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About the Book



A daring escape. A school lockdown. A thrilling chase. What would you risk to save a life?


Sima and her family are pressed to the rough, cold ground among fifty others. They lie next to the tall fence designed to keep them in. The wires are cut one by one.


When they make their escape, a guard raises the alarm. Shouting, smoke bombs, people tackled to the ground. In the chaos Sima loses her parents.


Dad told her to run, so she does, hiding in a school and triggering a lockdown. A boy, Dan, finds her hiding in the toilet block.


What should he do? Help her? Dob her in? She’s breaking the law, but is it right to lock kids up? And if he helps, should Sima trust him? Or run?


THIS MOMENT, THESE DECISIONS, WILL CHANGE THE COURSE OF THEIR LIVES.
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ESCAPE

5.28 AM




Sima watches the man carefully as he snips fence wires one by one. He’s skinny, nervous, his shaved head slick with sweat and glowing silver in the moonlight. His tattooed hands squeeze the sharp cutters closed. The gap looks almost wide enough to get through now.

Sima and her family are pressed to the rough, cold ground among about fifty others. They lie in the gap between two tall fences designed to keep them in. The outer fence is the only thing separating them from freedom. They wait. They’ve become very good at that.

Sima hears a noise, the scuff of boot on gravel. She glances over her shoulder, through the inner fence and beneath the portable dormitory building to the path where a guard will walk by at any moment.

Hurry, she thinks, urging the protester to work faster. She thinks his name is Ed. An Aussie guy. He’s been camping outside the centre all week with the others.

Snip.

Dad rests his hand on Sima’s back, his face crisscrossed with diamond fence shadows. ‘I love you very much,’ he whispers. ‘Remember, no matter what, you run. Don’t stop till you get to the trees.’

The baby coughs quietly and Mum gently pats her back and soothes her, ‘Shhhhh, shhhhh, shhhhh.’ Laila is two months old. She’s been coughing since the day she was born. If she cries now, it’ll be disastrous.

Mum had argued against the escape, but Dad had convinced her that to stay meant almost certain death. Tonight they would be sent home. Deported. Fifty people from this centre alone. Hundreds all up.

Snip.

The protester pries the fence wide. Another one, Jasmine, pulls open the other side. She motions for them to hurry. Two families climb through before it’s Mum, Laila, Dad and Sima’s turn. Sima squeezes through the narrow opening, headfirst, scratching and scraping her ears on the sharp-cut metal. She always thought her ears were too sticky-outy. Wing-bats, she called them. Dad had assured her many times that her ears were not wing-bats and that they stuck out just the perfect amount.

I knew he was lying, Sima thinks.

She flattens herself to the ground again. It feels different out here. She peers through the low-hanging fog towards the road and the promise of freedom.

‘Come,’ Dad whispers, crawling past.

She follows Mum and Dad along the fence line, wriggling on her belly through the patchy, clumpy grass. Rocks graze and gouge her arms and legs, but she doesn’t feel it. Fear masks the pain. Deep, bone-shaking fear. Dozens of other detainees follow her along the base of the fence.

Her father’s thick-soled shoes stop, sharp. Sima almost headbutts them.

To her left, in the gap beneath the dorm – the one where Sadia, her best friend, sleeps – Sima sees the black-booted feet of the guard walking towards the corner of the compound. The guard is going in the same direction that she and the others are heading. They wait, watch, till the boots turn and walk back along the far side of the buildings. It must be the guards’ changeover time. 5.30. This is it.


The human chain starts to move again and Sima low-crawls along the dark night ground, double-time now. Once they reach the corner, the plan is to run across about thirty metres of open grass to the nearest trees, close to the road.

Dad and some of the other men have been watching, thinking, planning, quietly communicating with the protesters through the fence over the past few days to hatch this plan. Dad hates to break the law, but makes an exception when his family’s lives are on the line.

We’re good people in a bad situation. That’s what Mum always said.

Dad’s shoes kick up a puff of dust, which tickles Sima’s nose. She feels a sneeze coming. She stops crawling, squeezes her nose hard. Someone behind taps her ankle to tell her to keep moving.

The sneeze twists and turns, painfully stabbing the inside of her nose. Sima never sneezes just once. Always five, six times. And loud. The person behind taps her ankle urgently now. Dad, Mum and Laila move further and further ahead.

Stinging tears run from Sima’s eyes and she knows she won’t be able to keep it in. Years of struggle, days of planning, this escape their only hope, and a sneeze – five sneezes, probably – will be their undoing, not just for her and her family, but for all of them. She pinches the top of her nose so hard the bone might break.

The people behind start to crawl past Sima, filling the gap between her and her family. Then, as quickly as it arrived, the sneeze is gone. She slowly releases her grip, waits, rubs her face and nose. Through the double fence she sees a guard’s boots coming back towards the corner now. She starts moving, joining the chain again.

With no warning, choo! She covers her nose with one hand. Then three more muffled sneezes. So loud.

Silence. Everyone stops. The human chain lies dead still on the ground.

Sima hears fast-moving footsteps. Up ahead, at the corner, the guard. He drops his cigarette. A plume of smoke rises like a mini mushroom cloud to the moths swarming the light above him. He moves to the fence, flicks on his torch, shines it in the eyes of Sima and nearly fifty others lying motionless on the ground outside.

‘Escape!’ the guard shouts.

‘Run!’ Dad screams.











RUN

5.31 AM




The human chain rattles and scatters. Sima thinks she sees Dad push up from the ground, then Mum. She runs towards them through the churning sea of escapees and protesters. Shadows and sharp light confuse her. She is elbowed hard in the side of the head and knocked to the ground – a lightning blast. All transmissions cease momentarily. Sima feels piercing pain at her temple. She hears an army of heavy boots on the path inside the compound. A siren wailing.

Dad grabs her hand, helps her up, and they run. He’s holding Mum’s hand, too, as they squeeze through the chaos – people running for their lives, and behind them guards spilling out of a gate and through the hole in the fence, tackling people. There’s a loud hiss and a cloud of smoke. Screaming. Another hiss. More smoke.

A man that Sima recognises bashes into Dad, knocking him off his feet. The man apologises and turns to run but two black-clad guards tackle him to the ground with a sickening thump and pull his arms tight behind his back.

Sima feels a hard tug on her sleeve. Dad. She follows him, head down, burrowing through the scrum of people, smoke and panic.

Bang! Sounds like a gunshot. She feels a gush of adrenaline. Just like home, where she heard guns every day, felt afraid every day. But Sima’s never heard a gun here before. The guards don’t carry weapons. It might be Border Force, who had been hanging around since the protests began, or police maybe.

Shouldn’t have done this. Should have stayed and waited.

Even as the words skitter through her mind, they fall down dead. No choice.

Mum can’t run fast with baby Laila screaming in the sling on her front.

‘Go for the trees. I’ll meet you there,’ Dad says.

Sima keeps moving.

My fault. My fault.


The crowd and smoke thins out the further she runs, making her an easier target. Sima waits for a bullet in her shoulder, like the last time they tried to escape. That was in another place, on another continent, thousands of kilometres from here. But that’s one of the good things about having been shot before. You know you can survive. It’s also the benefit of having a father who is a doctor. He can pull the bullet out, stitch you up in the back seat of an old truck as you speed through the desert, and he’ll even let you keep the bullet to remind you how precious life is.

Sima reaches the shadow-cover of the trees, a cluster of twenty or so standing dark against yellow streetlights. There are five or six other people waiting in the shadows. Most of the others seem to have scattered into the night or been recaptured. Sima presses herself to the papery bark. Birds warble above, beginning morning calls. She sneaks a look out through the patchy fog and the sea of bodies to the sprawling compound. There’s a roar of an engine from the airport behind the immigration detention centre and a faint grey strip of lightening sky on the distant horizon. A bird takes flight in silhouette and, behind it, a plane. First one for the day. Everything seems to be able to fly around here, except Sima.


Mum, Dad and baby Laila are nowhere to be seen. A guard has a man in a headlock on the ground maybe fifteen metres away. The man swears and screams, ‘Let me go!’ Another guard cuffs him, then looks up, directly at Sima. She retreats.

Go for the trees, Dad said. But what now?

She peeks an eye out again and sees a guard moving quickly towards her. The people hiding in the trees behind her run. Sima panics. She looks past the guard but can’t see her family.

Run, Dad whispers through her mind. And, with that, she turns and flees through the trees, out of the shadows, down a steep grassy slope and across three lanes of early traffic, dodging a fast-moving silver van.

The others who were hiding with her are already across the next three lanes, up the embankment and now running into the bush on the far side. Sima glances back when she reaches the median strip, but she still can’t see her mum or dad.

‘STOP!’ the guard shouts.

Fear howls deep in Sima’s bones, telling her to give up. But her father’s voice – I love you … Run – urges her onward and she dashes across the other three lanes, cutting in behind a truck. On the far side, Sima scrambles up the rocky slope. She looks back as she slips beneath a fence at the top. The guard is on the median strip now and there’s another officer with him, in a different uniform. Police? Border Force? Either way, he’s armed. He raises his pistol.

She knows the guard. A big bear of a man with a bushy moustache. Karl. He once let Sima and Sadia have extra ice-cream after dinner even though he wasn’t supposed to. Now he’s standing next to a man who’s pointing a gun at her.

‘Sima. Stop!’ Karl calls over the rumble of an approaching semitrailer. The officer next to him lowers the gun momentarily, his head rising a few centimetres.

‘Give yourself up! It’s not worth it!’ Karl calls.

Sima knows this isn’t true. It is worth it. Her life is worth it. Her family’s lives. The officer raises the gun again, so Sima turns and runs. The semitrailer speeds by between them. Sima sprints for the protection of the bush. When the truck has passed the guard shouts ‘STOP!’ once more.

But Sima is gone.











LEFT FOR DEAD

7.32 AM




Dan is dreaming of escape as he lifts the top strand on the rusty barbed wire fence at the back of the caravan park and slips through. Sometimes he takes a different route to school to make it feel like he lives somewhere else. Anywhere but here. Five years, two hundred and eighty-six days till he leaves school, leaves Midgenba, for good. Not that he’s counting.

He slides down the rocky incline to the edge of the motorway, climbs over the steel guardrail as a semi tears by a few metres from his face. It whips his hair and clothes and he turns to protect himself from the rush of wind and gravel. That’s when he sees something lying on the shoulder of the six-lane road.

It’s chained to the guardrail, dead still, about twenty metres along from where Dan stands. It’s a dog, black with white patches. Dan looks around for its human, but there’s no one.

Left for dead, Dan thinks.

It reminds Dan of his old dog, Jock, a pit bull. Jocky had half an ear missing and looked mean, but he wasn’t. Kids used to tease Jock when they cut through the van park on the way home from school. The council took him away a year ago because he bit a boy’s finger. Only a nip, but there was a lot of blood.

Dan eases his way along the rail until he’s within about five metres and can see the dog’s ribs heave up and down. Short and sharp. Panting. Panicked. Flies are feeding on open cuts on its body. He has one eye open a crack, like a crocodile peering out of the water at his prey. Dan thinks it’s a ‘him’. Maybe he’s assuming that because Jock was a boy.

The dog growls a liquidy growl that Dan can hear even through the roar of traffic and a plane readying for takeoff over at the airport.

‘You all right, boy?’

The dog growls lower and heaves himself up off his side to lie on his belly. It hurts, Dan can tell. The chain around his neck grates across the tar. There’s a dark red stain on the road where he was lying.


The driver of a black ute with bull bars hits the horn as he tears past, making the dog flinch.

‘It’s okay,’ Dan says, edging closer, trying to get a look at the injuries. It doesn’t seem like the dog’s been hit by a car. The cuts look more like they’re from fighting. But if they’re from fighting, who chained him up by the motorway and left him? Dan can see now that his fur is matted with blood in patches near the neck, the nose, the back leg. His snout is speckled pink where fur is missing, his lip all chewed up.

Dan likes the dog already, wants him to be okay. He can see now that it’s definitely a him. If Mum was here she’d put the dog in the car and take him back to the caravan. But Dan’s not exactly sure where Mum is.

The dog barks once, sharp and loud. Dan is three or four metres away and he sits down on the thick, steel guardrail. He peers at it from the corner of his eye. A plane passes overhead, low and loud, and takes away the sun for a moment. Dan looks up, wishes he was on it. He thinks that every time he sees a plane.

Mum once told Dan that an old prime minister said the best way to see Darwin was from 35,000 feet on the way to Paris. Dan doesn’t live in Darwin, but he figures that PM would feel the same way about Midgenba. Except he would see it from 35 feet as he took off.

Dan waits a minute or two before he shuffles along the guardrail. He hopes he can move faster than his new friend if it decides to take a chunk out of his leg. The dog eyes him but doesn’t move. A siren whoops in the distance and Dan winces, hoping it won’t startle the mutt.

Dan eases closer, centimetre by centimetre, earning the dog’s trust. He’s close enough to untie the fat silver chain from the rail now. He moves his hand ever so slowly towards it. With every centimetre he can feel steady links of trust building between him and the dog. But the second he touches the chain, the dog explodes with a deep, demonic growl that froths up from inside. Dan jumps to his left, a metre in the air, and lands awkwardly, falling hard on the gravelly edge of the road as the dog launches at his face.











THE DOG AND THE BOY

7.37 AM




Dan raises his arm, braces for the bite. A long, stretchy string of bloody saliva schlerps onto his cheek and, within three centimetres of the dog giving him a free facelift, the chain pulls tight. The dog flips onto its back with a sickening ribcage thump and a high-pitched yelp, then quickly rolls onto its belly again.

Dog and boy watch one another. Dan’s never been so thankful to have a nose.

I guess he doesn’t want to go walkies.

Dan sits at the edge of the road, cars flying by, the grazes on his hands, arm and leg shrieking. He can see now that the dog’s left eye is definitely missing, pinched close. A fighting dog or just mistreated? Pit bulls are sometimes bred as fighting dogs.


Rosco. That’s the name that pops into Dan’s head. He looks like a Rosco. Dan pulls himself back up onto the guardrail. He stares at Rosco and finds himself squinching one eye closed, imagining what it must be like to have a missing eye. Not that fun.

Better leave him, Dan thinks. Ask the office ladies at school to call the RSPCA or the pound.

Not the pound. They might do the same to Rosco as they did to Jock. And he couldn’t let that happen. He still likes Rosco in spite of their shaky start. He’s not too sure how much Rosco loves him just yet.

Food, Dan thinks. The way to a dog’s heart.

This morning for breakfast Dan had the dregs of a bottle of Coke and a rock-hard choc cross bun he found at the back of the crisper behind the carrots. Breakfasts had been a bit less nutritious in the last couple of months with Mum not around so much.

He’d made a ham sandwich for lunch, though. Sort of. Two crusts from the freezer and three slices of Spam from a tin in the cupboard. Dan hated Spam the first time he tried it, especially after reading the ingredients (pork with ham meat added, salt, water, modified potato starch, sugar, sodium nitrite). Mum persisted, saying, ‘That’s all we got when we were kids and we turned out all right.’ Then she twitched her neck and face like maybe she wasn’t all right. Mum was pretty funny sometimes. And she made his decision easier by offering canned meat or nothing, so Dan developed a taste for it.

He unzips his backpack and feels around in the graveyard of old permission notes, crushed assignment sheets and empty chip packets till he feels the foil-wrapped sandwich. He pulls it out and flashes the wrapping at Rosco, who stops panting, smacks his chops, sniffs the air.

‘You want some Spam, little doggy?’ Dan calls over the roar and rumble of vehicles. ‘It’s yum yum.’ He laughs at his own joke.

Red drool hangs from Rosco’s chin, almost touching the road, like a stalactite. Dan unwraps the sandwich and rips off a bit, keeping both eyes locked on the dog.

Rosco’s bent tail swishes. Just once, but a definite swish. Dan holds out the delicious morsel. He needs to earn Rosco’s trust, try to get back to where the chain is tied and see if he can release it. Dan throws the breaded, meaty chunk. It bounces, breaks apart and lands half a metre further along the road. Rosco heaves himself up, takes two wobbly steps and vacuums up the sandwich. He turns and peers over his shoulder at Dan, tongue out. He looks like he’s winking with that one eye closed.

‘You like that?’ Dan rips off another chunk. ‘I always told Mum it tasted like dog food.’ He throws it a little further past Rosco and shuffles in closer to where the chain is looped around the rail. Rosco drags the chain along the shoulder of the road and bends to eat. A truck honks its horn as it rips past. Rosco’s tail wags some more. Dan tosses another chunk, which takes the dog as far away as his chain will stretch.

Dan glances down to see how the chain is attached to the rail and carefully, quietly starts to operate on the knot. Every little movement vibrates through to Rosco’s collar and the dog barks, just once. A warning shot.

Dan is turned sideways, vulnerable, and Rosco knows it. Dan imagines the dog coming for his neck, taking it in his mouth and thinking that fresh meat’s a whole lot tastier than jellied ham substitute on crusts.

The dog takes a step towards the boy.

Dan stops untying.

Rosco takes another step, looking at Dan, front on now, one black ear up, one bent and broken white ear hanging down. Broad chest, strong, dominant.


He’s deciding whether to kill me or not, Dan realises. He is actually considering eating me alive. After everything I’ve done for him.

Dan holds his hands out to show that he means no harm. He thinks about running. But, after a long, scary moment, the dog sits.

Dan’s hands move back to the chain and carefully finish untying it. He holds it now. There’s nothing stopping Rosco from having another go at his face. Dan remembers his dad telling him that farmers use pit bulls to contain bigger animals. They can take a cow’s head in their mouth and pull the beast to the ground.

Dan knows that what he’s doing is insane, but he might be the dog’s best chance to stay alive. They’re connected now, an umbilical cord running between them. The chain hangs in a low arc and the boy thinks he can feel the dog’s heart beating through it. Or maybe it’s his own pulse beating through his fingers. Focusing on this steady rhythm stills Dan’s mind. The roaring quietens and it’s just the two of them. They’re on a space walk outside the space station. Or scuba divers in the deep, low dark with only one source of oxygen between them. Buddies, they call it. They’re buddies.

Rosco seems to smile through one half of his crooked jaw, the side where his tongue hangs out. He snarls through the other side, like he can’t decide what he thinks of the boy.

Dan probably should have worked out his plan before he unchained Rosco. Forward thinking is not one of Dan’s strong points, according to his last report card.

The heat of the day pounds his head like a hammer. It’s supposed to get to 37 degrees. It’s already 30. Maybe 32. It’s all over him – in his eyes and ears and throat. He prays they’ve fixed the fan in his first-period classroom. He knows they won’t have.

There’s a break in traffic and he takes a step out onto the motorway. Two steps. Three.

‘C’mon, boy.’

Rosco stands still.

Dan looks up the road to a truck bearing down on them from a couple of hundred metres away.

‘C’mon. Now or never.’ The chain is taut and Dan pulls on it.

The dog stays planted.

Truck – eighty metres away now.

Dan waves the last piece of sandwich at Rosco and that’s the clincher. The dog moves. Just one stiff, wooden step.

Then another.

And another.


The truck hits its horn, maybe forty metres away, and veers into the slow lane, which Rosco is halfway across.

Dan panics. ‘C’mon, boy!’

Rosco hobbles.

Dan tugs the chain hard and Rosco just makes it into the centre lane by a few centimetres, the truck nicking his tail, smashing them with a wall of wind and giving another long, heavy blast on its horn.

They make it onto the wide, grassy median strip. Rosco stops stiff-legged, puffs, licks his tail. Dan swears with relief and throws him the last piece of sandwich. The dog inhales it and the boy pulls on his chain again.











SCHOOL

7.41 AM




A police car rounds the corner and Sima drops low to the grass behind a parked van. The car cruises slowly by and Sima edges around to the back of the van before sneaking a look. Her heart beats like a zerbaghali, the drum Dad used to play when she was little. The police vehicle stops at the corner, sits, waits. It’s black with diagonal strips of blue and white chequer-print. The roof is covered in aerials.

Sima wonders if they have any way of locating her. She runs her fingers over the skin of her neck and into her hairline. Before they were moved to the mainland a few months back, Sima and her family were locked up for a year and a half on Christmas Island. She remembers when Akram Amiri, an Iranian man, on his 900th day in detention, climbed fifteen metres up a light pole in protest and would not come down. He screamed that all the detainees had been secretly injected with a microchip in the night so that they could be traced wherever they went.

Since then, Sima checks her skin every morning as she wakes. She imagines the chip pulsing light-blue inside her and the same light-blue pulse being watched on a screen in a bank of monitors in a dark underground bunker. It sounds like science fiction but after what Sima has seen in the past few years, anything is possible.

She wonders what happened to Akram Amiri. He was a nice man. Could she get like that if they locked her up for long enough? In the last few weeks, since the day they heard they were being sent home, Sima had listened to Mum and Dad’s whispered conversations at night. She was scared that Dad was going a bit like Akram Amiri. He’d been quiet, depressed, even angry sometimes. But, then, in the past few days, while they were planning the escape, he seemed to have hope again.

The police are still sitting there, waiting. An engine revs and she looks behind her to glimpse another police car turning the corner. She slips around the side of the van, drops to the ground, lies down in the gutter. They’ve tracked me, she thinks. This is it. Why else would two police cars stop on this street? She sends out a prayer that Mum, Dad and Laila got away. To Leeton, she thinks. The thought of them makes her feel so alone.

She watches as the car accelerates towards her, then passes by, pulling up next to the other vehicle.

Sima looks under the van and up the street. The cars are flanked by an enormous shed on one side of the street and a smoke-belching factory on the other. The passenger-side window of the second car rolls down and the officer seems to be talking to the driver of the first car. Seconds later the window goes up, both cars peel left and they are gone. Sima leaves it a few seconds, then climbs out of the gutter, dusts herself off and scurries along outside the factory fence. There’s a forklift moving inside the fence. The fat, bald driver looks Sima’s way. She speeds up till she’s hidden behind a row of concrete trucks.

Sima’s exhausted and wants to stop, but she can’t. After crossing the road in front of the centre two hours ago, she disappeared into the bush. Sima wanted to wait and see if her family would come, but she didn’t dare. Dad had planned that they would stay away from roads until they were far from the centre. So she tramped for over an hour, making slow progress through heavy bush in the semi-dark, fifty metres back from the road. She walked through thick spider webs, scanning the ground for snakes. She’s seen a few since arriving in Australia. They often slither into her dreams, too.

Once the sun was well and truly up she stumbled out of the bush into an industrial estate. She collapsed on the grass beside a tall fence with signs saying ‘High Voltage’ and ‘Danger: High-pressure buried oil pipeline’ and ‘Warning: No unauthorised access’. She was spent. After resting her tired, scratched legs for a while, she took off again and has been weaving her way through an endless labyrinth of factories, sheds and warehouses ever since. Probably going in circles.

Sima makes it to the corner where the police cars turned. They are nowhere to be seen. The street signs say ‘Technology Crescent’ and ‘Computer Circuit’. These seem like strange names for streets. She wonders if she’s reading them correctly. Sima went to every English class she could in the two centres she was in. She loves words and her English is much better than Mum and Dad’s. But still not perfect.

Something catches Sima’s eye. Two kids – a boy and a girl, maybe twelve and sixteen, in school uniform – walk out of the driveway of a large shed to her left.


Sima scuttles towards them and hides behind the only tree on Computer Circuit, a thin scraggly thing. She presses herself against the smooth trunk, which reminds her of the escape, giving her a quick surge of panic. She peers out, watching the kids walk away from her. The girl raises her leg and kicks the boy in the backside and the boy raises his leg and kicks her back. He’s smaller so he only manages to kick her in the back of the knees. Sima hopes she’ll get to walk Laila to school one day, but she can’t quite picture it.

The kids turn right up ahead. Sima dashes across the street and up to the corner. She stands behind a green dumpster with pieces of old, nail-spiked timber and plastic pipes poking from it.

She peeks out and spies the front of a high school. Her heart stings. Sima arrived here four months ago and did the last month of grade six at a nearby school. The kids from the centre are taken out every day on a bus with a guard on it and they get to do normal lessons with other kids. Sima loved it. She should have started high school six weeks ago but, with the looming fear that their family might be sent home, Mum hadn’t let Sima out of her sight for two whole months. Just in case they deported the family while Sima was at school.


There are lots of kids wandering in to the school, cars pulling up. And a bus. She needs to get to that bus, ask the driver how to get to Leeton. That’s where her family are heading, she’s pretty sure. Where Dad’s brother, her uncle, lives. She doesn’t know how far away Leeton is, and she doesn’t have any money. She also has no choice but to try.

Sima knew very little of the plan to escape until yesterday. But a few nights ago she’d heard her parents speaking about a bus, about her uncle Hassan who she’s never met, about Leeton. She had asked what they were saying and Dad had told her that the less she knew the better off she would be. That was strange because Dad usually encouraged her to question everything.

The kids in front of the school all wear uniforms. Dark green shirts and grey shorts or skirts. Sima is wearing black jeans, a dark green top, green hijab or headscarf. Green always makes her feel good. For Afghan Hazara people, green means happiness and strength in the face of war and instability. Also pretty good camouflage for the escape. Maybe it’ll camouflage her here, too. In the rush of people maybe no one will notice her. Although she can only see two other hijabs among the hundreds of kids.


A group walks up the street behind her now. One of them’s looking curiously at the way Sima is crouched behind the dumpster. Sima stands and moves quickly towards the bus. Eyes focused on the ground in front of her. But she can feel people watching, their looks burning her skin. Sima’s never been out of the centre without other kids like her. She feels dizzy, like she’s falling through space.

She looks up from the ground. The bus pulls away, revealing a police car parked out front. Two officers speak to a lady with short, silver hair. Sima panics.

