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Fine. I’ll admit it was an immature thing to do. Childish even. But not stupid.

My dad disagreed.

There was really no need to involve him. I always knew Mr Kenard had low-life tendencies, but calling my dad in for a meeting to discuss my ‘attitude’ was going overboard.

Personally I couldn’t see what the big deal was. The essays were sitting on Mr Kenard’s desk.

Okay, so they were important. Worth eighty percent of our final mark. Well then why did Mr Kenard leave them on his desk when he went to the staffroom to take a phone call? When he knew I was alone in his office waiting for him to quiz me about my alleged (the italics are important) involvement in blocking the staff toilet cistern with tennis balls?

It seemed like an irresistible idea at the time (the essay affair, not the alleged toilet thing, although if I did do it, which I didn’t, I’d have to say that would have been pretty irresistible too). And yes I have admitted the essay thing was immature and childish. But changing the marks was fun and most definitely not stupid.

The essay topic was Explain what you understand by normal body temperature.

London Dicker’s response was Abnormal body temperature is the body’s response to Carla Ricci coming to school on mufti day in a see-through top. In order to maintain normal body temperature, Carla Ricci must not be in sight.

I mean, case closed as far as I’m concerned. The guy deserved the Order of Australia. So of course when I saw a 1/10 on London Dicker’s essay it seemed almost sinful not to celebrate his efforts.

So I added a stroke. One out of ten became seven out of ten.

Not to mention the guy could clearly use a break. For crying out loud, his parents have never even been to London. They work in a factory dipping almonds in sugar so that people at weddings have something to chew on when the conversation gets dull. London figures his parents need to make at least ten million of those almonds to afford half of one airfare. Apparently, naming their kid after the first place on their travel wish list was the next best thing to actually going there.

And I have issues?

Then there was Robyn. Three out of ten became eight out of ten. It was another act of charity. The girl thinks ‘algebra’ is a Middle Eastern country.

Let’s just say there were several – okay, a large number – of other altered marks, all done with the best of intentions. Everybody deserves a little false hope now and again. Some people also need their egos deflated. That essay by Jade Donovan, with her ‘I don’t have time for people who don’t read the Financial Review’ snobbery, was practically a godsend. Ten out of one hundred with comments in the margin such as ‘SEE ME’ and ‘DISGRACEFUL’ in red pen. Simply beautiful.

Mr Kenard didn’t quite see it my way. ‘Noah Nabulsi, those students went home either ecstatic or devastated with their results,’ he said. ‘When they received their final mark, reflecting their actual ability – or should I say disability – I had their parents here in my office demanding an explanation! And then there was Jade. What do you say to a mother who tells you her daughter tried to overdose on her sister’s bottle of Iron Tablets for a Woman’s First Trimester because she was so distressed by her mark? Her mother wasn’t sure if Jade was pregnant or making a feeble suicide attempt! Worse still, she couldn’t decide which was more disturbing.’

Anyway, if you looked at the whole situation in terms of the law of causation, as I argued with my dad, it really was Mr Kenard’s fault. You see, the real and active cause of the act committed was not that I changed the marks, but that Mr Kenard supplied the bait. You don’t blame a fish for eating the worm, do you? That poor sucker is just acting on instinct. It’s not stupid for the fish to eat the worm; it’s only natural. But the fisherman has set it all up. And as far as I’m concerned, the cause of the fish getting caught is not his eating of the worm, but the fact that the fisherman put a fat, juicy worm on the hook.

My dad’s a lawyer so whenever we argue he likes to throw all this legal jargon at me because he thinks it will intimidate me into backing down. He doesn’t get that I don’t back down. Ever.

He mouthed off at me for the better part of an hour (‘Why do I bother sending you to one of Sydney’s top schools where a semester of fees could feed ten families for a year?’) in front of a tut-tutting Mr Kenard, and then pulled out the Latin stuff. ‘Causa sine qua non,’ he said and Mr Kenard grinned, pretending to understand even though he teaches biology. ‘ “Cause without which”, otherwise known as the “but for” test. And I’m afraid your argument cannot be sustained according to this test.’

‘Oh yeah? And why is that?’

‘Because but for your conduct, those essay results would not have been changed. It’s a question of apportioning legal responsibility for a given occurrence . . .’

Blah blah blah.

‘The High Court, in its infamous case on causation, has held that the law does not accept John Stuart Mill’s philosophical definition of cause as the sum of the conditions which are jointly sufficient to produce it . . .’

Blah blah blah.

‘Thus, at law, a person may be responsible for damage when his or her wrongful conduct is one of a number of conditions sufficient to produce that damage . . .’

BLAH BLAH BLAH.

‘Despite Mr Kenard leaving the essays within reach of a student, your conduct was one such condition which produced the damage, namely, the fabricated marks . . .’

Mr Kenard, looking bewildered, was probably wishing he was back in his lab dissecting a frog.

I paused. ‘Well,’ I said, staring my dad in the eye, ‘if it’s about sharing the blame, and my act was only one of many conditions that caused the . . . er . . . changed results, Mr Kenard is also guilty. He should cop some punishment too. Or my sentence should be reduced. That’s only fair.’

My argument didn’t go down too well. With either my dad or Mr Kenard.

