpio rto ys rpyils ht wdh vsB I 

’atc gtc ht vldamM gtc ht lifhdaB ffgphflf dOpnhls cgdod udtuld 

ldh hgdio w-pom mtcaPhgia’iaw hgd gpiomodffdo ctaflh athindB?

T g-fg rdllB ffgda Wtvdoh fpim npodr-llsM ”Ft-flod ath utlindB?

”qtM? I fpimB ”Ifly fi-fh p odutohdoB?

”“ging ydpaf at vpn’-u ir ih wtdf fimdcpsfB? Ud htt’ t— 

gif wlpffdf pam ciudm hgdyM gif hdll hgph gd cpf hgia’iaw ih 

hgot-wgB

”Ihflf p ltc.oif’ pawldM? I uodffdmB ”'otah mdf’ cto’Pfcddu.

iaw SttofM fgpyuttiawB I cphng pam lifhdaB?

T odl-nhpah  y-oy-o  cdah  pot-am  hgd  nionldB  Wtvdoh 

uiangdm hgd voimwd tr gif atfdB ”Ft-flkd vdda mtiaw noiyd rto 

cgphPhcdlkd ytahgfz?

”FdfM? I odulidmB ”I vot’d hgd Wikdocttm ntlm.npfdB bs vs.

liadf cdod uin’dm -u vs hgd Asmads btoaiaw Udoplm pam ffgd 

TwdB I3kd ’atn’dm ta mttof ph yimaiwghM fph ia nt-ohottyf 

-ahil ys vpn’ pngdmM pam utlifgdm upopwopugf -ahil " TbB ffgif 

ifa3h pvt-h ulpsiaw gdotPih3f pvt-h fihhiaw L-idhls ia p ntoado 

cihg fnifftof pam fgpyuttM cphngiawBffi

Aildand odiwadmB ffgda hgd adcfottyflf vpn’wot-am g-y 

noduh vpn’; ugtadfM ’dsvtpomfM mifhpah hop…n ta 'liamdof 

AhoddhB Ih rdlh li’d hgd nihs ihfdlr cpf cpihiawB

Wtvdoh dOgpldmB ”:ad kifihB qt gdotinfB Ir pashgiaw rddlf t—M 

st- cpl’B?

Wdlidr Sttmdm ydB ”ffgpa’ st-M? I fpimM plodpms odpngiaw rto 

ys vpwB

Ud up-fdmB ”Tam Ad’pPodydyvdoM st-flod ath TlsffpB?

”I ’atcM? I cgifudodmM hgt-wg p upoh tr yd pngdm ht xll gdo 

fgtdfB
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Tf  cd  vot’d  -uM  ffty  qw-sdaPt-o fiOhdda.sdpo.tlm 

cto’.dOudoidand ’imPgtkdodm vs ys mdf’B Uif vlpEdo cpf 

adph tkdo tad poyM gif gpion-h iyutffivls uodnifdB ”Ad’pz? gd 

fpimB

I fyildmB ”UdsM gtcflf st-o xofh cdd’ ia hgd ypmgt-fdz? 

Tlsffp gpm futaftodm giy roty gdo rtoydo giwg fngttlM Ah 

T-w-fhiadflfB

Ud woiaadmM adokt-fB ”IhflfD lt-mB?

I lp-wgdmB ”Ft- wdh -fdm ht ihB “gphflf ta st-o yiamz?

Ud wlpandm pot-amB ”ffgdod cpf ftydhgiaw I cpahdm ht pf’ 

st- pvt-hP?

bs ugtad v-EEdm; bpo’ hdOhdmM fplta pmmodff ntyiaw 

hgot-wgB Tmodapliad fgth fhopiwgh ht ys vopiaB ”Ifly ft ftoosM? I 

fpimM plodpms uikthiawB ”Npa cd hpl’ lphdoz Iflkd wth ht uoduB?

fftyflf rpnd rdll rto p ytydahB ”FdpgB HphdoB?

Tf I cpl’dm pcpsM I ypmd p uotyifd ht gdlu giy cgda I 

nt-lmB ffgda ys yiam ldpuh pgdpm ht hgph fplta; hgd fydll 

tr msd pam pndhtadM hgd fhoiu tr yiootofM hgd uoikphd ntakdo.

fphitaf tr yda cgt hgia’ at tadflf lifhdaiawB I cpf plodpms 

nopeiaw p adc apydM p adc vpn’fhtosB

ffgif cpf ihPhgd fhpoh tr ftydhgiaw hgph xaplls yphhdodmB

I faiuudm cihg ys fnifftofM fdhhliaw iaht p ogshgy pf hgd 

hdamoilf moiedm ht hgd SttoPltkdls n-olf dydowiaw roty hgd 

hpawld tr tkdowotchg ropyiaw ys n-fhtydoflf rpndB I ’adlhM 
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ngdn’iaw dpng fimd npodr-llsM vo-fgiaw pcps hgd lttfd damfM 

pam hgda gdlm -u hgd yiooto vdgiam gdo gdpmB

”Jt st- li’d ihz? I pf’dmB

ffgd ctypaflf dsdf cimdadm pf fgd htt’ ia hgd hopafrtoyp.

hitaB ”Ihflf vdp-hir-lB Ft- cdod oiwghPp rdphgdodm vtv was hgd 

cps ht wtB?

I cpl’dm gdo ht hgd odwifhdo pam opaw gdo -uB Agd gpamdm 

tkdo npfgM pam cgda I upffdm vpn’ gdo ngpawdM fgd u-fgdm 

hgd xkd.mtllpo athd iaht ys gpamB ”Ft- ’ddu ihB Ft- mim f-ng 

p wttm fitvB?

I fyildmM motuudm ih iaht hgd ntyy-apl hiu fipoM pam odh-oadm 

ht fcdduiaw -u hgd fhopamf tr gpio atc lihhdoiaw ys fhphitaB

”Tathgdo gpuus n-fhtydoM? Npolp mopcldm roty gdo udong 

ph hgd rotah mdf’M hcifhiaw lpEils ia gdo ngpio pf fgd cphngdm 

yd cto’B

I ’duh ys htad liwghB ”$-fh wlpm I npa yp’d p mi—dodand cihg 

ys fitvM? I fpimB 

Hi’d nltn’cto’M gdo vtsroidam fftas Cpllt dahdodm hgd fp.

ltaM gif vinduf v-lwdm vdadphg gif hiwgh fgioh pf gd gtifhdm 

gdpks vtOdf iaht hgd fhtodotty cihg d—tohldff fhodawhgB Ud 

tcadm p wsy pam ntafimdodm gif vtms gif pmkdohifdydahM to 

ft gdflm fpim hgd xofh hiyd cd ydh ta btampsB

”Uds jdaasM? gd atmmdm ph ydM gif wpEd liawdoiaw p ytydah 

htt ltaw ta hgd ntaht-o tr ys xw-odM pnndah-phdm vs hgd fa-w 

vlpn’ mdaiy fidpaf pam hgd rtoy.g-wwiaw odm htuM ngtfda ht 

vldam cihg Npolpflf -airtoyB

”Uds fftasB? I atmmdm ph giyM vdamiaw ys gdpm mtca pf I 

fcduh hgd gpioB

Ud uddodm ia hgd yiooto tkdo ys gdpmB fftt’ t-h gif ntyv 

pam ntyvdm mtca p SspcpsB 
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”Ntyd gdodM ottfhdoB? Npolp fhodhngdm li’d p nph pam fhttmM 

fytthgiaw mtca gdo modff pf fftas fp-ahdodm htcpom gdoB 

Ud u-lldm gdo iaht p g-wM gif g-l’iaw rtoy yp’iaw gdo fddy 

dkda ytod mdlinphdB ffgd hct tr hgdy fyttngdm pam hgda 

cpl’dm ht hgd fhtodottyB 'iedda yia-hdf lphdo Npolp dOihdmM 

gdo gpio y-ffdmM cgild fftas rtlltcdm p rdc fdntamf lphdoB

”Ifly wtiaw ht vd lphd htaiwghM? gd htlm Npolp ph hgd rotah mttoB 

ffgds fyttngdm tand ytodM pam gd ldeB

I vodphgdm dpfidoM xamiaw gif lddoiaw wlpandf pam gdpks 

udhhiaw fhtypng.ng-oaiawB 

Npolp fhotlldm tkdo ht hgd hill pam vdwpa nt-ahiaw -u hgd 

mpsflf hp’dB Agd htt’ hgd ntyy-apl hiu fipo pam nt-ahdm ih 

vdrtod nplliaw yd tkdo pam gpamiaw yd hgd lthB 

”Tod st- f-odz? I pf’dmB

Npolp atmmdmB ”Ft- mim cdll htmpsB Ft- mdfdokd p lihhld 

dOhopB?

”“paap wopv p moia’z? I wlpandm ph hgd nltn’B ffda yia-hdf 

ht nltfiawB

”Iflm ltkd ftyd wiol hiydB? Npolp ulpsr-lls fcpsdm gdo giufB 

I odh-oadm ht fcdduiawM hosiaw ht ltt’ npf-pl pf I cphngdm 

gdoB ffgif cpf ys xofh cdd’ ta hgd fitvM v-h Iflm plodpms nltn’dm 

hgd ot-hiadB Gkdos dkdaiawM Npolp nt-ahdm hgd odwifhdoM mifpu.

udpodm iaht hgd fhtodottyM pam npyd t-h p rdc yia-hdf lphdo 

npoosiaw dOhop mdutfih vpwfB

Agd adkdo fpim cgdod hgd dOhop npfg npyd rotyPpam I 

adkdo pf’dmB I cpf -amdontkdo pedo pllB Iflm vdda odutohiaw 

mpils ht Wtvdoh pedo I odh-oadm ht p ythdl hgph cpf ys ulpnd 

tr odfimdandM f-uutfdmls vdnp-fd tr p odndah vodp’-uB Wtvdoh 

gpm lde yd -amdontkdo cgda gd cpf fphifxdm hgph I cpfaflh 
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ia pas mpawdo pam rtlltciaw gif fhoinh ”tvfdokd pam odutoh? 

uothtntlB

ffcdahs yia-hdf lphdoM cd fhduudm t-h tr hgd fpltaB I gdlm 

hgd vpwf cgild Npolp ltn’dm -uB Tf cd cpl’dm mtca hgd fhoddh 

htcpom hgd vpa’M I wlpandm mtca pam fpc gdo fnopcliaw $5152 

taht hgd mdutfih fliuB Iflm vdda ’dduiaw hopn’B bs athdf fpim 

htmpsflf odpl hp’iawf cdod nltfdo ht 125!2B ffgodd wopamM nta.

fi-odm t-h tr hgia pioB I mimaflh addm ht vd p rtodafin pnnt-ahpah 

ht ’atc cgph hgph ydpahB 

“d h-oadm hgd ntoado pam cpl’dm iaht hgd u-vB Ih fydlldm 

tr fhpld vddo pam tlm fyt’dB Npolp n-h hgot-wg hgd fupnd pf ir 

fgd tcadm ihB T rdc gdpmf h-oadm v-h L-in’ls ltt’dm pcpsB

Agd uin’dm p vtthg ia hgd vpn’M pam vdrtod cd nt-lm Spw 

mtca pastadM p cpihodff pooikdm cihg p hops tr NtfytutlihpafB

”“d mimaflh tomdoP? I fhpohdmB

”ffgpa’ st-M? Npolp iahdoo-uhdm fytthglsM plodpms fiuuiawB 

”ffgds ’atc yd gdodB?

I vlia’dmM hgda uin’dm -u hgd thgdo wlpffB ”WiwghB? Ad’p 

mimaflh moia’B jdaas ltkdm wtiaw t-h pam gpkiaw p aiwgh ta hgd 

htcaB

Agd u-lldm t-h p niwpodhhd pam t—dodm yd tadB I htt’ ihM 

dkda hgt-wg I gpmaflh fyt’dm ia sdpofB Agd lih vthg cihg p 

uopnhindm Sin’M ldpaiaw iaM gdo dsdf fnpaaiaw hgd otty cihg 

p vtodm ltt’B

”Ft- ntyd gdod tedaz? I pf’dmM hosiaw ath ht ft-am li’d p 

ht-oifh ia p cpo EtadB

Npolp fyio’dmB ”Ft- nt-lm fps hgphB?

ffgd fyt’d n-oldm vdhcdda -fB Tot-am -fM yda g-angdm 

tkdo uiahfM mdaiy pam ldphgdo fhodhngdm hiwgh tkdo v-l’s 

ropydfB :ad tr hgdy fhpodm ph yd htt ltawB
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”bpsvd cd fgt-lm wt ftydcgdod dlfdM? I y-hhdodmM fgoia’.

iaw -amdo hgd cdiwgh tr gif wpEdB Ad’p ct-lm dsd.r-n’ giy 

vpn’ -ahil gd vot’d xofhB jdaas cpf fgsM ia addm tr p ngpyui.

taB

Npolp ulpndm p xoy gpam ta ys poyB ”Ft-flod fprd cihg ydB?

Agd ydh gif fhpod cihg f-ng iahdafihs hgph gd vlia’dm xofh 

pam ltt’dm pcpsB

”“tcB ffgds odplls ’atc st-M? I fpimB

Npolpflf  fyild  n-okdm  fltclsM  rdliad  pam  fdlr.fphifxdmB 

”Ft-flkd wth at imdpB?

I ldpadm iaM ulpsiaw hgd cimd.dsdm puuodahindB ”AtD pll 

hgifM? I wdfh-odm kpw-dls pot-am -fM ”hgd dOhop npfgM hgd fpltaM 

hgdfd w-sfPif ih fi-fh wttm v-fiadffz?

Npolpflf dsdf apootcdm dkdo ft fliwghlsB ”Ihflf p odlipvld v-fi.

adffM? fgd fpimB ”Npfg StcM odw-lpofM hiufD Ih pll pmmf -uB?