One officer says something into a walkie-talkie that’s attached to the front of her dark-blue vest and glances in Sima’s direction. Sima takes a hard left down a pedestrian laneway running between the school and an enormous warehouse. She moves as fast as she can along the cracked concrete path without running. Head down, deep breaths, praying the officer has not seen her.

‘Hey!’ says a voice.











WILD

7.46 AM




Dan ties the chain to a tree in the strip of bush between the motorway and the back of the school. He keeps a sharp eye on Rosco, but the dog looks too tired to attack him – collapsed on the ground, wounds glistening, both eyes pinched shut. His tongue hangs from the side of his mouth, jammed between his teeth like the stub of a pink cigar. Dan tries to imagine the pain the dog must be in, wonders again who did this to him. Anger bubbles up inside.

A kid screams from a footy game on the bottom oval. Dan turns. He can see the oval through the trees and, up behind that, dozens of portable classrooms. Mum reckons the government’s been promising to replace them with real buildings since the eighties when she went here, but they never quite got around to it. Midgenba High’s now the fifth biggest high school in the state – 2700 kids, starting in two shifts. Juniors at 8 am, seniors at 11. It looks a bit like the pictures of the makeshift mining town in North Queensland where Dad lives. They could pack it up on the back of trucks and clear the place in two days.

Dan feels bad chaining Rosco up again, but it’s better than leaving him for dead on the side of the road. Dan’ll take him home at the end of the day. It’s Thursday. Mum’s been coming home on Thursdays. She’ll know what to do.

‘I’m coming back, okay?’ Dan says. ‘Just going to get you some water.’

Rosco squints, looks unconvinced. Dan can’t blame him. Dan makes his way through the trees, jumps the fence, crosses the oval. A ball flies past his head and two year eights rush by. The classrooms crowd around the playing field. He’s been at the school for six weeks and he’s still not sure if the bars on the windows are there to keep the vandals out or the kids in.

Just the sight of school gives him a silver, acidy feeling in his belly. He finds most lessons so brain-crushingly boring he can’t concentrate and he gets in trouble all the time.


Escape, he thinks. Run away with Rosco. The dog is the closest thing to a friend Dan’s made since starting high school. Jayden and Luca, his best mates from primary, get bussed to better schools now. They said they’d talk all the time but he hasn’t seen them since holidays and they haven’t even messaged in the last couple of weeks.

Where would he and Rosco go if they did run? North Queensland to live in a donga with Dad and a bunch of miners? Brett’s place on the other side of the city to find Mum? She and Dad have been divorced a couple of years. Brett is Mum’s new partner. Dan’s not too sure about him. He doesn’t want some lame weirdo asking him about school, trying to crack jokes and replace his dad.

Dan jumps the fence on the far side of the oval and follows the line of classrooms. A group of older girls are graffitiing the back of the science labs again. One of them calls out and another whistles as he goes by, but he doesn’t look up.

Dan’s not sure that Midgenba High is in the business of breeding champions. That should probably be their school motto: Midgenba High – Not Sure We’re Breeding Champions. Only in Latin, so it sounds fancier. Negatus Surioso Breedius Champonus.

The last time the school won anything was when a year nine kid named Douglas Sweeney entered an inter-school darts competition and won because the teacher’s car carrying the competitor from Cheltenham High broke down. That was in 1989. The trophy he won is the first thing you see when you come into the school office.

Dan slips between the art rooms and finds a paint-spattered, four-litre ice-cream container on the ground next to a tap. He removes the brushes, rinses the container, fills it and carefully walks back around the edge of the oval, praying that Mr Kerr, his art teacher, won’t see him making off with the tub. He’s hoping not to have to explain that he’s getting water for the vicious pit bull terrier that he’s chained up in the bush behind the school.

Rosco is barking by the time he gets back, snout wrinkled, nose looking very dry, teeth bared.

‘It’s okay, buddy. It’s just me. Remember, I said I’d come back.’

The dog continues to bark, goes for Dan’s leg. He pulls back just in time, Rosco’s warm muzzle grazing his skin. Dan spills half the water. Rosco strains at his chain.

‘Sh-sh-sh,’ Dan soothes. ‘I have water. I told you two minutes ago I was going to get it. We’re mates now, remember? Relax.’


Slowly, the barking settles and the dog collapses in a heap on the ground again. When Dan’s heart stops thumping he rests the container just within reach of Rosco’s chain.

The warning bell goes. Five minutes till first period.

‘I’m gonna check in on you soon, okay?’

Rosco growls. Dan and the dog may need to do some trust-building exercises like the ones the teachers force them to do in PDHPE.

‘You be good. You’re safe now. Just don’t bark, all right?’

Rosco drags himself to his feet and sips his water, two slurps, then he treads on the edge of the ice-cream container, tipping the contents all over the ground.

Dan groans. ‘I’ll be back with more after first period. Fifty minutes, okay?’

Rosco twists his head to the side like he’s trying to understand the concept of time.

‘8.50. Trust me. It’s not long.’ Dan hopes that Rosco can’t tell when someone is lying, because it’s going to feel like ten hours. For him and the dog.

He grabs the container and backs up, heading for class, hoping his new friend won’t die of thirst before he returns.











REFUGE

7.51 AM




Sima jumps the school fence and slips into a gap between two portable buildings. The ground is uneven and strewn with drink containers, lolly wrappers, a school jumper. At the end of the narrow path a tap is dripping. Sima turns it off and sees a boy moving away with a container of water.

Beyond the boy there is a playing field. To the right, a concrete path. Sima looks back to see if the person who called ‘Hey!’ is following her. It was a kid’s voice, not an adult’s. Were they even calling for her? Sima’s legs quake. Should she stay in the school or go back, keep going down the laneway? School, she thinks. Find somewhere to hide, lay low for a bit. Rest. Make a plan.

Sima hears two adult voices coming and presses herself to the wall as a woman and a man head towards the fields. They’re laughing, not dressed like police. Teachers. She watches them go, then dashes across the path and between two more portables, and across another path and between two more, scanning for a place to hide.

The buildings are a bit like the ones back at the centre, but these are older. As she crosses a path she sees a teacher speaking to a student on the front steps of a classroom. The teacher flicks a look her way and Sima climbs two steps, slips into a doorway and props just inside, hoping she’s not been seen. After a moment she notices a horrible smell and turns.

A urinal. Sima’s seen one before when she peered around the corner at the detention centre on Christmas Island. It’s a long metal trough. It smells very bad because boys pee into it.

I hate boys, Sima thinks.

Some are okay. She loves her dad, but boys her age are usually stupid and they smell and they think they’re so funny. Some of them are actually funny, like this one boy on Christmas Island, Bashir. He was always happy and making jokes even though most people there were not. His family was placed in community detention in Wagga Wagga, which means they were in a town, but they couldn’t go anywhere.


If I was in a town, Sima thinks, I wouldn’t want to go anywhere. I would be happy forever.

Sima has already decided what she’ll do when she’s free, really free, no longer running or locked up. She’ll eat falooda, her favourite dessert at home – shaved ice topped with rosewater syrup, vermicelli noodles and qaymaq, which is cream, and chopped-up pistachio nuts. Sima hasn’t eaten falooda in forever.

She tries to wipe delicious noodle ice-cream from her mind because dessert and boys’ urinals are not a good mix – the most perfect and most disgusting things in the world.

A bell rings, loud and close. Sima jumps. Footsteps come fast outside. She peers out and sees a pack of boys running up the path from the fields. They’ll see her if she leaves now, so she backs up, dashes into a cubicle. A fluorescent light flickers overhead. Someone enters the bathroom. Others rush by outside. The lock bolt is missing, so Sima sits on the toilet seat lid, stretches her legs out and jams the soles of her sneakers against the door.

She catches a glimpse of a boy through the narrow crack where the door hinges are. He’s coming towards her. Sima presses harder against the door. He chooses the cubicle next to hers. The door bangs shut and she breathes a sigh of relief.

He sits down.


Oh no.

When Sima looks down and leans to her left she can see his feet. She panics. Why? she asks herself. Of all the buildings in the school, why would I be stuck in here? After all the terrible things I’ve been through to get to this place that Mum and Dad said would be paradise, I end up stuck in a toilet. And why are the walls in toilet cubicles the only walls in the world that don’t reach the ground or the ceiling? Every other wall goes from floor to ceiling but in a toilet, the one place you need a full wall, there’s only half a wall.

Sima hears a sound that she does not want to hear and plugs her fingers into her ears. She wants to hum a tune but doesn’t dare, so she starts to tell herself a story in her mind, a folk tale called ‘The Dog in the Manger’ that Mum used to tell her. But, even with her fingers planted in her ears, down to the first joint, the sounds creep in. Sima worries that, after everything she has lived through in the last three years, this is the memory that will haunt her – the sound of a disgusting boy going to the toilet a metre away from her.

Other boys enter the bathroom now, shouting and shoving. Sima plants her feet more firmly against the door and focuses on her story, hearing her mother’s soothing voice.

Someone pushes the door. Her feet tremor. He shoves it again.











READING SUPERSTARS

8.03 AM




Dan steps into the boys’ toilets.

‘Dan! Welcome. Glad you could join us!’

He spins around to see Miss Aston standing at the door of the portable classroom directly across the path. She’s in her late twenties, better dressed than the other teachers, a bit of a sparkle in her eye, like she knows something others don’t.

‘I just …’

She taps her watch. Miss Aston’s pretty nice but she gets weird about lateness. He puts the ice-cream container down just inside the boys’ toilets, hopes no one steals it, crosses the path, heads into the room. It’s hotter in here than it is outside. And, big surprise, the ceiling fan has not been fixed. It swings violently, side to side, squealing as though it’s in pain, like it might be about to fall off altogether. No one else seems to notice. There are only four other kids in the room.

‘You might want to have a little look at your shirt,’ Miss Aston whispers as Dan goes by.

He looks down. There’s a blood stain on the sleeve. Rosco, he figures. He gives it a wipe, but it’s dry now. He notices a food stain on the front, too. Yellow. He goes for his regular seat in the second-back row by the window. He tries to think what he’s been eating that’s yellow. It’s been days since he ate an egg.

‘How are you today?’ Miss Aston asks.

Dan takes his seat and glances up. She’s still looking at him. He nods. She points to the buttons on the front of her shirt, then points at Dan’s. He realises he’s mis-matched his buttons again. Mum used to tell him about it every second day. Dan turns away to the window that faces the toilet block, undoes his buttons then does them up again. Summer, sitting behind him, laughs. She has pale skin, red-rimmed eyes. Dan secretly thinks she’s part rabbit. She lives in the van park too, over the other side near the creek.

Some of the teachers call the van park kids ‘wild things’. They call the parents worse. Parkie parents are known for partying, late nights and loose bedtimes for their kids. But it’s not like that. Mostly, but not always. Parkie kids get blamed for stuff they didn’t even do. Maybe forty per cent of it they did, but sixty per cent is a lot to get pinned for when you’re innocent.

Summer passes him a snack-size pack of Nacho Cheese Doritos under her desk. Dan looks to the front to see Miss Aston writing something on the board. He takes the chips, drops them on top of his bag, whispers, ‘Thanks.’ Summer often gives him food, especially in the last few weeks.

‘So … you can be our first reader,’ Miss Aston says, grinning at him.

Dan shakes his head.

‘C’mon, superstar.’

He groans. Miss Aston calls the class ‘Reading Superstars’ to try to make them feel like they’re The Avengers or S.H.I.E.L.D. agents. The kids call it ‘Detention’ because, every Thursday morning, she tries to help the five kids in their year who ‘can’t read good’. Dan’s embarrassed to be in a ‘special’ class. She can call him a superstar all she likes but he doesn’t see illiteracy or dyslexia or whatever as a superpower.

Dan glances around the room at the other students, an island of misfit toys – Frankenstein’s monsters built from the wreckage of their parents’ DNA. Up the back corner on the other side of the room there’s Josh, a sandy-haired, nuggety little guy who can punch you in a way that feels like you’ve been stabbed. Dan knows this because, a couple of weeks ago, he told Josh that his haircut looked a bit weird, so Josh punched him and it felt like he’d been stabbed. Josh’s hair still looks weird but Dan’s decided not to mention it again.

Next to Josh is Thomas, a big kid whose real name is Ratu (with an emphasis on the ‘rat’ part, Dan thinks). Thomas is the only kid in year seven with more facial hair than any of the teachers. Dan wouldn’t mind being mates with Thomas and Josh, even though he thinks they’re complete idiots. Beggars can’t be choosers. Dan’s currently in the ‘default’ group, the kids who hang out with each other because no one else will. They’re actually all right guys, but he wouldn’t mind having options.

Rubi is the other girl in the class. She’s sitting up front. Dan has literally never heard her speak.

One of Miss Aston’s sayings is ‘We each have our own special gift’. Dan is still searching for his own special gift. A few weeks ago he was standing at the doorway of the staffroom and he heard the deputy principal, Mrs Skein, telling Miss Aston that her ‘Reading Superstars’ were ‘a bunch of ne’er-do-wells’. Dan looked up ‘ne’er-do-well’ and it means ‘a good-for-nothing louse; worthless; ineffectual’, which hurt his feelings a bit.

‘Come on, Dan,’ Miss Aston says. ‘Be brave.’

Dan shakes his head again. His reading is stammery enough at the best of times. After nearly having had his face bitten off, it’ll be worse. He doesn’t want to hear Thomas and Josh up the back whispering ‘loser’ to him. Sometimes, on the bad days, the words swim across the page in wavy lines and he knows this is one of those days.

‘We’re dumb, Miss,’ Thomas says. ‘How’d you get so unlucky to have to work with the dumb kids?’

‘That’s not true,’ Miss Aston says. ‘I chose to work with you and you’re not “dumb”. Everyone in this class is much smarter than they think they are. There are different kinds of “smart”.’

That’s another one of her sayings.

Blank faces.

‘Okay,’ she says. ‘For a Chupa Chup?’ She hauls her giant lolly jar out from the big drawer under her desk. It’s mainly lollipops but a few of Dan’s faves – Strawberries and Cream – at the bottom and some random lolly teeth and bananas. She does this when she’s desperate, trades sugar for answers.

Thomas’s hand shoots up.


‘Ratu!’ she says.

‘Thomas, Miss.’

If anyone other than a teacher calls him Ratu he thumps them. Dan learnt that lesson the hard way.

‘Sorry, yes, Thomas. Can you read the first paragraph for us?’

It’s an article on the front of today’s paper. Dan sounds the headline out in his head. ‘Clear and Present Danger’. The picture looks like it’s about the terror raids last week south-west of the city. He saw them on Sunrise. He puts it on in the morning for company.

Thomas stammers his way through the first paragraph, motivated by sugar and insured against ridicule by his Hulk-sized fists.

‘Excellent,’ Miss Aston says at the end. And it isn’t too bad by Thomas’s standards. He even pronounces ‘terrorist’ right. Last time he called them ‘tourist attacks’ and Dan and Josh had laughed. Thomas exacted his revenge at recess.

Miss Aston throws him a Chupa Chup. Josh takes a swipe at it in the air. Thomas thumps him in the shoulder which sends Josh flying off his chair. Thomas picks the lollipop up off the floor and tries to take the wrapping off.

‘After class!’ Miss Aston says.


‘But I’m hungry, Miss.’ He continues to work on his prize, tongue poking at the wispy moustache hairs at the corner of his mouth.

‘Don’t call me “Miss” after everything you say, thanks, Thomas. We’ve covered this.’

‘I didn’t have any breakfast, Miss,’ he says.

Dan believes him. The parent community at Midgenba High isn’t too big on breakfast. You can go to the front office and get fruit and toast before school for free if you’re hungry. Most kids are embarrassed to, so they just don’t eat. Dan reckons that might have something to do with all the fights in the playground at lunchtime. Some kids make trouble on purpose. Others just need a piece of Vegemite toast.

‘Who’s next?’ Miss Aston asks.

No eye contact.

She shakes her lolly jar.

Dan glances up. He feels sorry for her. She looks exhausted already. And he does like Strawberries and Cream.

‘We must all be feeling a bit sleepy this morning,’ she says. ‘So why don’t we move on to some writing?’

A chorus of groans.

‘But first I want you to draw me something. I want you to think about a place that you go to get away from everybody. Do you have a place where you escape from parents and siblings and humans in general?’

They all think about it. Dan knows his place already.

‘I go to –’

‘I don’t want you to tell me where it is, Josh. I just want you to draw it. You have five minutes and you can chat while you do it if you like. Go for it.’

She hits start on her phone’s timer.

Dan opens the packet of corn chips, takes one and slips it into his mouth, crunching quietly. He starts sketching the door of 13B, and the broken window. It’s a caravan three down from theirs. It’s been empty for two months since an old bloke everyone called Spider got chucked out for doing a poo in the communal shower block. Bev, the owner, is always sending people packing. You didn’t poo in her showers twice, that’s for sure. Spider was pretty angry about it so he trashed his van and took off at 3 am. Dan was home alone and heard it all.

Mitch, the caretaker, cleaned up the van but it needed a bunch of stuff fixed so it still sits empty. Dan goes there when Mum’s home and he needs some space. He reaches in through the broken window and twists the lock.


‘How’s everything going, Dan?’ says a whispered voice over his shoulder – Miss Aston, leaning down, watching him draw. He brushes Doritos dust off his page, shading the sky orange.

‘Good,’ he says.

‘Everything okay at home?’

Dan shrugs. He hates it when she does this. He’s pretty sure she’s twigged about Mum. He tries to look respectable and make everything seem like it’s normal, but there are things an adult can tell about a kid who’s feeding and dressing and looking after himself.

Miss Aston’s come round to the van a couple of times to check in on him. One morning last week and an afternoon the week before. Dan made out like Mum was at the shower block that morning. Miss Aston said she’d wait and Dan told her that Mum always took ages in the shower and that he was heading off to school, even though it was an hour before school started.

The week before, he told her that Mum was at work. ‘What sort of work does she do?’ she asked.

‘Cleaner. She does the RSL Club and offices and stuff.’

Which was true, but Miss Aston knew something was up. And she knew that he knew she knew. The last thing he needed was Community Services coming round. It’s a government agency that makes sure people are looking after their kids. Mum wouldn’t like that. She’d call Dad and get up him for living up north and hardly ever visiting Dan or sending money. Then Dad might come back and get a van at Midgenba Pines and have no work and he and Mum’d argue all the time and Dan would feel like a trapped animal.

He has to be careful, has to make Miss Aston think everything’s fine. There are plenty of kids who come to school dishevelled and hungry. She just seems to have taken a special interest in him. He sort of likes it and sort of not.

‘Seen much of Dad lately?’ she asks, kneeling next to his desk. He checks over his shoulder to make sure Josh and Thomas and Summer aren’t looking.

Dan shakes his head, concentrates on his drawing. He sketches the deflated tyres on the van, the bricks it’s chocked up on at the back, the long grass poking up all jaggedy around the rusty wheels.

‘How’s Mum?’

She’s going in for the kill now. Everything sinks inside him. The truth is, he really doesn’t know how Mum is. He hasn’t seen her in a couple of days and when she is at home at night she’s on the phone talking to Brett, walking around down near the toilet block where there’s reception, smoking and laughing till late while Dan plays games and watches videos in the van.

He usually yells out ‘Night, Mum!’ at about 9.30, and she waves a hand and keeps yammering on the phone. Mum’s drifted away a bit since he started high school. She keeps saying things like ‘Make your own dinner.’ ‘Wash your own clothes.’ ‘You can walk up to the shops.’ ‘You’re old enough to look after yourself now. You’re a teenager.’ That last one isn’t quite true, not till August, but when he points that out she just says, ‘Close enough. Don’t split hairs.’ Dan knows she loves him but she just has things going on right now. She’s given up a lot for him. More than Dad has. He tries not to get annoyed at her.

‘She’s good,’ Dan says to Miss Aston. ‘Really good.’

The teacher’s gaze is like a force field, drawing his eyes towards her, so Dan doubles down on his anti-Aston shield, keeps his eyes on the page where 13B is getting a plane, a big Boeing flying overhead through the Doritos sunset, wheels almost grazing the top of the van.

‘You know you can always come and talk to me,’ she says.


Josh snorts and Dan turns to see him looking, listening. He mimics Miss Aston in a high-pitched voice, so Dan clams up tight and nods, ending the conversation.

Miss Aston glares at Josh and stands as a song starts to play over the school PA system. They all look up to the little speaker in the corner of the room. The music’s blaring outside in the playground too. Dan can’t think of the name of the song. It was number one about three years ago. The teachers probably still think it’s number one. Josh comes over to the window near Dan.

‘It’s the lockdown bell,’ he says, eyes lighting up.

Miss Aston’s face drops. She goes to the door, locks it, flicks off the lights and fan, looks out the window. ‘Everyone under desks in the back corner, thanks. Out of view. Take your bags. Quick as you can. Away from the window, Josh. Now.’











STUCK

8.17 AM




Music bounces off the toilet block walls. Through the noise Sima hears footsteps outside, people running.

‘Is it a lockdown drill?’ she hears a girl call over the sound of the music.

‘Must be. Where’s your classroom?’ an adult asks.

Lockdown. Sima was in a lockdown in the detention centre on Christmas Island, about six months ago. A baby died and there was a riot to bring attention to children locked up on the island. Everyone had to be contained and Sima was locked in a room for hours with her family and a bunch of others. But this lockdown is because of her. She knows it. She tries to slow her breathing, not panic.

Sima feels the breath coming in through her nose, out through her mouth now. She tries to let the rest of the world drop away for a moment. Right here, right now, she thinks, not letting her mind scurry into the past or the future. Right here, right now. Mum taught her this on Christmas Island. Mum’s the calmest person Sima knows. Over the next minute or so, the fluttering in her chest starts to ease.

Someone saw her coming into the school. Whoever called ‘Hey!’ out the front. The kid told a teacher. The teacher told police. Now they’re moments from catching her, sending her back to the centre.

Right here, right now, she thinks. Sima is not used to making big decisions, any decisions, by herself. What if Mum, Dad and Laila got away, but Sima gets caught and they have to come back for her? What if she ruined everything?

Choo.

That sneeze changed people’s lives. May lead to their deaths. She tilts her head back to stop tears from spilling. She feels tightness in her chest.

Breathe. She imagines her parents safe, free, in her imaginary version of Leeton, and it helps a bit.

The music stops abruptly. She listens. Very little noise outside now. Just birds. Currawongs. Sima stands on the toilet cistern, one foot either side of the flush button. She peers over the top of the cubicle door towards the toilet block entrance. Stillness. She turns and looks through the small window above the cistern. Three panels of mouldy louvred glass. She expects to see school buildings outside, but it’s just trees. ‘Bush’. That’s what the guards and the Kiwi detainees called it.

Get out, Sima thinks.

She ducks down, curses herself for coming into the school.

Are there still buses out front? Police?

I’ll figure it out.

Sima had to believe that. She was smart and did well at school when she was little and for the short time she’d been in Australia.

She wishes the currawongs would quit warbling so she could listen for other sounds. The police will come soon, she knows. She needs to get moving.

Mum and Dad’ll be in Leeton by now. At least, she hopes they will. If she had her Uncle Hassan’s number she would try to find a phone and let him know she’ll be there soon. They’ll probably have a barbecue tomorrow and eat Vegemite sausages like real Australians. And glasses of Vegemite juice. And, for dessert, Vegemite ice-cream. Sima grins on the inside. Back at the centre, she and her friend Sadia challenged each other to come up with the most disgusting Vegemite-flavoured foods they could imagine. Sima’s heart squeezes when she thinks of Sadia, hoping she got away.

Sima sits cross-legged on the toilet lid, hands writhing together, and inhales, exhales. Right here, right now, she thinks. She looks up at the window again. It’s about forty centimetres high. Fifty or sixty wide. The three slats of glass are held in place by metal edges. It might be the best way out, rather than trying to stroll right out the front door.

She climbs back up onto the cistern and tries to bend the rusted metal at the edge of one of the slats with her fingers. If she can bend the tip on each side, maybe she can slide the glass out and escape. But the metal is strong and her shaky fingers feel weak. She doubles her effort, exerting as much downward pressure as she can. Her hand starts to shake and she slips and cuts the pad of her thumb on the metal. Blood spits out and she sucks the thumb, pressing on the cut with her tongue.

She thinks of Mum, who would usually comfort her, make things better. Sima wonders if she cut herself on the rusty part. A rusty cut can make you sick. Tetanus. Would she end up with tetanus? Was that one of the jabs they gave her at the centre?

She takes her thumb out of her mouth and presses down hard on the cut.


She could smash the three glass panels, but what would she use to smash them? She looks around the cubicle. There’s nothing loose. She needs a tool or weapon of some kind. She climbs down off the toilet and carefully, quietly, opens the cubicle door.











LOCKDOWN

8.22 AM




Rosco. That’s all Dan can think of. The vicious pit bull has slipped his collar, come onto school grounds, bitten some kid’s leg off, caused a lockdown, dog destroyed. All Dan’s fault. He feels a sting in his eyes and the back of his throat.

Dan looks up through the security bars on the classroom window. Strip of blue sky, roof of toilet block across the path. He listens for a growl, a bark. He gets up on his knees for a better look. Up the path to the right he can see handball courts painted on rough, cracked tar in faded blue paint. Basketball court with bent rings hanging from rotten timber backboards. On the far side, the cage around the canteen and a bunch of rundown portables with rust stains and filthy windows. No humans. No dog. But Dan knows it’s Rosco. It’s just like in Cujo, a movie Mum loves, about a rabid dog who terrorises a kid trapped in a car. They watched it together when Dan was nine and it freaked him out, but sitting on the couch watching inappropriate movies with Mum had been some of the best times of Dan’s childhood.