My dad was ‘fed up’. He had ‘had enough’. Mr Kenard’s assurance that I would be on lunchtime detention until the end of year, which was two weeks away, wasn’t enough.

So my dad called my Aunt Nirvine and asked her for a favour. How could she refuse? She’d be getting six weeks of free labour.

I was going to be stuck working nine to five, five days a week, at Aunt Nirvine’s law firm for my entire summer holidays. Do I need to spell out what that meant? I wouldn’t be sleeping in, watching movies, clocking the Xbox, riding my bike, hanging out with Amit or checking out the unapproachable girls in the food hall at Westfield. Instead, as Aunt Nirvine informed me, I would become good friends with the photocopier and coffee machine.

My dad informed me that I’d be learning responsibility and fixing up my attitude.

I could think of plenty of foreign words, Latin included, I would have liked to throw at him in response.
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It was the Sunday night before I was due to start at the law firm. I’d just put in a DVD, an episode of Law & Order: SVU. I was humming to the music during the opening credits when Dad walked in.

‘Our scheduled disciplinary hearing starts in five minutes,’ he said.

I gave him a blank stare and then, holding his gaze, repeated the opening voiceover.

‘In the criminal justice system, sexually based offences are considered especially heinous. In New York City the dedicated detectives who investigate these vicious felonies are members of an elite squad known as the special victims unit. These are their stories.’

‘Riveting,’ he said in a tone drier than a towel that’s been left out for a week on a washing line in Alice Springs. ‘Court will be in session in five minutes. Penalties apply for late appearances.’

He walked out.

I waited six minutes and then shuffled into the dining room. It was a family affair, absent my mum, given my parents had been divorced for seven years and nearly faced multiple criminal charges the last time they were in a room together.

Mary, my youngest sister, was already sitting at the table, drumming her long fluoro-pink painted fingernails on her black and red notebook. She always used the same brand and had them stacked on her shelf in chronological order.

My other sister, Nadine, was drawing love hearts on the yellow legal pad she’d nicked from Dad’s office.

My dad was at the head of the table, holding a meat tenderiser (which he used as a gavel) and wearing his barrister’s wig and black robe. The robe was dishevelled and creased. According to a judge’s associate I met once at one of Dad’s dinner parties, the sloppier you look in court, the more senior you are. He wasn’t able to explain the significance of dandruff on a black lapel though.

The disciplinary hearings had been going on for about four years. They started when I substituted cooking chocolate for chocolate laxatives in a home economics class. Then there was the time I snuck into the coordinator’s office and wrapped her desk in foil. Or the time I hacked into the student newspaper and deleted the word ‘and’ every time it appeared, right before the paper went to print.

So Dad decided to bring the law home. He’d been making us suffer his courtroom dramas in the dining room ever since. It put a totally different perspective on the idea of ‘family meetings’.

I slumped down into the chair directly opposite Nadine. Dad slammed the meat tenderiser down onto the small wooden chopping board he’d bought especially for these hearings.

‘Right, this court is now in session,’ he declared. ‘Appearances, please. Loudly and clearly so that Mary is able to record them.’

We knew the drill. Mary started first.

‘I appear as the court reporter,’ she said, and then transcribed her own words. I’d told her countless times that she might as well write out her appearance and photocopy a stack of copies since she already knew what she was going to say. But she’s like Dad. A major nerd.

‘Next appearance, please,’ Dad said.

‘Nadine. Appearing for the defendant.’ Because I was the defendant at the hearing I wouldn’t formally appear. I had to sit there and let my lawyer, Nadine, do all the talking for me. I hated it when I was the defendant. Dad’s disciplinary hearings were only bearable when Nadine was the one in trouble and I was the one defending her.

‘Thank you,’ Dad said in a solemn voice. ‘Now would counsel for the defendant please explain why I received the affidavit in support of the defendant’s application for a reduced sentence one day late? On the last occasion we met, I gave strict instructions that any affidavit material should be filed in the right-hand drawer of the hallway table forty-eight hours prior to the next disciplinary hearing, scheduled for today. If you are to survive in the big wide world, you must learn how to follow instructions, respect rules and adhere to timetables. Do I need to remind you that this courtroom will prepare you for the world? Please explain the delay. I’m happy to consider any extenuating circumstances.’

Nadine stood up.

‘Permission is granted to remain seated.’

‘Thank you, Your Honour. I much prefer to sit after those two noodle boxes I had for dinner. The defendant respectfully requests permission to give—’

‘The correct term is tender. Language is important. Only those who master their vocabulary excel in this world.’

‘Oh yeah, right. I respectfully request permission to tender the affidavit late ’cause I wasn’t talking to my client all week after he told his friend Amit that I think Amit’s hot. I’m sure you’d agree this was cruel and that my silent treatment was justified and within the terms of my agreement with my client, which specifically says that any low-life sibling activity from either of us temporarily wipes out our duties to act for each other. So I wasn’t able to get instructions from my client and then when he apologised, after he found out that Amit and his other friend, Luke, who isn’t as hot, are going to Terrigal from Friday to Sunday, 30 January to 1 February, the second last week of school holidays, and he wanted me to—’

‘Would counsel for the defendant kindly construct concise sentences?’ Dad said wearily.

