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Monday 27 March 2006

Dear Professor Feynman,

Last week Dad bought me a poster of you for my birthday. 

I hung it up on my wall, perpendicularly adjacent to my 

desk. It is one of the best presents I have ever received.

A month ago, I had never even heard of you, which 

is embarrassing now I know how important you are. It 

was my dad who first mentioned you. I was worried 

about some dumb thing that happened at school. We 

were discussing the ethics of stem cell research in Social 

I was born not knowing and have 
had only a little time to change 

that here and there.
RICHARD FEYNMAN
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Studies. I had a few points to make on the subject. After 

I’d been talking for a while I became aware that people 

in the class were giggling. I looked up and everyone was 

staring at me like I was a raving idiot. I suddenly realised 

that I had been getting a bit overexcited, waving my arms 

and talking too loudly. 

When I told Dad how humiliated I was he said, ‘In 

the words of Richard Feynman: What do you care what 

other people think?’

‘Who’s Richard Feynman?’ I said. 

Dad explained that you were one of the best 

physicists of the twentieth century, and maybe the best 

except for Einstein. And apparently you were also very 

unconventional and did strange things and didn’t care 

what other people thought. 

When Dad gave me the poster he wrote on the card: 

To remind you not to care. I really want to worry less about 

what other people think of me, but I have a long way to 

go. I think about it all the time. It’s stupid because people 

don’t seem to like me very much. I suppose I could be 

more popular if I tried harder. But I don’t want to pretend 

to care about facile television shows, eyeliner and who in 

year ten is on the pill. 

I’ve been looking at you all week while sitting at my 

desk, trying to imagine what you were like as a person. In 

the poster you seem as if you’re concentrating hard on the 

machine you’re working on but having fun at the same 

time. I get that feeling when I’m working on a difficult 

maths problem. In the picture your hair is a bit mad, 

really curly and there’s lots of it. I like it though. In fact, 

you were pretty cute in 1943. Of course, even then you 

were far too old for me.

I know that it’s really weird for me to write to you. 

You’re a Nobel-Prize-winning physicist old enough to be 

my great-grandfather. And you’re dead. 

The thing is, I can talk to my dad about most of 

my problems but some things are just too hard or 

embarrassing. I had a blog once, and it was good for a 

while – I felt like I got to explain what was going on. 

Then people from school found out about it and left some 

comments. I don’t want to risk that happening again. I 

suppose I could just keep a diary instead, but I want to 

explain stuff to someone.

Since I’ve been looking at your picture every day 

I thought I would write to you. It’s irrational, I know. 

I hate that and I suspect you would too. I hope you 

understand...but there I go again! ‘You’ aren’t going to 

read this. I might as well write a letter to Genghis Khan. 

Except that I never would because I am left-wing.

Also, I should warn you that my letters are going to 

be really boring because my life is boring. The highlight 

of today was when Jacob said hello to me in English class. 
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I said hello back...no, actually I said ‘hi’, because I didn’t 

want to seem too eager. 

With best wishes,

Yours sincerely,

Catherine

Thursday 30 March

Dear Professor Feynman,

Tonight I’m in a bit of a quandary and I thought that 

explaining it to you might help me find a solution. 

Tomorrow is an out-of-uniform day at Kyneton 

Secondary College. Everyone pays a dollar to come to 

school in casual clothes, to raise money for mental health 

research. I think it’s counterproductive, though, because 

half the girls have a nervous breakdown deciding what to 

wear. 

I really don’t care about clothes. I think fashion is 

just a way to make people throw out old stuff to buy new 

stuff and spend more money. Everyone seems caught up 

in this consumerism – even people who are trying to be 

‘individual’. For example, Chloe is always criticising the 

popular cool girls for being followers, but Chloe spends 

just as much time deliberating over clothes and shopping. 

Except Chloe claims she wants to be ‘different’.