After what Rosco’s been through Dan can’t blame him for wanting to jaw on a human thighbone. He thinks of the dog flying at him – broad chest, chunky legs, killer claws. Poor guy probably thinks he’s been left for dead again.

Maybe he’s hunting me down, Dan thinks, sniffing me out. Maybe he’s hell-bent on wreaking revenge on the kid who pretended to be his friend, then left him to die tied to a tree in the bush.

Tell Miss Aston, Dan thinks. She’ll know what to do.

‘Sit, thanks, Dan,’ Miss Aston tells him.

Dan sits. He needs to go out there. He doesn’t want the thing that happened to Jock to happen to Rosco. Humans seem to have no problem putting dogs down if they do the wrong thing.

Dan feels stuck, crowded in, a tightness in his chest, lightness in his head.

‘I think I need to go out there,’ he says.

‘No one’s going out until we get the all clear.’

‘But –’


There’s a loud bang! from outside.

‘Everyone under your desks. Now,’ she says.

They don’t need much encouragement. Dan slips beneath his desk, breath short. Rubi’s in the corner, eyes closed, chewing her fingernails with a click-click-click. Thomas is so tall he doesn’t fit under his desk, so he just puts his head under and the rest of him is sprawled out on the floor.

‘What was the bang?’ Dan asks, trying to even his voice out and push back the bad thoughts.

‘Just … I’m not sure,’ Miss Aston says. She crawls along next to the wall, from her desk at the front towards the kids at the back, shoving the old classroom landline phone along the mould-stained carpet ahead of her. She hides under one of the kids’ desks in the back corner. She looks crumpled and awkward.

‘Why do they think we’ll be safe under our desks, Miss?’ Thomas asks.

Miss Aston doesn’t respond.

‘Isn’t that a bit like when you go to the beach and put your wallet in your shoe and think no one will steal it?’ Josh suggests.

‘Could it have been a gunshot?’ Dan asks.

‘I don’t think so, no,’ Miss Aston replies.

Dan doesn’t believe her.


‘It sounded like the door to the hall slamming shut to me,’ she says. ‘They’ll let us know soon.’

‘You’ll protect us, won’t you, Miss?’ Thomas asks. ‘You’re a cop.’

‘Was, Thomas. Not any more.’

‘Why not, Miss? You never told us why you left.’

She stabs a button on the classroom phone and presses the receiver to her ear.

She hasn’t told them why she left, but Dan searched for her online one night a few weeks ago. It took ages to find anything, but he stumbled onto a news article that said there was some kind of siege at a house. A couple of people died, including a young girl. Miss Aston had gone in, trying to save the kid, but the article said she’d made the wrong call or something. They didn’t kick her out of the force, but she left. Dan hasn’t told her that he knows.

‘Are you an undercover cop, Miss,’ Thomas asks, ‘trying to catch the criminals in our school? Is this drill part of a secret operation?’

Josh laughs.

‘No, Thomas.’

‘I don’t believe you, Miss.’

‘Just making a call, Thomas. Quiet for a moment, thank you.’


Most teachers lose it when Thomas asks his questions. Not Miss Aston.

She waits and waits, then hangs up the phone a little too firmly. She sighs.

‘Do they let you keep the gun, Miss?’ Thomas asks.

‘Pardon, Thomas?’

‘When you leave the cops. Do they let you keep the –’

‘Yes, Thomas. Of course they let private citizens run around with police firearms. I have it in my desk drawer.’

Thomas looks at her.

‘No,’ she says, putting him out of his misery. ‘They make you give back the gun.’

Thomas nods. ‘But you’d still have skills and stuff, hey? Like to disarm a gunman if he comes in here shooting up the place like a maniac and that.’

‘Shut. Up,’ Summer says.

‘No one is going to be shooting anything, Thomas. We’re perfectly safe.’

‘How do you know, Miss? I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but this is a pretty bad suburb.’

‘I’m sure it’s just a drill.’

‘But what was that bang?’

‘I’m not sure. Could you just give me a moment, thanks?’ Miss Aston lifts the phone receiver again, stabs the button to dial. It’s engaged. Dan can hear it beep. She’s not angry but she’s on the verge and Thomas and Josh know not to push her.

The windows rattle as a plane roars overhead.

Miss Aston tries another line. It rings.

It’s weird seeing your teacher on the floor under a desk, Dan thinks. She must read his mind.

‘I think they do these drills just to humiliate the teachers,’ she says with a smile. She sits up a bit and tries to look more teacherly. The phone’s still ringing. Miss Aston clicks the button to end the call and tries the other line again but it’s still engaged. She puts the receiver down.

A helicopter buzzes overhead. Dan looks out from under his desk and through the window. He catches a glimpse of the helicopter darting by. A police helicopter, maybe. They get a lot of planes around here, but not many choppers. It sounds like it’s hovering now. Rosco must be losing his mind. Dan wonders where he is now, how he might have slipped his collar or snapped the chain somehow. Dan sends out mental pats to the dog and imagines Rosco biting him on his mental arm.

‘Do you think the helicopter’s to do with the lockdown?’ Dan asks.


‘I don’t imagine so,’ Miss Aston says. ‘I’m not sure. If the office ever answers I’ll be able to tell you.’

‘Who do you reckon the chopper’s looking for, Miss?’

‘Not sure, Thomas. It’s probably just a coincidence.’

‘Did they tell you there was going to be a lockdown drill today?’ Summer asks.

‘Not exactly, no,’ she says.

Dan feels like he’s going to vomit. ‘Don’t they usually let the teachers know?’

‘They’re supposed to.’ Miss Aston chews her lip.

‘Maybe it’s a real lockdown, but for a dumb reason,’ Summer says. ‘Our primary school had a lockdown for a horse that was on the loose.’

This gets a few laughs.

‘It’s true!’ she tells them. ‘We were all under our desks for half an hour in case a horse broke into the room and neighed or clip-clopped us to death.’

‘That’s right,’ Miss Aston says. ‘These things happen all the time. We just wait it out. Like I said, it’s probably a drill.’











TRAPPED

8.33 AM




Rotor blades cut the air. Sima peers out of the small window, up through trees, sun stabbing her eyes, towards where she thinks the helicopter must be. Can they see her? Are they watching her with high-powered binoculars like the ones the guards have at the centre?

Don’t panic.

Sima’s mum is a calm person. Sima wants to be just like her. But she can feel the rhythm of the helicopter’s blades inside, stirring up her blood.

Coming to get me.

She had found nothing to break the window. She’d unsuccessfully tried to unscrew the tap handle, had wondered if she could somehow remove the toilet seat. There were no other loose items she could use to break glass. And who was she kidding? If she did break the glass someone would hear it, wouldn’t they?

She slumps onto the toilet seat to think. The repulsive smell in the cubicle and the gently flickering fluoro light triggers memories of the last time she was forced to hide in a toilet block. Three years ago in a bus station in Quetta, Pakistan.

They’d been there two weeks, Dad working long days picking apples to make money to get them out of there. A people smuggler had promised to take them to a place they could feel safe. Australia. Sima had no idea where it was but she loved the way it felt when she said it, the way the word rolled around inside her mouth and her head and heart. Australia. They were waiting for their fake passports to be ready when Lashkar-e-Jhangvi, the Pakistani Taliban, descended on the city – attacking the area where many Hazaras were living.

Sima remembers running, following her parents through a marketplace maze into the back of a dirty old bus station. A ticket seller, maybe twenty years old, was sitting on the steps, taking a break, drinking tea, texting. Dad begged her to help them and she did, leading them through a doorway, down a narrow corridor, hiding them in the staff toilet.


The woman gave Sima a keyring to play with – a little blue house made of rubber. Sima had carried it with her ever since – on the plane to Cisarua, Indonesia, on the terrifying boat ride to Australia when she was sure they would sink, and in detention. She felt for it in her jeans pocket now and just the touch of it made her feel better. Sima has never seen a timber cottage like this but she dreams of one day living in a house just like it.

The toilet cubicle was tiny, smaller than this one. Soon another family was jammed in with them. Seven people – four adults, three kids. They were in there for hours. The toilet was broken and brown water pooled around Sima’s bare feet. She remembers the smell and the slimy feel of it between her toes.

Lashkar-e-Jhangvi raided the bus station, tearing people off buses. Sima could hear the chaos – screaming, gunshots, soldiers stampeding past the bathroom window. They searched through the public toilets, finding five Hazaras, but they didn’t check the staff toilet. Sima and her family owe their lives to the woman who hid them. Sima wonders where she is now. And the family they hid with. Still alive? The Hazaras found on the buses, though, she prefers not to think about what happened to them.


The helicopter’s whine changes tone and she stands on the toilet seat, peering out the window as the chopper disappears behind the tree canopy.

Be patient, stay, wait, she thinks. It worked in Quetta. It will work again.

Maybe. Maybe not.

Sima wants to get moving. She feels jangly, nervous. She opens the cubicle door, sneaks across to the door of the bathroom, presses herself against the wall. As she does, her foot collides with an empty plastic container on the floor, making a loud scraping noise. She doesn’t remember it being there when she came in. She steels herself and edges an eye out into the doorway.











INTRUDER

8.37 AM




Dan checks the clock on the classroom wall. Thirteen minutes till 8.50, when he promised Rosco he’d be back. It’s hot and Dan’s thirsty.

Thump … Thump … Thump. Josh is bouncing his handball against the wall over and over again.

‘Joshua, stop that, thanks.’

‘But you said it was just a drill.’

‘Yes, but we have to behave as though it’s real.’

Josh throws the ball against the wall again.

‘And I may lose my mind if you continue to do it,’ Miss Aston adds.

‘Why was there a helicopter?’ Summer asks.

‘I’m not sure,’ Miss Aston says. ‘We’re close to the airport, so …’

‘It looked like a police helicopter,’ Dan says, still thinking that a helicopter seems extreme to catch a ferocious dog.

‘It was,’ Josh says.

‘Nice and quiet, thank you, everybody. We have to keep our voices down.’

‘But you said –’

‘Even though it’s a precautionary measure.’

‘But what if it’s an axe murderer, Miss?’ Thomas asks.

‘Why would you say that?’ Summer asks.

‘Yeah,’ Josh says. ‘Or someone with a bomb?’

‘Quiet, thanks, boys. Summer, it’s fine. It’s not an axe murderer and I’m sure there’s not a man with –’

‘Why do you say a man, Miss?’ Thomas asks. ‘That’s racist against men.’

‘Don’t call me “Miss” and it’s not racist. It’s sexist.’

‘Racist,’ Josh mutters.

There’s a clang outside. Something heavy and metallic landing on concrete.

‘Quiet!’ Miss Aston whispers.

Dan can see little bubbles of sweat on her top lip and her pulse throbbing away in her neck, which worries him a bit. Shouldn’t the ex-cop be the calmest person here?

‘Are you okay, Miss Aston?’ he asks.

She nods. ‘I’m fine, Dan. Thank you.’


‘I need to pee,’ Summer says.

‘Me too.’ Dan doesn’t need to pee but he does need to get out of the classroom.

‘Well, I’m sure you’ll be able to soon.’ Miss Aston checks her mobile.

‘I thought you weren’t supposed to use your phone in a lockdown, Miss,’ Thomas says.

‘I’m checking email to see if the office has contacted me.’

Dan wishes he had his phone. Everyone else’s would be in their lockers. His was in the top kitchen drawer in van 13B, smashed so bad that chunks of glass fall out of it when he holds it upright. It was a bad phone anyway, a hand-me-down from Mum, but a facedown drop onto concrete two weeks ago had made it almost unuseable.

Miss Aston reads her phone screen. Her brow narrows.

‘What, Miss?’

‘What is it?’

‘Who is it?’

She holds up a hand to say ‘stop’.

Dan’s surprised she can get a signal. Midgenba High is a black hole for phone reception. You step through the gates and go back in time two decades. They’d won a national award for worst school wi-fi three years in a row. Not really, but it once took Dan two days to download an email, and it was spam.

‘I have some news,’ she whispers.

‘What?’ Dan asks.

‘Tell us, Miss.’

‘Mrs Singh has emailed from the office, saying that there may be an intruder on school grounds,’ she says.

Dan is a bit relieved. ‘Intruder’ doesn’t sound like a dog.

‘What kind of intruder?’ Summer asks.

‘Is he an escaped prisoner?’

‘Does he have a gun?’

‘Stop!’ Miss Aston says. The kids settle. ‘That’s all they’ll say for now.’ She reads from the screen. ‘“There is someone who may or may not be armed, possibly on school campus.”’

Dan has never felt so relieved. Dogs can’t be armed as far as he knows, so Rosco’s off the hook.

‘Possibly?’ the others chorus.

‘Keep your voices down, thanks. It’s possible. They don’t know,’ Miss Aston explains. ‘The person is “in the area”.’

‘Did they say who it is?’

‘No.’


‘Has he killed anyone?’

‘I’m sorry, that’s all she told me. We just have to stay down, stay quiet and wait.’

‘Why our school?’ Josh asks.

‘I don’t know.’

‘I saw the police out front this morning,’ Summer says. ‘Before school. They were talking to … what’s the new deputy’s name?’

Midgenba High is already on its second deputy principal, six weeks into the school year. Dan’s heard they only ever last a month or two before they quit ‘for family reasons’, which was code for going on stress leave.

‘Skein,’ Dan says.

‘Yeah, they were talking to Skein.’

‘Mrs Skein,’ Miss Aston says.

‘That’s what I said. D’you reckon they’re still here?’

‘I’m not sure. Maybe they went away again. Maybe they’re here now. I’ve told you everything I know.’

‘It’s probably your dad, Summer,’ Josh says. ‘He’s crazy.’

‘That’s enough,’ Miss Aston interjects.

‘Not as crazy as yours.’ Summer reaches across and punches Josh hard in the shoulder. He clutches the spot and massages it.

‘Summer!’ Miss Aston snaps.


‘Is it a terrorist attack, Miss?’ Thomas asks. ‘I bet it’s a terrorist attack.’

‘No. It’s probably just someone who looks suspicious.’

‘It’s not the principal, is it?’ Josh asks. ‘She looks totally suspicious.’

‘She’s only suspicious of you, Josh.’

‘Can we go home?’ Summer asks.

‘No, we have to stay put until we hear the word.’

‘What word, Miss?’ Thomas asks.

Miss Aston gives him a look that could kill a brown dog.

‘Do you think he has a gun?’ Summer asks.

‘I don’t know,’ Miss Aston replies, irritated. ‘Let’s just assume that he does and behave in a way that we would if that were the case.’

‘He’s going to kill us,’ Summer says under her breath. She waves air towards her stinging eyes to stop herself from crying.

‘Just relax,’ Miss Aston says. ‘We don’t even know if the person is within five kilometres of here.’

‘But you said to behave in a way that we would if there was a crazed gunman about to attack us.’

‘I did not say anything of the sort. Let’s just … sit and have a quiet conversation,’ Miss Aston says, sighing loudly.


‘It’s good that we’re with you, Miss,’ Thomas says.

‘Why do you say that, Thomas?’

‘Because, Miss. You used to be a cop.’

Rubi rolls her eyes and Summer holds her head in her hands. Sometimes the class loses a whole lesson to police questions from Thomas and Josh. Their dads have been involved with the police a fair bit, and served time in Stanworth Prison, so they’re pretty interested. Midgenba was a good school to go to if your dad was in Stanworth. Heaps of kids could relate.

‘Yes, Thomas. I remember. Since twenty minutes ago when you last mentioned it.’

‘That should mean we’re safe. Even if all the other kids don’t make it, we’ll be okay, Miss, won’t we?’

‘We’re all going to make it, Thomas. Everyone’ll be fine.’ But she doesn’t look as certain as Dan would like her to be.

‘In the cops, did they teach you to handle this kind of situation, Miss?’ Thomas asks.

‘Not specifically a school lockdown, no, but … situations not unlike this. Does anyone know any jokes?’

‘I do,’ Josh says.

‘How about we let one of the other students speak, Josh?’

‘I do, Miss,’ Thomas says.


‘I mean one of the other students who’s not you, Thomas. How about you, Rubi?’ she asks.

They all turn to Rubi. Rubi looks down, embarrassed. There’s zero chance of Rubi telling a joke. Most of the time you barely know she’s in the room.

Miss Aston’s always trying to get the girls to join in and not let the boys control the whole conversation, but Dan worries she might be barking up the wrong tree with Rubi.

‘Come on, you must know a joke,’ Miss Aston says.

Rubi shakes her head.

‘C’mon,’ they all say.

‘Tell us a joke.’

‘Say something.’

‘I dare ya.’

Rubi looks like she wants to melt into the carpet and trickle through a hole in the floor but, all of a sudden, she says, ‘What do you get if you burn down Woolworths?’

Surprised, they all try to think of a punchline.

‘Dunno.’

‘What?’

‘Free stuff?’

‘Not sure.’


‘Coals,’ Rubi says.

It hits them. It’s extra funny because Rubi said it.

‘Coles,’ Summer says, laughing. ‘Tell us another one.’

‘Yeah, what else?’

‘I only know one more,’ Rubi says quietly.

‘Tell us.’

‘If you’re Australian in the kitchen, what are you in the bathroom?’

No one answers.

‘European,’ she says.

No reaction.

‘You’re. A. Peein’,’ she explains and everyone falls about laughing. It’s a bad joke but hearing Rubi talk about urine is brilliant.

‘Thank you, Rubi,’ Miss Aston says. ‘I’ll try those on my fiancé.’

‘I’ve got one,’ Josh says.

‘A fiancé?’ Miss Aston asks.

‘No, a joke.’

‘It’s not rude, is it, Josh?’

‘Yes,’ Josh says.

‘Let’s save that one till after school.’

‘But it’s heaps funny.’

‘I’m sure it is heaps funny, Josh, but we’re not allowed to tell rude jokes at school.’


‘But I only remember rude jokes. And what if we’re all about to die? What will it matter? This might be the perfect time to tell a really funny rude joke. We could die laughing.’

‘Can you not speak for ten minutes, thanks, Josh?’

‘I s’pose so.’

‘Good boy.’ Miss Aston takes a long, slow breath.

‘One more thing …’

‘Yes, Josh.’

‘Can I go get my sandwich out of my locker?’

‘No. We can’t go anywhere.’

‘But I’m hungry.’

‘Ten minutes, no talking. Thank you.’

‘No worries. Even though I’ll prob’ly die and my locker’s just across there.’ He points to the lockers against the wall of the boys’ toilets, then bounces his ball against the classroom wall again.

Dan hears the thrum of the helicopter overhead as it crosses between the classroom and the toilet block across the path. He’s relieved to know that Rosco might be in the clear, but he prays the lockdown will be over soon. The dog must be dying of thirst.











SITTING DUCK

8.49 AM




The helicopter shadow crosses Sima’s face as she peers around the edge of the doorway into an empty classroom with bars on the windows. It reminds her of the dorms at the centre. Were they locking the students in? The path is deserted. She peeks out a little further, looks right and left. She hears a ball bouncing. Then it stops.

It’s hot. Baking hot. Sunlight reflects off the path and buildings, blinding white.

Go, says her mind. But her mind has a habit of getting her into trouble. Her mind told her to leave her family behind this morning and save herself and look where that got her. They’re already on a plane, her mind snarks. Your family is already on a plane, heading back to danger. You’re all alone.


No, I’m not, says another part of her. They got away. We’ll be together soon.

She must make the right decision now. No mistakes this time. She pulls back into the toilet block, out of view, and realises she’s trembling. Whole-body trembles.

Is that classroom really empty? she wonders. She hears the ball bouncing again.

Or were the classrooms full of kids, all hiding from her? Were the police in the school as well as in the sky?

She edges her eye out again. Nothing.

Go. Now.

Better than sitting here waiting to be caught. She’s a sitting duck. That’s what Judy, a guard at the centre, said one day when Sima was playing hide and seek and hiding in a really obvious spot: ‘You’re a sittin’ duck.’

Sima liked the sound of it and tried to find reasons to use the term whenever possible.

Quack, she thinks, but it’s not funny.

‘What would Sima Samar do?’ she whispers to herself.

Sima Samar is a superhero Hazara woman who comes from the same place Sima does, Jaghori district. She’s a doctor and human rights crusader. Sima Samar would be strong, Sima decides. Strong, but not an idiot.


I’m going to do this. Back the way I came. Through the gaps between classrooms and over the paths to the far side of the school. Stay low. Over the fence. Then down that laneway.

The laneway had seemed to run all the way to the back of the school, past the big field. Why hadn’t she kept going? Why did she slip between those classrooms? Everything would be different now if she hadn’t.

Sima tightens her hijab, takes a breath, clenches both fists and starts to slide out into the open doorway. Just as she does, she sees a head pop up over the classroom windowsill. She almost swallows her own tongue in shock and jerks back behind the wall.

Did he see me?

She backs away from the door, terrified.

Did he see me?

She races for the cubicles, remembering the broken lock on hers and checking the others. They all have broken locks. She hears a noise outside, stops, listens for a door opening or feet on path.

Sima returns to her cubicle. It feels familiar, safe, her little home for now. Same graffiti. Same smell. She waits, mouth dead dry. Minutes slither past. Maybe he didn’t see her. The boy. Or maybe he did and his teacher has called the police and they’re outside the toilet block now. Five of them, with Kalashnikov assault rifles, like the Taliban back in Jaghori when they surrounded her village.

Sima looks up to the window again and tries to think what she can use to bend the rusty metal louvre edges that had cut her thumb. An idea hits her and suddenly it seems so obvious. Hope tickles her chest. The blade Dad said he ‘borrowed’ from the medical clinic at the centre yesterday. He had complained of stomach pains and gone in for attention. When the doctor, Parvana, wasn’t looking he grabbed the blade. He wanted Sima to have something to protect herself if she needed it. Her mother had sewn it into the seam of her hijab.

She feels for it now, and slips it out of the tiny opening at the end of the narrow pocket Mum created. It’s a scalpel with metal handle and metal blade.

Sima carefully, quietly, stands on the toilet lid. It creaks beneath her and she prays she won’t fall in. Getting her leg jammed inside a toilet right now would really top things off – escape from a detention centre, trample through bush in the dark, become lost in an industrial estate, almost get seen by police, become stuck in a toilet cubicle with a boy pooping next door, get trapped in a lockdown with police all around, then fall through a flimsy toilet lid and get her foot stuck in an S-bend, making escape impossible.

She steps up onto the cistern for a second to check there’s no one at the door of the bathroom, then back onto the lid. Sima looks up to the window above her. She reaches and slips the tip of the blade under the strip of metal at the edge of the bottom glass louvre. Sima gently pushes down and then adds a little pressure, feeling the metal start to bend beneath the scalpel handle. It’s working.

She slowly increases the pressure, working patiently over several minutes. Sima feels like Dad performing an operation. Eventually, the lip of metal holding the glass in place peels back enough that she thinks the glass might be able to slip out. She starts on the other side, gently, gently levering down, careful not to break the blade. After a couple of minutes, she places the scalpel next to the flush button, and starts wiggling the glass out. It scrapes and squeals on the metal as it slides but she keeps working and, then, finally, it’s out. She reaches her arm out into the thick, warm air. She’s two glass panels from freedom.











DETENTION

9.10 AM




‘I really need to use the bathroom,’ Dan says quietly to Miss Aston. It’s an hour and fifteen minutes since he left Rosco without water and he’s feeling pretty nervous. It’s a thousand degrees in the classroom.

‘Sorry, Dan. I’m afraid you have to use the bin in the corner of the room.’

‘But …’ Dan thinks quick. ‘I don’t need to wee.’

Laughter from Thomas and Josh. ‘No way are you doing a number two in here.’

‘Well, that’s the only option,’ Miss Aston says. ‘Let’s see if there’s any news.’

She taps her phone screen.

‘No phones in lockdown, Miss,’ Thomas says.

She starts to read, jaw clenched.

‘What, Miss Aston?’


She ignores Summer, continues reading.

‘What, Miss?’ Thomas asks.

She reads on and then finally looks up. ‘I think we’re stuck here.’

‘How long for?’

‘Not sure. There’s been an escape from the Immigration Transit Accommodation Centre over near the airport.’

Dan’s stomach drops. He passes that place on the way to school when he catches the bus – all the people leaning up against the fence, fingers through the wire, like they want to get out. Mum always said there’d be an escape. Aunty Noreen told her she was being racist again and Mum accused Aunty Nor of being politically correct. Aunty Nor said, ‘Do you mean that I think everyone should be treated the same?’ Mum just rolled her eyes.

‘My mum works there,’ Summer says.

‘Well, I’m sure she’s okay,’ Miss Aston says. ‘She works in the kitchen, doesn’t she?’

Summer nods.

‘There’s no suggestion it was a violent outbreak. Let’s just –’

‘How many people escaped?’ Rubi asks quietly.

‘I’m not sure. It says that protesters broke in to the centre, cut through the fence and let the detainees out.’


‘Why?’ Josh asks.

Miss Aston reads: ‘“The breakout is said to be a reaction to the government’s leaked plans to dramatically lower the number of asylum seekers held in detention in Australia by accelerating the process of returning them to their home countries.”’

‘I told you it was a terrorist attack.’

‘Shut up, Thomas,’ Summer tells him.

‘Just being serious, eh.’

‘They’re not terrorists,’ she says.

‘How do you know?’

‘Because my mum knows them. She reckons most of them are all right.’

‘Yeah, most of them.’

‘Why would you think that someone seeking refuge in our country was a terrorist, Thomas?’ Miss Aston asks, still sitting cross-legged under a desk. Thomas is stretched out on the ratty old carpet.

‘Because they commit crimes. You see it on the news,’ Thomas says.

‘What sorts of crimes?’ Miss Aston asks.

‘Like that guy in Flinders Street in Melbourne who ran over all those people in a car.’

