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Chapte  1

There’s a tree in the gardens where Dad works. It’s 
called the Separation Tree. When I first discovered 
it, I didn’t know it had a name or any kind of 
historical significance. I just thought it was an old 
river red gum that someone had vandalised, now 
with a protective wrapper around its middle like 
a giant skin-coloured bandaid. Maybe that’s why 
I’m drawn to the tree. Not because of its age or 
how defiantly it stands, but because it’s injured. 
Because somewhere inside something is wrong, 
but nobody knows how bad it is because its tough 
outer layer stops us from seeing in. Only now that 
layer is injured, too. 

Seems crazy to think a tree needs wrapping, 
that it can’t just regenerate itself. But this one has 
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been hacked twice now, and its bark is all but gone 
in a ring around its trunk. 

Dad is still hopeful his work can save it, but 
he’s forever hopeful about trees and plants rejuve-
nating. He thinks they can withstand enormous 
sadness and recover. Sometimes he’s right. After 
the fire wiped out our house, Dad and I would 
visit our garden and delight as tiny buds began to 
appear on singed plants, a shot of colour among 
the blackness. But this tree, this watcher of history, 
has been hurt so badly nobody is sure it will heal. 
Only my dad believes it has a chance.

Today I’m sitting near its base. I can’t lean 
against the trunk because it’s roped off, but I’m 
close to it. I wonder if it minds being called the 
Separation Tree, or if it ’d prefer its proper name: 
Eucalyptus camaldulensis. Dad would be able to tell 
me the Latin origins of that name, but I’ve never 
asked. I have, however, finally read the plaque that 
explains why it’s called the Separation Tree, and I 
now know that Victorians met under this tree to 
celebrate their separation from New South Wales 
back in 1851. 

But the history of the tree goes back much fur-
ther than that. It’s far older than white settlement, 
and I like to imagine a time when it stood together 
with its family, just one of a number of impressive 
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tall trees. When it meant something very different 
to the Indigenous people who lived beneath it. 

You’ve probably figured out by now that I love 
this tree. I love it because it’s no longer beautiful, 
no longer an attraction that would stop a tourist. 
And I love it because it reminds me of my mum. 

I think that’s why Dad wants to save the tree, 
too: it reminds him of Mum – of her brokenness. 
He hasn’t actually told me that, though. Even 
though we talk pretty openly with each other 
these days, saying that about Mum would take 
honesty to a whole other level. But I just know 
that’s how he feels because he’s always appreciated 
broken things: the chipped cup, the grass-stained 
jeans, the book with other people’s bent pages. He 
likes imperfections. 

Our house, the one that burnt down, was full 
of broken things Dad had found in hard rubbish. 
At night, after the neighbours had put out stuff for 
the collectors, he ’d walk around our streets and 
take anything that still had life left. He ’d bring it 
home and use it somehow. That’s where my first 
bike came from. And the double hammock, which 
hung between the thick trunks of two gum trees 
by our back fence. And my netball ring in the front 
yard, where I practised shooting goals with my 
best friend, Bridge. Once, he even made a lamp 
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out of salvaged bits and pieces: the base of a music 
stand, the wooden leg of a spinning wheel, and a 
rainbow-coloured glass mixing bowl, which he 
used for the lightshade. 

In the fire, all his found things burnt down into 
little blackened piles. He didn’t mind that. He said 
it gave him an excuse to start again. 

I remember once asking him why we couldn’t 
just buy things from shops like other people. He 
laughed and told me that he liked things that had a 
life before. Stuff in a shop didn’t have history. Stuff 
that had belonged somewhere else had character. 
I get it. That’s why I sit near the Separation Tree 
when I finish work, not down near the lake where 
the tourists go. This tree has character. That’s what 
makes it so special.