I lp-wgdm liwghlsB ”b-fh pmm -u p lth ir cd ypmd xkd wopam 

htmpsB?

Agd mimaflh SiangB $-fh htt’ pathgdo fiuB ”Atyd mpsf pod 

vdhhdo hgpa thgdofB?

”Ft-flkd wth p wttm hgiaw wtiawM? I ltt’dm ph gdo cihg pmyi.

ophitaB 

Agd ltt’dm ph yd tkdo hgd oiy tr gdo wlpffB ”“dflkd wth p 

wttm hgiaw wtiawD ir st-flod fypoh dat-wg ht ’ddu st-o gdpm 

mtca pam st-o yt-hg fg-hB?

I fyildmM gdlm gdo wpEdM pam nlia’dm ys wlpff pwpiafh gdofB 

”:r nt-ofdB Ifly fi-fh gdod ht n-h gpioB?

ffgd fdntam ot-am npyd cihgt-h -f pf’iawB Npolp cpf 

lttfd.liyvdm atcM lp-wghdo v-vvliaw t-h tr gdo ia gplr.fda.

hdandfB Iflm vdda a-ofiaw ys moia’fM daf-oiaw I odypiadm 

nldpo.gdpmdmB Udo dsdliado gpm fy-mwdmM pam fgd mimaflh npodB 
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Agd ldpadm pnotff hgd hpvldM dlvtc mddu ia p fhtos pvt-h ftyd 

”pvftl-hd l-aphin? cgt vot-wgh p rdoodh ht hgd fplta tandB

”Ud gpm ih ta p ldpfgM vpvdM? fgd fpimM cgddEiawB ”Apim ih cpf 

gif dythitapl f-uutoh paiyplB I adpols uiffdm ysfdlrB?

I wiwwldm ta n-dM ys fhtypng cpoy roty hgd vttEd pam hgd 

hdafitaB I fcioldm ys NtfytM ’dduiaw ys ktind voddEsB ”Ft- 

dkdo mdpl cihg odpl l-aphinfz Hi’d hgd mpawdot-f ’iamz?

Npolp wpkd yd p ltawM ltpmdm ltt’B ”Ft- ydpa hgd tadf cgt 

mtaflh ltt’ nopEs -ahil hgds u-ll p ’airdz?

”Atydhgiaw li’d hgphM? I fpimM hilhiaw ys gdpmB

Agd ldpadm iaM gdo vodphg p cgifudo tr ktm’p pam fyt’dB 

”ffgdodflf hgif w-sD ffgdtB Codd’ vlt’dB Anpo ta gif adn’B 

Htt’f li’d ftydtad hoidm ht wpoothhd giy v-h mimaflh xaifg hgd 

fitvB?

”ffgdtz? I odudphdmM ys u-lfd hg-mmiawB Agd cpf xaplls 

apyiaw apydfB

Npolp atmmdmB ”Udflf hgd tad hgds fdam cgda hgiawf wdh 

ydffsB btads mtdfaflh ntyd hgot-wgB Atydtad hpl’f htt 

y-ngB ffgdt gpamldf ihB?

”At-amf ngpoyiawB?

Agd npn’ldmB ”Ud tand fgtkdm p gpiomosdo mtca p w-sflf 

hgotphB jl-wwdm iaB?

I woiypndmB ”ffgphflfD iakdahikdB? “d lp-wgdmM v-h yiad cpf 

p fdntam htt fltcB

I cpf pvt-h ht u-fg rto ytod cgda p ktind n-h hgot-wg hgd 

u-v miaB ”Seka? Ad’p fftolp’z?

I rotEdB

Npolpflf gdpm fapuudm htcpom hgd ft-ondB T yimmld.pwdm 

ypa fhttm vs hgd vpoM fL-iahiaw ph ydB ”Utls fgihPih is st-‘ 
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'oty AodvodainpM oiwghz I ’adc I odntwaifdm hgph rpndB Ft- 

cdod hgd tad cgt cothd hgph pohinld pvt-h hgd cpo noiyiaplB?

Npolp h-oadm ht yd fltclsB ”I hgt-wgh st-o apyd cpf jda.

asB?

bs yt-hg tudadm pam nltfdmB bs gdpohvdph flpyydm 

pwpiafh ys oivf li’d ih cpahdm t-hB ”IhflfD ihflf p ain’apydM? I fpim 

cdp’lsB

Npolp mimaflh fyildB

I fhttmM y-yvliaw ftydhgiaw pvt-h addmiaw hgd vphgottyB 

bs ldwf rdlh vtadldff pf I notffdm hgd u-vM fh-yvliaw hgot-wg 

hgd notcmB I ltn’dm ysfdlr ia hgd woiys htildh pam vopndm ys 

gpamf ta hgd fia’M fhpoiaw ph ysfdlr ia hgd yiootoB fflYou blew 

it.fl

I h-oadm ht hgd ciamtcPp fypllM rtwws upad pvtkd hgd hti.

ldhB I spa’dm ih tudaB Ih fnoddngdm ia uothdfhM pam ys fhtypng 

SiuudmB bs v-EE cpf wtadB I nliyvdm -uM fgtkiaw ys vpw 

hgot-wg xofhM hgda gtifhdm ysfdlr t-hB

Ntlm pio fh-aw ys rpnd pf I motuudm iaht hgd pllds vdgiam 

hgd u-vB bs ’addf v-n’ldmM v-h I np-wgh ysfdlr pam vtlhdm 

cihgt-h ltt’iaw vpn’B I v-ofh hgot-wg hgd apootc upffpwd taht 

hgd ypia otpm pam npyd ht p hodyvliaw gplhM l-awf v-oaiaw cihg 

pmodapliadB ffgif cpf ys lpfh ngpand ht xam cgph I addmdmB I 

gpildm p hpOi pam htlm hgd moikdo ht gdpm rto hgd fpltaB Npolpflf 

’dsf fhill g-aw gdpks ia ys utn’dhP’dsf Iflm adkdo -fdm vd.

np-fd fgd plcpsf pooikdm vdrtod ydB

I fhduudm t-h taht p mdfdohdm fhoddhB Gkdos fgtu pltaw hgd 

fhoiu gpm fg-hhdodm rto hgd aiwghB I -altn’dm hgd fplta mttoM 

fliuudm iafimdM pam opndm ht hgd fhtodottyB I Siuudm t— hgd 

liwghf pam nltfdm hgd mtto vdgiam ydB T rdc mpsf pwtM Iflm 

futhhdm p gimmda fprd vdgiam tad fgdlr cgild Npolp cpf ph 
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l-angB Tam cgda I oiSdm hgot-wg gdo u-ofd dpolidoM Iflm rt-am 

hgd ntyviaphita udanilldm iaht gdo pmmodff vtt’ pf Apxap 

'ioduottrPhgd ypa-rpnh-odoflf apydB bs xawdof hodyvldm pf 

I h-oadm hgd miplB Th hgd fphifrsiaw nlin’M I fc-aw hgd mtto tuda 

pam cihgmodc p odm ldmwdoM ihf upwdf xlldm cihg adph ntl-yaf 

tr a-yvdofB

T fliu tr upudo S-hhdodm ht hgd SttoB I uin’dm ih -uR hgd AhB 

T-w-fhiad ldhhdogdpm ldpuh t-h ph ydB ffgph cpf Tlsffpflf tlm 

giwg fngttlPcgs pa iaktindz ,drtod I nt-lm hgia’ r-ohgdoM 

fnoddngiaw hiodf dngtdm t-hfimdB I uddodm hgot-wg hgd rotfhdm 

wlpff ht fdd fftasflf ypffikd uin’-u otll ht p fhtuB Ud pam p 

g-l’iaw wtta gdpmdm rto hgd rotah mttoB

jpain f-owdmB I mpohdm iaht hgd odfhottyM kp-lhdm hgot-wg 

hgd ciamtcM pam fuoiahdm pot-am hgd ntoado ht ys npoB bs 

gpamf fgtt’ ft vpmls I r-yvldm hgd ’dsfM v-h dkdah-plls I wth 

hgd bpEmp fhpohdm pam uddldm pcpsB Ia ys odpokidc yiootoM 

fftasflf ho-n’ lttydmM nltfiaw rpfhB I Sttodm hgd udmplM cdpkiaw 

hgot-wg L-idh f-v-ovpa fhoddhfM piyiaw rto hgd adpodfh utlind 

fhphitaB I gtudm Spfgiaw liwghf pam -airtoyf ct-lm fnpod hgdy 

t—B

I gih hgd hopia notffiaw fi-fh pf hgd liwghf SpfgdmM pam hgd vpo.

oido mdfndamdmB I fgth hgot-wgM vpodls pgdpm tr pa tantyiaw 

rodiwgh hopiaB ffgd uin’-u fcdokdm fgpouls vdgiam yd ht pktim 

hgd hopn’fB Wdlidr cpf SddhiawB I fudm -u upfh no-ifdof mtiaw 

hgd fuddm liyihPhgda rdlh p ypffikd fitlhB fftas opyydm yd 

roty vdgiamM fdamiaw ys npo iaht p cilm fuiaB Clpff fgphhdodmR 

hgd ctolm Siuudm -ufimd mtcaB bs vtms flim pnotff hgd upkd.

ydahR vlttm hoin’ldm iaht ys dsdfB

ffgot-wg hgd gpEdM I fpc fftas fhdu t-h tr gif ho-n’ ia gif 

ldphgdo ntcvts vtthfB Ud not-ngdm vs ys ciamtcM faphngdm 
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ys gpamvpwM pam spa’dm t-h hgd odm ldmwdoB ”,ihngM? gd fuphM 

u-lliaw p w-a roty gif fipn’dh utn’dh pam ldkdliaw ih ph ydB 

bs gdpoh rotEdB ffgif cpf ihPys damB I nltfdm ys dsdf 

pam cgifudodm Wpytflf apyd ta ys liufB Aiodaf cpildm ia hgd 

mifhpandB fftas gdfihphdmB I mpodm ht tuda tad dsd; gd cpf 

o-aaiawM Sddiaw pf p utlind no-ifdo fnoddngdm ht p gplhB Wdlidr 

cpfgdm tkdo ydPpam hgda mpo’adff nlpiydm ydB

I ct’d ht S-todfndah liwghf v-EEiaw tkdogdpmM ys lde fimd 

pvlpEd cihg upia pam hgd iafimd tr ys yt-hg hgin’ cihg 

hgd hpfhd tr ntiafB Ih htt’ yd p ytydah ht -amdofhpam hgd 

ctomfPhgd xofh L-dfhita hgd pyv-lpand t…ndo pf’dm cpf 

ys apydB ”Ad’p fftolp’M? I ypapwdmB ffgd fsllpvldf rdlh fhopawd 

ta ys htaw-dM pf ir Iflm vtootcdm ftydtad dlfdflf imdahihs pam 

rtowthhda gtc ht uotat-and ihB

ffgds ltpmdm yd taht p w-oads pam flim yd iaht hgd g-y.

yiaw iaapomf tr hgd pyv-lpandB Tot-am ydM aiwgh wlpodm ia 

ropnh-odm flindf hgot-wg hgd fypll odpo ciamtcfB ffgd upop.

ydminflf wltkdm gpamf gtkdodm uphidahlsPngdn’iawM uotmmiawM 

ntaxoyiaw hgph I cpfM rto atcM ytod plikd hgpa mdpmB Ud fgtad 

p udaliwgh iaht ys lde u-uil pam fpim ih pwpiaM ldff hgpa p 

L-dfhita pam ytod pf p ntaxoyphita; ffiAd’p fftolp’B CttmB 

Ahps cihg ydM Ad’pBffi I cpahdm ht lp-wg ph hgd ydltmopypB I 

cpahdm ht hdll giy I3m f-okikdm AodvodainpPI nt-lm f-okikd 

fftas Cpllt pam p bpEmp nopfgPv-h dkda pf I hgt-wgh ihM vild 

n-oldm -u iaht ys yt-hg pam I wpwwdmB

Th hgd gtfuihplM I Stphdm hgot-wg p fdoidf tr p-htyphdm 

oih-plf; hgd fnifftoiaw tr ys fidpafM hgd pahifduhin fcpv tr ys 

rtodgdpmM hgd nlin’ pam cgttfg tr iypwiaw ypngiadf hgph 

odkdpldm p yilm ntan-ffita pam vo-ifdm oivfB ffgdod cpf at 

tad ht npllB Iflm lidm ht dkdostad pvt-h cgdod I cpf pam cgph 
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I cpf mtiawB bs tals roidam ia htca cpf hgd dadysM pam 

ys rpyils hgt-wgh hgph I cpf fprd ia p ntardodand gthdlM ath 

fuopcldm ta p w-oads cihg wlpff ia ys fnplu pam vlttm yphhiaw 

ys dsdvotcfB

T a-ofd gpamdm yd p ugtadM hgd ntom ’ia’dm roty sdpof 

tr vdiaw flpyydm taht ihf nopmldB I miplldm gtydB Ih opaw 

tandM hcindM hgodd hiydfPhgda bpypflf ktindM vodphgldffM 

gplr.pfldduM ”Ad’pM ’p’t fiz Utc if hgd ntardodandz?

bs yt-hg cpf mosB ”bpypM? I fpimM ”hgdodflf ftydhgiaw I 

addm ht hdll st-B? Udo fildand cpf iyydmiphd pam hthplM p kpn.

--y hgph f-n’dm hgd ctomf roty ydB I ntardffdm dkdoshgiaw 

ia tad ltawM fg-mmdoiaw dOgpldPdkdos lidM dkdos oif’M dkdos 

mdfudophd ytkd hgph gpm lpamdm yd ia p gtfuihplB I htlm gdo 

hgdod cdod ydaM mpawdot-f ydaM pam hgph fgd addmdm ht upn’ 

-u pam ldpkd t-o gt-fd rto p lihhld cgildB ”Ahps cihg UpfdmpM? 