‘Not everyone who comes into the country does that,’ Rubi says.

There’s a pause as they process the fact that Rubi has spoken for the third time today.


‘My dad reckons we should just ban all of them,’ Thomas says, looking her in the eye.

‘What about Australians born here?’ Miss Aston asks. ‘What if they commit crimes? Do we send them away?’

‘They live here, so we’re stuck with them,’ Thomas says.

‘So, if someone comes here as a refugee and they make a mistake or commit a crime, should they be sent home?’ Miss Aston asks.

‘Yep.’ Thomas sniffs, sits up, flicks the flappy bit of rubber on the end of his shoe with his thumb.

Rubi clicks her tongue.

Dan’s trying to listen but his mind keeps snapping back to Rosco and how he can get him some water. Having had a dog die, Dan’d do anything not to lose another. Even one he’s just met. Dan’s mind rattles through possible ways out. He could tell Miss Aston about Rosco, but he knows what she’ll say. She can’t put dogs before humans. Which is dumb. He could just stand up and walk out. But Miss Aston would hate him and he’d probably get expelled once lockdown was over.

‘Your family came here from Fiji, Thomas,’ Miss Aston says. ‘What if your mum or dad made a mistake?’


Thomas thinks about it. Josh laughs. ‘Thomas’s old man makes mistakes all the time.’

‘He’s made a few,’ Thomas says with a grin. ‘He just got out last week.’

‘There you go. But if he pays for what he’s done, then he should be accepted. That’s the whole idea of Australia, isn’t it? And what about most people who come here and don’t commit a crime at all?’

‘If they work hard and do something for, like, our society and stuff, they should be allowed to stay, Miss,’ Thomas says.

Maybe it’s worth risking being expelled, Dan thinks, wiping sweat from his eyes with the front of his shirt. He’s got to get out of here. His organs are boiling and he has a terrible feeling about Rosco dying.

‘Okay, so what do you guys think? Should we double our annual intake of asylum seekers and refugees and just send back anyone who commits a crime?’

Dan remembers Mum going on about ‘infrastructure’ – that Australia doesn’t have the infrastructure. He’s not a hundred per cent sure what she meant but he says it anyway.

‘Don’t we need more infrastructure for more people?’

‘Infrastructure!’ Miss Aston whispers, pointing at him, sitting up straighter. ‘Excellent word, Dan.’ She scratches the word on a notepad in crazy writing and, while she’s distracted, Dan starts edging his way towards the door.

She holds up her pad. ‘If we were to have more people come to Australia because we didn’t want them to die in war zones, we’d need more infrastructure. If you had eight people living in your house and you wanted eight more to come and live, what would you need?’

‘Better wi-fi,’ Josh says. This gets a few laughs. ‘Ours sucks.’

Miss Aston scratches ‘wi-fi’ on her notepad. ‘That’s right. The more people, the better telecommunications you’d need. What else?’

Dan edges another thirty centimetres closer to the door.

‘Bathrooms?’ Summer asks.

‘That’s right. Waste facilities.’

‘Jobs? Don’t people say they’re taking our jobs?’

‘Power?’

‘Good,’ Miss Aston says, writing like mad.

Dan shuffles along the wall.

‘But with more people you have a bigger labour force,’ she continues. ‘So you can make more things, which means you can sell more things and, in theory, make it better for everyone. There are issues to deal with but what’s the alternative? Leave millions of people to die in wars?’

Dan shuffles to his left.

‘We wouldn’t be in lockdown right now if we banned everyone,’ Thomas says.

‘That’s right. We wouldn’t,’ she says. ‘But what if people have been living in a war zone for decades, like in Iraq, or the government’s killing its own people, like in Syria?’

‘Not our problem,’ Josh says.

‘Nah, man,’ Thomas tells him. ‘That’s bad. Like, in Fiji, my dad was stuck in this coup where they were trying to overthrow the government and stuff and my dad was put in jail and that’s why we ended up coming to Australia.’

‘Yeah, but your dad’s awesome,’ Josh says.

‘I know, right?’

They bump fists.

Dan shuffles left, leaving only a couple of metres till he reaches the door. Should he try to sneak out or just stand and walk? There’s no way he can sneak out without them noticing.

‘If you were in that situation – your country was at war or unstable, and it wasn’t safe for your family any more – what would you do?’


Dan figures he’ll try to get as close as he can to the door before he runs. Less likely she’ll stop him. He’ll grab the ice-cream container from inside the toilets, run down to the tap near the art rooms, then go. He’ll be back before she can get through to the office to dob him in.

‘Escape,’ Summer says.

‘Do anything.’

‘Get out,’ Rubi says. ‘That’s what my parents did.’

‘That’s right,’ Miss Aston says. ‘Didn’t your family spend some time in the immigration transit centre?’

Rubi nods. Dan thinks she might have come from Pakistan. He shuffles left.

‘And what was it like?’

Rubi shrugs. ‘Depressing.’

Dan readies himself, sweat droplets hanging from his brows.

‘Miss Aston, sorry, but I really need to go,’ Summer says.

‘I’m sorry, too, but I told you what your option is. No one will look. We’ll block our ears and close our eyes. I know it’s not a very dainty solution but it’s all we –’

‘What about the smell, Miss?’ Thomas asks. ‘It’ll stink.’

Dan counts down in his mind. Three …


‘It won’t stink. It may have some aroma, yes. Does anyone have any deodorant with them?’

‘I do,’ Summer says.

‘Okay, well, you can spray that and you won’t smell it.’

‘I can’t go in the corner,’ Summer says. ‘Please … Can we go to the toilet? It’s just across there.’

‘I need to go,’ says Rubi.

… Two …

‘Yeah, so do I,’ says Josh. ‘Thomas is killing me with these farts.’

Thomas smiles, pleased with himself.

Miss Aston sighs. Dan wonders if she’s about to cave and let them go. He pauses countdown for a moment. Miss Aston picks up the classroom phone, presses a button, listens. Listens some more. Dan watches. She clicks the hang-up button, presses another button. Listens. Puts the phone down, mashing it into the cradle.

‘Ridiculous,’ she says under her breath.

Dan can feel the pressure building inside her. She gets up on her knees, shuffles across and pokes her head over the windowsill, looking out to the path. She watches for a few moments.

‘Maybe …’

‘Maybe what, Miss?’


She crawls past Dan towards the door. She gets up on her haunches, cop-like. She unlocks the door, opens it a crack, peers out, listens. She opens it a little more, looks both ways, listens, clicks it closed.

‘Maybe I could let you go across to the toilet one at a time and I could watch you from here,’ she whispers.

Dan’s not so sure about her watching.

‘Yes!’ Summer says.

‘Maybe,’ she says. ‘But you’ll have to be very quiet and very quick. And if anyone finds out I’ll be the one who gets in trouble. So we won’t talk about it, okay?’

‘It’s just there. It’ll be fine,’ Dan tells her. At least this’ll get him out of the room. Then, if she looks away for a second, he’ll duck down the path. Stupid plan but better than running out the door.

‘I’m so happy,’ Josh says. ‘I really didn’t want to have to smell Dan’s poo, hey? He’s prob’ly a vegetarian.’

‘I’m not a vegetarian,’ Dan says. I’m a Spamatarian, he thinks.

‘Can you have your gun ready, Miss?’ Thomas asks.

‘Who wants to go first?’

Everyone puts up their hand.


‘Me!’ Dan says.

‘Summer, you’re up. Come.’

Dan’s heart sinks. Summer crawls along the floor towards Miss Aston. The teacher opens the door a crack, peers out again. Nothing. She pokes her head out, looks, listens for about thirty seconds.

‘Be quick,’ she says.

Summer gets to her feet, slips out, scurries across the path to the girls’ toilets, staying low. Dan and the others watch. The teacher clicks the door closed, sees them looking and whispers, ‘Heads down!’

She sweats and watches and listens and sighs.

‘I don’t think she’s coming back,’ Josh says after a minute. ‘I think she’s gone up the shops. Prob’ly stealing stuff.’

‘Quiet, thanks.’

‘I hope she gets me a Snickers.’

‘Should I go and get her?’ Rubi asks.

‘Thank you, Rubi, but no.’

Dan wills her back here with everything inside him.

‘Maybe she’s dead,’ Josh suggests.

‘Not helping,’ Miss Aston says. She looks at her watch.

‘Why don’t you go check?’ Dan suggests.

‘Because I can’t leave you.’


‘We’ll be right,’ Josh says. ‘I’m in scarier situations than this at my house every Friday night when my Dad’s –’

Summer pushes on the door and the teacher lets her in.

‘Thanks, Miss Aston.’

The teacher locks the door behind Summer and says, ‘If the rest of you can hold on –’

‘I can’t,’ Dan says. ‘Sorry, but I’m … I need to go.’ He feels bad lying to her but it’s the only way.

Miss Aston holds his gaze. ‘I shouldn’t be doing this.’

She twists the silver knob to the right, opens the door a crack, peers out again.

‘Okay, off you go. Quickly.’

Dan stands, squeezes out. The door locks behind him as he ducks across towards the toilets. He’s only taken three steps when he hears a sound from up the path. He stops, turns to his right, sees someone come around the corner, from behind the next English room, dressed in black.

‘What’re you doin’?’ the man demands.

He raises a gun at Dan.











GO

9.22 AM




Sima has her head out the window. She squeezes and squeezes, trying to force her shoulders and chest through. She managed to get two of the glass louvres out before her blade snapped, but the space isn’t quite wide enough for her to get through.

‘What’re you doin’?’ a man says, very close by.

She stops, dead still. Her body thrills with adrenaline. The man has the same accusing tone of some of the guards back at the centre.

Sima wonders what she’ll say, what the man will do to her.

‘What’re you doin’ out here?’ he asks.

Then a boy’s voice. ‘I just … I’m …’

‘You’re what?’

‘Going to the toilet.’


Sima listens. They’re in front of the toilet block. She tries to shuffle back through the window but she’s wedged between the windowsill and the top glass louvre. If someone walks in now they’ll see half a person hanging from the window.

‘You need to go back to your classroom now and stay there,’ the man says.

Sima can hear him so clearly it feels like he’s in the room with her.

‘Where is it?’ the man continues.

‘Just there,’ the boy says. ‘I just … I have to go to the toilet. I’m sorry. My teacher said –’

Sima presses her knees against the wall in an attempt to pry herself free. She can’t stay here, half in, half out. She’s breathing hard and something tickles her nose. No, she thinks. Not again.

A door squeals open. A lady’s voice now. ‘Excuse me. I’m sorry, officer, I –’

Teacher? Sima wonders.

‘Is this your student?’ asks the gruff voice.

If that boy is coming in here and if that is a teacher and some kind of police officer …

Sima blows all the breath out of her, making herself as skinny as she possibly can, and she squeezes, scrapes and wiggles herself backwards, scrinching her eyes closed to avoid the inevitable sneeze.


‘Go,’ the man says.

‘Thank you,’ says the boy.

Sima twists her head to the side, pulls it back through the window, steps off the cistern onto the toilet lid with a soft smack of cheap sneaker soles. She crouches and squeezes her nose just as someone enters the room.











GUNPOINT

9.22 AM




Dan’s never seen a real gun before. He can’t take his eyes off it. The man holding the pistol moves in on him and Dan’s hands go up. He shakes all over and a few drops of wee seep out. He can’t help it.

The man must be late-twenties, olive skin, dark hair, cap on. ‘Australian Border Force’ patch stitched on his left breast pocket.

The officer lowers his weapon, but not much. He looks skittery, on edge. Dan must have given him a fright. He probably wasn’t expecting to see a random kid wandering around outside in a lockdown.

‘What’re you doin’?’ he demands.

Words stick in Dan’s throat.

‘What’re you doin’ out here?’

‘I just … I’m …’


‘You’re what?’

‘Going to the toilet.’ Dan decides not to mention that he’s already gone a little bit in his pants. Or that his actual intention is to rescue a dog in the bush behind the school.

‘You need to go back to your classroom now and stay there. Where is it?’

Dan can imagine all the eyes that must be staring at him over the classroom windowsill. His stomach churns.

‘Just there,’ Dan says, pointing to his classroom. ‘I just … I have to go to the toilet. I’m sorry. My teacher said –’

The door opens and Miss Aston peeks out.

Rubi, Summer, Josh and Thomas are all pressed up against the window, watching Dan, watching the officer, watching the gun.

‘Excuse me. I’m sorry, officer, I –’ Miss Aston begins.

‘Is this your student?’

Miss Aston nods.

‘Do you know that in a lockdown students are to remain inside the room, out of sight?’

‘Yes, I’m sorry. I used to be a pol–’

‘Please take your student, close and lock the door and remain out of sight,’ the officer snaps. ‘It’s very dangerous to have students wandering around while armed officers are on school grounds. Do you understand?’

You can tell by her sneer that Miss Aston doesn’t like the way he’s speaking to her as though she’s four years old.

‘Yes,’ she says through gritted teeth. ‘Thank you for explaining it to me.’

He looks confused momentarily, like he doesn’t know if she’s being sarcastic or not. But Dan knows.

‘Please, could I go? I’ll just be a few minutes,’ Dan says. He can’t believe he’s trying to convince the Australian Border Force how badly he needs to go to the toilet. And lying.

‘Just let the kid go to the toilet. I’m an ex-cop. I’ll keep an eye on him,’ Miss Aston says.

The officer stares her down, then turns back to Dan. He’s either scared of Miss Aston or he reads the desperation in Dan’s eyes and thinks he really needs to use the toilet. He motions with his gun towards the bathroom. ‘Go.’

‘Thank you.’

Miss Aston clicks the classroom door closed. The officer pokes his head into the boys’ toilets, looks around, follows Dan inside, accidentally kicking the ice-cream container as he enters.


The officer gets down on his knees, looks beneath the cubicle doors, stands, scans the small room.

‘I have three more classrooms to check, then we’re done. I’ll be back. Make sure you’re in your room by the time I return.’

‘Okay,’ Dan says. ‘Thank you.’

The officer pushes past, heads outside. Dan exhales a breath that’s been buried inside him forever. Now he just needs to fill the container, pray his teacher isn’t watching, sneak down to Rosco, give him water, then get back up here before the officer returns. Pretty straightforward. What could possibly go wrong?

It’s dark in here. Dark and damp, cooler than the classroom. It doesn’t smell too good, either. It’s the original toilet block from when the school was started in the 1970s. Dan’s pretty sure it’s never been cleaned. The plastic bin in the corner is overflowing with used paper towels and empty chip packets. The fluoro strip lights in the ceiling are encased in wire cages. Only one of the six lights is working and it flickers, reflecting in the cracked, graffiti-covered mirror. Like a prison toilet block, Dan imagines.

He picks up the ice-cream container, fills it. As he twists off the tap, he hears a noise and spins around. He looks at the closed cubicle doors. Nothing. But then he hears it again. A squeak. Then silence.


Dan rests the container on the floor, kneels on the wet lino and looks beneath the cubicle doors, just to double-check. He can see about halfway up each toilet bowl. He listens for breathing but the sound of another helicopter chopping through the sky makes it difficult. That and the cicada chorus in the bush behind the toilet block.

‘Hello?’ he whispers.

Nothing.

But it sounded like someone was in here.

He shoves open the first cubicle door with the holey toe of his Adidas. It bangs back against the wall and then closes again. Empty. He kicks the next door. Nothing. And the next.











FACE TO FACE

9.25 AM




Another door bangs open, the door next to Sima’s. She clenches her hands together, squeezes tight, praying the boy doesn’t open her door. She’s sitting on the toilet lid, legs out, soles of her sneakers pressed against the door, forming a human lock. Maybe he’ll try to open it, think it’s latched and go away. If he sees her he’ll scream and the officer will come in and it will all be over. Everything. She clenches her leg muscles tight. Mum always teases her for her skinny legs, calls them pencils.

She can see his shoes now. Sneakers. Adidas. Sima likes Adidas. Her favourite footballer, Messi, wears Adidas. This boy has good taste, but she needs him to leave.


The door presses against her shoes but does not open, not even a millimetre. Sima’s legs quake. She hopes the boy can’t see the door shaking. She feels him trying to push the door again, pressure building up through her feet. It opens the tiniest bit but Sima pushes back and the door snaps shut with a loud bang.

The boy doesn’t do anything for a moment. Sima sees his sneakers beneath the door and his shoulder through the crack where the hinges are. He knows someone’s in here. He’s going to go and tell. Her feet, calves, knees and thighs tremble like crazy.

Bang! The boy shoves hard against the door. Sima’s jelly-legs collapse at the knees, her feet land on the floor. She reaches behind and grabs the broken scalpel handle from next to the flush button. The door bangs back against the wall. Without thinking, she lunges forward, holds the scalpel out, close to his neck.

The boy drops the plastic container and water explodes at their feet, spraying their legs, trickling down into Sima’s sneakers. He freezes in fright, tries to see what she’s holding, but it’s right up under his chin, tickling his neck.

He is about the same height as her, maybe a little shorter. She grabs his shirt and pulls him into the cubicle, pushes him up against the side wall, the scalpel handle scraping his skin. Sima is wild-eyed and angry that this boy had to ruin everything by coming in here. She doesn’t want to hold a scalpel to anyone’s neck. She’s never done anything like this before, but the boy holds her future in his hands, her family’s future.

If he screams, someone will be here in four seconds. Sima lets the door close, trying not to slam it. The door rests in the jamb with a gentle tap. She tries to keep her hand steady. Dad always says she has surgeon’s hands. But if she had to operate on this boy right now it would not be a neat job, not with the shakes making her hand dance so badly. And if she hurts him he’ll scream.

She looks into his eyes, sees the fear, then eases the weapon away from his neck, just a few centimetres, and puts one long finger to her lips.

‘Shhhhh.’











DOB HER IN OR HELP HER OUT

9.27 AM




The girl backs Dan up till he’s pressed against the closed cubicle door. She stares right into him and slowly lowers the thing from his neck. It looks sharp and metallic. What do they call it in prison movies? A shank? A shiv?

Dan’s eyes are fixed on the jagged metal as she retracts it. She steps back. There’s half a metre between them now, but no chance he can open the door and get away.

She’s a little taller than Dan, skinnier. Her face is younger. Not those eyes, though. Her eyes belong to someone much older. She looks as scared as he feels. Scareder, maybe.

‘I need you to help me,’ she whispers.

Help her? She has a funny way of asking for help. The last time someone lunged at Dan, shoved a shank to his throat, then asked for help was … never. This is the first time.

She looks at him, not trusting. Dan wonders if he’s seen her pressed up against the wire of the detention centre on the days he’s caught the bus to school. There were kids from that centre who came to his primary school. Was she one of the kids herded onto the mini-bus with the guard in the afternoon?

‘I need you to help me get out of here,’ she whispers. ‘I need to get to Leeton.’

‘I can’t help you,’ Dan whispers.

‘My uncle lives there,’ she says, self-conscious of her English. ‘He can help me.’

‘I don’t know where that is,’ Dan says. ‘Who are you?’

‘Sima.’

‘Why are you here?’ Although he’s pretty sure he knows.

‘My family is in danger. We’ve been locked up for two years. They want to send us back to Afghanistan tonight, where we’ll be tortured or killed. My baby sister, too.’

Her eyes grow glassy, which makes a lump form in Dan’s throat. Is that true? Would someone torture or kill a family? Kids?


But what she’s asking is impossible. There’s no way to get her out of here with Aston and Border Force outside. Maybe she’ll let him go if he promises not to tell anyone that he’s seen her. He wouldn’t be dobbing her in, but he wouldn’t be breaking the law either.

‘How’re you doing in there?’ the officer asks from the doorway. Dan’s heart almost erupts. Sima quickly, silently steps up onto the lid of the toilet.

Dob her in or help her out? he wonders. Dob her in or help her out?

Dobbing her in is the right thing to do. She escaped a detention centre, threatened him with a weapon. And he’s a parkie kid. If he breaks the law, he’ll be doing exactly what people expect parkie kids to do. Dan refuses to live up to the low expectations people have of him.

But how can he raise the alarm, knowing what she said will happen to her and her little sister. A baby. How can that be the right thing to do? And how can what’s legal and what’s right be two different things?

‘Good. Yep. Almost done,’ Dan calls out.

‘I’ve got one more classroom to check,’ Border Force grunts. ‘And a storeroom. Make sure you’re out of here by the time I get back.’

‘Yep,’ Dan says.


Footsteps moving away, then just the two of them again. Sima’s face floods with relief, while Dan drowns in dread. What if that was his chance? What if Mum and the Prime Minister and Thomas and Josh are right? What if this girl, and whoever she might have escaped with, are a threat to national security? Is she a terrorist? She doesn’t look like one. Dan wonders what a terrorist is supposed to look like.

She’s just a kid, like me, he thinks.

But she isn’t like him. For one thing, she’s a girl. And she wears a headscarf and has olive skin. And her accent is weird. She’s Afghan, or Afghani. Where even is Afghanistan? He knows it’s in Asia, somewhere near the Middle East, but that’s about it. He should know. He’s heard them say ‘Afghanistan’ on A Current Affair a thousand times. Usually with words like queue-jumper. Mum’s said that on more than one occasion. More than twenty-seven occasions, probably. Is this girl, Sima, a queue-jumper, a boat person who paid a people smuggler? To Dan, she just looks like a girl. And, if she’s telling the truth, she’ll die if he doesn’t help her. Stop being so gullible, Mum’d say. He looks deep into Sima’s eyes, searching for the truth, and he just can’t help believing her.

‘I’m Dan,’ he whispers.


She gives the faintest smile. Just the thought of a smile, maybe.

Dan looks up at the window above her, thinking.

‘I can’t get the glass out,’ she says.

He motions to ask her if he can try and Sima steps down off the toilet, presses herself to the wall of the cubicle. He stands on the lid and tries to slide the top piece of glass out of the window, but sees the rusted louvre edges holding it in place.

‘I have tried,’ Sima says.

Dan takes the caravan key from his pocket and tries to slip it beneath the glass so he can pry back the rusty metal that holds the dirty, moss-stained slats. But the key’s too thick. He remembers this. He’s tried to remove slats like this before and he knows exactly how to do it. Dan and Summer once broke into the shop at the caravan park and stole energy drinks. It was when they were nine and he felt so bad afterwards he had vowed never to steal anything again. Maybe what he’s about to do is worse.

‘It won’t work,’ Sima says.

Dan undoes the little pocket knife on his key ring. Mum got it from a $2 shop. It’s flimsy, but better than nothing. He opens the flathead screwdriver arm, jams it beneath the glass and presses down. The rusty metal starts to bend back. He does it on the other side too. As he works, he looks over his shoulder, over the top of the cubicle door, towards the entrance, just waiting for the guy to appear and ask Dan what the hell he’s doing.

Dan can feel Sima’s eyes on him as he pulls the final glass slat out and gently lays it on the windowsill. He looks down at her. She looks kind of thankful, but maybe also a bit annoyed that he had the good tool and she didn’t.

A hot, bushfire-y breeze is blowing through the window. The same bush that Rosco’s in. Cicadas are in full chirp. The roof of the toilet block ticks and cracks in the heat.

Dan jumps off the seat and motions to Sima. She climbs up on the cistern, puts her head out the window, sits on the windowsill. She leans down, says, ‘Thank you,’ and starts to twist her legs up and through the window.

‘Hurry,’ Dan urges, praying that Sima was telling the truth, and dreading that he’s making a terrible mistake.

Suddenly, she pulls back and almost falls onto the toilet in her hasty attempt to get back inside.

‘What?’ he whispers.

‘Police! Out there.’











SHOW AND TELL

9.30 AM




‘I’ll tell my teacher. She’ll know what to do.’

‘No,’ Sima whispers firmly.

‘She’s a good person,’ Dan promises. ‘She used to be a police officer.’

Sima shakes her head. ‘Please, no.’

‘How else will you get out of here? There are cops right there. That guy’ll be back here in the next two minutes. Miss Aston, she’s nice. She –’

‘I’ll wait and go out the window once they are gone,’ Sima says.

‘But they’ll come in here looking for you. Miss Aston said they’ll search the whole school.’

‘He looked in here, when you came in.’

‘That was only quickly,’ Dan says. ‘What if he looks more thoroughly? You need to get out of here.’


Sima is not sure what ‘thoroughly’ means. She feels the weight of her family, her future, pressing down on her.

‘It’s the best thing,’ he says. ‘She’ll know what to do. Just let me get her, okay?’

Sima thinks about how much she loved her teacher back in Jaghori.

‘Trust me,’ Dan says.

Trust no one. That’s what Dad told her a few weeks ago. It wasn’t like him at all. He had never said anything like that until the day he received the final news that they were being sent home. Their caseworker, Lisa, the person who helped them to apply for a visa, sat them down and told them it was final. There was no way of fighting it. They’d tried everything. They were going back to Afghanistan. It was the only time she had seen her dad cry. Before that, he was always annoyingly positive, building others up when they were down. But when he learnt that the fight to keep his family safe was for nothing, he flew apart. He was bad-tempered, would hardly talk, wouldn’t eat. In the last few days, though, since Dad started speaking to the protesters through the fence, trusting people again, hope had trickled in. A fire grew inside him. The last chance for his family. One more last chance.


You have to trust some people. Otherwise, what else is there?

‘Okay,’ Sima says.

She has no other choice. But, way down deep, something squirms inside her. A warning. She’s betting everything on someone she has never met risking something for her. She tries to think of the lady at the bus station in Quetta. If they hadn’t trusted her, they might be dead.

Dan opens the cubicle door and goes to the entrance of the bathroom. He looks back over his shoulder. Sima is sitting on the toilet lid, head down, hands over her face. Is this the best plan or should he just let her wait, sit tight, like Sima suggested? What if Miss Aston says that they have no choice but to tell the police? She kind of has to say that. She’s a teacher.

