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      CHAPTER ONE

      
      

      
      NINA SAT FIFTH in the line-up of eight girls, unconscious of the nervous toe-tap her feet were performing. Usually, this
         part of the night—the wait from the marshalling call to the beginning of the race—seemed to take forever. But tonight Nina
         was glad of the chance it gave her to catch her breath and gather her thoughts.
      

      
      What a disaster the night had been so far. As if making the final of the 100m Backstroke at the Commonwealth Games Selection
         Trials wasn’t nerve-racking enough! Dad had been held up at work so they didn’t get on the road until late. Then travelling
         through peak-hour traffic had been a true exercise in patience. Luckily, they had been aiming to get to the pool an hour early
         for a good warm-up or they would have missed the race entirely.
      

      
      Nina was sure her face mirrored the look of relief she saw in the eyes of her coach, Jack, when she burst through the pool
         entrance. She flashed her finals card at the attendant who let her pass onto the pool deck.
      

      
      ‘Traffic,’ she said as she dumped her bag at Jack’s feet, tore off her clothes and grabbed her cap and goggles.

      
      ‘Plenty of time,’ her coach replied as he walked her to the pool’s edge. ‘Swim two or three hundred, nice and steady, we’ll
         do a couple of sprints and you’ll be ready to go.’
      

      
      Nina knew that with fifteen minutes of warm-up time remaining she did not have plenty of time. But she wasn’t about to state
         the obvious. Anyway, she’d forgotten about it moments later when she dived in.
      

      
      From the time she was a little girl, the water had rolled itself around her like a soft protective film, soothed her jagged
         movements and turned her normal clumsiness into the most exquisite and elegant of gestures. Tonight it did all that and more.
         The weightlessness she felt as she skimmed through the water was almost frightening. She skipped like the smoothest stone
         across a glassy lake, hardly rippling the surface. This had been happening for a few days now. She hadn’t told anyone. She
         didn’t dare. Not even her father. She didn’t want to risk speaking about it in case it took away the magic. But it was all
         so effortless it made her giddy.
      

      
      Fifteen minutes flew by and she was running again, this time to the change rooms to squeeze herself into her racing swimmers.
         Then it was off to the marshalling area, a small room under the grandstand. The 100m Backstroke Final was the first event
         of the Commonwealth Games Selection Trials. There hadn’t been time to talk race tactics with Jack. There hadn’t been time
         to get good luck wishes from her mum and dad. Suddenly she thought of her lucky swimming cap—her Aquanauts Club cap that she
         had worn in the last eight backstroke races and swum best times in every one. Where was it? She pulled out the entire contents
         of her bag before finding it in one of the inside pockets. She laughed to herself and silently thanked her mother, who was
         surely responsible for putting it there, dried, powdered and ready to wear.
      

      
      As the race marshal entered the room and called the swimmers, Nina stuck her head around the doorway and quickly scanned the
         grandstand for her parents. She found Jack sitting with some of the other squad members. She knew her mother and father would
         be in that general vicinity, but where?
      

      
      ‘Nina Hallet, lane five,’ called the marshal.

      
      ‘Here,’ called Nina, ‘be there in one minute.’ Just then she spotted him. She knew she didn’t have much time; she would have
         to go the next time the marshal called. ‘Come on, Daddy-o,’ she whispered, willing him to look down to the pool deck and see her head poking around the doorway. As if the magic
         force that propelled her through the pool was still with her, he turned at that moment and saw her there. Blowing Nina a kiss,
         he dragged his wife’s attention away from the concentrated conversation she was having with Jill Harrigan’s mother, and pointed
         to Nina. Her mum gave her a big wave and Nina smiled back at them both. Now she could concentrate.
      