Nadine let out a long sigh. ‘The defendant wants to go to Terrigal with his mates full stop. But he can’t go if he’s stuck at Aunt Nirvine’s for the entire holiday full stop. My affidavit outlines all the details of the Terrigal trip, including dates, times, parties involved, both in the human-being sense and the music/girls he can’t get/dorky-dancing sense full stop. So he seeks your permission to reduce his sentence so he can go to Terrigal full stop.’

Mary was writing furiously. She had a gift for speed writing and had developed her own shorthand. I wanted to say something but I knew I’d blow my chances if I spoke without permission. Usually, I would have had no problem getting Dad worked up with the meat tenderiser, but there was too much at stake. I needed my sentence reduced or I’d miss out on the best holiday with my mates.

‘Thank you, counsel,’ Dad said. I have considered your explanation for the delay and concur that your client engaged in inappropriate behaviour warranting a temporary severance of your retainer agreement. Noah, in future you are ordered not to embarrass your sisters in front of your mates.

‘I have read the affidavit and have reached a decision. My reasons follow. Would Mary please note that these are my reasons, and not my orders, as there was some confusion between the two in the last transcript of proceedings.’

‘Noted, Your Honour!’ That singsong voice of my little sister just killed me.

‘First, given the defendant’s ongoing outrageous conduct at school, I consider his sentence to be perfectly proportionate to the offences committed. Second, in deciding on the sentence, I have given consideration to the social utility in requiring the defendant to work on a voluntary basis in a law firm. I am confident he will learn responsibility and accountability, qualities which will not only be of value to him, but be of value to the wider community in the long term. I am not convinced that a reduced sentence for the purpose of attending a beach party at Terrigal is consistent with the message I am trying to convey to the defendant and the community in applying the maximum sentence. The defendant is a remarkably intelligent human being with enormous potential. That potential has so far been an untapped resource. His intelligence has been misapplied.

‘However, I am not a cruel judge. I am fair and just.’ He stopped and took out his BlackBerry. ‘I am just consulting my calendar. Hmm . . . yes.’ He cleared his throat and continued.

‘On Wednesday 28 January I will convene a further hearing. The defendant will have been working at Saleh & Co Lawyers for approximately six weeks by then. If, at the hearing, the defendant is able to demonstrate that he has become a responsible human being who has changed his attitude, I will permit him to cease his work at Aunt Nirvine’s law firm and go on his beach holiday to Terrigal. Therefore, these are my orders . . .’ He looked at Mary, who nodded.

‘One: the defendant’s application for a reduced sentence is denied.

‘Two: the defendant’s sentence may be reduced and permission granted to cease his work at Aunt Nirvine’s law firm and go on his beach holiday to Terrigal if, and only if, he satisfies the court that he is a changed man at the hearing listed for 28 January.

‘For the sake of clearing up any misunderstanding, teenagers can be men, and any arguments to the contrary, which have been aired by the defendant before, are not valid. Those are my orders. Court is now adjourned.’

Dad slammed the meat tenderiser down on the wooden chopping board, placed his wig in its round steel box and stretched.

‘Nadine, is there any ice-cream cake left over from yesterday?’ he asked.

Honestly, the man had no conscience.

I was furious. Dad was known for his excessive sentencing. I was used to being grounded for weeks on end. I’d been on dishwasher duties for what seemed like forever. Even an Xbox ban was manageable. But this was criminal. He’d never gone this far before. It was child labour. I was being made to work against my will. There had to be legal consequences for that kind of sadism. Maybe I could hire an important barrister to take on my case for free. Convince them to see the bigger picture: parental abuse; children’s welfare; the right of a teenager to their school holidays. Human rights observers would come along to take notes on the trial.

The only problem was that Dad was so far up in Sydney’s legal world that probably no barrister would dare to take him on. Assuming they believed in my case. For all I knew they were holding these court hearings at home with their kids too.

Not only was he ruining my last school holiday before my final year (when I’d be stuck studying and officially have no life), he was putting my Terrigal trip at risk. We’d been planning the trip for months. Surfing and hanging out on the beach were part of the plans. Working with my aunt was definitely not.
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Aunt Nirvine’s law firm was in the city. She wanted me there at nine sharp. I guessed Dad put her up to that one. So I woke up at seven fifteen and left the house at seven thirty to catch the seven forty-five train which ended up being cancelled. I was dead tired. The benches at the station were all taken. Everyone on the platform seemed miserable, scratching sleep out of their eyes, fixing their lopsided lipstick, staring at the ground. Looking at their faces momentarily made me appreciate school. Now that was just wrong.

When the train finally approached people jockeyed to position themselves where they thought the doors would open. Pregnant women and the disabled didn’t stand a chance. Nor did I. Unable to get a seat, I staked out a spot in the corner of the middle section of the train under some tall woman’s armpits and thought about Amit. He was probably having a good sleep-in. Probably planning on spending his morning watching DVDs. I could have killed him.

Just over an hour later I was standing in front of a colossal sandstone building. It looked slick and fancy, like the one Dad’s chambers were in. There were marble columns in the foyer, huge paintings on the walls. You’d need a forklift to move the pot plants standing alongside the reception desk. And I’d never seen so many people in suits. They were rushing through the doors looking as miserable and harassed as the commuters on the train.