I fpimM apyiaw gdo tlmdfh roidam pf ir ih cdod p w-popahdd tr 

fprdhsB ”Jtaflh  hdll hgd adiwgvt-ofB? I gdpom hgd ugtad nlphhdoM 

hgda y-Kdm ftvfPhgd ft-am tr ys ythgdo vodp’iawB

ffgd adOh ktind cpf ys vothgdo3fB ”Ad’pM pod st- ia hot-vldz? 

Ud mimaflh pf’ cgsB Ud fi-fh lifhdadmM pam cgda I xaifgdmM gd 

fpimM ”“dflll ldpkd htaiwghB Ft- fi-fh ’ddu st-o gdpm mtca pam 

mt cgph st- gpkd ht mtB? ffgdod cpf p up-fdB ”jotyifd yd st- 

ctaflh mt pashgiaw fh-uimB?

ffgph ypmd yd lp-wgM dkda pf hdpof v-oadm -amdo ys dsd.

limfB ”qt uotyifdfM? I fpimM pam g-aw -uB

qtc ih cpf hiyd ht npll WtvdohM dmihto.ia.ngidrB ffgd ypa 

htlm ydM ”Jtaflh r-n’ hgif -uM fftolp’B? Ud pafcdodm ta hgd xofh 

oiawB ”Ft- plikdz?
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”,podlsM? I fpimM hgda wpkd giy hgd fgtoh kdofita; hgd vltca 

ntkdoM hgd odm ldmwdoM hgd gih ypa cihg hgd ntcvts vtthfB ”bs 

apydflf t-h hgdodM? I xaifgdmM ”pam hgd ldmwdo if wtadB?

Ud mimaflh n-ofd yd t-hB IafhdpmM hgdod cpf p gdpks fiwg pam 

p ft-am li’d upwdf vdiaw SiuudmB ”Npa st- coihdz? gd pf’dmB 

”:o fgt-lm I wdh ftydtad dlfd ht wgtfh ihz?

”Ifly xadM? I lidmB ”$-fh wdh yd p ntyu-hdo pam Iflll xldB? Ud 

htlm yd ht ’ddu ys gdpm mtcaM hgph p lpcsdo cpf ntyiawM hgph 

hgd utlind ct-lm cpah ht hpl’M pam ht wikd hgdy tals cgph cd 

pwoddmB

ffgd gtfuihpl otty cpf ngillsB I pf’dm p a-ofd rto upudo pam 

p udaR I cothd hgot-wg fgtthiaw upia pam hgd m-ll aponthin 

gpEdM ypuuiaw t-h hgd fhtos ia npodr-l liadf tr hdOhB T gdpmliad 

xofhPftydhgiaw gthM v-h ath htt nldkdoB ”,lttm btads; Ya.

mdoctolm ffidm ht Upio Aplta btads.Hp-amdoiaw :udophitaB? 

Npolp3f lp-wg dngtdm ia ys yiamPhgph npln-lphdm ft-am fgd3m 

udordnhdmM hgd tad hgph ypmd dkda ldphgdo.nlpm vi’dof ltcdo 

hgdio w-pomB fftas3f rpnd puudpodm adOh; hgtfd mdpm dsdf hgph 

adkdo SiangdmM ath dkda ph hgd gdiwgh tr opwdM gtkdoiaw pvtkd 

’a-n’ldf notffgphngdm cihg tlm xwghfB ,dhcdda hgdy Stphdm 

hgph mpyaiaw odm ldmwdo cihg ihf adph ntl-yaf tr miohs ytadsM 

dpng xw-od p apil ia ftydtad3f nt…aB 

I t-hliadm hgdio fsfhdyPgtc hcdahs.mtllpo villf vdnpyd 

ffihiufMffi gtc hgd gpiomodffdof wth hgdio n-h rto ’dduiaw L-idhM gtc 

dpng mps3f hp’d ysfhdoit-fls dOnddmdm hgd lpfhB AhB T-w-fhiad 

fhpsdm t— ys lifhB qth vdnp-fd I cpf uothdnhiaw hgdyM v-h 

vdnp-fd I cpf fpkiaw hgdyB Atyd npomf st- ulps iyydmiphdlsR 

thgdof st- gtlm nltfd -ahil hgd udordnh ytydahB I3m ldpoadm 

cging cpf cgingB
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Ih cpf lphd cgda hgd utlind npydB ffgds ltt’dm li’d ytmdlf 

rto p ntu fgtc; fL-pod fipcfM adph gpion-hfM -airtoyf ft noifu 

st- nt-lm hpfhd hgd fhpongB ffgd mdhdnhikd ia ngpowd cpf ft 

utlihd ih rdlh li’d p hoin’B Ud pf’dm yd ht cpl’ giy hgot-wg 

hgd dkdahf tr hgd aiwghM pam I mimM f’iuuiaw tals hgd upohf Iflm 

uotyifdm Wtvdoh Iflm ’ddu ht ysfdlrB

”Tam hgif ypaM fftas CplltM gd ngpfdm st-z? hgd mdhdnhikd 

pf’dmB

”Wpyydm ys npo cihg gifM? I fpimB ”fftt’ ys vpwM htt’ hgd 

ldmwdoM hgda hoidm ht fgtth ydB I hgia’ gd opa vdnp-fd tr hgd 

fiodafB?

Ud ypmd athdfM gif uda fnophngiaw hgd pio vdhcdda -fB Ud 

fpimM ”Ft-flod l-n’sM? pf ir l-n’ cdod ftydhgiaw hgph nt-lm vd 

ydpf-odm ia -aihf tr hop-ypB

”“ill st- nphng giyz? I pf’dmB

Ud fyildmM v-h ih cpf dyuhsB ”“dflll hosB?

Tedo hgds ldeM p -airtoydm t…ndo fhphitadm giyfdlr t-h.

fimd ys mttoB :…nipllsM ih cpf rto ys uothdnhitaM v-h I ’adc 

vdhhdo; ih cpf ht yp’d f-od I mimaflh mifpuudpo to hos ht ngpfd 

hgd fhtos ysfdlrB

Th " pByBM Wtvdoh pooikdm ph hgd gtfuihplB Uif f-ih fydlldm 

rpiahls tr wiaM pam gif hid cpf pf’dcB Ud vot-wgh p lpuhtu roty 

hgd t…ndB ”Ft-flod p r-n’iaw mifpfhdoM st- ’atc hgphz? gd fpimM 

v-h hgdod cpf ftydhgiaw li’d uoimd ia gif ktindB

Wtvdoh htt’ hgd upwdf roty ys hodyvliaw xawdofB Uif uda 

flpfgdm odm hgot-wg ys fdahdandfM ldpkiaw gidotwlsuginf ia 

hgd ypowiafB “gda gd gpamdm hgdy vpn’M I fL-iahdm hgot-wg 

hgd gpEd tr upia’illdof pam hopafrdoodm gif dmihf ht hgd fnoddaM 

ys oivf fnodpyiaw cihg dpng ’dsfhot’dB Ud g-angdm vdfimd 

ydM y-hhdoiaw pvt-h ntl-ya iangdf pam ugtht ulpndydah 
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cgild I hsudmB ffgd xapl mope upffdm vdhcdda -f cihgt-h ndo.

dytasPfi-fh hgd L-idh nlin’ tr hgd hopn’upm pf I f-oodamdodm 

ihB Ud fnotlldm hgot-wg ys ctomfM rpnd ill-yiaphdm vs hgd 

fnodda3f vl-d wltcM gtfuihpl ytaihtof u-anh-phiaw gif fildand 

cihg dldnhotain gdpohvdphfB ffiAiO pByB mdpmliadMffi gd xaplls fpimB 

ffiFt-o vsliad cill vd ta dkdostad3f vodp’rpfh hpvldBffi

ffi“tamdor-lMffi I cgifudodmM ldhhiaw ys dsdlimf rpllB ffi$-fh cgph 

I plcpsf cpahdmBffi

Alddu cpf xhr-lM rdkdodmB bpypflf ktind ngpfdm yd hgot-wg 

hgd ntooimtof tr ys modpyfM fgt-hiaw np-hitaM fgpydM hgda 

uoimdM hgda rdpoB I ct’d ht f-aliwgh fhoiuiaw hgd rtth tr ys 

gtfuihpl vdm pam hgd mps a-ofd nlin’iaw gdo htaw-d ph ys 

fldduiaw utlind w-pomB ffgd upudo cpf plodpms t-hB Wtvdoh gpm 

lde p ntus ta ys hops hpvldM nltfd dat-wg ht odpng v-h fi-fh t-h 

tr poyflf ldawhgM li’d p mpodB ffgd gdpmliad cpf dkda vtlmdo ia 

uoiah;

”,lttm btads; Yamdoctolm ffidm ht Upio Aplta bta.

ds.Hp-amdoiaw :udophitaB? ,sliad; Ad’p fftolp’M iakdfhiwphikd 

fit-oaplifhB

I gdlm hgd upudo -ahil ys xawdof cdah a-yvM hopniaw hgd 

ldhhdof tr ys apyd pf ir Iflm adkdo fdda hgdy vdrtodB 

ffgd fplta ct-lm vd tuda vs atcB I fhpodm ph hgd ugtadM 

nt-ahiaw gdpohvdphfM hgda uin’dm -u hgd odndikdo pam miplldmB 

ffct oiawfB

ffiNpolp3f N-hfMffi npyd hgd rpyilipo ktindB

ffiIh3f ydMffi I fpimB ffijdaasBffi

T fgpou iagpldB ffiFt-3kd wth ftyd adokdB I fpc st-o vsliadM 

Ad’p fftolp’Bffi
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bs apyd ia gdo yt-hg ft-amdm li’d pa pnn-fphitaB ffiHifhda 

ht ydB fftas cill fdd hgph pohinldB Ud3ll ntyd ltt’iaw rto ftyd.

tad ht vlpydBffi

ffgd fildand fhodhngdm vdhcdda -fM hp-h pf p ciodB

ffiNgoifhMffi fgd cgifudodm xapllsB ffiUd3ll hgia’ I hpl’dmBffi

ffiffp’d cgphdkdo npfg st- gpkd pam wdh t-hB qtcBffi

ffgd fnodpy gih ys dpo li’d p v-lldhB Atydhgiaw fgphhdodm 

ia hgd vpn’wot-amPyiooto to ciamtcM I nt-lma3h hdllB Npolp3f 

ktind otfd ht p uihng I3m adkdo gdpom vdrtod; ffifftasM uldpfd‘ I 

mima3hPffi

T ft-am li’d p ydlta gihhiaw ntanodhdB

ffiNpolp‘ffi ffgd gtfuihpl otty hilhdm pot-am ydB ffgd t…ndo 

ph ys mtto fhopiwghdadmM pldohB ffiAtydtad3f phhpn’iaw gdo‘ 55 

WtfdcttmPfdam ftydtad atc‘ffi

Ud vpo’dm nttomiaphdf iaht gif opmit cgild I uodffdm hgd 

ugtad ht ys dpoM gdpoiaw tals fgplltc vodphgiawB

ffiAd’pMffi npyd hgd rpiahdfh cgifudoB ffiUdluPffi

ffgd liad nlin’dm mdpmB

I h-oadm ht WtvdohM cgt fhttm rotEda ia hgd mttocpsB ffiCtB 

jldpfdBffi

Tf gd mifpuudpodm mtca hgd gpllM I hcifhdm hgd fgddh vd.

hcdda ys xawdofB Upm I fi-fh lifhdadm ht ys roidam midz

Wtvdoh odh-oadmM ltt’iaw vdphdaB ”Agdflf wtadM? gd fpimB 

”ffgdod pod fiwaf tr p fho-wwldB ,lttm pll tkdo hgd SttoB qt 

vtmsB Udo vtsroidamM fftas CplltM gpf p odntomPkitldah tr.

rdandfM mo-w mifhoiv-hitaB ffgd utlind hgia’ gd yiwgh gpkd 

’illdm gdo pam hp’da hgd vtmsB?

I nl-hngdm ys fhtypng pf ir ftydtad gpm u-angdm ydB ”qtM 

atM atD?
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I gpm mtad hgifB I gpm wthhda htt nltfd pam ut’dm htt gpomB 

fft gdoM I cpf p gpiofhslifh vpodls wdhhiaw vsM ath p odutohdo 

ngpfiaw p ytads.lp-amdoiaw tudophita hgph udadhophdm hgd 

nihs3f -amdovdllsB Tam atc fgd cpf wtadB I gdlm hgd upudo hiwgh 

pf hgd dpols ytoaiaw ciam h-wwdm ph hgd ntoadofM ys apyd 

fgpou vdadphg hgd gdpmliadB Ih fgt-lmflkd rdlh li’d p kinhtosB ,-h 

pll I rdlh cpf w-ilhB

”Ft- addm ht wt iaht gimiawM? Wtvdoh fpimB ”“d npaflh ’ddu 

st- fprd roty hgd -amdoctolmB?

ffdpof fhodpydm mtca ys rpndM v-h ys ktind gpomdadm cihg 

odftlkdB ffiI addm ht wt -amdontkdo ph AhB T-w-fhiadBffi

Wtvdoh3f dsdvotcf fgth -uB ffiffgd uoikphd fngttlz “gph mtdf 

hgph gpkd ht mt cihgPffi

ffiWdydyvdo hgph iaktind I  ydahitadmz Ih3f  ntaadnhdmB 

ffgdod3f ftydhgiaw gpuudaiaw hgdod hgph atvtms3f fddiawBffi I 

ciudm ys dsdf cihg hgd vpn’ tr ys gpamB ffiNpll TlsffpB Agd 

gpf hgd ntaadnhitaf ht wdh yd iaBffi

Ud fh-midm yd rto p ytydahM hgda wpkd p fiawldM mdhdo.

yiadm atmB

I miplldm Upfdmp3f a-yvdo cihg fgp’iaw xawdofB bpyp pa.

fcdodm ta hgd hgiom oiawM gdo ktind p vply I mima3h mdfdokdBffi“d 

fpc hgd upudoMffi Gyio fpim cgda fgd upffdm giy hgd ugtadB 

ffiAd’pBffi

ffiI ’atcM I ’atcB ,-h st-3od vthg fprdzffi

ffi'to atcB Yahil st-o wpawfhdo roidamf mdnimd ht ups -f p 

kifihBffi

ffgd pnn-fphita fh-aw vdnp-fd ih cpf rpioB ffiI addm st- ht 

cphng tkdo gdoB I3y mifpuudpoiaw rto p cgildBffi

ffiJifpuudpoiawzffi Uif ktind nopn’dmB ffi“gph mtdf hgph dkda 

ydpazffi
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ffiIh ydpaf I npa3h hdll st- cgdodB $-fhBBB hdll gdo I ltkd gdoM 

t’pszffi I n-h hgd ntaadnhita vdrtod gd nt-lm pow-dB

Wtvdoh fhdpmidm ys dlvtc pf I dpfdm t-h tr hgd gtfuihpl vdmB 

ffiffgds mdfdokd p uotudo wttmvsdBffi

I fcplltcdm gpomB ffiIr I fdd gdo rpndM I3ll adkdo ldpkdBffi

ffiffgd gthdl3f odpmsMffi gd fpimB ffiT cdd’ hgdod cgild Tlsffp 

v-ilmf st-o ntkdo fhtosBffi
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2000

My hand slid across the page jotting notes, avoiding my new 

colleagues around the table as their frustration bubbled in the 

air around me like a pot on simmer, as one voice dominated 

the meeting. The room was windowless, with beige walls and 

fluorescent lighting that cast a harsh glow over everyone's 

faces. The notepad in front of me was filled with neat, or-

ganised lines of writing as I jotted down each point being 

discussed.