I’m currently waiting for Dad to finish work, 
too, which is why I’m sitting on the dirt rather than 
still weeding. I have four calluses on one hand and 
three on the other, from pulling at the wild, wiry 
grasses that grow in some of the garden beds. They 
need to be removed carefully so their stems don’t 
snap off and leave roots in the ground or else they 
will just start growing all over again. 

If I clench my hands tight, the skin stretches 
across my knuckles, reminding me of the work. 
I sort of like the feeling; it’s similar to how my 

The Secrets We Share_5th pages.indd   4 29/08/2017   11:52 AM



5

muscles ache after competing in a running event. 
The last time I sprinted the 100 metre at the State 
Championships, my hamstrings throbbed for an 
hour afterwards. And I didn’t even win. 

I also really like that I’ve earned some money 
today. I started working with Dad last school holi-
days when it was harder for him to pay for things. 
Now that the insurance money is through, Dad 
said I could stop if I wanted to. But I’ve kept the 
job over summer and have actually saved most of 
the money I’ve earned. Just in case. 

There’s a toot, and I look up to see a little  
motored buggy heading my way. As the buggy 
gets closer, I can see Dad’s smile and the white 
zinc stripe across his nose and cheeks. He putters 
straight for me, slower than if he were walking, 
and then cuts the engine just before the bumper 
hits my legs. I can see from his cheesy grin that he 
finds this hilarious.

‘Bought you an icypole,’ he says. 
‘Finally.’
He jumps out of the buggy and tosses me the 

packet. It bends and squishes in my fingers. I open 
one corner carefully, and a sticky stream of green 
syrup runs out and onto the ground. I hold the 
wrapper up to my mouth and drink the rest of the 
rapidly dissolving ice. 
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‘Melted?’
‘Yeah. But delicious,’ I say. 
He sits down beside me and picks up a handful 

of dried leaves, crunching them through his 
fingers and letting the fragments scatter. ‘Long 
day, Clem?’

I shrug. It’s only just after four so there are still 
hours of sunshine left. 

‘Bet you’re hungry.’
‘Dreaming of a pizza. Or three.’ 
Pizza is officially our favourite meal. 
‘We can grab one on the way home, if you like.’
‘One? That’s not going to cut it, Dad.’
He laughs.
‘I ’d really like to go for a swim,’ I say.
‘Thought you might. Well, I can do one better 

than that,’ he says and smiles, checking his watch. 
‘Yeah? Now?’
‘Patience, Clem.’
‘Hah. Not one of my better qualities as you well 

know.’
‘You look pretty patient to me right now,’ he 

says teasingly.
‘I like it here.’ I look up, wondering if this tree’s 

canopy filled the sky when it was still green and full. 
‘Your mum loves this tree, too.’
‘Really? How come?’
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‘Ancient history,’ he says, and I’m not sure if he’s 
referring to Mum’s history or the tree’s.

‘Well, I guess we are related then,’ I say, enjoying 
the fact that Mum and I share something other 
than freckles. 

It’s been a slow process letting Mum back into 
my life. For ages I blamed her for the fire that burnt 
our house down and believed she deliberately lit 
it. But she didn’t. It was an accident. She ’d been 
asleep when her candle lit the curtains, and after 
the fire had woken her, she ’d run away. Maybe we 
share that trait, too. Running when things get a bit 
much. Mum went to hospital for a while last year, 
to be treated for depression, but it’s been weird 
since she came out. At the moment she lives with 
her sister Annie, on a small farm about an hour’s 
drive away on the freeway. I like visiting her there. 
She’s always busy with the animals, milking cows 
and riding horses.

‘Actually, I need to talk to you, Clem,’ Dad says 
quietly, and I know something’s coming. 

‘Yeah?’
‘It’s your mum,’ he says, turning to look at me, 

his eyes serious. I try to breathe. He reaches out 
awkwardly to grab my right hand, but I’m still 
holding the icypole wrapper so he settles for my 
left.
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‘She’s coming to live with us.’ His voice is light, 
like he’s telling me I can have a pony for Christmas 
and thinks I should leap into the air and celebrate. 
But then I realise he’s gripping my hand so tight 
that his wedding ring is pushing into my skin. His 
voice is the only light thing about him. 