I walked on to the building next door, where Aunt Nirvine’s firm was located. It wasn’t as fancy as the one next door.

I took the lift up to the fourth floor then walked down the corridor to a set of double doors marked SALEH & CO LAWYERS. A receptionist looked up as I entered. She had blonde hair and crooked teeth.

‘Hi, you must be Noah. I’m Jill. Your aunt’s on a call. Just take a seat and she’ll be out soon.’

‘Okay.’

The coffee table was piled with newspapers and boring news magazines. I slumped down into a chair and folded my arms across my chest. There was a painting on the wall. It looked like somebody had gone out to a childcare centre, picked some kid’s finger painting and decided to frame it. I glanced at a stand stocked with brochures: ‘Know Your Rights’, ‘Have You Been Injured at Work?’, ‘Families and the Law’. The office was quiet except for the sound of Jill typing. She was fast and the tapping started to bug me because it was all I could hear. It looked like this was going to be one hell of a long holiday.

Suddenly the door to the office next to reception opened and a girl about my age walked out. She was carrying a stack of files which she slammed down onto the reception desk.

‘God she is such a cow!’ she said to Jill.

‘Calm down, Jacinta, she’ll hear you,’ Jill warned without stopping her typing.

‘She wants me to photocopy all these files and then put the documents in chronological order and then make up a table with a summary of each document. By tomorrow! She knows I’ve got a house inspection tomorrow. Which means she knows I’m going to have to stay back late. Just because she doesn’t have a life—’

The door opened again and a woman stepped out. She was catwalk beautiful with raven-black hair, big green eyes and a killer figure. But she had a stuck-up look about her. Jacinta turned around, the colour draining from her face.

‘Jacinta, I can’t find the file note on the Bryson file. It was just on my desk. Do you know where it is?’

Jacinta looked down at the pile of paper on top of her files. ‘Er,’ she stammered, shuffling through them, ‘I’m not sure. I’ll just check. Oh, sorry, I accidentally picked it up.’

The woman extended her hand and cocked an eyebrow. She took the file note and spun on her heel, closing the door to her office behind her.

Jacinta turned to Jill. ‘Like I did it on purpose. Honestly. What a cow.’

She swept up the pile of files and stormed down the corridor, turning into another office.

‘Hey,’ Jill said to me, looking up from her computer, ‘don’t go blabbing to your aunt about what you just heard.’

Me? A snitch? Could there be a worse insult?

‘I wouldn’t,’ I said indignantly. ‘Where is my aunt anyway? I woke up early to get here by nine. I could have had an extra ten minutes’ sleep.’

‘We could all do with some extra sleep. I told you she’s on the phone. Oh, the light on her phone is off now. She should be out soon.’

Sure enough Aunt Nirvine appeared in the hallway. She looked nothing like my dad, which was a good thing.

‘Noah! Hello!’ She walked towards me with arms outstretched and gave me a big hug. I don’t like hugs. Especially in public.

‘You made it. Come into my office. We’ll have a quick chat and then I’ll get Jill or Jacinta to show you around. I’ve got a meeting in ten or I’d take you around myself. I’m so glad you’re here.’ She sat down at her desk. ‘Your dad tells me you want to be a lawyer and you want a first-hand insight into life in the law?’

‘No.’

I would never admit to my dad (or anybody related to him for that matter) that I wanted to be a lawyer. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

‘Oh.’

‘I’m here because I got into trouble at school and Dad wants to punish me.’

She burst out laughing. ‘Oh, so that’s why you’re here. So this arrangement is non-consensual?’

‘Yeah, I’m being dragged here.’

‘Kicking and screaming I can see,’ she said, grinning at me.

‘So what will I be doing?’

‘Well, helping Jacinta mainly. She’s just about to start her first year as a law student. She’s working three days a week. She could do with some admin support, photocopying mainly. I know it’s not exciting but we’ve got some cases that are going to hearing soon and the photocopying builds up.’

‘Okay. Do I at least get to go to court?’

Going to court would make this whole punishment bearable. That way I’d have some interesting stories to tell Amit and the guys. Just last night Amit had sent me a text message telling me to bring home some juicy files.

‘Sure,’ she said distractedly, standing up. She grabbed a notepad and a pen. ‘Follow me, I’ll take you to Jacinta. I’ve really got to get moving.’ As we walked down the hall she added, ‘I’ll tell Casey to keep you in mind when she goes to court next. She’s our workers’ compensation and personal injury specialist.’

‘Do you do criminal law?’

‘No, not really. Why? Were you hoping for some Law & Order type action?’

‘Well yeah, of course,’ I said, a little too enthusiastically. I quickly shrugged, like I didn’t care either way.

She laughed. ‘Sorry to disappoint you, Noah. But the real legal world isn’t that exciting. We’re just a small firm here. Pretty simple, low-profile cases.’

Great.

We walked into a room with two photocopiers, two printers, some filing cabinets and a row of bookshelves. It was warm and stuffy and Jacinta was at the photocopier, her sleeves rolled up, copying a document. She seemed stressed and gave us a startled look when she noticed us.