I could still taste the coffee I had hastily gulped down be-

fore the meeting, the bitter flavour lingering on my tongue. It 

would be my job to produce this free flowing, passive aggres-

sive posturing into minutes aNer the meeting. “ot to mention 

it was my very first day on the job and I needed to impress 

with my communication skills, but not too much, aNer all I 

was supposed to be a uni graduate.

’ThatGs a great suggestion to add a new slide with in-

structions, ”emma,P Krincipal qaren qunsley said, her smile 

stretched thin, the corners of her mouth not Cuite reaching 

her eyes. 
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I noted the frowns from “athan ”allo, the head of the 

Maths department, and Maddie Ehandra, head of the ;nglish 

department. Their frowns were like dark clouds hovering over 

the meeting, their eyes full of frustration and disappointment 

as they were constantly overshadowed by ”emma's ideas. It 

was a game of power and politics, and the principal's ap-

proval only seemed to fuel ”emma's dominance. “athan and 

MaddieGs voices were barely heardF their words met with a 

dismissive nod or shake, causing their spirits to sink deeper 

into defeat.

I could feel my brow forming a frown too as I speculated 

about the reason behind this. ?inally, the meeting was over 

and everyone Cuickly pushed their chairs away from the table 

and stood. I did the same, but as I was at the bottom of 

the table, furthest from the door, I got the short straw and 

watched as everyone trotted out before me.

I had reached the door when qaren stood behind me. ’Is 

there anything you need clarified before you type up the 

minutesOP she asked, her head tilted and her short, angled 

bob with layers in the back and a longer, asymmetrical front, 

chunky platinum highlights mingling with her darker blonde 

tresses.

’“o,P I forced a smile. ’I think I got it,P holding back my 

frustration. It was a communications meeting to review the 

schools profile, and even though as the Eommunications Sf-

ficer my title was supposed to be about taking the lead, I 

had found out the hard way that at At Hugustine, a prestigious 

private school, I was nothing more than a pawn to be moved 

around the chessboard by those who were higher in her hier-
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archy than me. ’IGll get these to you by the end of the day.P I 

held up my notepad and leN Cuickly.

’Eecilia, Eecilia,P someone called behind me.

I heard footsteps stomping behind me, and an arm on my 

shoulder stopped me in my tracks.

’Eecilia, didnGt you hear me calling youOP ”emma Illiev, 

Hssistant Krincipal, demanded, her auburn bob swaying from 

running to catch up with me.

Shit, I reminded myself. I’m Cecilia.

’Aorry was caught up thinking through my to do list,P I 

bluffed. ’Wow can I help you, ”emmaOP

’Ean you email me the minutes to proofread before they go 

outOP she demanded.

’Sh, I was going to send them to qarenOP 

’“o, IGll proofread them first.P ”emma stared down at me, 

the way an alpha stares down an insubordinate to the pack. 

Bhen I nodded, her lip Cuirked up into a little smile, and I 

could almost hear the endearment, good girl.

’ffiefore lunch, thanks,P she said, and turned on her heel, 

sashaying away in her cream high-waisted, wide-leg trousers 

and black turtleneck that emphasised her ruthlessness.

I turned away and headed to my oLce, feeling like a ten-pin 

bowling pin that kept being knocked down. I closed the door 

and sat behind my desk, taking deep breaths to calm myself.

Hll I wanted to do was escape this elitist prep school with 

its fancy Vatin motto plastered on every wall. Veritas et Virtus, 

Truth and Yirtue. ffiut I had no other option but to stay.

I was here as Eecilia qunsley, qarenGs wayward niece who 

was benefiting from nepotism as she needed a rung on her EY 

aNer traveling through ;urope for two years. H perk due to 
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HlyssaG connections as a former alumnus. Aeka Torlak was in 

hiding aNer my last investigation into gangland murders that 

had leN a target on my back.  

It was day one, and I was already day-dreaming about 

breaking my undercover identity and going back to my life. 

The only thing stopping me was my real motivation for being 

at At Hugustine.

There was a brief knock on my door and Vaura Billiams 

appeared, her long brown hair swinging as she burst in. ’çou 

want to go for a walk and debriefOP she asked, holding up a 

cigarette between her pink acrylic nails.

I nodded. ;ven though I wasnGt a smoker, IGd become slight-

ly addicted while undercover on my last assignment. IGd vowed 

to give up as soon as it finished, but now it was a necessary 

evil, allowing me to hang out with the smokers and get the 

school gossip. 

IGd met Vaura three hours earlier when she had inducted 

me into the organisation, dropping little tidbits of gossip along 

the way. AheGd struck me as very bright, very competent, and 

very ambitious. I didnGt think IGd get much out of her, but it 

was worth a try.

Be walked out of the main oLce building, across the court-

yard that led to the impressive library, which was constructed 

from stately limestone. Its fazade featured intricate carvings 

and reliefs of literary figures and symbols, celebrating the 

pursuit of knowledge. Towering arched windows with lead-

ed glass panes reflect the surrounding landscape, offering a 

glimpse of the warm, golden light spilling from within. Vau-

ra had given me a brief peek inside during our induction 

and IGd caught a Cuick glimpse of vaulted ceilings featur-
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ing intricate mouldings and plush leather armchairs and vel-

vet-tuNed sofas arranged in co—y reading nooks, surrounded 

by floor-to-ceiling mahogany bookshelves.

Vaura walked down the stairs built into the lawn and to-

ward the copse of silver wattle trees near the lake where the 

students did rowing. The choice of smoking spot1hidden 

beneath the silvery-grey leaves, fragrant yellow flowers, and 

smooth grey-green bark1we were virtually invisible from 

sight impressed me.

I gratefully took the cigarette that Vaura offered, feeling my 

muscles unclench for the first time since IGd oLcially started 

the job this morning.

’Ao, first communications meetingOP Vaura asked as she 

handed me her lighter, her perfectly manicured dark eyebrow 

arched.

’çeah,P I said, inhaling deeply and returning the lighter back 

to her.

’IGd tell you it will get better,P she lit her cigarette. ’ffiut I 

donGt bullshit.P

I looked at her curiously. Ahe was wearing a baby-pink silk 

shirt that matched her nails, tucked into a fitted white skirt, 

her dark brown tresses spilling silkily halfway down her back. 

IGd pegged her as a corporate try-hard, eager to suck up, and 

someone to be wary of. ffiut now I was seeing something more 

sparkling in her dark brown eyes, a curiosity as she weighed 

me up.

’I heard youGre staying on the grounds, in one of the old 

teacher cottagesOP Ahe tapped the ash from her cigarette on 

the ground.
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’çeah, the benefits of nepotism,P I said, getting ahead of the 

elephant in the room. IGd noticed staff were wary of me once 

IGd been introduced as qarenGs niece. 

Bhen Hlyssa had arranged for my undercover identity, 

qaren had offered one of the empty cottages for me to stay 

in. TheyGd originally been built when the school first began 

in 85x8 as a small boysG school serving the children of early 

settlers and the local gentry, allowing the teachers privacy 

from the dorms where students slept. The cottage was small, 

with a built-in bathroom and tiny kitchenette added on in the 

20th century, making in the eCuivalent of a studio apartment. 

Thankfully, I was able to eat with the students in the school 

cafeteria and would get the benefit of fully cooked gourmet 

meals and had no need of a functional kitchen.

I heard a rhythmic splash of oars cutting through the wa-

ter and peered down at the lake. The sound got louder and 

was accompanied by the faint creak of wood until two slen-

der rowing shells came into view, slicing effortlessly through 

the glassy surface. The students wore short-sleeved polos 

in green with gold accents and the school crest, their backs 

arching and straightening in perfect unison, arm muscles taut. 

My mouth went dry as I caught sight of the coDswain sitting 

in the boat's stern, facing the rowers, his tight white singlet 

emphasising his large biceps, golden stubble on his sCuare jaw. 

Hs if he felt me staring at him, he turned his head and I caught 

sight of his bright blue eyes, a spark of lust thrumming through 

me.

I automatically thrust my chest out and stood straighter, 

noticing how the blue floral dress's fitted waist and sCuare 

neckline emphasised my cleavage. IGd been nervous about 
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wearing it this morning because it had seemed just a tad too 

tight for oLce wear, but it was the closest thing I had that fit 

the brief. “ow I was glad that IGd leN my hair loose, so that the 

brown tendrils driNed around my shoulders and settled in a 

curl against my right breast.

The students kept rowingF the oars catching the water with 

precision, creating small whirlpools that trailed behind like a 

delicate wake, as they vanished from view.

’I see Mr Bilson has a new conCuest lined up,P Vaura said 

dryly.

’BhatOP I shook myself, trying to cool down the flush 

that heated my burning cheeks. ’IGm not1 I donGt want1P I 

stopped speaking as Vaura laughed heartily, realising I was just 

drawing more attention to my leering ways. I hadnGt been with 

anyone since IGd broken up with “inu siD months before, and 

thought that part of me was dormant, but I guess it was waiting 

for the right pheromones.

I Cuickly took another drag of my cigarette, reproaching my 

wayward hormones. This was not the time to be thinking with 

my lady parts. I needed to stay on guard, to maintain my cover 

as Eecilia, and more importantly, to make sure I achieved my 

secret mission.

’I thought youGd be staying with qaren,P Vaura said.

’?uck no,P I burst out instinctively, realising with horror 

that IGd broken cover as the loving niece, and clapped my hand 

over my unruly mouth. Hs I did so, the smoke went down the 

wrong way, and I bent over, coughing and spluttering.

Vaura approached, patting my back as she Cuietly chuckled. 

I breathed in and out, calming myself until I could finally stand 

upright.
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’çouGre not a fan of qa— the Eunt, thenOP Vaura asked gently.

I glanced at her in shock and sputtered with laughter, bend-

ing over again. Vaura joined me, the two of us laughing like 

loons as we fought to keep upright.

Bhen we stopped laughing, I realised I might as well use 

this camaraderie to my advantage. ’Bhat the hell is going on 

with ”emma and qarenO Eould qaren lick her butthole any 

harderOP

Vaura laughed. ’Bell, we have our theories.P

I glanced at Vaura and waited.

’Be think ”emmaGs sleeping her way to the top.P Ahe wag-

gled her eyebrows.

I knitted my brow, thinking about the energy between them 

that hadnGt struck me as a loverGs vibe from the two of them. 

I made a mental note to look at them closer when they were 

interacting. Hlyssa had mentioned qaren's past girlfriend, so I 

knew qaren was a lesbian.

’çou donGt agreeOP Vaura asked, glancing at me.

’‘onGt know.P I butted out my cigarette. ’ffiut IGll be looking 

more closely, thatGs for sure.P

Vaura took one more drag and dropped her cigarette too, 

carefully stepping on it. ’çou know, we have a regular get-to-

gether at my local pub every ?riday night. Aome of the oLce 

workers, and my mates. çou should come with.P

’Aounds great,P I said. ’Hny of the teachers comeOP

Vaura waggled her eyebrows. ’Mr Bilson has dropped in 

now and then. IGll drop word to him.P

I sighed in eDasperation, as that wasnGt what I was hinting 

at. ’“o, I was just wondering if other staff also show up,P I 

clarified.
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’Sh, no, darling. They are a bit too posh to be miDing with 

the likes of us lowly support staff,P Vaura said, in a high pitch, 

tilting her head the way qaren does when she speaks.

I chuckled again. ’Then, count me in.P

Vaura hooked her arm in mine. ’çou know, I have a feeling 

that the two of us are going to be good friends.P

I nodded, a slight feeling of discomfort settling in my stom-

ach. It was hard to be friends with someone while undercover. 

I constantly had to watch what I said and how I behaved, and 

it was eDhausting.

I returned to my oLce and typed up my minutes, sending 

them to ”emma, before turning to a media release about 

the new student art eDhibition. ?ive minutes later, ”emma 

emailed me back with the document attached. I clicked on 

it and breathed in a frustrated hiss, seeing all the tracked 

changes sheGd made. ’‘onGt you have anything better to do,P 

I muttered as I read them, feeling a delighted glee when I 

saw her incorrect use of the possessive !its.G ’I guess someone 

should have paid more attention to their grammar,P I chuck-

led delightedly. H little devil prodded me, and I updated all 

the changes, and then added a comment about the incorrect 

grammar and sent it back. I included an open receipt nonfic-

tion in my email. Twenty minutes later, I saw that sheGd read 

my email. I waited with bated breath for a reply.