‘In the flat?’
‘Yeah. It’s going to be great, Clem. We’ll be 

together again.’
Usually my dad’s positivity is infectious, but 

right now it’s just irritating. 
‘But I thought …’ I can’t even finish the sentence. 

I thought Mum wasn’t coming back until our new 
house was built. I never imagined she ’d come 
home, now, to the tiny one-bedroom flat Dad and 
I have been living in for the past ten months. We 
weren’t supposed to be staying in it long. It was 
a rushed, temporary move, but now it looks as if 
we’ll be there a while longer. I don’t mind that. But 
Mum arriving changes everything. 

‘You thought what?’
I watch an ant crawl up my Converse and come 

to a stop on my leg. It seems to be waiting for a 
sign to tell it where to go next. 

‘Clem? You going to say anything?’
I feel the fidget start in my legs. This is what 

happens when we talk about Mum. My body wants 
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to run. Living with Mum has always been compli-
cated. Before the fire (or BTF as I say), she vanished 
into herself, like a ghost, and every time I tried to 
talk to her it was as if she couldn’t hear me. What if 
that happens again?

‘Honey, the house will be finished really soon. 
We won’t be crammed in the flat together for long.’ 

‘I just didn’t think it would happen yet.’ And it’s 
true. It’s not that I don’t want Mum around. I do. 
But I’m not ready for everything else that comes 
with it.

‘Clem?’ he says, releasing my hand. 
I see the red mark his ring has made on my 

finger. I see how much he wants me to want this, 
too. And so I pull out an old smile, one I’ve used 
before, and pretend. ‘Yeah. It’ll be good.’

‘It really will.’ Dad leans in and half hugs me, 
like it’s all sorted. But inside I ache. Since our 
house burnt down, I’ve had so many changes. I had 
to move to a new flat and to a new primary school. 
And now that I’m about to start high school, I just 
want all the changes to stop. I want to rewind to a 
couple of years ago when the biggest thing in my 
life was buying a new pair of sneakers. 

‘Okay, kiddo, ready for your swim?’
I try to change gears as fast as he has. ‘Thought 

you ’d never ask,’ I say, caught between relief that 
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we’ve finished the ‘Mum’ topic and terror that it’s 
been decided so quickly.

He stands and holds out his hand to pull me up. 
This time, when I take his hand, I feel the row of 
calluses on his skin. But they’re older and tougher 
than mine. 

‘Under that bandage it looks like a giant has 
taken a bite out of the trunk,’ he says, looking 
over my shoulder at the Separation Tree. ‘Poor 
old thing.’ He reaches out to rub the edge of  
its scar. 

‘It’s flowering. That’s a good sign, isn’t it?’ I say, 
looking up at the tiny spots of colour blooming 
among the leaves. 

‘Yeah. I reckon,’ Dad says, but his eyes have lost 
their twinkle. 

Suddenly, a whirring sound starts behind us 
and a whip of water flicks over our legs, sharp and 
cold. It takes me a second to realise what it is, but 
Dad is already off, racing across the lawn to where 
the sprinkler is sending streams of water into the 
air. 

As I run after him, my thoughts of Mum fade. 
He’s playing a game, letting the sprinkler catch 
him with spray, before taking off again. I have a 
different method. I run straight for the centre of 
the stream, letting it hit me hard in the face before 
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I dive to one side and leap over the next jet of 
water. When I was little, I ’d visit Dad’s work in the 
afternoon and I ’d always run back and forth in 
front of the sprinklers until my clothes were so wet 
they stuck to me like a layer of soggy cotton skin. 
Eventually Dad started keeping a spare change of 
clothes for me so I could go home dry.

‘Better than the pool?’ he yells from his side of 
the grass.

I grin back. No answer is necessary. 
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