Anyway, I hate out-of-uniform days. Last year we had 

two of them. On the second out-of-uniform day I wore the 

same stuff as I did the first time. Brown corduroy pants 

and a blue T-shirt. They were my best clothes. On the bus 

Bitch-face Renee said, ‘Don’t you own any other pants?’ 

She was the first of about fifty kids to ask me that.

I couldn’t believe that anyone would notice. 

I don’t want to be teased all day like last time so I 

can’t wear my best clothes again tomorrow. I don’t know 

what else to wear though. I have tried on all my clothes 

but everything looks pretty daggy. Almost everything I 

own is a hand-me-down from my cousins, who are much 

older than I am. I assume that at some point very high-

waisted jeans were cool. 

What do you think I should do? Obviously it is a 

little strange to ask a physicist who was born in 1918 for 

fashion advice, but I am desperate and have nowhere else 

to turn. 

Maybe I can reason this problem through from your 

perspective. From the little I know about you, I think 

you would say I shouldn’t care what other people think. 

Therefore I should wear something comfortable. Of all 

my clothes, my school uniform fits me best. Therefore I 

am most comfortable in my uniform. Therefore, I should 

wear my uniform tomorrow. 



6 7

That is actually a really good idea. Thank you so 

much. I can see why people call you a genius. 

Yours sincerely,

Catherine 

Friday 31 March

Dear Professor Feynman,

Well, that didn’t work out how we planned. Today was 

really bad. 

I didn’t think wearing my uniform would be a big 

deal, but from the moment I stepped onto the bus it was 

clear that I’d miscalculated.

I was greeted by a collective sharp intake of breath, 

and snickers of, ‘She’s in uniform. She’s in uniform!’ Even 

worse, there was nowhere for me to sit except in front of 

Bitch-face Renee and Ethan. (They aren’t actually going 

out, but I think they will be soon because they are teasing 

other kids to impress one another. It is so romantic.) 

I really hate Bitch-face Renee. She wrote some of the 

nastiest comments on my blog. 

I got out my book and tried to read while they shook 

my seat and repeatedly hissed, ‘Catherine’s wearing her 

uniform!’ You can imagine what a fool I felt; I had thought 

I was in an Anne Boleyn costume. 

When we arrived at Chloe’s stop I was unsurprised 

that she had incorporated many safety pins into her outfit. 

Some of them were the kind with pastel ends, usually 

associated with babies. Chloe walked down the aisle and 

sat next to me.

‘She’s wearing a nappy!’ screeched Renee, as Ethan 

howled like a baboon on heat. Which he basically is. 

Chloe turned around and snapped squeakily, ‘Why 

don’t you pair of Neanderthals just shut up?’ 

Ethan and Renee mimicked this sentence for the next 

fifteen minutes, until the bus arrived at school. (Chloe 

went all blotchy on her face and neck and I felt a bit sorry 

for her.) But she did look like she was wearing a nappy, 

so there was nothing I could say. 

Eventually it occurred to Chloe to ask me why I was 

wearing my uniform. I told her I just felt like it. 

 ‘Oh my god, Catherine,’ said Chloe. ‘You really need 

to stop conforming.’ 

At lunch time the rest of my group of friends looked 

at me with pity in their eyes, and refused to believe I had 

deliberately worn my uniform. Perhaps I should define 

‘group of friends’. There are four of us: Chloe, Sophie, 

Amanda and me. I like Sophie and Chloe, but I only 

sit with Amanda because the others are friends with 

her. She’s the kind of girl who thinks she’s one of the 
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intellectual elite because she’s read Wuthering Heights.

Anyway, a jumping castle was set up on the oval at 

lunchtime. It was the headline attraction of Mental Health 

Day and it caused great excitement among the masses. 

A jumping castle is an appropriate means of promoting 

mental health, because anyone who’s not happy with a 

jumping castle around clearly deserves to be depressed.