      
      The marshalling area—or ready room—was a small, low-ceilinged room of blond brick and cement situated on the pool deck level.
         A glass wall separated the room’s inhabitants from the pool itself and gave them a narrow glimpse of what was going on outside.
         At any other time during the evening it was the marshalling area for, at most, two races. But because this was the beginning
         of the night, it was operating as a sort of general holding area for swimmers and officials alike. Concentration was almost
         impossible.
      

      
      Nina could hear Jack’s words in her head. ‘Sit down, conserve your energy,’ but she ignored them. ‘Just for a moment,’ she told herself. Rather than sapping her energy, she found the busy mood of the
         room somehow heightened her own consciousness. The air became tangible, percolating deliciously through her body until she
         broke out in goosebumps.
      

      
      She became conscious of a couple of officials trying to get her attention. They were representatives of her own swimming club,
         the Aquanauts, and Nina gave them a nod. Mrs Dean, the president of the club, discreetly gave a quick flash of her hand, which
         had the index and middle fingers crossed for good luck.
      

      
      There were about forty officials getting last-minute instructions and taking care of general business. They would spend the
         night watching starts, turns, finishes and strokes to ensure they were all executed within the rules of the sport. Nina found it somehow reassuring that, as a group, the officials seemed
         to be in as much of a hurry as she was for the night to begin. She couldn’t wait to get in the water and race.
      

      
      ‘Just a lot of adrenaline flowing through your system, ninja-girl,’ she thought, using her father’s pet name for her. The
         use of the nickname surprised her. It wasn’t her favourite. She thought it was kind of daggy. But tonight it was strangely
         comforting. ‘Bit nervous are we?’ she teased. ‘Gotta keep that under control.’
      

      
      She looked over to the row of women she was meant to join. Hers was the fifth chair in the line. It was a basic arrangement
         that meant she would swim the final from lane five, having qualified with the second fastest time in the heats that had been
         swum that morning. It was not a position she was used to competing from. At least, not in open competition. Swimming against
         other fourteen-year-olds, she usually finished in the top three. But at the Open Nationals, where girls were up to ten years
         older, she was used to contesting the race from the outside lanes—one or eight. Up to this point in her athletic ‘career’
         no one would have said that Nina Hallet was a major threat to the big guns.
      

      
      But that had all changed that morning in the heats. Nina had been beating her own best times consistently that summer. She
         was pretty confident she could improve again, but whether that would put her among the fastest eight to go through to the
         final was impossible to predict.
      

      
      Nina knew that as she stood behind the blocks that morning, ready for the first of four heats. The grandstands were empty
         but for the swimmers, coaches and parents involved specifically in the heats. There were no other spectators. Atmosphere was
         non-existent. An embarrassed groan had escaped from Nina when, just before she jumped into the water to start the race, her
         father had yelled, ‘Go ninja-girl!’ It had echoed countless times in the great cavernous dome that housed the competition and diving pools.
      

      
      From the moment the gun had released the swimmers from their crouched starting positions, Nina had led the field. When she
         won the heat she had swum two seconds faster than she had ever swum before. She had also swum the second fastest time ever
         by an Australian. Only Inga Holder had swum faster, and she was in one of the heats still to come. In one moment, Nina had
         broken the concentration of every other girl in that event. The hierarchy that existed in the backstroke events was suddenly
         under threat. Rather than thinking about their own performance, three questions now dominated the thoughts of the rest of
         the competitors. Who was this girl? Where did she come from? Can I swim as fast as her?
      

      
      Nina was oblivious to this and to the new status she held as she sat in her chair. She was only conscious that she didn’t
         know any of them. None of these girls raised so much as a smile. Inga Holder—the fastest qualifier and undisputed queen of
         Australian swimming—made Nina wait until she decided, somewhat reluctantly, to remove her belongings from the chair Nina was
         supposed to sit in. Inga was in lane four. She had been the number one sprint-backstroker for Australia since her inclusion
         in the Olympic Games team almost two years ago. She was also beautiful. At twenty years of age, tall, blonde and lean, she
         was as stunning as any supermodel, and sponsors fought for the right to have her endorse their products. She was also something
         of a mystery because she was good over just the one distance—one hundred metres of backstroke. She didn’t bother swimming
         anything else. So her presence seemed somehow royal. She would arrive. Charm the few lucky enough to find themselves in her
         orbit. Win her race, effortlessly. Then graciously accept her medal and take her leave. She managed to give the impression
         that not only was she unattainable but that the race she deigned to compete in was out of the reach of mere mortals.
      