Sima looks up, forces a smile. This tiny gesture gives Dan the courage to poke his head out into the doorway. Miss Aston is looking right at him through the window next to the door. So are the others. She motions rapidly for him to come, clearly annoyed that he’s taken so long. Dan wonders if this is the right time to tell her that he has found a detention centre escapee in the boys’ toilets and can we please hide her? He could just duck across the path, back into the classroom and say nothing, ever, and hope Sima gets away.


Instead, he finds himself motioning for Miss Aston to come to him.

She shakes her head and beckons Dan.

He shakes his head and beckons her.

Miss Aston opens the door a crack and whispers, ‘Come on, Dan! Now!’

‘I can’t,’ he whispers back. ‘Please. I need you.’ He hopes she doesn’t think he’s asking her to come over to help him go to the toilet.

He hears a noise on the path and peeks up towards the science labs. Two other officers go by. They disappear to the right. Dan motions to Miss Aston again, pleading. His teacher looks like she wishes she hadn’t let Dan go to the bathroom at all, but he can’t help that right now. She closes the door. Is that it? Is she leaving him here? He feels a hand on his shoulder and spins around, his heart almost launching itself from his mouth.

Sima recoils as Dan turns.

‘This is a mistake,’ she says.

He turns back to the classroom as Miss Aston dashes across the path.

‘What are you d–’ She stops dead in the doorway, draws a sharp breath when she sees the girl. ‘Who are you?’

‘Sima,’ she says.

‘She needs our help. Can we help her? Please.’











THE CUPBOARD BEHIND THE DOOR

9.31 AM




The teacher is pretty, with blue eyes a few shades darker than Sima’s. She doesn’t look as happy to see Sima as Dan suggested she would be.

‘Are you from the transit centre?’

Sima nods.

‘Why did you come onto school grounds?’ the teacher asks, moving further inside, out of the doorway.

‘They are going to send us home. We’ll die if we’re sent back. I have to get to Leeton.’

‘Leeton?’

Sima nods, looking for any sense of recognition.

‘Why Leeton?’

‘My uncle works in the abattoir. He’ll take care of me.’


‘Do you have parents, a guardian?’ the teacher asks.

Sima hesitates, nods.

‘Where are they?’

Sima feels her lip quiver, and now her chin. She hates it when her chin quivers. It goes all dimply and weird. She bites her bottom lip to arrest the tremble.

‘She says they’ll torture or kill her family if they send them back to Afghanistan. We have to be quick. That guy’ll be back in a second.’

The teacher folds her arms tightly. She looks pale, unsettled. Sima knows this was a mistake. No matter how kind this teacher is, why would she risk her job for a girl she’s never met in a country where the girl is seen as a criminal, an escaped prisoner?

‘I think …’ the teacher says, nervous, peeking out the door and up the path. Sima’s muscles tense. She’ll run, knock the teacher down if she has to, if the teacher tries to restrain her. The air in her throat feels hot and spiky. The teacher pulls her head back inside. ‘I think the best idea is if you come back to the classroom. We’ll work something out, keep you safe.’

Sima locks on her eyes. ‘Keep you safe.’ What does she mean by that?


The teacher’s features are shadowed against the bright light coming through the doorway. She holds out her hand and says, ‘I’m Miss Aston.’

Sima looks at the hand, then back up at Miss Aston’s face. She reaches out, tentatively, and takes the hand. It’s warm and a little sweaty and Sima wants more than anything to trust this teacher. Miss Aston turns, peers out the door again and starts across the path, still holding Sima’s hand. Dan follows close behind, scurrying across to the classroom. Miss Aston opens the door and lets them in. It’s soupy-hot in there.

Sima sees four kids on the floor against the wall, beneath the windows. One of them, a very large boy, sits up from a lying position and says, ‘Who’s that, Miss?’

Miss Aston ignores the boy and says, ‘In here, thank you, Sima.’ She opens a tall cupboard behind the classroom door and motions for Sima to get inside. ‘I’m sorry. It won’t be for long.’

‘Who is she, Miss?’

‘Quiet, thanks, Thomas,’ Miss Aston whispers.

Along with the big boy, Thomas, there’s a skinny blonde girl who looks scared, another girl sitting upright, cross-legged, very interested, and a small boy with a scowl. They stare at her and she wishes she hadn’t followed the teacher, that she’d taken the risk on the officer not checking the bathrooms again, or that she’d run when she had the chance.

‘What’s happening?’ the small boy asks.

‘Is she one of them who broke out, Miss?’ the large boy asks.

Sima climbs into the cupboard. It’s a tall, narrow space with a broom at the back and posters hanging down on racks. Sima squeezes in on one side of the posters, the door closes and she’s wrapped in darkness. Just a thin hope of light where the hinges are.

She hears an abrupt knock on the classroom door.

‘Get down,’ Miss Aston whispers. ‘And quiet, thanks, everybody.’

Sima listens carefully, leaning her ear towards the cupboard door.

‘Is she –’ says one of the boys.

‘Yes,’ Miss Aston says.

‘Why’s she in here?’ someone asks.

‘I’m going to open the door now and –’

‘Are you breaking the law, Miss?’

Another heavy knock.

Sima starts to panic and she waves air towards her face, sucks it in. She feels crowded. The cubicle was small, but this is so much smaller. She reaches into her pocket and feels the contours of her little blue house. The roof and chimney, the outline of the front door. She flashes back to the boat, nearly two years ago, crowded in by people on all sides, out of fuel, out of food, out of breath. She clutched that little house and it opened her lungs and relaxed her. Right here, right now, she thinks. But it does nothing. She makes a silent vow that as soon as she gets the chance she’s going to run as far from this school as she can.

Sima hears Miss Aston open the classroom door.











BORDER FORCE

9.34 AM




‘Ma’am,’ says Border Force guy.

Miss Aston bristles, clenches her fist.

‘Hello.’ Her body blocks the half-open doorway.

The guy peeks inside and sees Dan and the others sitting on the floor up the back.

‘Boy got back here all right?’ he asks.

‘Yes. Thank you for accommodating him,’ she says, her voice so tight it could snap.

Dan forces a smile, but inside he feels sick – because of the girl hiding in the cupboard and the dog abandoned in the bush.

Border Force takes a step forward but Miss Aston doesn’t move.

‘D’you mind?’ he asks.


Miss Aston steps back, swinging the door so that it half-covers the cupboard behind it. He pushes past and wanders into the classroom. Dan sees another officer, maybe regular police, standing just outside the door.

‘Have you seen anything or anyone unusual at all?’

‘No,’ Miss Aston says, almost too quickly.

Inside the cupboard, Sima is ablaze with adrenaline. She worries the man will smell it, like some thick green ooze seeping out through the hinge crack.

Sweat trickles from Dan’s hairline down the side of his forehead and into his right ear, but he dares not move. He has a light smile on his face, as though everything is just swell.

‘Everything all right otherwise?’ the officer asks. His walkie-talkie crackles and someone says something unintelligible.

‘Yes. Fine,’ Miss Aston says. Dan can imagine laser beams of death pointing out the side of her head towards Thomas and Josh.

‘There’s one thing,’ Thomas says, and Miss Aston swings towards him.

‘What’s that?’ Border Force asks.

All eyes on Thomas.

In the cupboard, Sima swallows loudly and imagines that everyone within three classrooms must have heard it.


‘They’re very thirsty,’ Miss Aston says.

‘We’ll –’ the officer begins.

‘No, that’s not it,’ Thomas says. He has a sly grin on his face now. He’s liking the power, loving that everyone’s waiting on him, wondering what he’s going to say. Dan figures Thomas probably doesn’t get a lot of that at home.

‘We’re hungry too,’ Dan says, jumping in.

‘Well, we’re done searching the school now. This is the last classroom. They’ll notify you in a minute that the lockdown’s over,’ the officer says. He looks at Thomas. ‘What was it you wanted to say, mate? Did you see something?’

In the dark, Sima’s body trembles, her head so itchy with sweat it’s like a thousand needles are poking her all at once. It takes everything inside her not to explode from the cupboard screaming and scratching. But she doesn’t move. She breathes in short, shallow snatches. She listens for birds, like she would at the centre when she was feeling stressed. But all she can hear is the rattle of windows, the low rumble of a plane overhead and the voices.

‘Well …’ Thomas says.

‘You have to be quick, mate. We’ve got to keep moving.’


‘Sorry, officer, he’s just a bit exhausted,’ Miss Aston says. ‘We’ve been in here in this heat a long time. We’re all looking forward to a big drink and some food. Thank you for checking in on us.’

The officer looks at Miss Aston, turns to Thomas. Thomas looks to Miss Aston, then back at the officer.

Dan waits for Thomas to make the most of his big moment.

But he doesn’t.

‘Yeah. That’s it,’ Thomas says.

‘Okay. No worries.’

Border Force turns to the door, goes to say something to Miss Aston, but thinks twice and keeps moving. Miss Aston closes the door, lowers her head, turns to the class.

‘Thank you,’ she whispers. She lets her back slide down the door till she’s sitting on the floor.

Thomas shakes his head. ‘That was bad, Miss. I’m not taking the blame for this.’

‘You don’t have to take the bl–’

There’s another loud knock on the door, making them all jump, including Sima.

Dan can see the officer at the window. Miss Aston stands, wipes the sweat off her face, straightens her skirt and opens the door.











GUTTED

9.38 AM




‘One other thing,’ Border Force says. He glances down at the kids, then speaks to Miss Aston in a low voice. Dan strains to hear. Sima does the same.

‘We’ll lead a debrief with all students and staff in a moment and I’d rather we didn’t mention the student going to the toilet during lockdown.’

He says it more like it’s an order.

Miss Aston nods.

Dan figures that would probably be best for her too.

‘Kids good with that?’ Border Force mutters.

‘I think so,’ she says.

‘Good.’ The officer looks at Dan, then at Thomas. The other officer taps him on the elbow, murmurs something. They turn and leave.


Miss Aston clicks the door closed and an alert sounds over the speakers. Three long, loud booooop sounds, then a pause and another three.

‘It’s over,’ Miss Aston says. ‘We’ll all have to go down to the hall.’

‘Yes!’

‘Let’s go.’

The kids start to stand and stretch.

‘What about the girl, Miss? Who is she?’

Miss Aston presses her lips together. ‘Just … leave that to me. Let’s get down to the hall.’

Dan wonders what she’s thinking.

‘Don’t you have to tell someone?’ Summer asks.

Kids start to file out of nearby classrooms and head along the walkway towards the hall, shoving and laughing, telling their lockdown stories. Mrs Berwick, a science teacher, barks orders but the kids ignore her.

‘Yeah, are you gonna?’ Josh asks.

‘Why didn’t you tell that guy?’

Miss Aston searches for the right words. ‘She is potentially in some danger. I feel a duty of care to look after her and I didn’t think it was the right time to –’

‘Why’s she in danger?’ Josh asks.

‘Don’t you have a duty of care to look after us, Miss?’ Thomas asks.


‘Yes, of course. But the lockdown’s over. You’re not in danger right now.’

‘Maybe we are,’ Josh offers.

The Reading Superstars gather around Miss Aston at the door.

‘Is she okay?’ Summer asks.

‘Isn’t this illegal, Miss?’

Rubi clicks her tongue and Thomas mimics her with a bigger click.

‘Well … Sometimes what’s strictly “legal” is not necessarily right. Sometimes you need to evaluate situations individually. Does anyone in this room feel in danger right now?’

‘No,’ Rubi and Dan say simultaneously.

‘Maybe,’ Josh offers.

‘Yes, Miss. I’m scared,’ Thomas says.

Josh and Thomas bump fists.

Miss Aston massages her hands together, trying not to bite. She looks to Dan like she doesn’t quite know what she’s got herself into.

‘How about we just go down to the hall,’ she says, opening the classroom door to a rush of hot air and kids swarming by.

Thomas whispers, ‘I’m dobbing her in,’ into Dan’s ear as he passes, before he and Josh are swallowed up by the crowd.


The two girls leave, Rubi with a final look back. Dan is the last one left with Miss Aston. She closes the door, looks at Dan, then eases open the cupboard a crack, so that kids walking past the windows can’t see. Dan looks too. He half-expects Sima not to be there, that he imagined it all or that she will have escaped into Narnia. But Sima peers out at them, terrified, suspicious, thankful.

‘Wait here,’ Miss Aston says. ‘I’ll be back within twenty minutes, okay?’

‘What are you –’ Sima begins.

‘I know someone I can ask about this. Just trust me and I’ll be back for you. I promise. Do you need a drink or anything?’

Sima shakes her head, despite the ferocious thirst tearing at her throat. She doesn’t want anything from anyone. She just wants out.

‘Twenty minutes, okay?’ Miss Aston checks.

Sima nods again, looks down.

Dan gives Sima a small wave before the cupboard door closes.

Sima’s smothered in darkness again.

‘Let’s go,’ Miss Aston says.

They exit the room. The classroom door squeals closed. Sima’s alone once more.


Dan and Miss Aston join the noisy crowd surging towards the hall. Dan plans to lose Miss Aston at some point so he can go check on Rosco, but he also wants to make sure Sima’s okay.

‘Can I come back with you after assembly?’ Dan asks.

‘I’m not sure,’ the teacher says.

Dan watches her as they walk. She still looks a bit pale, even in the heat.

‘Are you okay, Miss Aston?’

‘I’m fine,’ she says, distracted.

‘Do you mind if I come back with you?’ Dan asks again.

‘I have to tell someone.’

‘What?’

‘I’m sorry. I’m going to have to let Mrs Skein know about Sima,’ she says in a low voice.

Dan’s head swims as they wade through the kids. Did he hear her right? ‘But you promised –’

‘I know, Dan, but this is very serious. I don’t think you understand. Breaking out of –’

‘But she says that her family might be killed if they go back.’

‘I know that,’ she says. A kid bumps Dan in the shoulder and Dan bumps Miss Aston. ‘My job is to keep you guys safe. I will ask, especially, that they take good care of her, that she’s reunited with her family –’

‘Yeah, reunited to be tortured,’ Dan says, a little too loud. An older girl with frizzy red hair turns to look. Dan lowers his voice. ‘She said they’re due to be sent back tonight.’

Miss Aston doesn’t respond.

‘She’s just a kid,’ Dan says. He can’t believe that his teacher is saying this. If there’s one person in the world Dan would expect to make a good decision about this, it’d be her.

‘I know that,’ Miss Aston says. ‘But my job –’

‘I know what your job is,’ Dan snaps, which he would never normally do, but he can feel his neck getting all hot and anger prickling him from the inside. ‘But that doesn’t make it the right thing to do. You told us to, like, “evaluate situations on their own merit”, to ask questions, to not just accept what we’re told.’

‘I’m sorry, Dan,’ she says. ‘That’s my decision. I’ll see you in the hall.’

She pushes through the kids in front and says, ‘Excuse me,’ to the next lot so that she can shove her way through. Dan is left shuffling along with the crowd, feeling hollowed out, gutted, wishing he’d never said a word.











INTO THE WILD

9.45 AM




Sima listens to the muffled roar of kids going by, kids who don’t have to hide in cupboards to stay alive. She used to think that she’d be one of those kids one day. Now she’s not so sure. She slides down the inside wall of the cupboard until she’s sitting on what feels like a wobbly stack of books. She covers her face with her hands.

Stay or go? She waits for the answer to bubble up from the darkness. Trust the teacher? The boy? What other option do I have right now?

Outside, Dan is swept along, hundreds of voices bouncing off the portable classrooms on either side and the aluminium walkway cover above.

‘It wasn’t even anything!’ one kid says.

‘That was so hot and boring.’


‘There was like a prison escape or something.’

‘Nah, it was a gunman. I saw him.’

‘You’re an idiot.’

‘I’m staaarving.’

‘We ate eucalyptus lollies from Nico’s bag the whole time.’

‘That was sick. We missed maths.’

‘We should go into lockdown every day.’

Dan, in the middle of it all, drowns in thought. He feels a strong pull to go back. If his teacher won’t help the girl, then he figures he must. Or must he? Does he have the guts? His teacher’s trying to keep the students safe. The police and Border Force are too. And, above them, the government. Keeping us safe. But who’s working out if Sima is actually a threat, if she’s even someone they need to be kept safe from?

Miss Aston and the other Reading Superstars have been devoured by the crowd. Dan looks back over his shoulder towards the classroom and, through the sea of heads, he sees a flash of green moving across the path. It looks like someone leaving the Superstars’ classroom. The figure quickly disappears behind waves of heads and shoulders. Dan stops dead in his tracks and someone runs into him.


‘Get out of the way,’ says a tall blond boy with angry red acne scars.

‘Sorry.’

Dan fights his way to the side of the path, onto the grass, where the flow of kids is thinner. Did he see what he thought he saw? Why would she run when Miss Aston had been going to help her? Maybe she knew. Women’s intuition. Mum reckons it’s a thing. Maybe Sima realised Miss Aston was going to sell her out before Dan did.

Around the back of the toilet block, Sima jumps the fence. A hundred and eighty degrees of bushland in front of her, crispy-dry and shrieking with insects. It’s the opposite of the industrial estate where she came in. She feels disoriented, uncertain. When she jumped the fence into the school this morning she ran through a maze of buildings and walkways. She must be on the far side of the school now. Why didn’t she plan this when she was stuck in the toilet all that time?

She scurries into the bush, looking around for the thickest tree cover. She works to the left, towards the back of the school, away from where she saw the two police officers through the toilet window. She hears traffic noise up ahead. A busy road. She wonders if it’s best to stay away from busy areas like Dad said, or get lost in them. She tramps through low scrubby grasses and saplings. Swords of sun stab her through the tree cover above. She picks up her pace to a run, looking back over her shoulder as she goes. The toilets are hidden behind trees now. She hadn’t felt safe in there but now she’s exposed and misses the closeness and protection of the cubicle, the cupboard.

This is the right thing. Keep moving, she tells herself, but she doesn’t believe it. She’s so lost in thought, stuck in her head, that she trips on the thick root of a tree and goes down hard, a sharp rock slicing her palm close to the heel of her hand. Blood seeps into the shallow creases and she presses on the cut with her thumb. She crouches, furtive and fearful, sucking away the excess blood. After a moment she jumps up, keeps moving – staying low, native bushes scratching her skin, cicadas roaring.

Get as far from here as I can before the teacher or the big boy who called the teacher ‘Miss’ tells someone.

 

Back on school grounds, Dan passes their classroom and slips down the gap between the toilet block and an English room. He can’t see Sima anywhere. Maybe he’s going mad. Either way, he’ll check on Rosco, even without water.


He makes it to the fence and stops. She could have gone right towards the front of the school, left to the back. Or he could go and check the classroom. But why? If she’s gone, it’s her choice. She’ll be okay. Let her go. Like Mum says, I don’t have to save everybody. I’m too soft.

In his mind’s eye he sees that flash of green again, dashing across the path. Had to be her. He’ll have a look for her on his way to see Rosco, just to make sure she got away all right. He jumps the fence, tracks left, along the fence line.

It’s not long before he sees something move through the trees up ahead, maybe fifty metres away. He starts to run, but with caution in case it’s a Border Force officer. He follows the figure down towards where he left Rosco.

He dodges between trees, bashes his way through, scratching arms and legs. Pretty soon, he’s almost certain it’s Sima’s green headscarf up ahead and he calls out her name.

Nothing.

He calls out a bit louder and the figure stops, turns, looks back.

‘What are you doing?’ he asks her, out of breath as he approaches.

‘Leaving,’ she says.


They’re just past the back fence of the school oval now. Dan wants to be able to tell her that she should have stayed or to come back, but he knows he can’t.

‘Come. This way,’ Dan says, veering towards the place where he left Rosco. Sima’s not sure she wants to follow him. She watches for a few seconds as he moves off.

Dan breaks through the undergrowth to find the dog lying in the dirt beneath the gum tree. Rosco has run around and around and around the tree. Now his chain is all wound up, his head pressed hard to the trunk, in a patch of full sun. He’s facing away.

‘You okay, boy?’ Dan asks.











ROSCO

9.52 AM




Rosco doesn’t seem to have noticed Dan. He doesn’t turn or bark. Doesn’t move. Dan hopes it’s because the dog knows it’s him and he’s so relaxed with Dan now that he doesn’t even need to acknowledge Dan’s approach. Maybe Rosco’s had a good think about his actions and has realised that he was far too aggressive with someone who was only trying to help.

‘Hey, boy,’ Dan whispers.

Sima wants to run but, curious about who he’s talking to, she approaches.

As he edges closer, it worries Dan that Rosco’s so still. It really does.

‘Hey,’ Dan says quietly, not wanting to scare him and have him bark. Dan wishes he had another Spam sandwich right about now. That’s a wish he never thought he’d have. But keeping Rosco quiet doesn’t seem to be a problem, even without any food. Dan’s sure he should be able to hear Rosco panting. Or growling. Something. But the dog just lies there on his side, not moving.

‘I have to go,’ Sima says, coming up behind him.

He wants to go with her, but what’s he supposed to do? Help the human, let the dog die? Dan leans over Rosco, half-expecting him to leap up and eat his face off, half-dreading that he won’t. The dog doesn’t move at all. He lies there – dirt and bark all over his snout, neck jammed hard against the tree. The chain is pulled tight and wrapped, snake-like, around the trunk.

Behind Dan, Sima keeps watch, eyes darting, scanning the bush for movement, back towards the school and then out towards what sounds like the motorway through the trees in front of them. She sees a small, dark bird flit from one low branch to the next. For a moment, she’s sure it’s the movement of police in the trees and her heart thuds. She looks back to Dan, to the dog.

‘You tangled, buddy?’ Dan whispers. He tries to keep his voice light, friendly, high-pitched but really it’s thick with fear.


He rests his hand on the dog’s rib cage, praying he’ll feel it moving. He does. Short, shallow breaths, but definitely alive. Looking closer, Rosco’s nose is dry. Dehydrated. Dan wants to get him some water but there’s no time.

Sima sweats hard and prays harder. She listens hard, too.

‘Yeah, hang on!’ says a man’s voice, a little way off.

‘They’re coming,’ Sima whispers. She starts to move off past Dan, scurrying low.

‘Wait!’ Dan says. He turns back to see a dark shape moving through the trees towards them.

Without another thought, Dan unclips the chain. He slips his hands under Rosco, grazing his knuckles on the hard-packed earth. The dog doesn’t even growl. He’s a dead weight in Dan’s arms, stocky and limp. Dan struggles into the trees, eyes peeled, wondering if he can carry Rosco all the way home. Dan isn’t exactly a body builder. In primary school, kids called him Noodles because of his skinny arms and legs.

What if Sima gets caught because I try to save a half-dead stray dog? Dan thinks. But what if the dog dies while I try to help Sima? Rosco’s his responsibility now.

They move quickly towards the motorway, weaving in and out of tall, thin tree trunks, crunching bark and leaves underfoot. Dan’s never liked the crunchiness of the Australian bush. The way the dry rolls of bark and crispy leaves crackle. He wants to live somewhere like where Dad is. North Queensland. Palm trees. Rainforest, maybe. Anywhere but here.

Once they make it across the six-lane road, they’ll disappear inside the van park. 13B, he thinks. She can hide in 13B. Till we work it out. He thinks of Miss Aston, what she’ll say when she finds him gone, finds Sima gone. He’ll go back to school when he’s done what he needs to do.

Dan can feel the short, bristly fur of Rosco’s belly on his arms and the dog’s soft, warm jowls hanging over his elbow. And he can feel the dog’s heart thumping against him, which drives him on. Keep the dog alive, hide the girl. Dog alive, hide girl. He repeats it over and over, like a mantra.

‘Where are we going?’ Sima asks.

‘I can hide you where I live,’ Dan says. ‘A caravan park. On the other side of the motorway. And we’ll work out how to get you to that place, Leeton, I promise.’

Dan feels bad as soon as he says the word ‘promise’, because how can he know? But now that he’s said it, he can’t take it back.


Soon, the flat ground ends at the edge of a steep slope leading to the busy motorway. Sima thinks of her escape this morning, up a similar slope, and fear jabs her. She wonders how far she is from the centre, if they’re moving towards it or away.

There’s a narrow, rocky chute to slide down. Dan’s done it many times but never with a dog in his arms.

Without saying a word, Sima skates all the way down in a crouch, kicking up a cloud of dust and skidding to a stop just before the guardrail. She looks up at him, covers her nose, waves the dust away.

Dan takes a breath, steadies himself, then stretches one foot out in front and locks the other behind, like he’s about to skate or snowboard. Then he slides smoothly down the slope, gripping the dog hard, which helps to centre him. He’s good till about halfway when his front foot hits a rock and he tips sideways. Without his hands free, Dan can’t re-balance. He slips, skids, skates, squeezes the dog tight to his chest, then crashes hard onto his backside at the bottom of the gravelly slippery dip, ripping a hole right through his school shorts.

Dan stands quickly from the mini dust storm he’s created, embarrassed, and does a full-body shake to get the dirt off. Rosco got out of it pretty much unscathed.

Sima has a slight grin on her face. She can’t help it. Dan shakes his head and sighs. A siren cries further up the motorway. Maybe more than one.

‘Come.’ Sima sees a gap and darts across the first three lanes of traffic.











STUCK IN THE MIDDLE

10.06 AM




Three police vehicles soar by in quick succession, sirens howling. Sima and Dan feel the searing wind-rush of the cars passing and avert their eyes. The wind tickles the sweat on their arms, faces, bodies. They’re pressed to the ground in knee-deep grass between two fat strips of blacktop motorway. No man’s land. Stuck in the middle. Danger behind. Safety ahead. Hopefully.