HNer fiNeen minutes I realised there would not be one. I 

sent the draN media release to qaren and ”emma. I received 

another reply from ”emma with tracked changes. This time 

there were two typos. I went even pettier and replied to both 

her and qaren with a note clarifying the typos.
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qaren replied before the end of the day. ’Thank you, Eecil-

ia. Trust your judgement for communications, so please take 

the lead in finalising all draNs.P

’çes,P I did a fist pump, chuckling with glee. ’Take that, 

”emmaRP I also realised that ”emma and qaren were defi-

nitely not lovers. qaren wouldnGt get any loving for a month 

of Aundays aNer taking my side against her lover.

I eDited my oLce at x pm and headed out the back. Vaura 

was packing up and waved as she hitched her handbag on her 

shoulder. ”emma eDited her oLce, shooting me a murderous 

look as she passed. I smiled sweetly at her. I knew IGd suffer 

her wrath for my insubordination, but fuck it, I would never 

let a bully win.

I  waved back and headed down the corridor,  cutting 

through the cafeteria and passing the pigeonholes for staff and 

students where mail and communications were distributed. 

I looked for my name, a frown of confusion as I didnGt find 

Aeka Torlak. ’‘ammit,P I muttered. ’IGm Eecilia qunsley.P Hs I 

re-checked, I found an envelope with EeciliaGs name written 

in large feminine letters. I opened it, Cuickly glancing inside. 

’9owing shed. : pm.P The note read.

I put it in my pocket, a surge of adrenaline liNing my spirits. 

This was the real reason I was enduring this hellish gig. I had 

a real-life mystery to solve.

The cafeteria bustled, trays clattering as the students made 

their way down the line. I entered and stood in line with the 

other students, getting a tray and following. The bright lights 

above illuminated the food stationsF each one filled with silver 

trays and warm steam rising from them. My eyes scanned the 

options, eDpecting the usual bland and unappealing fare. ffiut 
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to my surprise, I saw platters of colourful dishes, meticulously 

arranged and garnished with herbs and spices.

The main meal was a herb-crusted lamb rackJ perfectly 

roasted and served with a mint-infused jus, creamy parsnip 

puree, and sauteed broccolini,  with a vegetarian option 

of stuffed portobello mushroomsJ filled with a miDture of 

Cuinoa, sun-dried tomatoes, and feta cheese, dri——led with a 

lemon-tahini sauce.

I piled my plate high, suddenly feeling more optimistic 

about this job. Maybe it wasnGt as bad as I thought. I sat at 

the designated teacher table, which was on a slightly raised 

platform, choosing to sit at the end by myself. Hs I took my 

first bite, the flavours eDploded in my mouth. The tender lamb 

was perfectly seasoned and melted in my mouth. I closed my 

eyes and sighed with pleasure.

H loud thumping sound made me jump, causing me to open 

my eyes. I saw I was no longer aloneF sitting across from me 

was "acob Bilson, his piercing blue eyes fiDed on me. My 

heart skipped a beat as I realised why my pheromones had 

reacted so strongly around him. We could have been 9amoGs 

older brother. H pang of sadness hit me as I looked at "acob's 

weathered face and thought about how 9amo never got the 

chance to age and develop wrinkles around his eyes or reach 

his full adult body and strength. We was taken too soon, at only 

85 years old.

Hs I snapped back to reality, I noticed Bilson was patiently 

waiting for me to acknowledge him. We seemed completely 

unfa—ed by my distraction, as if he were used to receiving 

adoring looks and more. 
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Ć"acob,Ć he introduced himself, eDtending his hand towards 

me. 

’Ae-Eecilia,Ć I corrected myself, feeling heat rising in my 

cheeks as I realised I was about to reveal my true identity 

again.

Ć“ice to meet you, Ee-Ee,Ć he gave me a nickname with a 

friendly smile.

I arched an eyebrow and didnGt respond.

’çouGre the new Apin ‘octor,P he said wryly, cutting into his 

lamb, his bright white teeth beaming against his tanned face.

’Hnd youGre the cock in the crew,Ć I shot back, unable to 

resist the pun, though his smirk told me he was used to it.

’Maybe you want to take me for a spin sometime, Apin 

‘octor.P We reached over and used his thumb to clean the jus 

dripping down my chin and licked his finger.

My breath caught in lust.

’IGll let you know if I have need of a steady hand on my 

rudder,P I replied, my voice deliberately light, though the heat 

between us was anything but.

H smirk formed on his lips, and I suppressed the urge to 

sCuee—e my thighs together. 'Ealm down,' I reminded myself 

silently, irritated with myself. I was doing it again. Thinking 

with my hormones instead of my head. Thankfully, another 

teacher joined us, a school advisor who clearly had a crush on 

"acob. Ahe practically sat on his lap and played with her hair, 

completely ignoring my presence. I was content to watch him 

flirt, even though his eyes kept returning to mine. Hs I finished 

eating, I stood up to leave. ’Aee you around.P I nodded.
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’‘efinitely,P he replied, his voice laced with promise. My 

legs felt like jelly as I walked away. "acob was a tempting 

distraction that I couldn't afford now.

I was relieved when I returned to my little cottage, leaning 

against the door. ffiefore my meeting in the rowing shed, I had 

a few hours to kill. I gratefully lay on the couch, staring at the 

arched wooden beams above.

I closed my eyes, driNing into a deep sleep, and found 

myself back in Arebrenica with 9amo. In my dream, I floated 

above the familiar town and over to our three-storey house 

that my father had built for us. 9amo was waiting for me in 

the backyard, dressed in a crisp white tank top and tight jeans, 

his blonde hair shining in the sunlight. We looked strong and 

healthy, just like he did before the war and starvation took 

their toll.

ĆVet's go,Ć he said with a warm smile, offering his hand to 

me.

ĆBhereOĆ I asked, taking his hand and feeling a sense of 

comfort wash over me.

ĆTo Zelo,Ć he replied, taking me to the old tree where Mora 

and I used to play for hours on end.

The air was crisp and cool, carrying a hint of pine and 

earth. The smell of grass and wildflowers surrounded us as we 

walked deeper into the woods.

Hs we climbed up the steep hill, I couldn't catch my breath, 

and 9amo turned to look at me. ĆIt's time for you to go back,Ć 

he said soNly before letting go of my hand.

In an instant, I was transported to At Hugustine. 

The At Hugustine campus was deserted, the buildings 

looming in the darkness like shadows. In front of the library 
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stood a figure, cloaked in the shadows of the surrounding 

trees. Its features were indistinguishable, but I could sense a 

male presence.

”oosebumps prickled along my skin as I stood in front of 

the library, the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. 

It felt like an icy hand had wrapped itself around my heart, 

sCuee—ing tight and refusing to let go.

Ć9amoOĆ I called out, even though I knew the figure didn't 

resemble him at all.

The snap of the branch echoed like a gunshot in the cot-

tage's stillness, ripping me out of my dream and back to reality. 

Hs I gasped for air, the memories of my past flooded my mind, 

intertwining with my present and leaving me feeling both lost 

and grounded at the same time. I ran my fingers through my 

hair, trying to untangle myself from the emotional chaos that 

my dream had created.

I was suddenly chilled and rubbed the goosepimples on 

my skin as I tried to warm up. The cottage, constructed of 

sandstone, grew chilly at night, and I had not activated the 

heating. My fingers were numb and stiff, and as I walked to the 

radiator heater, the hard wooden floor felt like ice beneath my 

bare feet.

I had just enough time before my meeting to take a hot 

shower. I hurried to the bathroom and undressed, turning on 

the faucet and adjusting the water until it was steaming hot, 

filling the small space with steam.

I stepped in Cuickly, gasping with pleasure as the hot nee-

dles hit my skin and warmed me. Hs I stood in the shower, 

a wave of sadness welled over me. I remembered the feeling 

of comfort and joy with 9amo, and started sobbing, holding 
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myself up by leaning against the tiles. Aometimes the waves 

of grief just overcome me, like a tide on a beach dragging me 

under. Bhen I was busy and occupied, I could submerge my 

longing and grief. ffiut still I thought of him every moment 

of every day, remembering everything I had lost. I stepped 

out of the shower and stumbled to the mirror. I knew "acobGs 

resemblanceF the moment of heat and attraction IGd felt with 

him triggered my memory, awakening my fro—en heart. Hs I 

wiped the condensation off the glass, I could barely make out 

my distraught face. My hair was wet and tangled, droplets of 

water running down my face. Biping the fog off the glass, I 

saw my distraught face, the ring he had made me as an infinity 

shape a pendant around my neck. I gripped it tight.

’IGll always carry you with me,P I whispered fiercely, holding 

it tight.

I calmed, drying myself and dressing all in black, ready for 

my clandestine meeting.
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In the dim moonlight, I could see the outline of the rowing 

shed coming into view as I made my way down the hilly 

slope. Its wooden planks and shingled roof gave it an eerie 

appearance in the dark. The moon glowed in the sky, casting 

a silver reflection on the still lake below. Remembering my 

dream, goosepimples rose on my skin as I quickly glanced 

around, checking if anyone was watching me. The full moon 

cast a bright glow over the lake, its reflection appearing to rise 

from the water's surface. The woods to my le; were dark and 

forebodingfi their branches reaching out like twisted Sngers. 

In the distance, the At jugustine library was lit up on the hill, 

its roof looming over the surroundings.

I put my hand in my pocket, clutching the pocketknife in 

hand, xust in case my deep throat turned out to be a villain in 

the dark. It never hurt a girl to be e"tra careful.

I opened the door to the shedfi the squeak of the hinges 

startled me. There was no light on and darkness enveloped 

me. H?ello,H I called out. HTom, are you here’H I asked, making 

my voice strong and sure as I called out. I“d emailed Tom at 

his email address while in hiding when my covert identity was 

being put in place. I needed to ensure he didn“t break my 
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cover, and I also wanted to check in what he wanted help with. 

?e“d replied, suggesting a meeting time.

j shadow moved to my le;, and I turned, putting my hand 

in my pocket. j torch came on, and I frowned as I saw the 

teenage girl standing before me, her blonde hair gleaming in 

the torchlight.

HIs that really you, Aeka’H she asked hesitantly.

I nodded and stepped closer.

Y”ou“re not Tom’N I said, still clutching the knife.

Ahe took a step back. YCo, I“m not. jnd you“re not Keleste 

Wunsley’ 

HI“m undercover. ”ou remember my last article about the 

hit man’H

The girl nodded, understanding dawning on her face.

Hffell, it turns out he might have put a hit out on me. I“m 

here to hide out,H I told her, hiding the second part of my 

reason which was to Snd out how At jugustine“s and the 

underworld were connected. 

The girl studied me carefully, trying to decide if she could 

trust me. 

I scanned the empty shed. HTom isn't here’H

HCo one's seen him in weeks,H the girl whispered, her voice 

catching. HRight a;er his work e"perience ended, he told 

me he'd uncovered something big. Aaid he needed to gather 

more evidence before contacting you.H Ahe wrapped her arms 

around herself. HThen he vanished.H

j chill crawled across my skin like ice water. The knife in 

my pocket suddenly felt heavier. ?e'd reached out, and I'd 

ignored him, chasing my story... ffhat if he'd discovered the 
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criminal connection I was hunting and someone had silenced 

him permanently’

Cow as I stood in the shed with this girl, waiting to see 

whether she would trust me, I knew I needed to convince her. 

HI let Tom down once,H I admitted, my heart heavy. HI“m here 

to make it right and help Snd him.H

Ahe must have seen something in my face that reassured 

her. HI“m Aummer jbbott,H she said, o-ering her hand.

HCice to meet you. Aeka Torlak.H

ffe hesitated, overwhelmed with emotion for a moment. 

Aummer opened the shed doors, which led to the dock where 

people launched boats. The moon streamed into the shed, 

outlining the shells stacked in rows on the wall.

I came to stand by her, struck again by the beauty of the 

moon. H?ow do you know Tom’H I asked her as the silence 

settled around us.

H?e“s the love of my life,H she said, her voice breaking. H”ou 

probably think that“s silly.H Ahe wiped a tear from her cheek. 

Hj;er all, how can a S;eenMyearMold think they've found their 

soul mate.H

Ly stomach twisted in pain, a sharp cut of agony. HI believe 

you,H I reassured her. HI met the love of my life when I was 

S;een.H

Ahe looked at me, studying my face. Hjre you two still 

together’H she asked.

I shook my head sadly. HCo, he passed away,H I admitted, my 

voice breaking as the familiar wave of loss washed over me 

once again. I thought I“d cried myself out during the shower, 

that the tears were gone for a while, but something about 

Aummer“s vulnerability reminded me of me.
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I stared at the moon, blinking back tears. I felt Aummer take 

hold of my hand and gripped it tightly. j;er a few moments 

of quiet reflection, we gathered ourselves. I straightened my 

back, taking my hand back to wipe my face. HOet“s talk about 

Tom. ffhat did he tell you about his investigation’H

H?e didn“t share much with me,H Aummer frowned. HIn the 

months leading up to his disappearance, he seemed troubled 

and distant, like he was carrying a heavy burden. I asked him 

about it, but he didn“t want to talk. I didn“t want to push him 

and ruin our time together.H

Hffhat do you mean by 'our time'’H I inquired.

HPur relationship was a secret. ffe couldn't let anyone 

know,H she replied bitterly. HThe jugustine :rincess with the 

:ovo Acholarship student’ Ly father wouldn't approve. ?e 

has my whole life planned out for meU At. jugustine, then 

the Bniversity of Lelbourne for a law degree, followed by 

working at his Srm.H Ahe attempted to laugh but instead broke 

into sobs.