Amanda and Sophie were very excited about the castle 

and had worn their best socks. Unfortunately, they didn’t 

get a chance to bounce themselves to psychiatric wellness, 

because the jocks had taken over the castle. They kept 

cornering smaller kids and jumping on them, rather than 

on the castle. Sophie wears glasses and wouldn’t risk it. 

We sit near the canteen, which was a very busy area 

today because the Mental Health Day BBQ and Chocolate-

Eating Competition were set up under the veranda. All 

lunchtime, everyone who walked past our group asked 

me why I was wearing my uniform. 

At one stage, Jacob walked passed with his stupid 

skater friends. (Jacob’s not stupid. He really isn’t. I know 

because we did a project on Romeo and Juliet together in 

English. But his friends are stupid and he just goes along 

with it.) 

One of Jacob’s friends said, ‘Why are you in uniform, 

Catherine?’

 ‘Why aren’t you?’ I said, hoping to make him 

question the arbitrary nature of dress codes. 

‘Because it’s Mental Health Day, you spastic.’

Jacob laughed.

I know I’m not supposed to care what other people 

think, but on the other hand, I really don’t enjoy hearing 

about what they think. 

So as a result of Mental Health Day I feel kind of 

depressed. By contrast, you look like you’re having so 

much fun in the poster. You didn’t need a jumping castle 

to be happy. 

Yours sincerely,

Catherine 

P.S. The really annoying thing is that the high-waisted 

jeans would have been fine. Heaps of other people were 

wearing ones just like them. The problem is that I never 

notice clothes unless they’re really weird, like Chloe’s. I 

could have worn them with my Hubble T-shirt. Why can’t 

I have the courage of my convictions?

Saturday 1 April 

Dear Professor Feynman,

Last night was pretty fun at my house. Dad’s friend John 
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came over for tea. Dad and John did their PhDs together 

in Germany. Now John’s an engineer. I think you’d like 

him. Anyway, I like John. He always convinces Mum and 

Dad to give me a glass of wine, like a European. I like 

wine at home but I wouldn’t go to parties with alcohol 

because I’d be afraid of doing something stupid. And I 

don’t know how to buy it. And I’m not invited.

My Dad mentioned to John that I have a poster of you 

in my room. 

John almost knocked his glass of port over. He 

shouted, ‘You mean, Dickie ‘lock up your daughters’ 

Feynman?!’ Then there was a lot of guffawing and 

backslapping, until Mum told them to stop. Mum looked 

a bit annoyed actually. Sometimes I think she doesn’t like 

John as much as Dad and I do.

To move the conversation on I asked them what 

you were like. They told some pretty funny stories about 

you. When you were helping build the atomic bomb in 

Los Alamos you used to crack into safes containing top-

secret information. Apparently that’s what you’re doing 

in the poster on my wall. And I thought you were doing 

experimental physics! Also, you were really good at the 

playing the bongos. 

I’ve just realised that I’ve only been writing these 

letters to you for a week, and already I feel like it’s a 

perfectly normal thing to do. (I know it’s not though.)

It’s Saturday night now, but that doesn’t mean 

anything particularly exciting for me. I did some 

homework earlier this afternoon. Later I’ll probably watch 

The Bill with Mum. I actually hate The Bill but I suspect 

Mum feels that watching it together is quality time and I 

don’t want to make her feel like a bad parent. 

It’s 8.15, so I might go out and feed the ferrets and 

make myself a Milo before The Bill/quality time starts. 

Yours sincerely,

Catherine 

Sunday 2 April 

Dear Professor Feynman, 

Today was pretty uneventful here. Mum and I went for a 

walk down to the river this morning. There was a warm 

breeze that seemed to promise summer, even though it’s 

autumn now. 

When we got to the river Mum decided to walk further 

down the track to check out some erosion. I couldn’t be 

bothered so I sat on a rock and looked out across the river. 