The sun bakes their backs. Sweat trickles down Sima’s temples. She glances across at Dan and he looks away. He wishes he hadn’t because it makes it seem like he was staring. Which he sort of was.

He looks back at her. ‘Are you worried about your family?’

He sees her face fall and gives himself a mental forehead slap.


‘I mean, do you think they’re okay?’ he asks, trying to clarify. ‘D’you reckon they’re in Leeton now?’

She purses her lips, nods her head.

‘That’s good. Maybe you can give them a call.’ Although he’s pretty sure the phone part of his phone doesn’t work any more.

‘I don’t know the number,’ she says.

‘Maybe we can look it up back at the van. Work it out.’ The phone still sort of works for searching.

Dan wonders if he should try calling someone from the phone at the front office. Mum, maybe. Although he’s not sure she’d approve of his current situation. Not Miss Aston. He still can’t believe she turned. Aunty Nor? She’s away on Fraser Island for three weeks.

Dan pokes his head up out of the grass and watches the three cop cars turn left off the exit ramp. Two are red with a strip of blue-and-white chequer-print. One is white. All three have a bank of flashing blue-and-red lights on top and the letters ‘AFP’ on the rear bumper. Federal police.

Dan’s heart sinks and his mind roars like the traffic all around. He wonders again what he’s doing. He’s seen plenty of federal police cars out near the airport, but never in a rush, never with lights blazing, never searching for him. It’s serious when federal police provide backup. He knows that. Anti-terror stuff, maybe. Does that mean Sima’s a threat?

‘How many other people escaped?’ he asks. ‘From the … centre.’

Sima shrugs.

‘Like, ten?’ he asks.

‘More,’ she says. ‘Fifty?’ She tries to imagine how many people actually got away and if her family was among them.

The three AFP cars appear on the bridge over the motorway, speeding towards school.

Dan takes a jagged breath, checks again for a break in the traffic but it’s a non-stop flow. He rests a hand on Rosco, letting him know that everything’s going to be okay. Even though he’s not sure it will be. There’s not even a puddle in the middle of this grassy ditch to splash some water on the dog’s snout. It hasn’t rained in ages.

Dan looks back over his shoulder to the hill they slid down. He scans the bush at the top again for the officers. No one yet. Cars, trucks, motorbikes tear by. He turns to look ahead at the slope leading up to the back fence of the van park. He knows this place, this road, this ground, like he knows his own shadow. Smoke-spewing factories on the far side of the park, rumble of planes, deep groan of semis that he can feel right up through his ribs, elbows, knees. If anyone can help get Sima to safety, it’s him.

The sound of the AFP sirens is distant. They could be parked at the school by now.

Gotta go.

Dan spies what looks like a break in traffic a couple of hundred metres up the road. He scoops his hands beneath the dog, heaves up, stumbling from knees to feet.

‘Let’s go.’

Sima’s right there beside him.

They step out onto the road behind a semi that says Fielder’s Fresh Foods on the side. Another siren now. Speeding down the motorway. They can’t see the cop car yet, but it mustn’t be far off. Dan makes a start up the rocky incline. Siren soaring, filling the air with its call. He’s not going to make it up there. His noodle legs aren’t strong enough. The weight of the dog is too much. He stops. And he starts slipping back down when he feels a push from behind, two hands on his lower back, and Sima bulldozes him up the slope.

As they make it to the top the siren is almost upon them. Dan and Sima slip between strands of rusty barbed wire as the cop car slows on the road right behind.











HOME

10.13 AM




‘Slipping’ through a fence with a medium-sized dog in your arms is not as easy as it sounds. Dan scrapes his leg on the barbed wire, drawing a red line of pain down his calf. When Sima’s made it through she turns, expecting to hear screaming brakes and see a cop jumping out of the car. But the AFP vehicle darts by, veering left towards the motorway exit.

Dan collapses to the ground, the dog flopped across his lap. Sima ducks low too. She rests a hand on Dan’s shoulder.

‘Thank you,’ he says.

He surveys the back of the van park for a tap. There are three ramshackle caravans and an old fire pit to the right, along the back fence, which runs parallel with the motorway. Dan doesn’t spend much time down here, except to take the shortcut to school. The owners are nice old guys but pretty rough and they have fire pit parties that the cops get called to most Saturday nights. And Sundays. And some Tuesdays. But they’ve been here for decades so they never get kicked out.

He spies a tap next to an old green van with about a thousand cactuses, five garden gnomes and a rusty rose trellis out the front. Ronnie, the guy who owns the van, has scary facial tats but he always waves and smiles at everyone in the park.

Thirst gives Dan the strength to lift the dog again and struggle over to the tap on the edge of the cacti forest. He lays Rosco down beneath it, twists the tap on with a series of shrill squeaks, and gently scoops handfuls of water onto the dog’s snout and tongue.

‘C’mon, boy,’ he says. ‘Drink up.’

Sima kneels next to Dan as he massages water into the short, fuzzy fur on top of Rosco’s head. The dog doesn’t seem to react too much until Dan accidentally slops a handful of water into his eye. Rosco shakes his head, blinks, sneezes, shakes again, thick black lips slapping his gums.

Sima laughs for the first time today. ‘Is it your dog?’ she asks.

Dan shakes his head. He wants to say yes.


‘What happened to him?’ She looks at his grisly cuts and scratches.

‘Someone hurt him,’ Dan says.

‘Who would do that?’

‘I d’know. But I want to make sure no one does it again.’

The water seems to have switched Rosco on and his long pink tongue starts to lap at the pool forming beneath the tap. He lies there on his side, licking up muddy water like it’s Milo.

Sima screws up her nose, thinking how gritty it must feel on his tongue, then she leans in with cupped hands and takes a couple of mouthfuls of running water. She slurps it back and enjoys it almost as much as Rosco does. In all the time in the toilet block, she didn’t have a single sip of water and she’s become a husk. Life starts to flood back in and her brain feels like it’s floating rather than rattling against her skull.

Dan reaches in and takes a handful of water too, remembering how dog-thirsty he is. Next thing he knows he has his head under the tap, lost in the cool feeling of it.

Dan wipes his face. ‘Man, that’s good.’ He turns to Sima. She has water all over her face and dripping down her chin onto her scarf. She wipes her face and looks away. Rosco stops licking the puddle, shakes his head, sneezes, then splashes his head back down in the mud.

‘You have rotten luck,’ Dan says.

‘Rotten luck?’ Sima asks, not knowing the word ‘rotten’.

‘You get out of two years in detention and end up at Midgenba High. No one deserves that.’

She smiles softly. ‘Is that why you escaped with me?’

‘I’ve wanted to escape since the first day.’

Another siren soars by on the motorway and Sima stands, ready to keep moving.

‘Will you take me to the bus?’ she asks.

‘Van’s just up here,’ Dan says, nodding towards the front of the park. ‘We can check the timetable on my phone.’

Sima feels the fear well up in her, but she lets it sit. No choice but to keep moving. She turns off the tap. The dog does not look good. His cuts seem redder and angrier now that they’re wet.

Dan tries to get Rosco to stand, but there’s just no way, so he tentatively slips his hands into the mud beneath and heaves the dog up. Dan notices how much Rosco reeks now that he’s wet, just like Jock used to.


The dog growls and Dan contemplates putting him back on the ground but the growl subsides as they walk up the crumbling road past row after row of vans. The cross-streets are lettered from T at the back of the park to A at the front. Dan and Mum live on B Street. A couple of hundred metres ahead is the sun-faded Midgenba Pines Tourist Park sign.

Tourist Park, Dan thinks. He laughs on the inside. There hasn’t been a tourist in this place for his whole life. There must be four hundred vans all permanently occupied. Someone’s always being kicked out for bad behaviour, someone new coming in. The prison’s nearby, so quite a few Midgenba Pines inmates either just got out of jail or are going back in. ‘Colourful characters’, Mum calls them. Some are the best people Dan’s ever met. And a few have given him a pretty good idea of what he doesn’t want to do with his life. Staying out of jail, he’s decided, is one of his personal goals. Achieving that goal is looking less likely now than it had been earlier this morning.

The day’s so hot the road’s melting in shiny, gooey patches. Dan used to love poking his finger into that sticky blackness. The vans around them seem older, more rundown than he’s ever noticed before. He tries to imagine seeing where he lives through Sima’s eyes. Pretty ordinary. Worse than ordinary.

Sima feels more uncertain as they walk further and further in. Her idea of the places Australians live was not like this at all. She’s seen houses from the mini-van on the way to school from the centre and she’s looked up Australian houses online to see if they look anything like her little blue cottage. Some do. ‘Queenslanders’. But these vans look worse than the dorms at the centre.

She follows Dan, eyes flitting around at the depressed state of it all, and she can feel some of her trust slipping away.

‘Where do you live?’ she asks.

‘Just up here. I’ll get you to this other van. You’ll be safe there and then I’ll …’

Sima and Dan see a massively muscled man sitting on a front step on D Street, smoking. He narrows his eyes, watches Sima and Dan carefully. Sima wonders if the escape has been on the news, maybe even a picture of her. The man, who appears to have cannons for arms, stands and takes a step towards them, looking at Sima like maybe he recognises her.

Sima doesn’t wait around to find out. She breaks into a run and Dan is right behind her, struggling along with the dog.
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They take a right on B Street and Dan slows to a fast walk, his arms ready to snap off under Rosco’s hulking weight. Sima looks at the numbers of the vans on her right as they scurry down the street. 29B, 27B, 25B.

A very skinny blonde lady with a baby sits on a red camping chair in front of her van at number 23B.

‘G’day, Dan. What’re you doing off school?’

Her name’s Chantal. Dan’s mum talks to her sometimes.

‘Oh, just –’

‘Who’s your friend?’

‘No one,’ Dan says, panting.

‘If you’re sneaking girlfriends home and wagging school, I’m telling your mum.’ She laughs and it turns into a chesty cough. Dan smiles on the outside, winces on the in. He looks back to see if the muscle-bound spy from D Street is behind them.

‘What’s with the dog?’ she asks. ‘Looks like he’s half dead.’

‘He’s all right,’ Dan says over his shoulder, and he prays it’s true as they continue along the row of vans, past Dan’s own, number 19B. He always thinks it’s fitting that they’re on the odd side of the street. Although some of the people opposite, on the even side, are odder than he and Mum. Their van is a blue-and-white Jayco with a scratchy, peeling logo of a bird on it. A piece of mouldy green tarpaulin hangs half on, half off the roof. The place he lives is a disgrace.

Dan knows that even the detention centre that Sima escaped from has pretty neat, newish-looking buildings. They’re portable cabins, sort of like the classrooms at school but about four decades younger. Dan wouldn’t mind living in one. Not in there, though. Not behind fences with guards watching you and all those cameras. Midgenba Pines is a crappy place to live but he can still walk out the gate and go up the shops whenever he likes. Or ride his bike down through the concrete pipes in the council yard or get on a plane if he wants. He never has been on a plane, but he could. He will.


In the detention centre, they don’t have ripped tarpaulins hanging off the roof and, let’s face it, they probably don’t have to eat Spam, but they can’t leave. Dan can’t even imagine that. He looks at Sima, this girl who’s spent years locked up in there. She’s only twelve or something.

Dan notices the towing mechanism on their van where, once, it might have connected to a car and gone places. Jock’s dog lead still hangs from the tow ball, lonely, sad, black and spotty with mould. Dan goes over – still carrying Rosco – and leans down, nearly breaking his back, and unhooks the lead from the tow ball.

Sima watches and waits. Dan sees her looking at the long grass growing around the tyres and the dirty bins at the side. He never even sees that stuff day-to-day.

‘Is this where you live?’ Sima asks.

‘No,’ he says, quickly. He feels guilty lying to her and he feels bad for being ashamed, but he can’t bring himself to say yes. ‘Just borrowing the lead.’

They continue on to 13B – a poo-brown and white van chocked up on bricks, with a smashed window, just like the picture Dan drew in class. Sima feels the fear rise up in her. She doesn’t want to go inside. She is sick of being locked up, hidden. She doesn’t want to go in there with this boy. Why has he even offered to help her? What does he get out of it? Sima feels her heart flutter. Panic. She closes her eyes, tries to breathe, focus on this moment right here. She looks back up B Street. The thin lady is heading into her van, chattering to the baby.

She watches Dan as he lays Rosco down next to the rusty tap at the side of the van. He clips a lead onto Rosco’s collar and drops the handle loop over a water tap pole standing up out of the ground.

He twists the tap on and lets it run, splashing some water on Rosco’s lips.

‘There you go. Have some more,’ he says.

The dog groans as he rolls off his side and starts to lap at the water.

Dan stands and goes to the broken window next to the door, and reaches in. Sima watches, deadly serious, weighing him with her eyes.

‘Is this where you live?’

‘No,’ he says. ‘It’s kind of my hide-out. I come here to get away when I want some time to myself. No one else uses it. You’ll be safe.’

The lock won’t budge so he reaches in further, scratching his arm on the broken glass. It bleeds a little. He twists the latch hard and the lock clicks. Dan pulls the outside handle and the door flies open, almost hitting Sima in the face.

‘Sorry.’

He motions for her to climb up into the van first but she doesn’t. By the look on Sima’s face, Dan bets she wishes she’d hidden in the toilets at one of those colleges on the north side of the city with the electronic scoreboards that are worth more than his whole school. Dan wishes she had, too. Although they probably don’t build detention centres right next to those schools. Dan steps up into the van.

‘It’s okay, I promise.’ He reaches a hand out to her.

She doesn’t take it but she climbs up the two steps and looks around. It’s a lot better inside than outside. Dan’s fixed it up a bit. It smells slightly of lemon disinfectant. There’s a timber bench where a mattress once was, a gas cooker, a seating area with cushions and a little table. It still has power connected so Dan has turned the fridge on, but there’s nothing in it. The curtains are torn and the benches are stained, but it doesn’t feel bad.

Dan peeks out the door behind her, checks both ways. There’s a short, elderly lady, wearing a Brisbane Broncos jersey, walking a small dog towards them. Rosco growls. Dan wants to go and calm him but doesn’t want to advertise that he’s using 13B as a hide-out for wrongfully imprisoned kids. He silently pulls the door shut and prays that Rosco won’t eat the other dog for an early lunch.

Rosco barks. It’s the last thing Dan needs. Dogs are only allowed in the park if they’re not disturbing other tenants. Sima shuffles over to the windowsill next to Dan, and peers through a rip in the floral curtains. Rosco’s really going for it, straining at the end of his lead. The tap pole starts to bend. The lady picks up her fluffy dog and screams something at 13B but they can’t hear because of all the barking.

She passes by and Rosco collapses in the muddy puddle, exhausted, and sips water from the still-running tap.

‘Keep that bloody dog quiet!’ someone shouts from one of the other vans.

A plane soars overhead so low and loud it feels as though it’s about to land right on top of the van. Sima looks up like she expects to see the wheels tear through the roof. The windows rattle like mad and Dan feels the vibration through the floor and up into his feet. He feels like he’s inside his own drawing. That’s one of the things he likes about Midgenba Pines. When a plane’s coming in to land, the sound and feeling and roar of it make you forget you’re at Midgenba Pines for a minute.

‘The buses?’ Sima asks.


‘Sorry.’ Dan opens the top kitchen drawer and takes out an old tea towel. He unwraps it and inside is his cracked mess of a phone. The screen is like a hundred spider webs overlapping and an inky-looking mess beneath.

Sima doesn’t look optimistic.

‘I dropped it,’ he says by way of explanation. ‘It might not work, but it’s all we’ve got for now.’

He presses the on button and a cracked apple appears, a flicker of hope. Sweat drips off his forehead onto the screen. He wipes it and lodges a sharp spear of glass in his finger. ‘Ow!’

Sima jumps. ‘What?!’

‘Sorry. Ow. I just stabbed myself.’ Dan tilts his finger towards the light from the window to see the tiny sliver. He picks it out as the apps appear onscreen. He rubs the little bubble of blood with his thumb.

Dan googles buses from the city to Leeton. He scrolls up and down a bit, trying to read the information in the slightly less cracked bits. Sima peers over his shoulder.

‘It looks …’ he says.

‘Do I have to change buses in Sydney?’ she asks.

Dan scrolls down and gets another bit of glass in his finger.

‘Yeah, and in Wagga. So three buses.’


‘12.00,’ Sima says.

‘Yeah, so, like …’ He tries to read the time on the phone. ‘Less than ninety minutes.’

‘So, we can go?’

Dan nods. ‘Yeah. I’ll just get us some food. And money. And we have to find another bus into the city, but they go pretty regularly.’

Dan glimpses the old box TV set on the kitchen bench. Spider left it when he wrecked the place. The screen’s cracked (not as badly as Dan’s phone) and the aerial is a coathanger, but it works. He grabs the pair of long-nosed pliers next to the TV, pokes them into the hole where the on button used to be and pulls the stump of the button out. The TV crackles to life, fading up from black. There’s an ad for deodorant. He flicks through an infomercial and a talk show till he hits a news channel.

‘… allegedly used bolt cutters to free the detainees,’ says a reporter over night-vision security camera footage. ‘The Immigration Minister had this to say …’

A man in a suit appears on screen. ‘We have apprehended thirty-six of the forty-seven escapees. And we have charged five of the so-called protesters for aiding and abetting a detainee escape. Make no mistake. These people are illegal and I implore you to call police if you have any information. Anyone found assisting them risks being charged with concealing and harbouring an unlawful non-citizen, drawing a penalty of ten years’ imprisonment. All information should be forwarded to Border Watch.’

A web address and phone number appear on the bottom of the screen over images of protests inside and outside the centre. The newsreader continues, ‘The protest and escape comes at the end of a month in which the budget for the processing and detainment of asylum seekers has been slashed, resulting in hundreds of detainees deemed not to be in need of international protection being sent home … In US politics, things are looking dire for –’

Dan grabs the pliers and pokes the TV off. He looks at Sima.

‘You okay?’

Sima nods, but her belly feels tight and she really wants to catch that bus.

‘Are you hungry?’

Sima nods.

‘All right. I’ll get food, then we’ll go, okay? Just wait here. I’ll be back in a minute.’

’Sima nods again.

Dan slips out the door. ‘Can you lock it?’ he whispers through the window.


Sima does, then flops down onto the timber bench where a mattress used to be. She looks around the van. It’s almost clean, a bit broken but it’s better than a toilet or a cupboard. It’s baking hot and sweat trickles down both sides of her face.

Illegal, she thinks. Unlawful. She hates those words more than anything. That’s how people see her. The news story makes her more determined than ever to make it to Leeton. Less than ninety minutes till the bus. How far is the city from here?

Since Dan mentioned food, she feels even hungrier. She craves mantu – delicious steamed dumplings with spiced meat and veggies. When she was little they’d have them at family gatherings and she’d sit beside the pot and take extra when Mum wasn’t looking.

She lets her eyes close and imagines being in Leeton with her family around a table eating a traditional Australian meal – roast Vegemite chicken with Vegemite potatoes and thick, black Vegemite sauce. She hears a noise outside, jumps up and pulls the floral curtain aside to watch Dan enter the van that he said he didn’t live in.
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Dan climbs the stairs and pulls the door closed behind him. It’s as hot and dark as a cell inside and it reeks of Spam from the open can sitting on the edge of the sink. The smell makes him gag. The can crawls with ants. He kicks the bin towards it, swipes the can off the bench with a wooden spoon and jams the lid down hard.

He’s desperate to open the door to let the smell out but doesn’t want to alert anyone else to the fact that he’s home. He jerks the sliding window above the sink open a little and takes two big breaths.

He doesn’t turn the light on, partly so it won’t look like anyone’s home, partly habit. When Dad was here he’d get pretty upset if you left a light on in the day. As if a two-cent saving on electricity would make up for him losing his job. So Dan’s kind of used to living in the dark.

Dan thinks of the news story. He hadn’t wanted to let on in front of Sima but it really threw him. Ten years in jail. Is that real or are they just saying that? Would they lock a kid up? They’ve locked Sima up for years so he guesses they probably would. Not jail, though. He’d go to juvenile detention. He knows of at least three kids in the van park who have done juvie time for stealing cars and break and enter. They called it ‘B&E’ but Dan didn’t want to get too comfortable with the shorthand. If he went to juvie he’d be doing what everyone seemed to expect of him.

He could always ditch Sima now, go back to school, wash his hands of the lot of it. No one had any evidence it was him that ran off through the bush with her. There were no security cameras, as far as he knew, between school, the motorway and the van park. The police and government wanted her locked up. Miss Aston had abandoned her. So why was he risking being put away to help her?

Human. That’s the word that gurgles up from the centre of him. You’ve looked her in the eyes, seen her in closeup. It’s too late. But if you have any fear she poses a threat to anyone, you should tell someone.

He thinks on it a minute.


Her family?

Dan’s not sure about her family, hasn’t met them. But he knows, deep, deep down, that Sima poses no harm. He also knows he’s not going into juvenile detention. So he only has one choice. Get Sima away, clean and safe.

This’ll be the first place they look. If they know I’ve left school grounds, they’ll come straight here.

He clicks open the small cupboard above the bench and grabs an old box of Favourites chocolates. He reaches in, pulls out a Crunchie, unwraps it, jams it in his mouth, throws the rest in his backpack. He finds a snack-size packet of salt and vinegar chips and one of Mum’s cans of Diet Coke. He feels bad only giving Sima junk food so he grabs the one withered apple from the fruit bowl and shoves that in too.

There’s a cooked sausage on a plate in the fridge. The underside is thick and white with fat. It’s been in there since sausages were invented but he figures Rosco probably won’t mind.

Dan hears a siren in the distance. It could have been going a while. He’s not sure. He fills a water bottle in the tiny sink and something outside catches his eye. He leans in to the crack at the edge of the curtains. Across B Street and between the next row of vans he can see a sliver of road at the front of the park. On that road, a police car cruises by, nice and slow. It doesn’t stop but it allows plenty of time for whoever’s inside to have a good, long look, and then it moves on.

Dan slings the pack onto his back and heads for the door, then remembers something. He goes to the corner of the kitchen, opens a low cupboard and reaches up the back, past the mad scramble of saucepans and baking trays, till he lays his hand on an old biscuit tin. He pulls it out, looks at it a second. ‘Arnott’s Famous Biscuits’. A picture of a Rosella embossed on the front. It must be bad being a bird locked in a cupboard. He found this tin in 13B. He hides it in behind the baking equipment because he’s pretty sure it’s safe from Mum there.

He opens the tin and his gaze rests on the contents. Cash. A bunch of notes. Mainly fives and tens but there’s a twenty in there somewhere, too. About a hundred and fifty bucks that Dan’s saved over the last year.

He takes out the cash, folds the wad of notes and stuffs it into his pocket. As he does, he hears the sound of a car right out front of the van, tyres crackling on gravel. He stands, inches open the curtain.
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Sima watches the old green car pull up. It’s full of cleaning equipment. Mops and buckets on the back seat. Vacuum cleaner on the front passenger seat. It’s parked in front of the van that Dan went into. A lady gets out. She wears a bright pink t-shirt with a collar. His mother. It must be. Sima closes her eyes for a moment, quietly burning with panic. Another obstacle. The car door slams and Sima’s eyes flick open again. She watches the woman walk around the front of the car, tapping her phone screen. Sima wishes she had run three minutes ago when she had a chance. As soon as his mother goes into the van, Sima plans to slip away.

She goes to the door, still able to see Dan’s mum through the thin curtain crack. Sima can feel her own legs shaking, like they might not hold her up much longer. But they have to. She’ll run to the right and around the back of the van. Then where?

The woman reaches for the door with her keys.

Dan shifts from foot to foot inside his van, mind swiping through options. What do I say to her? ‘Mum, this is Sima. Sima, Mum. Cup of tea?’ She’ll flip.

Mum pulls open the door of the van, looks up, sees Dan standing there, jumps back with a gasp. ‘Oh, you scared the life out of me. What are you doing home?’

‘What are you doing home?’ Dan counters.

‘I thought the school was in lockdown. Where are you going?’

‘Where have you been?’

‘Don’t be smart. I asked you a question.’

‘Just … I got an early mark. Because of the lockdown. It’s over.’

She checks her phone. ‘So they let you go home mid-morning?’

‘They –’

‘You look guilty as sin. You’re all red in the face. And whose dog is that outside your little hide-out?’

Dan’s annoyed. He didn’t realise she knew about 13B. He pokes his head out the door, sees Rosco. He’s peering back at them through his one eye, suspicious. But he’s not barking at Mum. Dogs always seem to like her. Dan could swear he sees Rosco’s bent tail move.

‘He’s like Jock,’ Mum says. ‘What happened to him?’

‘He’s … we need to get him to the vet. I found him down …’ Dan stops.

‘Down where?’ She looks up at him from the bottom step and realises. ‘What have I told you?’

‘Sorry. I was late. And he was –’

‘Is that really why you’re home from school? Because the lockdown’s over?’

‘Yes,’ Dan says, not very convincingly.

She eyes him. ‘What’re you up to?’

‘Nothing.’

‘You are.’

‘I’m not.’

She checks the pack on his back. ‘Why have you got your bag?’

‘Just … snacks.’

She gives Dan the look, the one that says, You’d better tell me now or things are about to get very ugly for you very quickly.

He glances towards 13B, three vans away. The curtain moves. If he tells Mum she’ll lose it. But if he doesn’t tell her, how will he ever get Sima out of here? He needs help. They have less than an hour till the bus goes. And then there’s the cop car that went by out the front. It won’t be long till they come looking. He either lets Mum take him back to school now and leaves Sima or he tells her.

‘Dan,’ she barks. ‘You’re away with the fairies again.’

Dan licks his dry lips, clears his throat.