I reached out and wrapped my arm around her shoulders, 

feeling her pain. I“d had the same e"perience with Ramo 

during the war. Ly family didn“t want us together because 

they feared what my life would become if I ended up with him. 

I was supposed to be a veterinarian, while he was supposed to 

be a farmer. 

H—ut that wasn't the life I wanted,H she whispered, locking 

eyes with me. HTom and I were going to run away and be 

together. Atart a new life together.H 

Ly heart ached as she spoke. Ramo and I were supposed 

to come to justralia together, leave —osnia behind and the 
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wounds of the war, and start a new life together. Instead, our 

love story had ended before it even began.

Aummer placed a hand over her heart. H—ut something hapM

pened to him. AomethingDH Ahe couldn't Snish her sentence. 

H?e wouldn't leave me behind. ?e promised,H she said, trying 

to convince herself as much as me.

YI believe you,N I said, turning away so she wouldn“t see 

the tears in my eyes. I knew Ramo wouldn“t have le; me 

either, that only death could have parted us, and it did. —efore 

continuing the conversation, I needed a moment to gather 

myself. HAo you were keeping your relationship hidden’H 

Ahe nodded, leaning against the shed wall and sliding down 

until she rested her head on her knees. I sat ne"t to her. HThis 

was our spot. ffe would meet here a;er lights out,H she said 

with a sad tilt of her head. Hffe only had a few stolen moments 

each week, but it's what kept me going.H Ahe let out a sigh. 

Hjnd now every day feels empty and meaningless.H

Ramo and I had a secret spot toofi we had to meet in the ruM

ins of a house far away from my family to have a few moments 

of privacy and dream of the life we could have together. Hffe'll 

Snd him,H I reassured her, gripping her hand tightly. H?e must 

have gotten scared and run away.H

H?e would have told me,H she murmured.

HLaybe he couldn't reach out because he was afraid of 

putting you in danger,H I suggested.

I saw a glimmer of hope in her eyes. Hzo you think he's still 

alive’H

I nodded, feeling a shiver run down my spine as I rememM

bered my dream, a warning of impending danger. HI'll Snd 

him,H I declared, avoiding the question. H—ut Srst, we need to 
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Sgure out what he was investigating. zo you have any ideas 

about some scandals at the school’H

Aummer bit her lip, thinking for a moment, then her ga‘e 

narrowed. HI mean, there is one thing. There are rumours that 

students can buy maths tests.H

Hj rumour’H I asked, working it through in my mind. It was 

something that could tank a school“s reputation, but was it 

something that was worth disappearing for’ EIt depends on 

how deep the rot goes,“ my inner voice piped up.

Hffell, I“ve never had need of that service. Laths is my xam,H 

the so; glow illuminated Aummer's face as she nodded and 

smiled proudly.

I nodded, my eyes dri;ing across the rowing shed's shadM

owed interior. HKould you ask around’ Aee if there's any subM

stance to this testMselling business’H

Aummer's chin dipped in agreement.

Hffhat about other whispers’H I pressed. Hjnything else that 

doesn't quite add up at At. jugustine’H

HI'll keep my ears open,H Aummer said, tucking a strand of 

hair behind her ear. HThe boarding house is a rumour mill a;er 

lights out.H

H:erfect. I'll work my angle with the sta-.H

Aummer's brow furrowed. Hffon't they clam up around you 

though’ Fveryone knows you're related to :rincipal Wunsley.H

HI“m working on it,H I said, thinking about my friendship with 

Oaura. I was going to have to lean into it, go to Griday drinks, 

and chip away at my reputation. It xust made me feel slea‘y 

and cheap a;er Karla. zid the end really xustify the means’

I caught sight of Aummer“s proSle. Ahe was looking away 

at the moon, looking hopeful, and I wished with all my heart 
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that I could give her a happy ending to her love story. Ly 

determination hardened. ”es, the end deSnitely xustiSed the 

means. 

Hffe need to do some background research. ffe can only 

meet if we have something to report, and when we“re in pubM

licDH

Hffe“re strangers.H Aummer smiled wryly. HI know the game. 

I“ve had plenty of practice.H

I nodded, remembering my time in Arebrenica, when Ramo 

and I too were forced to pretend to be strangers in public. 

HPkay, we“d better get some sleep. ffe have a big day toM

morrow.H js I stood and helped Aummer up, I could see the 

bags under her eyes and the slump of her shoulders, signs of 

e"haustion and emotional strain. In the dim light of our small 

room, her face was pale and drawn, but her eyes were bright 

and grateful. 

HThank you,H Aummer squee‘ed my hand. H”ou“re the only 

person who knows about me and Tom. I feel a little less 

lonely.H

HQood. I“m glad,H I said, the burden of my promise weighing 

me down. 

Aummer closed the shed door, and we walked to the front 

door of the shed. HI“ll leave Srst. ”ou wait ten minutes and then 

you can leave,H she said and slipped out the door.

js I listened to the sound of her footsteps, I realised this 

was a practiced routine that she and Tom had enacted many 

times before. Qod, I hoped I hadn“t fucked up by giving her 

false hope. The musty scent of the shed and the stale smell 

of the air inside Slled my nostrils as I took a deep, calming 

breath, pushing away my trepidation.



AMRA PAJALIC42

The campus was deserted as I made my way to the adminM

istration building. :erfect timing to access Tom's records. I 

punched in the alarm code with steady Sngers and slipped 

into the records roomDa space e"plicitly marked as restricted 

during business hours.

Tom Cguyen's Sle revealed the portrait of a scholarship 

student with stellar test scores and a documented I1 that had 

impressed the admissions committee. The margins of the Sle 

noted his home situationU single mother, restaurant waitress, 

income barely at subsistence level.

:age a;er page showed glowing teacher comments until 

the Snal entry xarred the narrativeU HKontraband discovered 

in dormitory. zisciplinary hearing scheduled.H j handwritten 

note beneath recordedU HLother called inquiring about the 

student's whereabouts. Return call made. Lother informed of 

e"pulsion circumstances. Kase closed.H

The contradiction gnawed at me as I returned to my cotM

tage. The e"emplary student had supposedly committed an 

e"pulsionMworthy o-ense, then vanished’

Pnline news archives told a di-erent story. The initial 

report dated Gebruary 52, 0777U HOocal student Thomas 

Cguyen, 53, missing since Gebruary 5V. Lother e"presses grave 

concern.H j followMup piece mentioned a school representaM

tive claiming Tom had run away, with his mother apparently 

conSrming this account.

Aummer was certain of one version, and his mother acceptM

ed another. Pne of them had misunderstood what happened 

to TomDbut which’ I needed to speak with Lrs. Cguyen in 

person.
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Girst, I called the restaurant where she worked to conM

Srm her shi; that evening. j;er my shi; at At. jugustine“s, 

I changed into casual clothes, skipped the campus cafeteria, 

and drove twenty minutes into ffillowford. The town“s main 

street was lined with small shopsDa pub, a libraryDand only 

one Khinese restaurant that also served Ssh and chips. 

I stepped inside and asked the host if Kherry Cguyen was 

on duty. j moment later she appearedU dark hair pulled into a 

ponytail, her skin luminous and nearly ageless for the mother 

of a S;eenMyearMold. 

Yzrink’N she asked, her Jietnamese accent thick and genM

tle.

Yffiuice, please.N I settled into a corner table.

Ahe returned with a glass of orange xuice. js she poured, I 

said, YI work at At. jugustine“s. I“m here to ask about Tom.N

Kherry sti-ened and turned her back. YTom“s not a student 

anymore,N she whispered.

YI know he“s missing,N I replied. YI want to Snd out what 

happened.N

YLy son is in Jietnam,N she said without looking at me.

YIn Jietnam’N I echoed. Yffhat“s he doing there’N

Y?e“s working. ?e sends me money so I can get by.N

I noddedfi I knew how tight money was for her. Yffhy isn“t 

he at school’ ?e“s only S;een.N

Kherry li;ed  her chin.  YTom made some bad  choicM

esDdrugs, stayed with the wrong crowd. ?e felt ashamed, le; 

home. Cow he works in Aaigon to atone and helps me with 

what he can.N

Ahe slipped away and soon reappeared with a steaming 

bowl of chicken noodles. I ate slowly, trying to St her story 
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into the larger picture. If Tom was alive and sending money, he 

was clearly reachableDso why hadn“t he written to Aummer’ 

ffas this simply a runaway“s guilt, or was something more 

troubling going on’

I called her over again. Yffhen did you last see him’N

Kherry shook her head. Y?e le; a note saying he couldn“t 

face me a;er what he“d done. ?e“d go overseas, work hard, 

and make it right.N

Ahe moved o- to serve other customers, and I stared at the 

space where she“d been. Kherry was getting regular support 

from Tom, proof he was aliveDbut was he really stuck in 

Jietnam, or was his disappearance something more sinister’ 

I thought back to the summer work e"perience I“d arranged 

at the school. Tom had seemed both precocious and burM

denedDso driven, so careful. ffhat could he have done to 

warrant e"pulsion’ I resolved to verify Kherry“s claimsU check 

passport records, track money transfers, and Snd out whether 

Tom was truly abroad or hiding closer to home. Fither AumM

mer or Lrs. Cguyen had the wrong storyDand I intended to 

uncover the truth.

The ne"t day I buried myself in spreadsheets. Ly eyes 

burned as I toggled between the annual Snancial report 

and the school's accounting so;ware, crossMreferencing inM

voices against e"penditures. Fach discrepancy might lead to 

TomDsome une"plained cash flow connecting to his disapM

pearance.

Oaura's knock came xust as my neck had locked into a 

painful spasm. I nearly lunged for the door. Putside, we lit up 

and watched students stream between buildings.
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Hffhat's the student body like here’H I asked, e"haling slowM

ly.

HTrust fund babies with entitlement issues,H Oaura said.

HIf they get caught with drugs’H I asked, thinking about 

Tom“s Sle.

Ahe snorted. HAlap on the wrist. Laybe counselling.H

Hjnd scholarship kids’H Tom was di-erent to the other 

studentsfi he was of workingMclass background who had only 

entered these hallowed halls based on his intellect.

HInstant e"pulsion. zi-erent rules entirely.H Oaura's voice 

had an edge like broken glass.

I leaned against the wall. H?eard any rumours about dealing 

on campus’H

HThe usual stu-. Cothing special.H Oaura flicked her cigM

arette, sending a spray of embers to the ground. Hffe had a 

kidDRoccoDselling weed behind the gym at my old school. 

ffhat about your high school’H

Ly mind flashed to makeshi; rakixa that scorched my oeM

sophagus, teenagers huddled in bombedMout buildings. HCot 

really.H

HAeriously’ Corthbridge is practically drug central, Keleste.H 

Ahe studied my face with sudden curiosity.

Ly pulse quickened. Keleste was from an justralian priM

vate school. Cot Aeka from —osnia. HI was too busy being 

the perfect daughter,H I blurted. Hjll e"tension classes and 

e"tracurriculars. —oring.H

Oaura's eyebrow li;ed slightly.

?ad I slipped’

HI did enough rebellion for both of us,H she said with a laugh. 

HCow look at meDthe picture of professionalism.H
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I xoined her laughter, relief washing over me as my cover 

held.

I put in a request for a personal day later in the week, 

claiming a doctor“s appointment, and arrived at Lelton :olice 

station by midday. I walked into reception. YAenior Konstable 

Oiam Lartin, please,N I asked. 

j few minutes later Oiam came through, wearing his poM

lice issued light blue shortMsleeved shirt, and navy pants, his 

auburn hair glinting under the oKce lights. YAeka,N he said 

with delight when he saw me. ?e came through the revolving 

door and hugged me.

It was so good to see him. ffe“d met during my stint in 

Riverwood when I“d investigated a cold case and had kept in 

touch ever since. Oiam had moved out Riverwood as soon as 

the case was wrapped up, putting in a transfer to a metropoliM

tan station, leaving his hometown and its sad history in search 

of a better future.

YOiam,N I hugged him back tightly, feeling instantly comfortM

ed.

YOet“s go in here,N he let go, and led me to an interview room 

in the back. Yzo you want a co-ee or water’N he asked.

I shook my head. I“d gotten a takeaway co-ee from LcM

zonald“s on the way from ffillowford and was eager to launch 

into my spiel.

Y”ou said on the phone you were looking into a missing 

person“s case’N Oiam asked.

I nodded, telling him about Tom, his disappearance, the 

money being sent from Jietnam that his mother thought was 

from Tom. 
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YI need to know if he le; the country using his passport. 

jnd if he“s the one sending the money. I feel that something 

has happened to him, something isn“t right at the school.N

Oiam scrutini‘ed my face. YOike in Riverwood’N he asked. 

?e“d been with me when I“d had my intuition before and 

helped me solve a cold case that no one else knew had e"isted.

I nodded.

YI“ll get it done,N he said. YIt will take a few weeks.N

I was Slled with relief. Y”ou can call me here,N I gave him 

the school card. YI“m working there undercover as Kecilia 

Wunsley.N I wrote the name on the card.

Yffhat“s new at your end’N I asked, now that our oKcial 

business was Snished, wanting to check in on him. ffe hadn“t 

spoken in a few months and I“d thought about him.

Yffork and the usual.N

Yjnyone on the hori‘on’N I asked. Oiam was gay and had 

been in the closet while in Riverwood. I was wondering if he 

had come out while in Lelton as the Jictoria :olice wasn“t 

very gayMfriendly. It was still within living memory that hoM

mose"ual activity was a criminal o-ence and police were 

responsible for enforcing it, and stigma and discrimination 

toward OQ—TI oKcers was rife.

YPnly on the down low,N he said, letting me know he was 

still Srmly in the closet and only dating secretly.