      
      Jebby Cross, the two hundred-metre champion, was on the other side of Nina in lane six. Nina realised that while she was sitting
         next to one of her heroes, she had now swum faster than the other girl ever had over the shorter distance. Jebby was a couple
         of years older than Inga, but a contemporary in terms of experience.
      

      
      Over in lane three, Georgia Chow made up the reigning Australian backstroke troika. Georgia occasionally beat Inga and Jebby
         over both distances but most often she was a consistent third. With only two swimmers selected per event to compete at the
         Commonwealth Games, Nina knew Inga and Jebby were the major threat to her chances of making the team. They were quite capable
         of halting her assault on their positions before it even began.
      

      
      Jack had talked about these three girls many times to Nina. In his estimation, this was the best chance Nina would have to
         make the team. All three girls had been travelling heavily over the past year and, by his calculations, had not had a consistent
         period of hard training for quite a while. So, while their race experience was greater than Nina’s, their stamina might not
         be.
      

      
      Nina’s private summation of her rivals was interrupted when she sensed Inga looking at her. Embarrassed that the other girl
         might have somehow read her mind, she turned to find her rival looking at her legs, which Nina now noticed were uncontrollably
         bouncing up and down on the spot.
      

      
      ‘Must you do that?’ Inga demanded loudly.

      
      ‘Sorry,’ replied Nina genuinely. ‘Actually, I didn’t realise …’ But the rest of her admission was drowned out by an exasperated
         sigh from the other girl. Inga was not about to engage in meaningless chatter.
      

      
      For a moment Nina’s heart raced. How could she have been so stupid to think Inga Holder was about to talk to her? Even worse, she seemed to have genuinely annoyed her. How could
         she have been such a drip? She would have a long way to go now if she were to prove herself vaguely sophisticated enough to
         talk to Inga. And the others. She was sure they had all heard the exchange. And after swimming so well this morning, showing
         that maybe she was good enough to be in their league! She was always doing things like that, saying the wrong thing, tripping
         over in front of someone.
      

      
      Nina looked at Inga, wondering if she should apologise. But the other girl had draped a towel over her head and was leaning
         down, elbows on knees. Something about the woman’s posture made Nina pause. What was that she had been thinking? To have annoyed
         Inga Holder. Had something as simple as another girl’s nervous fidgeting annoyed this champion? Nina’s brain seemed to shift
         and fall into a place of much greater understanding.
      

      
      Suddenly all the pedestals had been removed. Not just Inga Holder but every other girl in the race was within Nina’s grasp
         tonight. She couldn’t wait to tell her dad about her discovery. He would get a laugh. It wasn’t so long ago that he was coming
         to the marshalling area with her because she was too shy to go alone. The big question now was should she deliberately start
         her annoying toe-tap again and really drive her opponent around the twist? Nina wondered if it fell within the conduct of
         being ‘a good sport’.
      

      
      ‘I’ll do it just for a moment, to see how she reacts,’ thought Nina. Pretending to look in the opposite direction she resumed,
         ever so innocently, the offending movement. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Inga’s head whip around to the source of
         the disturbance. Failing to get Nina’s attention a second time, Inga managed to contain her obvious agitation and say nothing.
      

      
      Nina’s moment of glee was cut short when the officials began to move, signalling the start of the evening. Soon the only official left was the Starter. After he had given them their
         starting instructions, the obligatory strains of motivating music began and the finalists for the first race of the evening,
         the 100m Backstroke for Women, were led out of the room to the starting end of the pool.
      

