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	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	“Marlaine, the fun drain, when she walks by everyone runs away. Marlaine Dufrane, the party pooper sends fun down the drain.”

	Marlaine Dufrane could barely look at the classmates singing the song she hated so much. Day after day at school, she would have some group or another chant that ditty to her face, or sometimes behind her back. But they always made sure she heard. Lunch and home time were the worst for the torment, as they were under the eye of the teachers the rest of the day. And most days she hid in the library doing homework at lunchtime, so she didn’t have to worry about it during her after school job.

	Barely thirteen, Marlaine was following her parents into the cotton and sawmill. All three of them worked there to make ends meet in the little country town of five thousand people. There were also coal mines and quarries to keep the folk occupied, but still, times were hard and no thirteen-year-old should be working for five hours after school each night to help her family survive.

	“Hey, Marlaine! We’re talkin’ to you.”

	She glanced up from her morose self-retrospection to see the school bully. Knowing it was best to say nothing, she merely blinked at him and turned away, walking in the direction of the library to get her maths homework done for the day.

	“Hey! I’m talkin’ to you.”

	Marlaine felt the hands on her back and was thrust forward. Her shoelace caught under her shoe, and she fell face first into the ground of the school’s lunch yard in front of several grades of kids. Her books flew around her and her hands and knees were roughed up. The heat rose to her face, burning her flesh to her hairline and ears. It was just one more day at that horrid school.

	Laughter and jeers about her clumsiness, her old worn-out hand-me-down uniform, and her holey shoes rang around the yard. The kids that hated her tormented her about everything, even though she’d never done anything to them.

	“Darius Cormack! I saw that,” an authoritative voice rang out. “You just scored yourself one week of detention starting from today.” Mrs Butterworth, the school’s principal, stormed over and leaned down to Marlaine. “Are you all right, dear? Let me help you up.”

	“I’m fine, Mrs Butterworth,” Marlaine mumbled, not wanting to cause more of a scene than necessary. She climbed to her feet with the principal’s help and looked at her grazed hands and knees. “I’m fine.” Keeping her eyes down, she quickly gathered her books.

	“You are not fine, Marlaine. Go to the nurse and get yourself cleaned up and Darius…” She watched Marlaine head for the office and then turned to the sulky thirteen-year-old brat. “I saw exactly what happened and you still have detention.”

	“I did nuthin’!” Darius complained with a scowl. “She tripped over her own stupid shoelace, so it’s her fault.” He shoved his hands into his pants pockets. “It was her fault.”

	“No, it wasn’t. And I’ll be ringing your mother to let her know you have detention all week. Now…” She coolly gazed over the other teens standing around him. “Since all of you were singing that degrading little ditty, how about I give the rest of you detention as well?”

	“What!”

	“No!”

	“I didn’t do anything!”

	“Oh, pish!” Mrs Butterworth exclaimed. “I saw and heard everything, so you all have detention because I know it’s not the first time you’ve sung it. Now finish your lunch and make sure you’re in detention this afternoon or I will hunt you down myself.” When none of them moved, she clapped her hands sharply. “Move!”

	They hurried off across the yard and she walked back inside the office, seeing Marlaine sitting in the nurse’s office getting her hands and knees cleaned. A sigh left her. She knew it wasn’t the first time the girl had been bullied for being poor. Most of the mill kids were, and that’s why many left school when they were old enough, barely having a decent knowledge of basic English and maths. With another sigh she walked into her office to start calling parents.

	“Thank you.” Marlaine’s voice was soft as she looked down at the Band-Aids on her palms. “I need to get to the library now.” Sliding off the bed, she gathered her books. “I barely have time to do my homework before lunch is over.”

	“Did you eat lunch?” Nurse Rutherford asked kindly, taking in Marlaine’s gaunt, unhealthy complexion and physique. “Do you need to apply for the lunch service? Many mill kids do. You’ll get a decent lunch and breakfast too if the need be.”

	“I did.” Marlaine nervously glanced at the clock on the wall, seeing the second hand tick by, counting down the minutes she had left. Her stomach growled, betraying her. “I do eat lunch,” she said a little more forcefully. “Thank you, Nurse Rutherford.” Hurrying from the room, she left the office and ran for the library. God, how she hated the way everyone looked at her. With such pity. As though she was someone to be taken care of. She took care of herself. Fed herself, dressed herself, got herself to school. She had to, as both of her parents worked long hours at the mill five days a week, and sometimes on Saturday. 

	Her father was always gone before she woke, and her mother left home when she did, with both finishing between five and seven most nights, although her father waited to walk her home from her own shift of cleaning the mill until eight. This was her job. Cleaning the mill. Sweeping floors, taking out the rubbish, picking up the remnants on the floors and putting them in the scrap pile or to be used pile. Twice a week, she cleaned the toilets, making sure to put the being cleaned sign on the door so no man walked in on her. The other men knew they had to be respectful of her since her father was not only their supervisor but was well known and respected as a hard worker, while her mother was the receptionist slash secretary.

	But none of that meant they lived well. They didn’t. Hand-me-down clothes and uniforms, anything that would fit from the five charity op shops in town also meant more ruthless teasing when other kids recognised something they had previously owned, and their parents had donated. It also meant the bills were barely paid and they had to cut corners where they could and eat as lean as they could. Breakfast was always an egg sandwich, and lunch was a sandwich with a piece of fruit from one of their trees, and water from the tap for a drink. Milk was bought once a week, along with meat and vegetables that were made to last the entire week. And sweets, soft drink, cakes and other treats were normally a twice a year treat for birthday and Christmas for which her mother saved up. They were the only two times each year that she received anything new from the local discount variety stores, and those items had to last her, so she always took care of them.

	Her stomach growled as she quickly took a seat in the library and opened her book. There were ten questions to answer, and all were rather difficult, which made her fret that she wouldn’t have the time.

	“If you need any help, Marlaine, just let me know,” Mrs Carmichael, the school’s librarian and town’s historian told her as she passed by to pop a book on a shelf.

	“Thank you,” Marlaine murmured, but didn’t raise her head. A shy and quiet girl, she rarely looked anyone in the eye, refusing to make contact unless she absolutely had to. And she rarely absolutely had to.

	“You’re welcome, Marlaine.” Mrs Carmichael walked over to a cart of books to be shelved. She knew this was Marlaine’s ritual, as it was for many of the mill kids who were bullied at the school. Poorer than most other folks in town, they sheltered in the library most days to either do homework, or just stay out of their bully’s path. It was a sad affair, and one she tried helping by teaching them and helping with their homework and other things. She’d often bring them food; make sure they were still on the breakfast and lunch list, that they got books out to read, and often recommended titles for them. She also sheltered them when the bullies came into the library to continue their torment. Popping two more books on shelves, she peered at the clock and then at the kids sitting at the tables or on couches. “Ten minutes left, everyone. If anyone needs help, yell out now.”

	A couple of kids raised their hands and called out, so she went over to help them.

	Marlaine glanced at the clock and finished off question nine, then started on number ten. It was about the same level of difficulty, but she scribbled down the answer just as Mrs Carmichael called out.

	“Five minutes left. Start gathering your things or go to the bathroom now if you need to. Or have something to eat or drink.”
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