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Julie stumbled as she hurried along the potholed lane behind the mall, and clenched her fist around 

the crumpled letter in her left hand.  The potholes and speed humps were not easy to see on such a 

grey afternoon, especially through tear-flooded eyes. 

From somewhere behind, she could hear her name being called. She looked over her shoulder, but 

no one was there.  A pair of skip bins sandwiched a narrow, dark shadow against the wire fence that 

separated the mall from the housing estate, so Julie squeezed into the foul smelling gap, smearing 

grime across the shoulders of her new, $300 top. 

"Julie."  The voice came again, louder.  "Come on JR, we know you're here somewhere.  Bitch." A 

chorus of giggling trilled maliciously in that special way that sixteen- year- old girls reserve for a 

despised classmate. 

Julie edged back against the chain wire fence behind the bins and tried to ignore the stink of rotting 

food.  She couldn't let them find her.  They would take her letter, and by Monday afternoon, 

everyone in school would know the truth. 

She tried sliding in behind the skip bin to her left – no room.  The voices and laughter grew louder, 

closer.  She pushed right, and the mesh gave like one of those cheap old mattresses at summer 

camp. 

"Come out, come out, wherever you are," sang her chief tormentor, Lena Moorcroft. 

Julie pushed further in behind the bin, and a gap opened in the fence; a slit that had been cut down 

the wire mesh next to the post.  She pushed through the slit, towards the sheltering darkness of 

thick bushes beyond, as sharp points of wire clawed at her new jeans, and raked at her ribs through 

the silk of her blouse.  Julie bit her lip to keep her pain silent. 

The silk tore as she popped into the space beyond.  She scrambled a couple of metres into the thick 

bushes behind the fence and stopped at the sound of hands slapping on metal.  One of the skip bin 

lids slammed upwards and rattled the fence. Then it slammed down again, to laughter and jeers. 

"Now we've got you, rich bitch," someone cried, and the crowd cheered again.  Julie peered over her 

shoulder, and could just see, through the leaves, the bright yellow of a skip bin lid rising up.  After a 

few seconds, the baying cheers turned to groans, and the lid slammed shut.  As the noise reached a 

peak, Julie crawled deeper into the green and brown darkness, until the ground began to slope 

steeply. She slid down the damp leaves, into an overgrown backyard.  The voices of her fellow 

students faded, merging with the hum of suburbia and the immediate hubbub of the small birds 

objecting to her invasion of their tiny forest. 

Julie looked back up the slope, wondering if they were sneaking through the gap in the fence, but 

the hostile voices were still faint, and she thought she could hear the click of shoes on tar.  It was 

lighter in the opposite direction, so Julie crawled a metre forward.  A gravel path wound through the 

shrubbery to a lawn, and beyond the green space, stood a yellow painted wall.  She had landed in 



someone's backyard.  Beside her head, something moved.  Julie saw, from the corner of her eye, a 

sinuous, dark shape, rising to strike at her head.  She screamed and lurched away, but a tree trunk 

trapped her, and she waited, eyes closed, for the pain to come. 

Something growled, softly, and two small weights pushed on her leg.  Julie squinted carefully, and 

then opened her eyes.  The growling became a greeting from the smoky grey cat that was staring at 

her, its long tail waving slowly above its back.  Hysterical yapping startled Julie, but the cat languidly 

turned its head to stare at the small white dog that had skidded to a stop on the path next to her. 

"Jasmine, come out of there.  What are you up to?" came a voice, familiar but unexpected.  Julie 

tried to get back onto her knees to flee, but the cat wouldn't get off her legs.  And then it was too 

late, as a pair of dirty work-boots appeared on the track. Julie looked up the legs of the stained and 

tattered jeans, past the grimy green tee shirt, to the astonished face of her English teacher, the 

formidable Mrs Phillips. 

"Julie Richards, is that you?  What's happened to you, girl?  You're bleeding. Come out here where I 

can have a proper look at you,"  Mrs Phillips said, extending a leather-gloved hand. Julie could barely 

see it through the gathering tears in her eyes as she put her own hand out.  She was lifted to her feet 

and led out onto a patch of lawn. 

"How did this happen, Julie?  Do you want me to call your mother?"  Mrs Phillips said. Julie burst into 

tears and slumped to the grass.  As her hand pulled away, it left in the gloved hand of her teacher 

the letter she had been clinging to.  The woman looked at what she was holding, and frowned.  

Through her tears, Julie saw her teacher slip off her gardening gloves and begin to unfold the stained 

paper. 

"No, that's mine," she screamed, "You can't look at it.  Give it back." 

"All right, it's ok, I won't read it." 

"Give it to me." 

"Come up here and I'll give it back," Mrs Phillips said. She held the letter out, and reached down with 

her other hand.  When Julie took it, she found herself pulled firmly to her feet.  The letter lay, 

crumpled, in the woman's hand.  Julie reached out and closed her own hand around it, then began 

sobbing again.  Something pushed at her legs, and Julie looked down, to see the cat rubbing against 

her left leg, while the little dog pressed its fore feet against her knee.  It looked so concerned that 

Julie laughed, but the laugh got tangled up in the sobs, and turned into a gasping hiccup.  The dog 

leapt away from her and began barking again. 