      
      Nina had never felt more alive. The grandstands were full of people. Even the Open National Championships that Nina had competed
         at was not as crowded as these Commonwealth Games Selection Trials. She had never experienced the physical power that came
         from the roar of a large group of people. Not even listening to her favourite music full-blast or watching a movie in full
         stereo sound at the cinema had ever shaken her body with as much force.
      

      
      As she marched along the poolside she searched again for her mother and father. They were on their feet cheering and waving
         along with most of the other people from her squad. She felt a little embarrassed and wished they would sit down. Should she
         wave back? None of the other finalists were waving. Nina decided to just give them a big smile and hoped they could see it.
      

      
      Just then she saw Jack. He was a little removed from the rest of the team, on the stairs between two sections of seating.
         Standing with his legs apart, he had one arm across his chest and the other resting on the crossed arm, supporting his chin.
         He was absolutely still. Nina knew that stance; it usually accompanied her toughest training sets. His immovable position
         would contrast with her racing heart as she pushed her fatigued arms and legs further and faster. And it most often came with
         steady, reassuring words that encouraged her to keep going, keeping at bay the voice in her own head that was screaming for
         respite.
      

      
      Nina almost tripped the swimmers walking behind her as his focus on her brought her to a standstill.

      
      ‘What the bloody hell are you doing?’ hissed Jebby Cross as she swerved to avoid Nina, alerting the other swimmers to the
         potential danger.
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ Nina automatically apologised.

      
      But when Nina resumed her place in the line-up it was with a new sense of purpose. As they were led behind the starting blocks
         and introduced individually to the crowd, she found the distractions that had entertained her earlier were now in the background.
         The noise of the crowd, the other swimmers, her parents, they were all beyond the invisible wall that surrounded Nina the
         moment her concentration had been employed. Jack’s gaze had bored through the artifice and reminded her of the hours of pain
         and determination it had taken for her to get here. As she stood waiting for the signal that would allow her to get into the
         pool, she concentrated on the long, narrow expanse of water that was her domain. Years of training converged to make this
         moment. She had never felt more powerful.
      

      
      The okay was given and in she went. Let the others play their games, enter later, whatever. They could not avoid her. And
         there was that feeling again, that effortlessness.
      

      
      A whistle brought them all back to the wall, ‘take your mark’ curled them into position and the Starter’s gun sprung them
         into action. Nina’s powerful underwater dolphin kick brought her to the surface in line with Inga, Jebby and Georgia. She
         often struggled to wind herself up in the first twenty-five metres of the sprint, but tonight she managed a good grip of the
         water without letting Inga make any headway at all.
      

      
      ‘Wow,’ thought Nina, ‘that’s what we want.’ Inga was noted for flying starts that left the rest of the field trying to catch
         her. ‘Better take it steady.’ She reminded herself of Jack’s constant warning to hold back, just a little, so she would have
         some energy left for the second half of the race.
      

      
      Nina’s turns were her strong point. She waited until just before the end of the first fifty metres to accelerate. Her feet
         landed on the wall just behind Inga’s, but ahead of the other girls. When she had pulled out of her turn she was half a body
         length ahead of the field.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said continuing the silent dialogue that had got her this far, ‘now you go.’ She concentrated on employing her
         big kick through the third twenty-five metres and hoped she wouldn’t run out of puff by the end. Inga seemed to be struggling.
         ‘Better watch out for Jebby Cross,’ Nina warned herself, but no one seemed to be gaining. Moving into the last twenty-five
         metres, Nina’s body was struggling to obey her commands. Everything burned. Every stroke felt laboured. The false start rope
         went by. The backstroke flags finally appeared. Four more strokes and it would all be over. Nina threw all the force she could
         muster into her final lunge at the wall and hit it ahead of the seven other swimmers.
      