YI thought things were changing. Isn“t there a Qay and OesM

bian Fmployee Cetwork’N I asked. There had been a group 

of brave police oKcers who had banded together to create 

a network to visibly support their members. There had been 

a push back from Jictoria :olice, but in the past few years 
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QjO:FC had appeared at the Lidsumma Karnival and gotten 

some visibility in the media positively.

YPnly in an o-Mduty capacity and could not wear any signs 

or badges promoting QjO:FC,N Oiam sneered.

I squee‘ed his hand. Y?ow“s your dad’N I asked, following 

up on another painful topic.

Oiam shrugged. Yzo you see him’N 

YPnly once.N Oiam“s ga‘e dropped. Y?aven“t e"actly been 

lining up to go back.N ?e let out a breath. YI“m a shit son.N 

YI can“t comment. I“ve been avoiding my family like the 

plague.N

Oiam made eye contact, and we both burst out laughing. ffe 

were both struggling with our biological connections.

YI“ll look into this and get back to you.N ?e nodded at the 

notebook.

I nodded, glad that we“d have a reason to catch up again.

zespite his being in Lelbourne for a few months and my 

being back at the jrgus, our careers had consumed our attenM

tion. I was determined to connect with him. ?e was one of the 

people who knew and understood the reality of me. jnd I got 

the sense he was xust as lonely as I was.



5--­-­‐-­‐‑Tip

Later that evening, I met up with Summer in the rowing shed 

to relay Nathan and Karen's startling revelations regarding 

Tom’s disappearance. 

“Tom would never be involved with drugs,” Summer de-

clared firmly, anxiety evident as she nervously chewed on her 

nail. Her nail was red and raw from where she had been biting 

it out of nerves. “He was a genuinely good person. Besides, 

there's already a known drug dealer on campus—Leanne 

Marinos. She peddles Razor Dust either to students chasing a 

buzz or to the overachieving nerds desperate for an all-night 

study session.” 

“What’s Razor Dust?” I asked. I’d never heard of it.

“No one knows,” Summer said. “It’s either party pills mixed 

with herbal tea that’s a powder, or something created by a 

bored chemistry nerd in Perth. Leanne claims she’s perfected 

her own recipe in the school’s science lab — and she’s not 

telling anyone what’s in it.” 

I wanted to ask the obvious question about the risks asso-

ciated with teenagers taking a drug that they didn’t know was 

in it, but Summer must have seen my face.
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“It’s not dangerous,” Summer added hurriedly. “Those who 

have used it say you just have a sudden, sharp rush of ener-

gy—like chugging six coffees at once but your brain’s wearing 

rollerblades, and you get heightened focus for about 90 min-

utes.” 

I now understood the appeal of the drug to students. If they 

needed an edge for a cram session, then this was the way to 

do it.

“The worst side effects are the faint metallic taste in the 

mouth and grinding your teeth so hard you chip them. That’s 

why they call it Razor Dust.” Summer tapped her fingernail on 

her tooth.

Trust teenagers to come up with a name that emphasised 

the worst side effects.

“And headaches and nosebleeds too,” Summer added hur-

riedly.

“I’m not loving the sound of those,” I said. “How do you 

know what it’s doing to your brain?”

“I mean, you can’t. Most of these kids weren’t geniuses to 

begin with,” Summer said with disdain.

I snorted, not being able to control my involuntary reaction. 

“Could Tom have accidentally gotten mixed up with some-

thing happening at school?” I asked when my humour had 

subsided. 

Summer shook her head. “I can’t see it. Leanne sits on the 

Student Representative Council and is one of the Year 11 Cap-

tains. All the adults rave about her as the ideal go-getter with 

a bright future. Even if something went wrong, the worst-case 

scenario would be that she'd get expelled.” 
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“And what about her supplier?” I pressed further. “I mean, 

how is she getting the ingredients to make this drug?”

Summer offered, “I could ask around,” but I immediately 

cut her off. 

“No way. I don’t want you dragged into this mess. We don’t 

know what Tom got involved with, and I can’t risk you ending 

up in the same situation.” 

She hesitated, “What about you? You’re also at risk if you 

keep poking around for answers.” 

I reasoned, “I’ve dealt with situations like this before—it’s 

part of my job.” 

Summer still appeared doubtful. 

“And I have to be the one to dig into this if I’m going to 

report it,” I added, conveniently omitting the fact that a con-

fidentiality agreement barred me from reporting on school 

scandals. Still, if I uncovered any illegal actions that warranted 

police attention, then it’d be open season. 

“Did you get the local newspaper to run that article about 

Tom?” I asked. 

Summer nodded. “I created a fake communications email 

and sent them a media release. Tom was quite adept with 

computers and even showed me how to hack into the server 

to pull that off. The newspaper published one article before 

the school traced it, deleted the email account, and changed 

the server password, so I couldn’t log in again.” 

I wrestled with whether to mention Nathan’s tip about the 

International Student Coordinator to Summer, but ultimately 

kept it to myself; I couldn’t risk her inadvertently getting 

involved. 
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Before long, we went our separate ways, Summer leaving 

first. I waited five minutes before following.

As I stepped out of the shed, I heard footsteps running 

toward me, and ducked back in, peering through the door. 

Two boys ran past the shed. “Dude, be quiet,” one of them 

hissed in a too-loud whisper.

“There’s no one around,” the other one said in a regular 

voice. They ran around the back of the shed and into the 

forest.

I waited a few more moments, making sure there were no 

other rebellious students breaking curfew, and slithered back 

to my cottage.

I’d been following Leanne Marinos for six days, seventeen 

hours, and maybe a handful of minutes depending on your 

definition of ‘tailing.’ I’d found her schedule and learnt to duck 

out of the office whenever she had a spare period and follow 

her, to see her routine.

The Marinos girl wore her hair high in a ponytail, no-non-

sense, but still created a static charge around herself so each 

loose brown wisp hovered, antennae-like, to sense for threats 

or attention. She kept her hands in her jacket, even when it 

was balmy. I had a whole theory about that: you keep secrets 

in your palms, and aFer a while, the rest of you follows.

The Griday night run was the only one that counted. I’d 

watched her slip a canister to some Neanderthals on the footy 

team on Monday, trade a pair of tubes for a wad of five-dollar 

bills in the cafeteria on Tuesday, and, most audacious of all, 

exchange hugs and handshakes during assembly on Thursday, 

while passing out vials. 
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Tonight’s location: the dock next to the boathouse, the 

moon hanging  over the  lake  a wise,  benevolent  aunt.  I 

crouched behind a tree and watched Leanne stride past a girl 

who was overdressed for the weather, black turtleneck, long 

coat, face sharp and pale as a new moon. The girl intercept-

ed Leanne halfway to the boardwalk. Their meeting looked 

accidental, but the choreography was too precise. Like they’d 

practiced it in rehearsal, with marks taped to the stage.

Leanne’s voice, even at a hush, had this precise diction, 

like she’d grown up reciting court transcripts for fun. “—you 

remember the ratio?” she was saying.

Turtleneck Uirl nodded. “I wrote it on my arm this time.”

“Don’t  write it.  Not even in code.  Don’t  be an idiot.” 

Leanne’s tone wasn’t angry, just disappointed.

Turtleneck pulled her sleeve over the offending forearm 

and nodded again.

“It has to go in the blue first,” Leanne said. “Add the white 

aFer, or it crystallises. You don’t want it to crystallise.”

This seemed important, so I made a mental note. Add the 

white aFer. Blue first.

Turtleneck handed over something small, a key, or flSB dri-

ve, or scrap of paper, then walked off with her hands jammed 

in her coat. Leanne watched her go, then double-backed 

toward the school, feet hitting the sidewalk at a crisp, me-

chanical pace.

I stalked Leanne at the front doors, punching a code into 

the keypad, slipping inside as if she belonged there at ten p.m. 

on a Griday.

I waited thirty seconds, then followed, using my staff key 

to enter. The hallways at night are a different country—shiny, 
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echoey, and haunted by the aFerimage of day. My sneakers 

stuck to the (oor with every step. I found Leanne at the 

science lab, third door on the leF. She didn’t bother with the 

lights, just used the beam of her phone to scan the cabinets.

I edged closer. Leanne was rooting through a drawer, ex-

tracting a plastic bag with a handful of blue (owers, already 

wilting. She pinched a few into a beaker, poured in water from 

a labelled squeeze bottle O“Distilled !nly—N! Exceptions)”", 

then uncapped a vial of something clear and poured it over the 

petals. She swirled the beaker, waited, checked her phone, 

then shook a small pill bottle into the mix.

The whole process was methodical, brisk, but not rushed. 

If she was nervous, it didn’t show. When she was satisfied, she 

decanted the mixture into three or four tiny tubes, capped 

them, and wiped her fingerprints with a napkin. I’d seen 

enough. I stepped forward and cleared my throat.

Leanne didn’t jump. Instead, she finished capping the last 

tube, set it down, and said, “What are you doing here? Don’t 

you work in the office?”

I cleared my throat. JCommunications !fficer, actually.J My 

voice came out higher than intended. I'd rehearsed catching 

her red-handed, not defending my presence. I straightened 

my shoulders and lowered my voice an octave. JBut we're not 

discussing my job description. Why are you in the science lab 

at ten p.m. on a Griday?J

“I’m performing some school experiments. My science 

teacher gave me permission to use the lab aFer hours.” Leanne 

smiled sweetly at me, and I wondered how oFen she had 

gotten away with bamboozling adults. 

“And if I ask your teacher, that’s what they’ll tell me?” 
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Leanne shrugged.  “My parents are the biggest  school 

donors. Miss Kaur will say whatever I want her to say.” 

“She’ll say that she gave you permission to make Razor Dust 

and sell it on campus?” I demanded.

Leanne’s face showed momentary surprise, but she quickly 

rallied. She inspected the beaker as if searching for a poetic 

answer. “Technically, it’s just a nootropic. All legal. flnless you 

count the hydroponic (owers, but those aren’t even classi-

fied.”

“Hydroponic (owers,” I repeated.

She glanced at me, quick. “They’re natural, in a way. It’s not 

like I’m cooking meth.”

“What about the headaches and nosebleeds that are side ef-

fects? You’re telling me there’s nothing illegal here,” I sneered.

“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.” Leanne met my gaze 

and blinked. “Anyway, why are you interested in my little 

operation?”

“I’m interested in Tom Nguyen?” 

Leanne looked at me blankly. 

“Ritalin was found in his desk aFer he went missing.”

“What’s that got to do with me?” Leanne asked.

“You’re a known drug dealer on campus. Maybe he found 

out about your operation and was going to report you,” I 

snapped.

She laughed—a quick, derisive snort. “âesus, you really 

think I’m that sloppy. What, you think he overdosed on vit-

amin pills and organic caffeine?”

Leanne’s gaze sharpened, picking at the weak spots in my 

armour. “Why do you care so much? Tom leF before you 

started working here.”
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“Tom told me he was working on uncovering something in 

the school. He asked for my help to get it published,” I thought 

on my feet, giving her a sanitised version of the truth while 

hiding my identity.

“What? He met you through his aunt?” Leanne’s gaze nar-

rowed.

I nodded quickly. 

“Whatever your theory is,” Leanne said, “you’re wasting 

your time. I had nothing to do with him being missing, or the 

Ritalin being found in his desk.”

She moved to leave the classroom, but I stepped in front of 

it, blocking her path. “You don’t even care what happened to 

him?” I asked.

She hesitated. Gor a moment, the mask slipped, and I saw an 

actual human reaction—a (icker of regret, maybe, or some-

thing heavier. “You think because I’m selling study drugs, I’m 

some kind of monster?”

“People like Tom don’t disappear by accident,” I said.

“People like Tom disappear because no one notices they’re 

already gone,” she said. “You want someone to blame? Start 

with the counsellors. !r yourself. It’s all the same.”

She must have seen something in my face, because the jab 

hit home. I felt responsible for him going missing. I wasn’t 

there for him when he said he found a story. Leanne used my 

distraction to sidestep me and disappear down the hallway. I 

sighed, turning off the lights and locking the classroom behind 

her. As I walked back to my cottage under the cover of dark-

ness, I debated my next move. I thought Leanne was peddling 

an illegal drug and as soon as I confronted her, she’d crumble. 

Instead, I’d underestimated her mettle.  



ECHOES 1-3 57

AFer Nathan’s cheating scandal, I now knew that St Augus-

tine protected its own, and if I notified Karen as the Principal 

about yet another scandal I’d uncovered, I might blow my 

cover once and for all. I needed to see if I could get leverage 

over Leanne, find out if what she was doing was truly illegal or 

if she was a shady prodigy who was scamming her peers with 

a natural supplement to help them study.

I’d spent the entire weekend with the beaker and my lap-

top, trawling the worst corners of the internet for anything 

remotely like the powder I’d seen Leanne make. There were 

forums for “biohackers” and “smart drug” fanatics, but nothing 

matched the blue colour, let alone the (oral aFertaste. Most 

of them were just caffeine with a thesaurus.

I returned to investigating Leanne and realised that she was 

a founding member of the school gardening club. I pitched a 

story about the club for the next issue of the school magazine 

and created an excuse to attend the next meeting.

There were only six of students, not counting the faculty 

sponsor. Leanne showed up in dirt-stained leggings, hair up in 

a bun, face perfectly unbothered by her growing infamy. She 

acted like she hadn’t met me before.

Gor the next hour, I shadowed her around the greenhouse. 

She moved from station to station with surgical precision, 

pinching off cuttings, transferring them to seed trays, watering 

with a spray bottle that smelled faintly of bleach. She didn’t 

say another word to me, but the glances she threw over her 

shoulder were sharper than a trowel.

The blue-(owering plant lived on the third bench from the 

back. The label said “Clitoria ternatea,” which was the kind of 

joke a sophomore boy would make, and probably why Leanne 
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loved it. She’d crossbred the variety, coaxing out a new shade 

of turquoise that looked radioactive under the grow lights.