‘Jacinta, this is my nephew, Noah. He’s going to be spending his holidays here. Kind of on work experience. I’ve got a meeting with the Cowls now so could you please show him around the office and give him a bit of an orientation? He’s happy to help out with the photocopying.’

‘Yeah, sure,’ Jacinta said, flashing Aunt Nirvine a big smile. She was cute (Jacinta, not my aunt). She had a tiny smattering of freckles across her porcelain-white cheeks. Her eyes were light hazel and an interesting shape. I guessed her parents were mixed race. Although I was mixed race myself (Dad was born in Egypt and Mum was born in the UK), I’d missed out on looking ‘exotic’. Dad insisted that my wanting to look exotic was an ‘Orientalist fantasy’. When I was younger he would tuck me into bed and read aloud passages of Edward Said’s book Orientalism while other parents were reading Harry Potter to their kids.

The one good thing about my parents procreating was that I got Dad’s olive complexion and Mum’s sandy blonde hair. I’m also really tall and built pretty solid (okay, that’s a lie, I was built skinny and owe the solid part to weekends at Jim’s Gym). Apart from that, I’m about as average-looking as you can get.

I tried to avert my eyes from Jacinta. The last thing I wanted was for her to think I was some desperate, girl-crazy high school kid.

‘Okay then, Noah,’ my aunt said. ‘I’ll leave you in Jacinta’s capable hands. I’ll see you later. Bye.’

She walked out and I turned to Jacinta, whose smile had transformed into a grimace.

‘Like I have time,’ she muttered.

‘Hey, I’m not here to be a burden on anyone. I don’t need to meet people.’

‘Yeah, well, if the boss makes a request you’ve got no choice. I’m just swamped at the moment. Come on then.’ She sighed. ‘I’ll give you a quick tour.’

‘Whatever.’ I shrugged and followed her.

A cute girl with attitude. How original.

The place was pissing me off already. Everybody was in a bad mood with the exception of Aunt Nirvine, who seemed only too happy to flick me onto somebody else. And the worst part about it all was that I wouldn’t even get a chance to do some exciting cases. The accused murderers and toxic chemical companies were probably in the sandstone building next door.
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Well it didn’t look like there would be much chance of me seeing any courtroom action given that Casey was the ‘cow’ Jacinta had been referring to earlier that morning. In fact, Jacinta had a whole list of adjectives to describe Casey and using any one of them would probably have had her jobless in less time than it took to photocopy a document.

Casey didn’t smile. She frowned a lot. Rolled her eyes constantly. When Jacinta explained I was here to photocopy (an unfortunately misleading slant on things), Casey managed to express her pleasure by pursing her lips together and dumping four binders of material in front of me. ‘By tomorrow,’ she ordered, minus a please.

Get serious. I refused to be prostituted to the photocopier by Jacinta the Paper Pimp. So I said, ‘My aunt suggested I go to court with you sometime.’

Casey cackled (she couldn’t even do ‘laughed sarcastically’) and explained that would be highly unlikely given she wasn’t paid to babysit.

‘I’m afraid I’m going to need you to get up close and personal with Toshiba because Jacinta here can’t keep up with me. Just how I’m supposed to keep this firm afloat without proper support is beyond me.’ Dismissing us with a wave, she picked up the phone.

I did get up close and personal with Toshiba. I was tempted to throw it out of the window only that would have meant I had to first push it out of the room, down the hall, past Casey’s office and into another office because the photocopier room had no windows. It didn’t have any ventilation either. So although I wanted a kebab for lunch, I opted for hot chips. I wasn’t going to risk bad breath when Jacinta and I were stuck in an airless dungeon.

‘So what’s this file I’m copying?’ I asked Jacinta after lunch. ‘It’s a killer. I’m spending more time removing staples than I am copying.’

‘Welcome to my world,’ she said.

‘How old are you?’

‘I’ll be eighteen in June. You?’

‘Seventeen in March.’

‘What year are you in?’

‘Going into year twelve.’

She cocked an eyebrow at me. ‘Well, your height’s misleading. But you’re still a high schooler.’ ‘You only just finished year twelve. You aren’t exactly a senior citizen.’ ‘Well, girls are more mature than boys. That’s a scientific fact.’

‘Oh, great,’ I said with a laugh. ‘Don’t tell me you’re one of those hairy-armpit feminists who doesn’t shut up about women and men being equal by pointing out all our differences.’

‘My armpits are perfectly hairless, thank you very much,’ she said and then giggled.

‘I have two sisters and a tree-hugging mum. I also have five-year-old twin half-sisters who insist on being served first at dinner in the name of feminism.’

‘Teach them when they’re young is what I say.’

‘So whatever you plan to say about males and females won’t be original. I’ve heard it all before so save the Germaine Greer speeches for uni.’

‘How many sisters did you say you have?’

‘Four.’

‘That explains a lot.’

‘Anyway, if you hate all this so much, why do you do it? At least I’m forced to be here.’

‘I’m going to study law, so it’s ideal to be working at a law firm. It’ll look great on my CV. I will have seen how a law firm works from the inside.’

I picked up a piece of paper. ‘Duplicating trees? Sounds like a great way to learn about the law.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, I know. It’s mind-numbing stuff. Got to start somewhere, I suppose.’

‘What are you copying anyway?’