      
      A split-second later Jebby Cross, Inga Holder then Georgia Chow, in that order, joined Nina at the finish line. As Nina lurched
         for the lane rope to support her heaving body, her head seemed to spin. She was conscious of the crowd roaring. She thought
         she heard the pool announcer say something like ‘the first upset of the night’. Suddenly, she panicked. ‘Did I miss someone?’
         she asked herself. Was there someone who had surprised the spectators from an outside lane? Had she just made the most basic
         mistake—ignored anyone other than those closest to her? Jack would be furious at her stupidity.
      

      
      ‘Check the scoreboard.’ A voice of reason seemed to come from nowhere. She looked to the end of the pool. The swimmer in lane
         five had definitely won. ‘That’s me,’ she noted, frustrated at the way she had to painstakingly weld the most rudimentary
         thoughts together. And then it registered. She was the upset.
      

      
      ‘Mum and Dad,’ Nina’s eyes flew to the grandstand. She found them jumping up and down, hugging one another and fielding congratulatory handshakes from everyone around them. It was
         then that she felt her first surge of joy. ‘Oh’ was the only sound she could make. When her father looked down at his daughter
         again he was delighted to find he had her attention. He raised both hands above his head and applauded her efforts. Her mother
         waved madly, occasionally stopping to look to the ground and wipe her face. The gesture seemed odd until Nina realised her
         mother was wiping away tears.
      

      
      She became conscious of the other competitors. They swam over to shake her hand, say congratulations. Girls she had hardly
         spoken to before. Inga Holder gave her hand a limp shake and moved across the lanes out of the water. Jebby Cross slapped
         her on the back and said ‘good girl’ before getting out.
      

      
      Nina followed the others, moving to the ladder at the side of the pool. As she lifted herself out of the water, the stadium
         erupted again, although it took her a moment to comprehend that the crowd was still focused on her. She automatically lifted
         her arm in acknowledgment. Her action surprised her as much as the cheering. ‘Poser,’ she laughed to herself.
      

      
      Her action brought with it the flash of what seemed like a million lights. A wall of photographers had appeared in front of
         her, amassed behind a straining barricade. ‘They must have been there before,’ she reasoned, but she hadn’t noticed them.
         Not sure whether to stand there and hold up the rest of the evening’s proceedings, she looked around for some guidance. But
         the photographers demanded her attention.
      

      
      ‘Nina, this way!’

      
      ‘Over here, Nina!’

      
      ‘Wave to the crowd, Nina!’

      
      ‘Give us a big smile, love!’

      
      She couldn’t keep up with the commands. She wondered if she was doing it right.

      
      Gradually she became aware of a more familiar chant rising above the whirring cameras. She looked up to see Jack hanging over
         the railing of the grandstand, waving his arms at her. Her friends Jake Watson, Tom Hoch and Angel Murphy flanked him. Jake,
         who prided himself on being something of a rapper, was bouncing around rapping her story to anyone who would listen. The other
         three were keeping the beat with the constant refrain, ‘Nina Hallet is the girl, yeah, yeah, yeah, champion of our world,
         yeah, yeah, yeah’.
      

      
      The sight of her portly coach punching the air to the beat as he sung away with the others was so incongruous that Nina forgot
         her self-consciousness in front of the cameras and fell about in delighted laughter. The immediate crowd understood the basic
         chant and joined in, much to Nina’s embarrassment. When she shook her head and drew her hand horizontally in front of her
         throat to indicate ‘cut’, they ignored her. And when she threw up both her arms in mock exasperation, the photographers had
         a series of photos that would be on the front page of every newspaper around the country the next day.
      

      
      Eventually an official saved Nina from further embarrassment by reminding her of the medal presentation. She applauded her
         friends’ spontaneous performance and followed the man as he briskly led her under the grandstand to another room. In stark
         contrast to the noisy revelry that was going on outside, the room was quiet and almost empty. Only Jebby Cross and Inga Holder
         remained in the small space. As second and third place-getters they would also be collecting medals. They were already dressed.
      