‘I need you to see something,’ he says, and he hates the words as they spill out of him, but he can’t see any other way. He climbs down the couple of steps from the van, suspension squeaking.

Mum’s eyes narrow. ‘What have you done?’

Dan says nothing as he walks towards 13B, knowing he’s doing the wrong thing but doing it anyway. He runs through what he’s going to say, but his mind is jelly. He watches the curtains for Sima, but there’s no movement. Betrayal. That’s what she’ll feel. He told Miss Aston, who totally sold Sima out. Now Mum, who’ll sell her out too.

Rosco watches, sits up in anticipation, tries to stand but can’t.

Mum asks, ‘Where are we going?’

Dan doesn’t answer.

‘What’s happened to him?’ She kneels, pats Rosco on the head, inspects his wounds. ‘You been hurt, buddy?’ The dog pants, tongue out, like he knows her. His tail swishes again. Dan’s kind of annoyed. Rosco could have at least growled or threatened to sink his teeth into her. Mum has no idea what Dan’s been through with this mutt.

‘You have to promise you won’t freak out,’ Dan says, resting a hand on the door of 13B.

Mum looks up from where she’s patting Rosco. ‘I’m not promising anything. You’d better not be in trouble again. And when you’ve shown me whatever it is, I’m taking you back to school.’

Dan takes a deep breath and reaches up through the broken window.

Abort! his mind screams.

But he doesn’t. He edges the door open, looks back at Mum, then up into the van. He expects to see Sima where he left her, but she’s not there. He climbs up into the little hot box, Mum behind him, propping on the steps.

‘What?’ she asks.

Dan looks around. He can’t see her. But it’s such a small van, there’s nowhere she could have hidden.

‘C’mon, Dan. I’ve got things to do. It’s hot in here,’ Mum says, stepping up inside.

One narrow window is open in the back left corner, over the bed and diagonally opposite the door. But is it wide enough for her to have climbed through? Doesn’t look like it. He kneels, checks under the bed, but Sima isn’t there. He looks back at that window and his gut flushes with adrenaline.

‘What?’ Mum snaps.

‘She just …’

‘Who’s she?’

Dan turns to the kitchen, opens the low cupboards one by one but they have shelves. There’s no way a human could fit in there. He opens the cupboard under the sink. He even opens the rusty old fridge in his frenzy. It’s not until the final cupboard, right in the corner, one without a shelf, that he sees her jammed in next to a water pipe, crouched, terrified.

Sima shakes her head, begging him not to tell his mother. Dan feels her desperation and goes to close the door when Mum says, ‘Who’s that?!’
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Sima carefully unfolds from her crouch, extracting herself from the second and smallest cupboard she’s hidden in today. She stands, backed up against the bench, staring at Dan’s mother, who stares back at Sima. They roast like chickens in the heat. Sweat trickles through her brows and into her eyes and Sima has a terrible feeling that this is the end of the line.

‘Who is she? Is she one of the people who escaped?’ Mum asks.

‘Her name’s Sima,’ Dan says. ‘And we need your help.’

‘Did she break out of the detention centre?’

Dan and Sima say nothing.

‘Why’re you here?’ Mum asks.


Dan can see where the dry blood on Sima’s headscarf and face came from. Her scarf has shifted, showing a gouge out of her ear. She doesn’t say anything, just stares at Mum, trembling.

‘I had to help her. She’s in danger.’

‘What does she want? Where are her parents? Have they abandoned her?’

‘My parents are in Leeton,’ Sima says, wishing it were true. ‘I need to catch a bus.’

‘I’m sure you do,’ Mum snorts. ‘And you want me to help you? Where’s Leeton, anyway?’

‘Near Wagga Wagga,’ Sima offers.

‘Wagga Wagga!’ Mum spits.

‘Please, Mum. Just to a bus or train or something. That’s where her uncle lives. In Leeton. She’ll be safe there.’

Mum looks at Dan, at Sima, a deep double-crease between her brows. She shakes her head. ‘This is illegal.’

Dan can hear the panic in her voice. He hates it when she gets panicky.

‘What she’s done is illegal. You can’t just take the law into your own hands.’

‘But what if the law’s wrong?’ Dan asks.

‘It’s not up to you to decide.’

‘Why not?’ he asks.


‘Because it’s up to the police.’

‘Police?!’ Dan questions. ‘You’re always complaining about police. What about when they hide down near the motorway entrance and get people for speeding. You go off your brain –’

‘That’s different.’

‘Or when Dad got locked up for that thing with the –’

‘Dan!’ she warns, flicking a look to Sima as though his dad doing three months in jail for something he says he didn’t do is going to worry a girl who’s been locked up for years.

‘Maybe, sometimes, laws make things worse, not better,’ he says.

‘Well, why don’t we let the police and judges decide that rather than a know-it-all kid?’

Sima tenses. Her face gushes with sweat. If Dan’s mother alerts the police, Sima will run. Why did he bring her here? Don’t trust anyone. That’s what Dad said. Maybe he was right.

‘I’m going to have to call someone,’ Mum says. ‘I’m not having you –’

‘Please,’ Sima says. And the way she says it with such despair, her eyes suddenly shiny, like two big bubbles, makes Mum stop and stare.


‘They will send us back home. My mother will be tortured,’ Sima says. ‘Maybe they will murder my family.’

Mum looks horrified that this might be true, but also a bit suss, like Sima might be lying.

Tears fall down Sima’s cheeks.

Dan feels the emotion well up in him and he has to turn away so that he doesn’t start bawling.

He could swear Mum’s eyes get a bit shiny, too.

‘Can we go?’ Dan asks.

Mum looks at him for a long moment. ‘I’m sorry, Dan. It’s not the right thing.’

‘What?’ he blurts. ‘She has a little sister, a baby. She’ll get hurt.’

Mum looks Sima in the eyes again. Mum’s face is red and sweaty. She wipes her cheeks with the palm of her hand.

‘Please, Mum.’

There’s movement through the crack in the curtain and Dan leans in to see what’s happening outside. In the gap between the two vans opposite, two police officers are walking with Bev, the owner of the park.

‘Oh, no,’ Dan says.

Mum and Sima peer out just as a pair of Border Force officers appear from between two vans a little way up the street. They turn to look up and down the row of vans. Dan wonders if Miss Aston told them where she thought Dan and Sima would be. He thinks of the drawing he did of 13B in class this morning. They’ll come straight here.

‘What have you done, Dan?’ Mum asks and turns for the door.

‘Wait,’ Dan says.

But she doesn’t. Mum leaves without looking back, clicks the door closed and walks quickly up towards their van where Bev, the two Border Force officers and two police officers have gathered. Federal police, judging by the uniforms. And they’re armed.











RAID

10.46 AM




One of the cops, a tall dude with heavy brows and silver hair around his temples, knocks on Mum and Dan’s van door, resting his hand on a pistol holstered on his right thigh. Behind him there’s a blonde officer, older than Mum, big shoulders. Then the two Border Force officers behind them.

Dan’s head tingles with fear and heat and hunger. Sima presses up to his shoulder to peer through the crack in the curtains.

‘Can I help you?’ Mum calls out as she walks up to the officers, feet crunching loose gravel on the badly paved road.

Sima tugs a hank of hair at the side of her head, wrapping it around her fingers. Dan leans in closer to the window, which is only open a crack.


‘That’s my van,’ Mum says.

‘Is Daniel West your son?’ one of the police officers asks.

Daniel West, Dan thinks. He hates it when people call him Daniel and he’s not too hot on West either.

‘He might be,’ Mum says.

Part of Dan thinks Go Mum and the other part dreads what she’ll say next.

‘What are they saying?’ Sima asks and Dan misses what the officer says.

‘Yes,’ Mum tells him.

‘We’d just like to check your van,’ says the policewoman.

‘Dan’s at school.’

Sima and Dan are both surprised to hear her say this.

‘We’ve had reports of him leaving school grounds with a detainee from the transit centre down the road.’

‘Do you have a warrant?’ Mum asks.

‘We’re just trying to keep you safe –’

‘I don’t care. Do you have a warrant?’

Dan wonders if Mum’s trying to protect him or if what Sima said hit home. He knows she’s a caring person, deep down. Sometimes very deep down. She just gets nervous about anything different.


‘Just let them have a look, Caroline.’ It’s Bev. She’s wearing her Midgenba Pines t-shirt and shorts. Dan wonders if she sleeps in them or if she has Midgenba Pines pyjamas, too. Her brown hair is in tight curls. The leathery crocodile skin of her face is being slowly murdered by the sun.

‘If your son isn’t here, then we don’t have a problem and we’ll leave you alone,’ says an officer.

Chantal from a few vans up comes out to watch, no baby with her this time. Another guy on the other side of the street looks out too. John, Dan thinks. He told Mum last year that he loved her. She told him that she didn’t love him back and he was a bit upset.

‘All right,’ Mum says. ‘Be my guest.’

Dan can only see the back of her but he can feel her nerves. She opens the van door and the two Border Force guys enter. Dan hopes they like the special Spam air freshener he’s been using. Mum steps back, watching on.

Another three Border Force officers appear from between the two vans opposite Dan’s. One of them has a dog on a lead and Rosco lets out a bark. Dan’s stomach sinks. Seven officers now, police and Border Force.

Sima tries to swallow but her throat’s closed up. Her teeth chatter. She shakes all over.


A moment later the officers climb down the steps of Dan and Mum’s van.

‘Thank you very much.’

‘My pleasure,’ Mum says. It sounds kind of sarcastic. She slams the van door shut and locks it.

The officers gather together.

Mum turns, flicks Dan and Sima a look. She doesn’t seem real happy.

‘We have to go,’ Sima whispers.

‘I know.’

Three officers and the dog go the other way up the street and four head towards Dan and Sima. They knock on the door of 17B, one van closer.

Bruce, the old bloke who lives there, opens his door and says, ‘Whaddyawant?’

Dan’s face twists up. He waits for Bruce to tell them to ‘get stuffed’. Or worse. Bruce does that sometimes. He always says to Mum he’s had a gutful of cops knocking on his door. He reckons Midgenba Pines should be his little bit of paradise away from all the surveillance. ‘Paradise’ is not a word Dan has ever seen used in the online reviews of the van park, which he sometimes reads for a laugh.

Bruce decides on something a bit ruder than ‘get stuffed’ as his way to suggest that he’d much rather his van not be searched. The cops have a rough peek inside and one says, ‘We’re just trying to keep you safe, sir,’ before the door is slammed in their faces and they move on to the next van, 15B.

‘Come on!’ Sima whispers urgently. As she does, she wonders if she should be encouraging Dan to escape with her or if she’d be quicker and less visible getting to the bus alone. Coming here hasn’t been the smartest plan ever.

Sima watches him sneak over to the window that she opened earlier. It’s as far open as it’ll go – about twenty centimetres. He tries to lift the glass out of the runners. There’s a bit of give, but not much.

‘It’s an invasion of privacy,’ she hears Dan’s mum say loudly outside. ‘Every day there’s cops and what have you knocking on our doors.’ It sounds like she’s trying to stall them. ‘I bet you’re not knocking on doors in Avonleigh or Stafford Hill, are you? If you’ve got money in this city your rights are protected and if you don’t, it’s tough.’

The glass jiggles up and down but Dan can’t seem to get it out. He growls with effort and frustration, sweat splatting on the flat pine bed base.

Sima scans the van for other options. Door, very small windows, no hatch in the floor that she can see. She looks up and sees a sunroof right above her. It’s big, maybe eighty centimetres by eighty, tinted, but she can see the sky and clouds above. There’s a latch.

‘Dan,’ Sima says quietly.

As the group of cops, Border Force, Mum and Bev descend on 13B, Rosco starts to bark. He barks and barks as Sima stands on the bed base, reaches up, clicks the metal latch and pushes open the sunroof.

‘Dan,’ she whispers, but the barking is loud and he doesn’t turn.

She taps him on the shoulder with the toe of her sneaker.

‘Hang on,’ he says, jiggling the window, painfully close to getting it off its runners.

‘Dan,’ she says again.

But he doesn’t listen.

Outside, the group stops in front of 13B. Rosco stops barking long enough for Sima to hear Bev say, ‘That one’s empty.’

‘We’ll still have a look inside if that’s all right.’

‘Righto, lemme find the key,’ Bev says.

Dan’s mouth runs dry and Rosco starts up again.

Bev jingles keys and says, ‘That’s not it. Hang on a sec. Someone quiet that dog or I’ll wring its neck.’

Sima pulls herself up through the hatch, trying not to make a sound. The metal roof is searing hot but she lies down, skin on fire, and hangs her head into the van.

‘Dan!’ she whispers.

Dan turns, sweating, panicked. ‘What!’

‘Up here.’

He sees her staring down at him and takes a moment to understand. He’s looked at that hatch a thousand times and has never once thought of climbing up there or even opening it.

A key jiggles in the van’s door.

‘It’s a bit dicky,’ Bev says. ‘Tenant destroyed the place when he left.’

Dan silently stands, places his hands on the edge of the hatch.

Bev jiggles the key some more in the door, then her hand appears through the broken window and reaches for the latch.

Click.

‘There we go.’

She opens the door. Sunlight streams in. Rosco’s barking doubles in volume.

‘Shut up, you stupid mutt,’ Bev shouts. ‘Or I’ll have you put down.’

‘Excuse me!’ Mum says. ‘You will not.’

A Border Force officer climbs the steps into the van.











HATCH

10.57 AM




Sima’s body burns with the bite of sun on hot tin roof. Her neck, chin and face glow white with reflected light. Dan lies next to her, dead still, dead quiet.

They feel the rock and roll movement of the officers banging cupboard doors open and shut in the van beneath them.

Sima worries the officers will see the latch open inside, realise that she and Dan are on the roof and start peppering it with bullets. She imagines shells piercing her skin, coming right through her chest and out her back. Death or capture, she figures. This is it. If she calls out right now, gives herself up, could she avoid death? Or would the shock of her voice only seal her fate?


Sima can’t take the brutal heat any longer. Even with her face raised a few centimetres off the searing white roof, it scorches her cheeks and scrambles her thoughts. She has to get up. It’s too much. She pushes up off the metal and, from the corner of her eye, she sees the tops of two officers’ heads on the ground below. If she moves even three centimetres she’ll see their eyes. And if she sees them, they’ll see her.

But she has to move. The pain is unbelievable. She’s never known heat like this. Even on Christmas Island, when it was hot and wet all the time, or back home in the desert when she was a little girl, she does not remember heat that evaporated her saliva and parched her eyes like this.

Mum and Dad and Laila. She repeats the words over and over in her head. Like a mantra. MumDadLaila. MumDadLaila. AbaiAtaiLaila. That’s how she’d say it in Hazaragi, the dialect she and her parents speak. AbaiAtaiLaila. The three things she cares about most in the world.

The next minute might be the closest she comes to capture. Life or death. But the stakes are too high to give in. Seeing her family might be the reward for holding her nerve, and knowing that makes the shrill pain of the heat begin to fade. Dad told her that you can manipulate pain and time with your mind. This was back when they were waiting and waiting for a whole year in Indonesia for their application to be processed by Australian immigration.

Time and pain are relative, not definite, Sima. That’s what he said.

But Sima was only nine and she never quite understood. After that, when they arrived on Christmas Island, the time in the detention centre seemed eternal, infinite. And isn’t a minute a minute and isn’t a degree of temperature a degree? AbaiAtaiLaila. Now, when she needs it most – AbaiAtaiLaila – she can feel time and pain slipping away.

Dan watches the shifting shadows of the officers through the hatch. The fleshy parts of his body are burning the worst. He tries to raise his stomach so that it’s just sneaker-toes, knees, shoulders making contact with the devilish heat. He can feel the lump of cash in his pocket. He hopes the notes aren’t melting.

Grilled cheese on toast is one of Dan’s favourite afternoon snacks. That’s what the underside of his forearms feel like right now. Two grilled, blistered cheese subs. Milo, he thinks. Icy cold Milo, his other favourite snack. He imagines the thick, gravelly coldness of it sliding down his throat and dreams of that cold radiating out to the rest of his body. It doesn’t work too well but fifteen seconds pass before he feels the clump and bump of boots descending the van steps. And all is still.

Voices now, murmuring. Sima sees the tops of those heads move on to the next van. It’s covered in creeping vines. The whole thing. You can barely see the surface.

The four Border Force and police officers stop out the front. Dan’s view is obscured by the bubble of the roof hatch but Sima watches them clearly. All they have to do is turn to the right and look up and they’ll see her.

One of the cops, the one with silvery hair, knocks on the door. Sima knows that they’re coming for her. She still doesn’t hate them or think they’re bad people. She’s met plenty of nasty guards in the last three years, but she’s come across plenty who have made small, kind gestures to her. What worries her is that these officers are just doing their job. And their job is to throw her back into detention, lock her up, even though she’s a child, even though she’ll be sent home and even though bad things might happen to her tomorrow or in a week’s time. But if everybody just does their job without thinking, people suffer. They may even die. What if the rules of the job are based on only half the story? What if they need to be changed?


The officers knock again and again on the van next door. No one opens up, so Bev uses her epic bundle of keys. Rosco lets out a bark every ten seconds or so.

Sima watches the officers through wavy heat haze rising off the caravan roof. They open the van and a couple of them go in. Dan’s mum is right outside. Her eyes dart around, searching for Sima and Dan. She glances back towards the toilet block at the end of the street, then up towards Dan’s van. She catches sight of Sima. They lock eyes. Mum is shocked to see her on the roof. She looks away, down at her feet. That split-second glance worries Sima. Surprise and fear and something else – a look she’s seen from guards at the centre and some of the kids and teachers when she used to go out to school. A look of separation, like she’s ‘other’ to them. Sima hates that. She feels the burn of her hijab now, sharper than the burn of the sun.

Dan’s mother is standing next to two Border Force officers. She could alert them at any moment. Another person with power over Sima. She wishes the sun would melt her like butter and let her drip off the roof, down the side of the van and into the grass.

‘Can you see anything?’ Dan whispers.

Sima says nothing. Doesn’t dare.


Dan’s mum flicks another look up at her. The briefest glance. Then she leans over and says something to one of the officers. Sima’s breathing ceases. Her heart pauses. Dan’s mother still speaks. She’s whispering, one hand covering her mouth. The officer, a tall man with a long neck, big ears and sideburns, leans down to listen more carefully and mutters something back. Sima’s mouth is the Registan Desert – red sand hills and rocky clay. Moisture level: zero. He’s going to look up. She can feel it.











BORN TO RUN

11.04 AM




Dan’s mother laughs, the officer nods his head. Sima tries to read their lips. She can’t work out what they’re saying. The police exit the van and push past. They move off to the next van along, out of view now. Once they’re gone, Dan’s mum looks up again for a split second, with something like a smile in her eyes, and then she turns and follows. Sima’s heart resumes its regular service. She nudges Dan with her foot.

‘Go,’ she whispers, and Dan starts to slip down off the back of the van. Sima lets her legs and body hang before letting go and landing in a crouch. She and Dan duck between two vans, then cross over C and D streets before sneaking to the left between the backs of vans that face streets D and E. They dodge discarded bikes and piles of timber, a rotting IKEA bookshelf and a totem tennis pole. They hear a horserace blaring on the radio in one van and smell bacon frying in another. At the end of the row they peek out and up towards B Street. They listen through the roar of planes warming up and landing at the airport, but hear nothing, so they dash across, past the undercover barbecue area with its thick, dull stench of fat and oil.

They vault over the side fence near the barbecues and scurry across a large car park full of mangled cars. It’s Simmo’s, a panelbeater. They run past the wide mouth of the workshop where a couple of young guys are taking the bonnet off a ute.

Rosco’s barking like mad in the distance behind them and Dan prays they’ll be nice to him, that they won’t call the pound, that his mum will protect the dog before Bev gets her canine-hating mitts on him.

Dan feels the weight of the pack on his back as he runs, like he’s carrying around all his stupid decisions, each one dumber than the last. Ten years’ jail, he thinks. Harbouring and concealing unlawful non-citizens.

Sima lifts the wire fence on the far side of Simmo’s. Dan crawls through, Sima follows, and they dash across the long-grass backyard of an old spaghetti factory, continuing through the yards of eight or ten different warehouses. Fences, Sima thinks. She never wants to see another fence as long as she lives. If she had her way, there would be no fences locking people in or out.

They reach the fence of a giant warehouse with a sign saying ‘Badman Cargo’. It’s on the corner of Midgenba Circuit and Machinery Drive. There are cars lined up at the back in neat rows. Dan and Sima head up the driveway at the side of the building till they get to the street. They check, down the road towards the van park, but the street’s on a curve, so they can’t see Midgenba Pines at all from here.

They slip out of the driveway, head right, up to the corner, and take another right on Machinery Drive. It’s the main east–west road through Midgenba, jammed with semitrailers running from the port out to the motorway.

A siren wails somewhere nearby. Dan expects to see a cop car among the trucks but there’s nothing for now.

Sima recognises this road. When she used to go out every day to school in the mini-bus they’d go past the tall, rusty-white tanks of the concrete plant across the street. She sees the curved, corrugated aluminium of a bus shelter up ahead as they rush along the fence line at the side of Badman Cargo.


Sima and Dan pause at the bus stop, behind the shelter, out of sight of the road and protected just a little from the brutal sun.

They catch their breath, Sima’s back against the shelter, Dan with hands on knees, arms like lead from carrying Rosco, face and body stinging from the frypan heat of the caravan roof. Three metres in front of them is a tall chain-link fence topped with barbed wire. Behind the fence is a large, grassy, mostly empty lot. Lined up in a strip across the middle and dotted around the edges are army tanks and jeeps and bigger trucks for carrying troops. A military storage lot, not far from the port so the vehicles can be loaded onto ships.

Dan used to come down here and stare through the fence when he was younger and imagine these vehicles at war. He’d make all the sounds of the tanks firing and the jeeps speeding along tracks in Iraq or Syria or some other place. He could see the whole thing in his mind. And he imagined that the planes soaring into the sky overhead were bombers that the jeeps had to outrun and evade.

Sima stares through the fence too, shooing flies away.

Dan sees the look on her face and feels terrible. Why did they have to come to this bus stop?


‘Do you think these vehicles would have been in Afghanistan?’ Sima asks.

Dan shrugs. ‘Not sure.’ He looks both ways for police, for buses. He feels ashamed that he doesn’t know anything about where she comes from or even what Australia has done in Afghanistan. Had these tanks blown stuff up where she lives? His class did a unit on Conflict Zones last year but Dan had Somalia and he didn’t really listen when the other kids were giving their presentations. He never does. But that’s on them for not making their assignments more exciting. He racks his brain but he can’t even remember who spoke about Afghanistan. I’m an idiot, he thinks. I need to learn more things.

‘Do you … What’s it like? Where you come from?’ Dan asks.

Sima looks at him, chews on her lip, tries to think. It’s been three whole years.

‘Beautiful,’ she says.

Dan’s surprised. ‘Really? Well, why did you –’

‘And dangerous,’ she says. ‘The Taliban come inside Hazara towns and villages. They invite themselves to people’s homes for food. And they come into the bazaars, going from shop to shop, intimidating women. People are often kidnapped when they leave the village.’


‘Geez,’ Dan says.

She says all that and that’s the best I can come up with? ‘Geez’?

‘Do you miss it?’ he asks.

Sima nods. ‘My grandparents and cousins. The food. Where we lived. The music.’

Sima stares at the military vehicles. She figures that if those vehicles have been to where she comes from they’d have probably been fighting against the Taliban and to protect the Hazaras. It’s so weird that another country, on the other side of the world, would be so generous as to go to war to try to help her people fight tyranny and torture, but then lock them up for years when they make it here safely.

There’s a familiar mechanical groan behind them, and Sima turns to see a bus coming through the heat haze rising off the road.

Moments later it arrives with a squeal of brakes and a cloud of exhaust. Sima and Dan climb on through the back door and take a seat. Dan knows you need a prepaid pass and prays the driver doesn’t hassle them.

‘You want some food?’ Dan asks.











STATION

11.48 AM




They step off the bus onto a grim city street and the first thing Sima hears is a siren. A cop car streaks by. The noise of it echoes off the high-rises and stays with them long after the bus has pulled away from the stop. An ugly concrete multistorey building bearing the words ‘Transit Centre’ hulks over them. Sima stops when she sees the words. She’s been in an Immigration Transit Accommodation Centre for months. She wonders if this place is somehow related.

Dan looks up, sees what she’s looking at.

‘It’s like a bus stop, a big train station. C’mon.’

Sima starts to walk again. They hurry down the street to the station entrance. There are people everywhere, which could mean one of two things:



	Maybe no one will notice them.

	Maybe everyone will.


Two cops stroll along the footpath towards them. The lady’s telling a joke and the man laughs. Sima and Dan take a left and dash up some steps, past a homeless lady sleeping on a folded cardboard box. They slip through a pair of automatic sliding doors and into the station.

Dirty white floor tiles, a bank of screens showing train departure times, signs for platform numbers, a food court off to the right. McDonald’s. KFC. The echoey voice of a man over speakers announcing a platform change. Sima’s aware of the security cameras watching them from small, dark glass bubbles on the ceiling and she lowers her head.

Dan looks back to see the cops coming up the steps behind them. He hates the fact that he’s running from police. A million times they’ve come to the van park to settle some dispute between the inmates and calmed things down. He gets annoyed at the way some police speak to people at the park, but most of them are all right. He always thought he’d be on their side. He is. They’re just doing what they think is right. But Dan’s doing what he thinks is right. A small act of resistance to help another human. Surely a judge would understand.

There’s a picture of a bus and an arrow drawing them further into the station. They come to a sign saying ‘Public Buses’, which is not what they need. Dan sees a cleaner, an old man in grey overalls, wheeling a bucket and mop.