‘Discovery.’

‘What’s that?’

‘We’ve got to exchange documents with the other side.’

‘So why the urgency?’

‘We’re on a court timetable.’

‘Does the court order you to exchange documents?’

‘Yeah.’

‘How does it know which ones are important?’

She let out a laugh. ‘Are you cross-examining me? What’s with the million questions?’

I shrugged. ‘What’s this case about?’

‘I’m not sure. I just copy.’

I shook my head and flicked through the contents of the manila folder opened in front of me on the photocopier. ‘Aren’t you even curious? You’re the one who wants to be a lawyer – well isn’t this your chance to see how it all works?’

‘Look, I don’t have time to read through the files. Casey dumps them on me all the time. I do know that they’re usually personal injury cases. You know, people slipping on a spilt milkshake in a shopping centre and hurting themselves. Losing a finger in a machine at work.’

‘Ouch.’

‘Getting stuck in a turnstile in the entrance to a shop and pulling a back muscle.’

‘Woah. Can you imagine how fat that person would have been to get stuck in a turnstile?!’

‘I saw her actually. She was huge . . . God, that’s mean.’

‘So this file I’m copying now. What’s it about?’

‘You can read – check it out yourself. But we’re on a deadline. Casey needs this all by tomorrow or we’re seriously in trouble. You haven’t seen her mad.’

‘So what I’ve seen so far is happy?’

‘No, she doesn’t do happy. She does frustrated, stressed, annoyed, condescending, dismissive and mad. If you can get her on a frustrated day, count your blessings. It’s her best mood.’

Jacinta kicked the photocopier and swore. ‘I hate it when it jams!’

‘Casey sounds like my maths teacher. Move over, let me have a look.’

‘I’m fine,’ Jacinta muttered, and crouched down to fix the paper jam.

We didn’t talk much for the rest of the afternoon. I found out some things in the small pockets of time we had to chat. Jacinta grew up in Canberra. Her dad was born in  Indonesia, and he worked as a lawyer with the Indonesian embassy. Her mum had an Italian background and was a teacher. Jacinta was enrolled to study law at Sydney University and had moved to Sydney in late November getting a job at Aunt Nir-vine’s firm shortly after she arrived. She’d been renting a flat with another girl in Surry Hills. The only problem was that the girl had a pet rat she kept in a cage in the kitchen and she had a chronic case of BO (the flatmate, not the rat), so Jacinta was on the hunt for a new place and a rat-free, odourless flatmate.

That was about all the information I got out of her. She was right. There was a heap of documents to get through. Sometimes the photocopier jammed and I felt like hurling it against the wall. By four o’clock I’d had enough. I went into the kitchen, got a tablespoon, grabbed the tin of Milo, sat down at the table and crammed mouthfuls of crunchy chocolate into my mouth. John, one of the lawyers I’d met earlier in the day, walked in, looked at me and chuckled. I gave him a sheepish smile. My teeth were full of chocolate and I guessed my mouth was smudged with chocolate too.

‘Healthy,’ he said as he made himself a cup of herbal tea. Apparently he was the youngest lawyer in the firm and had only been practising for two years. ‘So how was your first day? I suppose Casey’s breaking all the award minimum standards?’

‘I don’t know what that means,’ I said, helping myself to another spoon of Milo, ‘but I know that you’ve all got the most boring jobs on the planet.’

Amused, he said, ‘Let me tell you something – most of us started at the photocopier. You’ve got to see it as an art form. Getting the image at an exact angle. Avoiding smudges. Making sure the staples are at perfect right angles.’

I laughed. ‘Right, perfect right angles. I knew I was missing something. So do you like working here?’

‘Sure,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘Good bunch of people, interesting work. We have our good times, dude. Swing by my office later this week. I’ll give you some real legal work.’

John wasn’t so bad. But using the word ‘dude’ just said nerd all over.

[image: image]

‘So when will we be meeting for lunch?’ Dad asked me at dinner.

‘We won’t,’ I said, attacking my chicken. I was starving. All that photocopying had worked up my appetite.

‘And why not?’

‘Because it’s not very cool, Dad,’ Nadine explained in a matter-of-fact tone.

‘No, it’s not that,’ I said. ‘You’re punishing me for six weeks. I’m not at Aunt Nirvine’s because I want to be so I can’t pretend we can just casually enjoy lunch and talk about the weather when being at that firm is the last place I want to be during my school holidays.’

‘Hmm, that puts it in perspective,’ Dad said. ‘I appreciate your honesty. Well can you at least share with us how your first day in the adult working world went?’

‘It was slave labour. Trust lawyers to violate human rights and international law.’

‘Oh, I’m sure it wasn’t as grave a situation as that.’

‘A practising lawyer called me dude.’

Dad clucked his tongue. ‘Appalling,’ he said, trying to hold back a smile.

[image: image]

‘So is this Jacinta girl good-looking?’ Amit asked me on the phone later that evening.

‘Yeah. She’s half Indonesian, half Italian, and totally hot. She has a nice smile too. But she doesn’t smile that often.’

‘So, she’s seventeen?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Ah . . . older women. They’re so much better.’

‘You moron, you haven’t even been out with a girl before let alone an older woman.’

‘Hey! What about Rachel?’