When I tried to take a photo, she blocked my view with her 

hand. “Trade secret,” she said.

“What do you do with it?”

She shrugged. “Tea, mostly. It’s a natural pH indicator. 

Turns pink if you add lemon.”

I didn’t buy it, not for a second.

AFer club, I lingered outside the greenhouse until Leanne 

came out. “What’s in the stuff, really?” I asked. “The study 

blend.”

She set her backpack on the ground, then gave me a side-

long look. “It’s not illegal, if that’s what you’re hoping.”

“Caffeine isn’t illegal, either. But you don’t see people 

snorting it out of centrifuge tubes.”

She considered, then said, “It’s just caffeine, guarana, some 

adaptogens, and (ower extract. The secret is the base. I use a 

citrus solvent. Makes it absorb faster.”

I made a face. “You’re selling orange-scented speed.”

“Not even close,” she said. “It’s gentler than Panadol. Safer, 

too. No one’s gone to the ER.”

“Yet,” I muttered.

Ginally, I said, “You still haven’t explained the blue. !r what 

happened to Tom?”

Her face tightened. “The blue is marketing. People love a 

gimmick. And Tom—” she paused, then looked away. “I had 

nothing to do with Tom.”

“But you know who sells Ritalin on campus?”

“No one sells Ritalin. I’m only providing a study aide, and 

it’s perfectly legal.”
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“How did the Ritalin get in his desk?” I demanded.

She exhaled sharply. “I’m guessing that someone planted it 

there. Someone who didn’t want anyone looking any further 

into his disappearance.” Her eyes locked with mine. “And that 

someone is not me.” 

I felt the urge to press her, to ask again. But something in 

her voice made me hold back. Instead, I asked, “Do you ever 

take it yourself?”

The corner of her mouth liFed. “Wouldn’t you?”

She picked up her backpack and strode off, leaving me 

confused.

Back home, I dissected a petal from the beaker on the 

kitchen sink. The blue bled into the water instantly, staining 

everything. I licked my finger, dabbed the juice on my tongue. 

It tasted sweet, then sharp. The aFertaste was lemon, but 

there was something else—metallic, almost electric.

I waited for an hour, half-expecting to feel my heart race, 

my vision to sharpen, something. But all that happened was 

a burst of ideas for my next few articles, and a kind of (oaty 

clarity, like I’d finally slept eight hours in a row.

It wasn’t Panadol. But it wasn’t nothing, either.

The next day I made an appointment with Karen, telling 

her that while I’d been researching the gardening story, I’d 

discovered Leanne’s side hustle. She was giving out powdered 

study aides she’d manufactured to her peers.

She called Leanne into the office and repeated what I’d said 

in front of her. Leanne sat in the second chair, legs crossed, 

looking like she was prepping for an interview with Harvard.

Karen's  eyes  narrowed as  she  studied  Leanne across 

the desk. JWould you care to explain yourself?JLeanne sat 
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straighter; fingers laced together like a CE! at a board meet-

ing. JEverything I've distributed is completely legal. I've never 

charged a cent. This is a documented scientific inquiry with 

proper controls and variables.J

I almost laughed. “Then why label it ‘zinc powder’?”

“Because it looks like zinc,” she said, deadpan. “I didn’t 

want anyone to think it was something else.”

Karen turned to me. “Seka, have you witnessed an ex-

change of money?”

I hesitated. “No. But I’ve seen the drops, the tubes, every-

thing.”

Leanne smiled at the principal. “I’d be happy to explain my 

project if you’d like. I have documentation.”

Karen considered, then nodded. “Leanne, you’ll stay here. 

Seka, you’re excused for now.”

I leF the office, closing the door just as Leanne (ashed me 

a lazy wink. Back in the hall, my stomach dropped. Had I just 

ruined my chances of finding out what happened to Tom? !r 

would the principal see through the smokescreen?

Karen called me back in. Her office was filled with potted 

succulents and a glass paperweight shaped like a shark. She 

gestured for me to sit.

Karen folded her hands on the desk. JYour concern is not-

ed, Seka,J she said, her voice a perfect administrative monot-

one. JWe investigate all potential infractions. However, the 

evidence doesn't support further action.J

JShe's walking free?J The words escaped before I could 

stop them.
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JI've had a productive conversation with the Marinos fam-

ily. They share our commitment to student welfare. We'll be 

keeping a close eye on the situation.J

The unspoken message hung in the air: wealthy parents, 

potential lawsuit, case closed. I swallowed my retort and nod-

ded.

Karen's chair creaked as she leaned forward. JShould you 

observe anything concerning, I expect to be your first point 

of contact. Are we clear?J

Crystal clear. Another cover-up in progress.

In the hallway, Leanne slouched against the metal lockers, 

thumbs dancing across her phone screen. She glanced up, 

caught my gaze, and silently formed two words with exagger-

ated precision: JTold you.J

Seven days later, everything changed.

Girst came the morning announcements: “Congratula-

tions to Leanne Marinos for her award-winning research in 

plant-based cognitive enhancement.” The word “award” was 

repeated seven times in three sentences. By lunch, the local 

paper ran a photo of Leanne shaking hands with a pharma-

ceutical CE!, her smile the same half-smirk I’d seen in the 

greenhouse.

The scandal didn’t just evaporate; it was reverse-engi-

neered into a press release. The principal hosted a “Stu-

dent Innovators Assembly” where Leanne got a plaque and a 

standing ovation. They even gave her a lab coat with her name 

stitched in royal blue. 

The coup de grVce was a glossy email blast sent to every 

parent: “District Student Wins Scholarship, Patents ‘Natural’ 

Study Aid.” 
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Leanne’s product—now dubbed “Pure2iew”—was sudden-

ly everywhere, sold over the counter at a dozen supplement 

shops. The tubes were identical to the ones I’d seen in the 

supply room, except now the labels said “Patent Pending” and 

had a little logo of a blue (ower.

I watched it all unfold with the horror you reserve for 

slow-motion car wrecks. I felt like Cassandra in the old sto-

ries—cursed to predict disaster and ignored until the bodies 

started piling up.

I found Summer waiting in the boathouse, perched on an 

overturned canoe with her knees pulled to her chest.JSo your 

whistleblowing turned her into a celebrity entrepreneur,J she 

said, picking at a splinter in the wooden hull.JClassic St. Au-

gustine,J I said, leaning against the doorframe. JThe machine 

just absorbs the shock and spits out a press release.JSummer's 

fingers stilled. JTom never stood a chance, did he?JI slid down 

to sit beside her, the concrete (oor cold through my jeans. 

JWe're starting over. Day one. Who saw him last, who entered 

his room, everything.JHer shoulders hunched forward as she 

nodded, her gaze fixed on the dark water visible through the 

slats in the wall.

The next day my fingers hovered above the keyboard as I 

logged into the school’s security archive, treating the bold red 

“IT Admin !nly” warning as more of a suggestion than a rule. 

Beneath St. Augustine’s grand rituals and polished reputation 

lurked a bloated, misconfigured SharePoint system that no-

body really understood. In my first few days on the job, I’d 

mapped every backdoor, uncovered every forgotten permis-

sions group, and catalogued every outdated admin account 

that should have been retired years ago.
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When my credentials sailed past the firewall without so 

much as a hiccup, I felt a (eeting, vicious thrill of vindica-

tion. Then the adrenaline ebbed away. The folder for the day 

Tom disappeared was completely empty—no corruption, no 

partial archive, just nothing. I clicked back and forth through 

the calendar. May 78th was intact: hours of grainy footage 

showing students idling by lockers, teachers sipping coffee in 

the staff room, the groundskeeper feeding ravenous magpies 

behind the quad. May 79th was there, too. But May 76th? 

Wiped clean.

This was no accidental deletion. The system’s retention 

policy was ruthless: twelve months of data locked in place. 

You couldn’t erase a full day with a stray keystroke—you 

needed a plan, precision, inside knowledge. I ran a script 

to hunt for deleted files in shadow copies and recycle bins. 

Nothing turned up. The recycle bin looked as if nobody had 

ever opened it. Whoever did this had moved deliberately, 

surgically, leaving no obvious trail. They knew this system 

better than the contractor who built it.

Suddenly the Ritalin found in Tom’s locker didn’t seem like 

some isolated prank. It felt like part of a larger design. Tom’s 

digital trail ended the same evening: attendance recorded, 

lunch purchase at Q:18 PM—then a total blackout. Someone 

had methodically erased his final hours. Someone with admin 

privileges. Someone with power.

I still had no clue how those pills got into Tom’s bag or 

who was distributing them. Leanne and Summer both insisted 

there was no Ritalin operation on campus—the worst drug 

rumour around was a Year 17 who sometimes smuggled his 

brother’s Adderall. Nothing systematic. So why those pills? 
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The bottle, the dose count, the neat placement—it was too 

perfect. Like dropping a single drop of ink on white paper to 

leave an undeniable stain.

Kids would have talked if there’d been a dealer. Rumours 

spread like wildfire. No one had mentioned a supplier. This 

stank of a set-up. A frame job. I drummed my fingers on 

the desk as I reviewed my notes. The ugly question hovered: 

who on campus could legally access Ritalin? And how could I 

prove Tom had taken none before that night? There had to be 

records—every student diagnosed, every dose logged. If not 

in the main office, then in the nurse’s files.

I clipped on my staff lanyard, grabbed a manila folder, and 

headed for the health office. The room was cramped and 

(ickered under (uorescent lights painted the colour of boiled 

egg yolks. Nurse Evans sat behind a stack of files, crunching 

corn chips. She gave me a narrow-eyed nod when I entered.

“Morning,” I said, striving for a mix of cheer and fatigue. 

“Puick question about Tom Nguyen—any record of him get-

ting ADHD meds? Ritalin, dexamphetamine, anything?”

Evans wiped her fingers on a napkin and opened her data-

base. “Let me check.” She scrolled, then shook her head. 

“No script for Nguyen. He’s never been on controlled sub-

stances—I’d have noted it.”

My heart rate climbed. “If someone else in his class had a 

prescription, would that show up?”

She raised an eyebrow. “Privacy rules, but off the record? 

Three students school-wide are on Ritalin or Dexamph. None 

are in Nguyen’s year.”

A cold certainty settled in my chest. The pills arrived the 

day before Tom vanished. No student script matched. So the 



ECHOES 1-3 65

source was external—or someone inside with access to con-

trolled meds, someone who wanted to ruin him.

Back in my office, I circled the room. If no student source 

existed, it had to be a parent, a local UP, or an administrator 

bold enough to bypass protocols. Uemma? Karen? Both had 

plenty to lose from a scandal—but would they frame a kid?

It was time to follow up Nathan’s clue about the interna-

tional coordinator. 
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Forged on the war-torn streets of Srebrenica, Seka Torlak 

fights for justice, retribution and truth. 

0.5: The Tree That Stood Still

Srebrenica 1992, in a town shattered by prejudice, Seka and 

her best friend Zora forge a friendship that defies the ravages 

of war. Amidst the chaos, they must navigate a world where 

friends can become enemies overnight. Will their friendship 

endure the storm of war and prejudice, or will it be shattered 

by the forces tearing their town apart?
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Book 1: Time Kneels Between Mountains

Srebrenica, 1992, in a town besieged by the enemy, and torn 

apart by corruption, Seka fights for survival and seeks justice 

for those who are at the mercy of unscrupulous profiteers. 

Yet, amidst the devastation, she finds a glimmer of hope as her 

relationship with Ramo blossoms from friendship to love. But 

as she fights for justice and love, will Seka triumph, or will the 

brutal war tear everything she holds dear apart?

Bonus Short Story: Belma’s Liberation

 In a village shadowed by abuse, there are those with 

courage who fight for liberation…

 Sign up to my newsletter and read Belma's Liberation to 

find out how Seka saved her friend from her abusive father

 

Book 2: Ghosts Among the Gumtrees

Melbourne, 1997, in a city that is a refuge to those escaping   

war and destruction, as well as a hiding place for war criminals 

seeking safe   harbour, Seka exacts her retribution against 

the man responsible for   genocide. Haunted by memories of 

war and loss, Seka   grapples with the raging conflict within 

her: the pursuit of justice versus   the thirst for retribution. 

Will Seka find her salvation, or will she lose   her soul in the 

process?

Bonus Short Story: Zora’s Story

In the ruins of war, there are those who cling to memories 

of friendship…

Sign up to my newsletter and read Zora’s Story to find out 

her story in escaping the war
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Book 3: Mad Dawn Winter

Riverwood, 1998, in a small Australian country town that 

is   close-knit and peaceful, Seka discovers a cold case of a 

former Vietnam Vet   and unearths the layers of secrets hiding 

the truth behind his murder. As   Seka digs deeper, she finds 

herself entangled in a dangerous game of deceit   and loyalty, 

facing ghosts of the past and present. Will she unravel the   

truth and deliver justice before it’s too late, or will the town's 

dark   secrets consume her?

Bonus Short Story: Art’s War

In a time of loss and grief, there are those who pursue the 

truth…

Sign up to my newsletter and read Art’s Fall to find out 

about his investigation first-hand 

Bonus Short Story: The Regrets of Ben Hayes

In a war where fear reigns, love remains unspoken… 

Sign up to my newsletter and read The Regrets of Ben 

Hayes to find out about his first love during his service as a 

National Serviceman.
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Book 4: Echoes Among Wattle Pines

Willowford, 2000, when a student disappears from the elite 

St Augustine’s private school, Seka goes undercover to uncov-

er the truth—because she knows he didn’t run. But in a school 

where power protects its own, asking the wrong questions 

can be just as dangerous as knowing the answers. Will she 

find Tom before it’s too late, or will Willowford’s secrets claim 

another victim?

Bonus Short Story: Sheila’s Silence

In a time when men are believed and women are buried, the 

truth fights to be heard…

Sign up to my newsletter and read Sheila’s Silence to find 

out about her death and Seka’s search for justice.
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