      
      ‘You’ve got a few minutes,’ he told Nina.

      
      Neither of the girls said anything to Nina as she dragged her tracksuit from her bag and pulled it on over her swimmers. Within
         a few minutes she was dressed. She stole a glance at the other two. Inga was looking into a small mirror, applying mascara.
         Jebby was combing her hair. Neither of them looked as though, only a few minutes before, they had been exhausting themselves trying to win a swimming race.
      

      
      Inga was immaculate. Even in her pale blue and yellow club tracksuit she looked glamorous. She had parted her long blonde
         hair to one side and combed it flat to her head, pulling it together with a clip at the nape of her neck. She had applied
         dark smudges to the corner of her eyes and added a few strokes of mascara which, Nina noticed, further highlighted her already
         huge eyes. Jebby’s hair, by contrast, was short and gave her a sort of pixie-like appearance. She reminded Nina of pictures
         she had seen of Jean Seberg, the film actress and activist, who was one of her mother’s favourites. Jebby had applied a much
         heavier line to her eyes, which made her look tousled and hip compared to Inga’s cool elegance.
      

      
      Nina looked down at her own arrangement. She was always thankful she had joined a club that at least had the sense to use
         black and red as club colours rather than some of the other hideous combinations that were seen around the pool. She had made
         sure her mother had purchased a track-suit that was a few sizes too big so that it hung low on her hips and draped onto the
         ground. Nina had convinced her mother that the pants needed a small zipper on the outside of each leg, which she always left
         open so that the base of her pants fanned around her trainers onto the floor. Her red Aquanauts T-shirt completed her ensemble.
         She was usually pretty happy with the way she looked, but next to the older girls she felt unsophisticated. She hadn’t thought
         about make-up, although that wasn’t unusual. She looked in her bag hoping a comb had found its way in there. But she would
         have been astonished to discover one. She was often in trouble at home for not combing her hair. She flipped her head over
         and ran her fingers roughly through her dark ringlets, shaking the curls loose. That would have to do.
      

      
      Ceremonial music suddenly burst through the speakers at such levels that audience and athletes alike automatically pressed their hands to their ears to shield them from the assault.
         By the time the volume had been adjusted, the girls had been ushered out of the room and were marching along the pool concourse.
         But the shock of the musical blast had at least broken the ice and Nina was able to share a surprised giggle with the other
         two girls as they made their way toward the presentation dais.
      

      
      When they finally got to the end of the pool, Nina stood behind the number one dais, flanked by the women who only moments
         before had been her heroes and surrounded by two long grandstands full of people cheering and calling her name. When the pool
         announcer said: ‘The winner of the 100m Backstroke for Women,’ Nina was ready to launch herself up onto the number one spot.
         But when he added, ‘With a new Commonwealth and Australian record,’ she hesitated.
      

      
      ‘It must be a mistake,’ she thought. The pool started spinning again. In the excitement of winning she had forgotten to look
         at the time she had swum. Could it have been that fast? She didn’t know what to do. She looked to the crowd. Found her mother
         and father, Jack, her friends. They were waving and shouting. None of them seemed to think it was a mistake. She looked at
         the girls either side of her. No protest from either of them. She heard Jebby Cross in her ear, ‘Up you go’. Nina didn’t think
         she could move. Jebby put her hand on Nina’s back and gave her a gentle push. It propelled her body into action although her
         mind took a little longer to catch up. The pool stopped spinning. She was on top of the dais. She had come first. She had
         broken records. Nina thought she would burst. She gave a wave to the crowd, a smile to the people she knew. Bent down and
         felt the ribbon as it was placed around her neck, the weight of the gold medal as she stood up. She had surprised everyone,
         including herself.
      

      
      And she couldn’t wait to do it again.
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