‘Primary school doesn’t count. Far out, Amit, can we focus here? My life is over. It’s nine o’clock and I can’t keep my eyes open. I’m thinking about whether I’ve got a shirt ironed for tomorrow and I’m stressing about whether I stuffed up the pagination on the photocopies. This isn’t right. I shouldn’t be feeling like this for at least another ten years! What the hell is going on? Ironed shirts, Amit! Amit, you moron, are you there?’

‘Yeah, yeah, give me a sec . . . Mum, I’m on the phone! No I didn’t leave the towel on the floor, it was Siraj! Sorry, Noah. She’s on my back because Siraj and I’ve been home all day and the house is a mess. I was too busy watching the special edition De Niro DVD collection to clean up. Did you know that De Niro is a method actor? That means—’

‘Alright, I get it. Talk about rubbing it in. I’ve got to get to bed.’

‘You can’t be serious. It’s still early.’

‘There’s a huge deadline tomorrow so Jacinta wants me in at eight to help her before she heads off to a house inspection.’

‘Are you getting paid for this?’

‘Dad wanted it to be voluntary but Aunt Nirvine said she’d pay me fifty bucks a day.’

‘Woah. Unreal.’

‘That works out to be about six bucks an hour. Your cousins probably get paid more in the factories in Bangladesh!’

‘Oh, I don’t know, man. My aunt and uncle own a factory in Bangladesh. Do you want me to find out how much they pay their workers?’

‘I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Amit. I’m going to bed.’
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‘Hey, this case is pretty interesting,’ I said to Jacinta the next morning while we were at the photocopiers.

‘I don’t have time for interesting. I’ve got to be at a house inspection in forty minutes.’

‘Sheez. My mum keeps going on and on about how it’s us guys who can’t multi-task. So copy and listen.’

Jacinta chuckled. ‘Fine. I’m listening. Just don’t expect me to gasbag all morning. If I miss this inspection I’m dead. Do you know how many people are in the rental market now? You could advertise a dog kennel and you’d get a queue of potential tenants.’

‘Well it says here that this woman went to the movies and decided to get some popcorn halfway through. When she got back she forgot to pull the seat back down before she sat and she fell, which would have been hilarious to watch by the way. So Casey’s suing the movie theatre for not putting a warning sign. What does she expect the sign would say? Warning: Idiots May Fall?’

‘I once smashed into the glass doors of a shop. Do you think there should have been a sign? Warning: Highly Effective Cleaning Products May Cause Injury.’

We got the giggles.

My phone beeped, indicating I had a message. It was Amit.

Morning waves @ Coogee r sick. Make like u got the ?u and come

ova.

Great. Just what I needed for motivation. There were still hours left until five. Meanwhile, I’d be copping paper cuts while Amit was riding waves and working on a tan. The self-pity was choking me.

‘Okay, enough messing around,’ Jacinta said eventually. ‘And that’s probably too much cynicism for one morning. We’re at a law firm. Of course there’ll be bogus claims and genuine ones. Now let’s shut up and finish or we won’t have a job. Well,’ she added, noticing how relaxed I was, ‘I’ll have no job. You’re probably wishing you’d get the sack.’

‘I could easily manage that. Problem is I’m not sure what Dad would have in mind as my next punishment. His capacity for thinking up ways to ruin my holidays is terrifying.’

Aunt Nirvine was suddenly standing at the door, a warm smile on her face. ‘You’re in early, Noah,’ she said. ‘I didn’t think you’d fall for us that easily!’

‘It’s the photocopier jams,’ I said drily, unable to disguise my tone. ‘I couldn’t resist.’

‘Aha, your father’s sense of humour I can see.’

Was she kidding?

‘Could I ask you to do a coffee run for me? I’d like a decaf weak skim soy latte. John wants a flat white with two sugars and Casey a short black with four sugars.’

‘We’ve got to finish this photocopying by nine or Casey will get her broomstick out and chase us around the office.’

Jacinta looked embarrassed. Aunt Nirvine’s jaw dropped.

I offered Aunt Nirvine a goofy smile. ‘Um . . . joke . . .?’

She cleared her throat. ‘Well, I can’t accept those kinds of comments in my office, Noah,’ she said in a low voice. ‘This is not a school playground. This is a professional environment and speaking behind a colleague’s back in a derogatory fashion will not be tolerated. Is that understood?’

‘Yeah.’

This was humiliating. Worse than school even. What was it about me that made family members overreact? I was the teenager. I was the one who was supposed to be suffering the hormonal imbalance.

‘Well finish your photocopying task and then get some petty cash from Jill. Go to George’s not Café Deluxe, please. Their soy always tastes like curdled milk.’

‘Are you out of your mind?’ Jacinta asked when Aunt Nirvine had left. ‘No wonder you’re in trouble at school.’

‘Hey, lighten up. I was just saying what everybody thinks.’

‘Well welcome to the adult world, Noah, where nobody says what they think. You’ve got to learn to be fake. Do you see me calling Casey a stuck-up, sadistic cow to her face? Do you see me telling her that I can understand why her husband left her or offering her a mint with her photocopying to cure her stinking chain-smoker breath? No. I smile and do the bimbo-giggle when she talks to me and I act like she’s a normal human being. And she knows I hate her and I know she knows I hate her but we pretend to get on because that’s what adults do.’