‘Excuse me. We’re looking for coaches, like country buses.’

‘Over there.’ He points back behind them. ‘Lift up to level three.’

‘Thank you,’ Sima says.

They have to double back the way they came but the cops are close now, maybe twenty metres away. They use the people between them for cover, taking a wide arc past a newsstand, heads down as they shuffle by. They’re past the officers now and they dash for the lifts. Sima stabs the button and waits, her foot tapping and tapping.

The lift opens. It’s packed with people who give them a Really, you’re going to try to squeeze in here? look. But Dan and Sima don’t have a choice. People shift uncomfortably to accommodate them.

‘Sorry.’

‘Sorry.’


Before the doors close, Sima and Dan see a group of four Border Force officers charge into the station’s main entrance. They’re CTU officers. Counter-Terrorism Unit. They’re usually only at the airport. That’s what Dad told him when Dan and Mum went to see him off last time. But now they’re here. And they have guns. Glocks, Dad said. Fat, black pistols.

Sima shields her face with her hand. She’s seen plenty of guns before but rarely has she felt so scared. The lift doors start to close and, as they do, one of the officers turns and looks directly at them. He taps the guy next to him and raises his walkie-talkie to his mouth. The doors shut and they start to move upward.

Dan and Sima share a look. The lift rises and Sima’s stomach drops. It’s dead hot in here and reeks of bad breath and panic. Seconds later the doors part and they see a friendly ‘Welcome!’ sign with a picture of a palm tree. Beneath the sign there’s an escalator coming up from the food court below.

They dash out and head left into a ticket office and waiting area. Charcoal-grey carpet, small cafe, wall of vending machines. People on blue plastic chairs reading newspapers, tapping phones, with suitcases and backpacks scattered at their feet. Beyond the travellers, the coach ticket counter.

They weave their way towards the desk.

‘I have no money,’ Sima says.

Dan can feel the lump of cash in his pocket – his life savings. He wishes he wasn’t spending it. He feels bad for thinking that, but it’s taken him so long. He’s been planning to save $5000 by the time he finishes school in five years, two hundred and eighty-six days – enough to get him a long, long way from Midgenba. It’s cash from Christmas and some jobs around the van, minus all the times he’s raided it to buy Redskins or a can of drink or a block of chocolate. He should feel happy he’s spending the money on something useful, but he still wants to keep it.

To the left of the counter there’s a sign over a corridor that says ‘Coach Departures and Arrivals’. The corridor leads to double glass doors and they can see the front of a bus outside, parked nose-to-kerb, the word ‘Cairns’ over the front windscreen.

‘Maybe wait here,’ Dan whispers. ‘I’ll get the ticket. Probably better if it’s just one of us.’

‘But –’

Dan’s gone. She peeks out, watches as he steps up to the counter.


Dan’s gut tells him to buy two tickets, get on the bus with Sima, leave. Isn’t that his dream? Anywhere but here?

‘What can I do you for?’ says the old guy behind the counter. He has white hair and looks like he’s had a few things cut out of his bright-red face.

‘A ticket to Leeton … please. It’s sort of near Wagga Wagga.’

The guy taps some keys. ‘That’s a long way away,’ he says, eyeing Dan. ‘You travelling with somebody? An adult?’

‘Yes,’ Dan says without missing a beat. He expected questions. ‘Mum.’

The guy taps more keys, muttering, ‘L-E-E-T-O-N.’ He reads the screen. ‘Looks like you’ll have to go via Sydney, change buses at Central, get on the bus for –’

‘Okay, thanks.’

Dan’s nervous and the guy knows it.

Sima hears heavy boots on the escalator opposite the lift. She can’t see anyone yet, but they’re coming. She wants to let Dan know. Can he hear it, too?

‘So, what is it – one adult, one child?’

Dan’s mind churns. He can’t go with her, he knows. And he can’t say one kid’s ticket. They probably don’t let kids travel alone.


‘Adult and child?’ the ticket guy asks again.

‘Actually, just a child. My mum, she already has a ticket. She’s just out there.’ He points to the corridor with the ‘Departures’ sign and Sima pokes her head back in.

The man looks as though he knows Dan’s lying but can’t be bothered asking any more questions. Not his problem. ‘One child for Leeton.’ He smacks a key with his chubby index finger and the machine prints and spits out a ticket.

‘$87.50,’ he says. ‘Actually, sorry, that bus is leaving right now. You won’t make it. You’ll have to wait till tonight.’

‘I’ll run. Please.’ Dan pulls the notes out of his pocket and slams about a hundred dollars onto the counter.

The sound of boots is closer now, right near the top of the escalator. The guy puts the ticket on the bench. ‘You can try. It’s bay 27 but I really don’t think you’ll –’

Dan grabs the ticket and bolts. As he does, the four armed Border Force officers emerge from the mouth of the escalator. They haven’t spotted Sima and Dan yet.

‘Your change!’ the guy calls, but Dan’s gone, through the cafe and down the corridor.


‘STOP!’ one of the officers shouts.

As Sima and Dan run towards the light at the end of the corridor – the double doors onto the bus waiting area – Dan presses the ticket into her hand. ‘Good luck,’ he says, and Sima thinks it’s the nicest thing that anyone other than Mum and Dad has ever done for her.

At the corner of her eye she spies a fire alarm handle on the wall. Without thinking, she reaches out and pulls the handle. Ceiling sprinklers spray the hallway and a shrill bell rings loud and wide, throughout the station.











TO CATCH A BUS

12.01 PM




Dan and Sima push through the glass double doors onto a concrete path and a huge undercover area where buses are lined up, all at forty-five degrees, nose to kerb. One of them says ‘Brisbane–Toowoomba Express’ on the side. The air is a stew of exhaust fumes.

‘Bay 27,’ Dan says over the shriek of the alarm. It’s down the far end and there’s a red bus just starting to back out of that bay.

Sima’s heart gallops as they shove through people packed tight on the path – a swirl of caps and headphones, backpacks and maroon jerseys, sneakers and sandals and a pack of sweaty kids in blazers holding violins. People look around, not knowing what to do about the alarm. Distant sounds of trains squealing on rails.


Sima flicks a look over her shoulder and, through the sea of heads and bodies, she catches the officers crashing through the double doors, looking right and left, scanning the path, guns pointed towards the ground.

‘You two!’ a loud voice barks and there’s a scream from a woman behind them, shrill like the alarm.

Sima and Dan duck low as the officers chase. People on the path part to let the officers through. Sima knows this can’t end well. Up ahead, in bay 27, she can’t see the bus any more. It’s reversed out of the space. AbaiAtaiLaila. AbaiAtaiLaila.

‘Stop! Everybody down!’ a man shouts.

More screams as people behind them crouch low to the ground. Dan and Sima slip between two buses in bays 20 and 21. Then people continue to duck low on and on towards 27.

Sima and Dan run between the two buses. They’re halfway along when the fire alarm bell stops and Dan hears the word ‘FREEZE!’. He turns, hands up, and the officers move in, still not pointing weapons but descending on him fast.

‘Get down!’

Dan drops to the ground.

‘Where is she?’ the cops demand. ‘Where is she?’


Sima rolls over and over, seeing concrete, the underside of a bus, concrete, underside of bus, grazing her arms and elbows and knees until she’s two bays over between 22 and 23.

‘Who?’ Dan asks.

‘The girl.’ They’re standing right over him now.

‘What girl?’

Sima jumps up and runs between the buses to the back where she sees the Sydney bus turning left and heading down a ramp. She chases it, banging on the side, leaving hand marks in the black diesel fume dust all the way to the front of the bus.

All but one of the Border Force officers leave Dan and run to the rear of the buses. They split up, checking beneath and between each bus. But Sima’s halfway down the ramp now, trying to make the driver stop.

The officer left with Dan drops to the ground, on hands and knees, looking under the bus next to them. As he does, Dan gets to his feet, runs to the front of the buses and across the path. The officer chases him. Dan slips through a door marked ‘Fire Exit’. There’s a blue plastic chair inside the narrow concrete corridor and Dan jams it up under the door handle. He hears a thump as the officer runs into the door, but it doesn’t give, and Dan bolts down the darkened hallway to a set of stairs.

Sima keeps banging on the side of the bus, then on the glass door. The driver looks out, shakes his head. He is not going to stop, she thinks. He’s not going to stop. She waves her ticket and slams her palm on the glass door again and again and, finally, the bus pulls up, brakes screaming, stopping on the steep, curving ramp. The door bangs open.

‘What’re you doing?!’ the driver snaps. ‘You’ll get yourself killed.’

‘I need to get on,’ she says. ‘Sorry, sorry.’

He shakes his head again. ‘Where are you going?’

She steps up onto the bus.

‘Leeton,’ she says. ‘Sydney.’ She tries to make it sound as Australian as she can.

‘Y’can’t travel without an adult.’

Without hesitation Sima says, ‘At the back, my mother.’ Her face flushes red with the lie but the driver is looking back. The bus is pretty packed.

He checks his watch, shakes his head. ‘Okay, go.’

Sima hands him the ticket, but he waves her past. The doors slam and the bus continues down the ramp. Sima makes her way along the aisle, looking out through the back window, waiting for the officers to appear.


Meanwhile, Dan runs down a switchback of stairs and opens a heavy door leading him into the station on ground level. People look confused. Someone’s asking a man in an orange hi-vis vest about the fire alarm. Dan slips by, down more stairs, past the homeless lady and onto the city street.

Sima slumps low in the second-back row of the bus, her eyes just peeking over the bottom of the window frame as they pull out into teeming traffic. She sees Dan come down the stairs. He looks like he’s scanning the bus. He sees her, but doesn’t wave, doesn’t want to draw attention to the bus. He just watches as she disappears into traffic.

He sends out a prayer for her. And she sends one for him.











AFTER




‘I have something important for us to read this morning,’ Miss Aston says, resting her whiteboard marker on the shelf beneath the board.

Groans from Josh and Thomas up the back. Dan taps Summer on the shoulder. She turns and he passes her a snack-size pack of Cheezels under the table. She whispers ‘thanks’ and drops them on her bag.

‘No, no, it’s something I’m sure you’ll like,’ Miss Aston says.

As soon as she says it – maybe it’s the little look she flashes Dan – he knows it’s about Sima. He just knows. It’s been six weeks and he has no idea where she is, if she made it to Leeton, if she’s dead or alive. He’s desperately wanted to call someone in Leeton to find out, but who would he call? The police? The information centre? Still, somehow, since that day, he’s felt like she’s still close to him. He can’t quite explain why.

Dan was questioned by police and by the principal about his role in Sima’s escape. He was threatened with suspension and expulsion but Mum and Miss Aston stood up for him. Miss Aston claims she didn’t say anything to the principal about Sima on the day of the lockdown. She came back to the classroom after the debriefing at the hall, wanting to help Sima, searching for Dan. But they were gone. So she says, but Dan isn’t buying it. If she hadn’t backflipped, maybe they could have got Sima to safety without the big chase, without risking her life. Dan is no longer Miss Aston’s biggest fan. He wants to get out of ‘Reading Superstars’ as fast as he can.

Miss Aston places a printout of a newspaper article on each of their desks. Rubi’s desk is empty. She moved on last week into regular English classes. There’s a kid called Trung in the class now. Dan’s near-expulsion seems to have gained him some kind of street cred from Thomas and Josh since the lockdown. Thomas calls Dan ‘savage’ and ‘gangsta’ in the playground. And Josh hasn’t punched Dan in weeks. Not hard anyway.


Dan’s the last to get the article. He picks it up, tries to read the headline.

‘Why’s this so special, Miss?’ Thomas asks.

‘Let’s read it together and you’ll find out. Dan, you can go first.’

For the first time ever, Dan agrees to reading aloud in class. He feels the fear of getting it wrong in front of the others, the fear of looking like an idiot, but he knows this is something to do with Sima and he needs to read it.

‘“Government Rethink on Ref … ugee …”’ he begins.

‘Good!’ Miss Aston says.

‘“Proc …”’

‘Processing,’ Miss Aston helps.

‘Processing.’

‘Good. Go on. You’ve got this.’

Dan continues. It’s slow and stumbly. He lurches from word to word, skips a word here and there, but he so badly wants to know what the article says that he keeps going. Even when he can feel the heat of Thomas and Josh’s judgement and how dumb Summer must think he is, he pushes through.

The story covers how the protests and escape have led to an inquiry. The government was about to deport heaps of asylum seekers who were found to be refugees, people who should have been allowed to stay. It talks about the treatment of the detainees – the way some of the guards were ordered to turn the lights on in the middle of the night for unnecessary checks. And how they were told to inform detainees on a regular basis that they would never be settled in Australia so they might as well give up.

Dan usually feels as though he’s drowning in the words, that he can’t breathe, but he wants so badly to know what it says, to see if it mentions Sima, that he paddles and struggles to the surface of the words and starts to swim across it.

‘“Five detainees from the Immigration Transit Acc … Accommodation Centre … are still at large.”’ A hint of a smile curls Dan’s lips. Maybe Sima’s one of them. Maybe that’s why Miss Aston asked him to read it. ‘“On the day of the escape, 36 detainees were app … re … hended in the vicinity of the centre, five in the surrounding industrial estate and one on a bus intercepted south of the Queensland border.”’

Dan’s heart sinks. His palms prick with sweat. He looks up at Miss Aston. Is this why she wanted him to read it? Was that Sima’s bus? It was. He feels it, knows it. Why would she make him read this out in front of everyone? He keeps reading, but his mind is spinning. She was caught.


‘“Five are still at large. Due to the escape, and the res … resulting media coverage and reaction from the Australian people, the fed … feder … feeder …”’

‘Federal.’

‘“The federal government is facing pressure to speed up the process, settle more people sooner and save the estimated $240,000 per person per year that it costs to keep a detainee on the mainland and $600,000 offshore.”’

When Dan’s done there’s a round of applause. Summer reaches back and gives his arm a squeeze. Thomas says, ‘That was pretty good. Not as good as me, but sick anyway.’

But Dan feels like vomiting. She was caught. ‘Bus intercepted.’ All that effort for nothing. Where is she now? And why did Miss Aston make me read that? I hate her even more now.

The class drags on forever. Miss Aston keeps giving Dan reassuring glances, but he looks away. When the bell rings everyone packs up and heads for the door.

‘Dan,’ Miss Aston calls, but he keeps walking. ‘Dan!’

He makes it to the door, only Summer behind him, and he feels a hand on his shoulder.

‘Can I just have a word?’ Miss Aston asks.


‘I’ve gotta –’

‘Please.’

Dan sighs, turns. Summer pushes past. Miss Aston looks at him.

‘Come with me.’

He doesn’t want to. She betrayed Sima, betrayed him, Sima was caught, maybe sent home. What did they do to her?

‘I want to show you something,’ she says, turning to her desk, opening her laptop. She clicks on Skype and there’s a ringing sound. He can see himself onscreen, looking over Miss Aston’s shoulder.

‘What?’ he asks. Two seconds later the screen flickers and someone else appears.

A girl. Sitting on a brown couch. His jaw drops and hot tears shoot from his eyes. He can’t help it.

‘How’d you find her?’ he asks Miss Aston.

His teacher looks up at him. ‘I don’t know if you realise, but I used to be a police officer. I know some people.’ She smiles.

‘Hi, Dan,’ Sima says.

‘Where are you?’

‘Where do you think?’ she asks.

At first, he thinks she’s being sarcastic, then he realises she’s actually challenging him to guess.

‘Leeton?’ he asks.


She grins and nods.

‘But didn’t your bus get picked up? Didn’t they catch you?’

She nods. ‘They took me to the centre, back to my parents.’

‘They didn’t get away?’

Sima shakes her head. ‘They were caught that morning. But, now the government has been giving temporary protection visas, letting people out.’

‘Because of all the bad press?’ Dan asks.

‘Kids and women first. My friend Sadia is out, too.’

‘That’s great,’ Dan says.

‘Is your dog okay?’ she asks.

‘Rosco?’ Dan smiles. ‘He’s the best.’











HOPE




‘Pass me that spanner, will you?’

Dan does and he watches as Brett, Mum’s partner, pushes down hard, straining to undo the first wheel nut.

‘You two are insane,’ Mum says from the van door.

When they were at the vet’s getting Rosco fixed up, Dan had the bright idea that they could fix their van, get it moving again, go somewhere. Mum laughed and snorted like it was the funniest joke he’d ever told. And it has to be really funny to get a snort out of Mum. Then Brett offered to pay Rosco’s bills, $2900, money that Mum didn’t have. So Dan was slowly warming to him.

‘Why don’t we give it a go?’ Brett said. ‘The van thing.’


So that’s what they were doing, trying to get one of Australia’s top ten worst caravans back on the road. Brett’s head has sort of turned purple and looks like it may be about to explode with all the effort of trying to turn that nut, the first nut of their project.

Mum’s still watching from the van door, looking suspicious. She’s been around a lot more. Only one night away in the past three weeks. Dan figures that finding seven police and Border Force officers on her doorstep put the wind up her a bit. Miss Aston had a word to her, too. And when Miss Aston has a word, you tend to listen. Dan reckons Mum was a bit scared.

He’s not sure how he feels about her being home all the time. It doesn’t feel so lonely, but he’d forgotten how annoying parents can be. Aunty Nor still calls her a racist, which sometimes seems a bit unfair. Dan can tell Mum’s trying. She didn’t yell at the TV even once when she was watching a story on A Current Affair about ‘queue-jumpers’ and ‘boat people’ the other night. And she reckons if Sima ever needs a home, she can always stay with them.

‘Where?’ Dan had asked, looking around their tiny van.

‘We’d find space. We could blow up a mattress. It’s not right, locking kids up.’


Dan quietly hoped that Sima lived somewhere nicer than Midgenba Pines, but he didn’t say anything.

‘Spray here again,’ Brett says, so Dan sprays more WD-40 and Brett keeps straining and Mum keeps shaking her head and it goes on like this for fifteen minutes or so, but that nut just won’t budge.

 

Dan throws the stick in a long, lazy arc through a Doritos-cheese-orange afternoon sky. Rosco takes off up the beach after it, towards the ferry terminal. On the opposite side of the river, the tall towers of the oil refinery glow with fiery tips. Over to the left, a plane soars into the sky in silhouette and, maybe for the first time ever, Dan doesn’t wish he was on it. Till now he’s dreamt of being on every plane he’s seen, or getting in a tinny and heading up to the mouth of the river, into the bay, on to the ocean and never turning back.

Rosco drops the slobbery stick at Dan’s feet, panting, daring him to throw it again. The dog still has a couple of medical patches on his cuts and stitches. And he still looks lopsided. He freaks out over big trucks and loud noises. His lip is all chewed up. But he’s getting better. Dan throws the stick again and Rosco takes off. He probably shouldn’t be running, but he won’t quit pestering.

Dan feels happy, he realises. He’s been feeling that way a bit. It’s weird. He feels it especially today, after speaking to Sima. She literally had to escape to save herself and change her life but, in the process of that, Dan’s life seems to have changed around him, without him going anywhere. He throws the stick again for the desperado dog and wipes slobber off his hand onto his school shorts. He looks up at the sky, feels the breeze on his back and hears the distant patter of Rosco’s feet speeding towards him on the hard-packed sand. Even with the airport and the refinery and all of Midgenba’s finest attractions around him, he feels hopeful.











BIG SKY MIND




Sima gazes out over a wide belt of green fields under a vast orangey-blue afternoon sky. The sky is Sima’s new favourite thing. On the boat to Australia it was hemmed in by all the people around her. In the centres there were fences and buildings and light poles and security cameras strangling the sky. But, here, it’s infinite.

There’s a little fence that divides the grass of her uncle’s backyard and the field of rice plants. It’s only low. Sima can step right over it. She thinks of all the fences in her life that have locked her in or out. Mostly in. But this one isn’t particularly there to keep her in or out. She met the farmer who owns the crops the other day. He told her a joke. Something about sheep. She didn’t get it, but he seemed nice. So the fence feels inconsequential. That’s a new word she’s learnt since she arrived in Leeton and she tries to use it whenever possible. It means ‘doesn’t matter’. Up till now, in her life, it’s felt like everything has mattered. Safety and the threat of torture and escape and staying alive and getting a visa and finding a new home. She likes the fact that a fence can be inconsequential.

She jumps off the verandah, heads across the grass, steps over the fence and walks between two rows of rice. The tips of the plants brush against her knees as she makes her way out into the field. She walks about fifty metres before she stops and stands there in the big wide open. She pulls out the keyring with the little blue house that the lady gave her years ago in Quetta, Pakistan. She squints one eye and positions it next to the house that she now lives in. It’s green but not dissimilar. One was a dream, the other is her new reality.

Sima looks up at the sky and howls just because she can. Out here, she doesn’t have an ID number. She doesn’t feel ‘illegal’, like she’s done something wrong. She feels a sense of possibility. Up until eight days ago, she’d rarely felt that before.

Sima sneezes. Six times. And she wonders, if she hadn’t sneezed the morning of the escape, would they be here right now?


Her only wish in the world is that Dad was here. He’s still in detention because he was involved in planning the escape with the protesters. They say it’s a serious offence and it can mean you never get a visa in Australia. Sometimes, in the night, Sima wakes up panicking, her heart fluttering and fluttering. Mum tells her they have to trust and that they might even go back and live in the city near the centre so they can visit Dad regularly. That would be good. She would like to see him, not just on Skype. And at least she has a friend in Midgenba.

When Dad gets out maybe he’ll take a job at the abattoir with Uncle Hassan or maybe he could be a surgeon again and maybe, one day, they’ll have their own house. That’s Sima’s dream.

The back screen door slams shut.

‘Dinner!’ Mum calls from the verandah of the little weatherboard house.

‘Good Englishing!’ Sima yells. She’s been helping Mum get better, more natural. Sima knows that ‘Englishing’ isn’t a word. She’s just testing to see if Mum gets the joke. From this far away she’s not sure that she does.

‘What are you doing out there?’

‘Screaming!’ Sima calls back. ‘Howling!’

‘Come!’


Sima starts towards the house and, as she draws closer, she can smell qabili palaw, her favourite dish with rice and meat and veggies. After dinner they’re having falooda, the greatest noodle-based dessert in the whole world. As she walks she concentrates on the feeling of the soil between her toes and the colours of that gigantic dome of sky above and the insects roaring all around. Life’s not perfect, maybe it never will be and she won’t feel truly happy until Dad is with them. But in that moment, just for those few seconds, she feels free.











AUTHOR’S NOTE




Thanks for reading this book. I hope you’ve enjoyed it. It’s a fictional story but I’ve tried to write it as honestly as I possibly can. My goal has been to tell a human story, rather than a political one. By this I mean trying to understand how these characters might feel in each moment, rather than writing ‘issues’ and telling the reader how they should feel in every moment. I hope I’ve given you space to be able to think for yourself.

When I’m writing a story that borrows from real life, I research heavily and try to get the timeline and details as close to the truth as I can. The challenge with writing a story that touches on the asylum seeker and refugee situation in Australia is that the laws change so often. (Which is one of the reasons why it’s so difficult for refugees to apply and have their applications processed.) Luckily I had very good advice from some very good people on how I could make the details of the story as plausible as possible. Although the date is never specifically mentioned, I decided to set the escape on 19 March 2015, because this is a time when a family such as Sima’s could have been in detention on the mainland. If I had set the story more recently, this wouldn’t have been the case because most children and families were released in exchange for Temporary Protection Visas in early 2015. (Children continued to be held in detention on islands off the mainland.) You may, however, find there are occasional details where I haven’t been quite accurate to this timeline. One of these is that, in reality, the Australian Border Force came into effect later, in July 2015. It had been called Border Protection before that. The officers had a lot less power and were less likely to be armed. For my story, I wanted to include Border Force, and I hope that you will forgive me this small time shift.

If you are interested, here is the timeline of Sima’s journey that I used to inform the story:


	January 2012: Sima is nine years old. She and her mother and father leave Jaghori, travel overland and cross the border into Quetta, Pakistan.

	May 2012: They leave Quetta and travel by plane to Indonesia. They stay in Cisarua.

	May 2013: After waiting for a year in Cisarua for their application for asylum to be processed by Australian immigration, Sima’s father becomes scared and impatient and pays a people smuggler. They travel by boat to Australia. The boat is intercepted by the Australian Navy. Everyone onboard is taken to Christmas Island.

	May 2013 – November 2014: Sima and family are detained on Christmas Island.

	November 2014: Due to complications with Sima’s mother’s pregnancy, the family is moved to a ‘short-term’ Immigration Transit Accommodation Centre on the mainland. They are told that they will soon be granted bridging visas and released into the community.

	February 2015: The family is informed by their case worker that their application for refugee status has been rejected and they will be sent back to Afghanistan, along with many others whose applications have been rejected.

	March 2015: There are protests outside the centre and a plan is formulated.

	19 March 2015: Australian protesters cut through fences and release people from the centre, including Sima’s family. (This is similar to something that happened at Woomera detention centre in 2002.)



As a writer, and just as a person, I’m interested in understanding what it’s like for people in very difficult situations. Sima and Dan are two people I wanted to understand. But I think that they each wanted to understand and help one another, too.

I am not an Afghan girl living in a detention centre or an Australian boy living in a caravan park, but when writing these characters I have tried to find the links between my life and theirs. When I couldn’t find those links, when their lives differed so much from mine that I couldn’t possibly understand how they might feel or react, I spoke to people who could relate to that, who had shared their experience.

I also read hundreds of articles and lots of books, and I watched videos and documentaries, in my attempt to understand just the thinnest slice of what it might be like for the 70 million people around the world who have been displaced from their homes. Most of them still live in their own country or the country right next door. But, occasionally, a very few are courageous enough to make the journey to far-flung countries like Australia.
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