"Jasmine, stop that.  Come up to the porch, Julie, and I will get you a glass of water.  We need to look 

at your ribs.  You've hurt yourself.  Come on." Mrs Phillips took a grip on Julie's elbow and steered 

her across the lawn to the house. 

Julie tried to resist, and looked back towards the little forest she had been pulled out of.  Above and 

beyond the shrubbery, the roof of the mall loomed, and the other girls’ voices had grown louder.  

She could hear them chanting her name. 



"Julie?  I think we should go inside," Mrs Phillips said, and this time Julie went with her.  The little 

white dog had dashed back up the path and was barking and growling.  An unseen voice yapped 

shrilly back, and the dog went crazy. 

"Hmmm, that yapping almost sounds familiar.  Anyone I know?" Mrs Phillips said, as she ushered 

Julie into the brightly painted kitchen at the back of the house.  "Would you like a cup of tea? Can I 

phone your mother?" 

"I don't know who my mother is," Julie said, and began crying harder as she was led to a chair at 

little round table in the middle of the room, and gently guided to sit down.  She had stopped 

sobbing, but the tears were clouding her vision.  Mrs Phillips sat down across the table from Julie 

and watched her a minute. 

"I thought I had met your mother, Julie – and your father, too – at the concerts, and teacher-parent 

nights.  Was I wrong?"  Mrs Phillips asked, switching her gaze to the crumpled, dirty piece of paper 

that had fallen from Julie's slack hand, onto the table cloth.  Julie pulled her hand away from the 

letter and stared at it. 

"I don't know.  I don't know anything.  Everyone hates me because my parents are so important, and 

I've got better stuff than anyone else at school, and they're all so dumb, and I hate them all, and I 

hate my mother, too, whoever she is."  Julie threw her head down onto the table and began to 

weep.  After a few minutes, she straightened up and glared at the letter. 

"How could they lie to me?  How could they not tell me?" Julie began to shout, "How could she ruin 

my life like this?  Have you seen where the letter comes from?  She's in gaol. Have you seen what 

sort of person she says she is?  I can't be one of those, I can't. She's taken my family from me, but 

she can't give another one."   

"I haven't read the letter, Julie, so I can't answer any of that."  Julie backhanded the ball of paper 

across the table-top and stared downwards.  The paper rustled for a moment, and then the room fell 

silent.  Julie listened to the slow ticking of the old-fashioned kitchen clock, the rapid panting of the 

little dog on the floor, and the measured breathing of the school's most fearsome teacher. 

The breathing became a sudden gasp, and Julie looked up.  Mrs Phillips looked horrified, and Julie 

flinched, waiting for whatever accusation was about to come. 

"Oh my, oh that poor girl," Mrs Phillips said, still staring at the letter.  Julie realised with horror that 

her teacher was sympathising with the woman who had just blown her comfortable world to pieces. 

"That poor girl. That poor girl?" Julie tried not to shriek at the woman across the table." She 

abandoned her own baby, and her family, and broke all sorts of laws by the sound of it, and now you 

feel sorry for her?  What about me?" 

"You've been pretty well looked after by the people who adopted you, Julie.  You should at least be 

grateful for that." Mrs Phillips was glaring at Julie.  Julie glared back, and was puzzled.  Why were 

tears rolling down either side of the teacher's nose?  She sat back, stunned, seeing distress where 

she had never expected to find it – not tough old Mrs Phillips.  Well, thirty-something Mrs Phillips, 

anyway.  That looked fairly old from Julie's point of view, though, as she thought about it, the 



teacher's dress choices probably made her look older, too.  The teacher's eyebrow rose, and Julie 

blushed behind her own tears, feeling as if her mind had just been read. 

"Yes," a soft voice drifted across the table, "that poor girl.  She made some bad choices when she 

was young.  Not evil; she was rebellious, but never truly bad. But she went down a road she should 

never have travelled, with people she should have never been anywhere near.  And, one day, when I 

was only eight, she was gone – her boyfriend, too.  Everyone in town seemed to know she was in 

some sort of trouble, but no one could say where she had gone," said Mrs Phillips, staring at Julie 

through a growing flood of tears, "or wouldn't say.  Mother and Father wouldn't say.  I wonder if 

they knew she'd had a baby. But at least, when she chose to put you up for adoption, it meant you 

were taken in by people who could give you what she couldn't.  I think I need a cup of tea now, too, 

but I'm not sure I could make one. It might take me a few minutes to get used to being an Auntie."   

Julie stared back at her, becoming aware of the way the letter was shaking between her hands.  The 

world had shrunk to a face, two hands, and a crumpled sheet of paper. 

"Mother and Father? Your parents?"  

"Yes, and hers, too. " 

 