‘You’re seventeen,’ I said rolling my eyes. ‘You were in school two months ago.’

‘I’ve always been more mature than my age. Plus, I’m female, so I’ve got years of maturity on you.’

‘Well, Miss Pensioner, I’ll enjoy saying what’s on my mind for as long as I can get away with it.’

‘But you can’t get away with it. Your aunt was pissed off. She’s not going to let you get off that easily if you talk like that again.’

I let out a frustrated sigh. ‘Man, I am so sick of this place and it’s only day two. I can’t believe I’ve got another six weeks.’

‘Well, you’re stuck here so you just have to put up with it,’ she said matter-of-factly.

Amit’s message compounded with Aunt Nirvine’s meltdown got under my skin. I mean really got under my skin. It was all just eating away at the layers of epidermis as the reality of my situation hit me. Photocopying endless piles of paper for another six weeks. Receiving text messages from Amit bragging about hitting the waves at the beach. I felt like the pressure was mounting inside of me.

Enough was enough.

‘He can’t make me stay here,’ I said. ‘Nobody can. I’m through with this.’

I threw the file I was holding onto the table and stormed out of the room, ignoring Jacinta who was calling after me to grow up and come back.

‘And where are you going?’ Jill asked as I stomped past the reception desk. ‘You’ve forgotten to take the petty cash.’

‘Keep it. Use it to buy everybody here a personality. I’m out of here.’

I slammed the door behind me and rushed down the fire-exit stairs, not bothering to wait for the lift. When I left the building the fresh air hit my face. I went to the nearest takeaway shop and bought myself a chocolate bar and a can of Coke. I sat on a nearby bench and scoffed the chocolate bar and emptied that can of Coke faster than the time it took to flick it open. The sugar hit was fantastic.

I called Amit.

‘Did the flu thing work?’

‘Even better. I quit.’

‘How can you quit if you weren’t even an employee?’

‘Yeah, well, I walked out, whatever. I’m over it.’

‘Your dad’s going to kill you. Take you to the High Court or set the governor-general on you. Something weird like that.’

‘I don’t care. What are you doing so early at the beach?’

‘Dad dropped me and Siraj off on his way to a job nearby.’

‘Terrific. I’m really happy for you guys.’

‘So catch the train and meet us here.’

‘Yeah, I’ll see.’

I still wasn’t sure what I was going to do. Quitting the firm would definitely send Dad into a rage. He might make me copy out transcripts of parliamentary sessions or his favourite court judgments for the rest of my life. (He’d once made me copy out a case on personal responsibility after my friends and I blocked the school gates and driveway with all the rubbish bins we’d collected from around the school.)

I changed the subject. ‘So have you guys organised anything more with the Terrigal trip yet?’

‘Nah, not much. Luke’s brother said he’ll drive us up in his van. Hakim’s parents said we can use their holiday house for the two nights but Hakim’s older brothers have to be there, which is a bummer. Apparently they’re real nerds. Anyway, I thought your dad wasn’t letting you come.’

‘He’s going to torture me with a hearing in six weeks and then decide if he’ll let me go. Hey, I’ve got to go, I’ve got another call.’

I switched calls. It was Aunt Nirvine. Great.

‘Noah?’

‘Hey, Aunt Nirvine.’ I figured I’d play dumb.

‘Jacinta tells me you’ve gone down to get the coffees but that you forgot the petty cash. Just make sure you get a receipt and Jill will reimburse you.’

‘Er . . .’

‘Oh and Casey’s going to court in half an hour. I’ve asked her to take you along to watch. It’s not a trial, just a directions hearing, but it will be interesting for you. It’s at the Supreme Court.’

My ears pricked up. If anything was going to make this torturous sentence remotely worthwhile it would be the chance to go to court.

‘Okay, see you back here soon,’ Aunt Nirvine continued. ‘And remember – George’s, not Café Deluxe!’

‘Er . . . yeah . . . okay.’

Why hadn’t I said no? I was stuck now. I had to return to the office. So much for quitting in a blaze of glory. Anyway, as much as I was dying to quit, I couldn’t predict how Dad would react if I did. I’d pushed his buttons heaps over the years. And his punishments were getting worse. All this from a guy who used to defend murderers and rapists. I was wrapping desks in foils or raising students’ self-esteem with boosted-up marks. Talk about needing some bloody perspective.

I was pretty embarrassed by my tantrum back at the office. Thinking about the way I’d done a runner from Jacinta made me groan. She’d really think I was a kid now.

I thought about what Jacinta had done as I ordered a strong soy cappuccino for Aunt Nirvine, a skim latte for Casey and a decaf flat white for John. I couldn’t understand why she’d covered for me. Would I lose face by returning? The chance to go to court – a real court – was so tempting though. No meat tenderisers or wooden chopping boards. Real judges, real cases.

I wasn’t selling out, I told myself as I carried the coffees back to the office. If I didn’t like it I’d be out of there and deal with Dad in my own way. Anyway, I was already in the city so I might as well stay. I could go to the beach with Amit another time. Anyway, I wasn’t dressed to hook up with them today. I was dressed for court.
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