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On Thursday after school we all played tag in the Reserve behind 
the oval. Billy State was always “it” – mostly because he liked a 
rough tackle, but also because the other kids were all too afraid 
of him to say no. 

It was universally acknowledged that tree up on the hill was 
“safe”. I don’t know how we got Billy to agree to leave us alone 
when we were touching that tree, but he did. It didn’t help us 
much though, because the tree was also carefully guarded by 
the France kids, and they had decided that no one else was 
allowed up on the hill unless they said so. They insisted that 
it was because the trunk of the tree was too small, and that if 
everyone was allowed to use it there would be no space for them 
when they really needed it – but I think they were just greedy and 
liked having the tree to themselves. Most days it didn’t bother 
me. I preferred the trees down by the river with their tentacle 
branches that spread for miles – the “safe” tree was noble and 
upright, but also dull. Still, the view from up on the hill made it 
easier to spot Billy coming and Billy was, after all, a force to be 
reckoned with. 

Ian Rushdie found this out the hard way the day he called 
Billy a Neanderthal in the canteen. I could tell that Billy didn’t 
know what a Neanderthal was, and to be truthful neither did I – 
although I knew that if Rushdie had said it, it was probably true. 
Billy did sense, however, that he had been insulted – and so that 
afternoon, Rushdie had hobbled home with a black eye and one 
of his front teeth in his pocket.

Later that week I had asked Rushdie what had gotten into him; 
why he had been so foolish as to confront the infamous Billy 
State. Rushdie told me that when he grew up he wanted to be 
a writer, and that he’d read somewhere that was the job of the 
writer to be antagonistic. I didn’t know what antagonistic actually 
meant, but felt certain that if being a writer involved being kicked 
in the head by a ginger-haired bully it probably wasn’t the career 
path for me. Rushdie also said that by reacting the way he did, 
Billy had really only proven that he was a Neanderthal and that 
Rushdie was right. Which was some comfort, even if being right 
meant that Rushdie had to visit the dentist for a super-sized 
needle and a new front tooth.

After the pummelling in the canteen, a group of us banded 
together and tried to get the France kids to grant us conditional 
access to their tree so that we had a place to catch our breath 
when Billy was on our tails. Our group didn’t have much in 
common, aside from the Thursday afternoon tag game and our 
shared interest in the tree – but we decided to give ourselves a 
name anyway, so that we could feel like we were members of 
an official club. After a round robin, winner-takes-all game of 

rock-paper scissors, and a cutthroat thumb-wars tiebreaker, we 
became The International Parliament. I had heard my Dad use 
the word parliament one evening when I was eavesdropping in 
the kitchen and, although I was unsure of its exact meaning, I 
could tell it was important because of the way he had said it – in 
a deep tone with his brows furrowed. And anyway, I liked the 
way it sounded when it rolled off my tongue. 

Rushdie suggested that we add “International” to make 
ourselves seem worldly and cosmopolitan. Typical Rushdie. He 
also said that we should confront the France kids with a proposal 
and state our case with clear and indisputable logic – which was 
really just a fancy way of saying that we should ask them nicely. 

So the next day, in my kindest voice, I asked Aaron France in the 
playground if we could maybe share his tree – not forever, but 
just sometimes when the bullies were close.

He said no. 

I was disappointed, but not surprised. We knew all along that is 
was unlikely the France kids would share. It seemed unfair that 
we didn’t get to use the “safe” tree just because we weren’t born 
into the France family. It’s not like any of us could help where we 
were born. And the only time the France kids had ever admitted 
an outsider into their tribe was last autumn when both Jack and 
Toby France came down with chickenpox at the same time. The 
other four children knew that they needed workers to protect 
their tree from invaders, so they admitted Percival Williams and 
Lola Murphy as honorary members of the tree clan.

Percy was the obvious choice – he was at least a foot taller 
than the other children and, despite being only eight-and-a-
half, seemed to be made entirely of muscle, making him perfect 
for all the heavy lifting duties. Lola, on the other hand, was an 
unexpected addition at first – but I later discovered that Aaron 
had a secret crush on her, and thought that if he showed her 
his tree she’d show him her knickers. That, and Lola’s parents 
owned the Lolly Shop on Bedford Avenue and she’d agree to 
smuggle them gobstoppers every week in exchange for refuge. 

But the rest of us had no skills or special qualities to impress the 
France clan. 
We just had to accept that the tree was off-limits.

The Tree of Refuge
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