The river is still not flowing because of the drought, but 

there were some stagnant pools of water, which looked 

quite pretty with the trees reflected in them.
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The river is bordered by yellowing poplar trees 

mingled with grey-brown Australian eucalypts. It looks 

so natural and normal to me – An Australian Scene. 

It isn’t natural and normal, though, because poplars 

are an introduced species and Australian natives aren’t 

deciduous, so we shouldn’t have autumn colours in 

Australia. 

While I was sitting there I thought about you. 

Yesterday I found out that you died of cancer in 1988. 

So I was never alive at the same time as you. That seems 

very sad.

Yours faithfully,

Catherine 

Tuesday 4 April 

Dear Professor Feynman,

Today was relatively exciting at Kyneton Secondary 

College – not as exciting as the day you tested the first 

atomic bomb in New Mexico, obviously, but as far as my 

life goes, it was an eventful day.

In Science we dissected a rat. Most kids were sensible 

about it, and only a few people screamed. We had to work 

in pairs. I worked with Amanda because she’s the only 

one from my group in my science class, and no one else 

The first principle is that you must 
not fool yourself and you are the 

easiest person to fool.
RICHARD FEYNMAN
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really talks to me. Jacob and James were working on the 

bench next to us. I’m just telling you that to set the scene; 

I didn’t really notice at the time.

 Amanda has been looking forward to the dissection 

since the start of the year. Ever since she did work 

experience at the CSIRO she thinks she’s practically 

a qualified biologist. The rat dissection was her Time 

To Shine. Personally, I don’t consider memorising the 

nomenclature for the inside of a rat to be science. As my 

dad says, naming the world and explaining the world 

aren’t the same thing. Whenever I try to make this point 

in class people tell me to shut up, so I have stopped 

bothering.

Anyway, Amanda was being a total control freak and 

hog of the rat dissection kit. I made one incision in the 

abdomen, let her have a turn, and she totally took over! 

She physically would not let me touch the scissors or 

scalpel. 

In the end I cracked and said, ‘Fine. Keep the scissors.’ 

And I took the rat. 

Amanda made the biggest fuss in the whole entire 

world! She was screeching at me to give back the rat 

and flapping her skinny little arms. The rest of the class 

were gathering around to watch the commotion. It was 

becoming quite raucous but then I was called to the office 

over the loudspeaker. 

Straight away I stopped caring and gave Amanda the 

rat back. I was very worried because I could only think of 

two reasons for being called to the office. Either a) Mum 

had brought in my P.E. clothes (which I had deliberately 

forgotten), or b) I was in trouble. I couldn’t think of 

anything I’d done wrong, but you never know. I once got 

in big trouble for bullying in Grade Three, because I told 

Andrea Jennings that dolls were an attempt to brainwash 

young girls with ideals of motherhood. Well maybe I 

didn’t say that exactly. I think I actually said, ‘Dolls are 

Dumb’. But that’s what I meant. The fact that a week 

earlier she had smashed my Lego Technic helicopter and 

told me I looked like a boy was forgotten because she 

cried. 

So I was nervous as I walked to the front office. As I 

rounded the corner I saw Mr Johnson, one of the senior 

maths teachers, talking to Sophie and Harry, who were 

sitting on the couch opposite the office. By that stage I 

was pretty sure I wasn’t in trouble. Sophie gets nervous 

if her shoes aren’t clean. Harry is the only ex-anarchist, 

socialist pacifist in year ten. Sometimes Harry does get 

in trouble, but if he had chained himself to something 

recently I would have heard about it. 

Mr Johnson took us to the school conference room. 

I’d never been in there before, because usually only the 

debating team is allowed to use it. It’s a pretty nice room. 



16 17

There’s a really big round wooden table in the middle, 

and padded swivel chairs on wheels. We all sat around 

the table, and it was very comfortable. 

‘I’m pleased to tell you that the three of you have been 

chosen for the school’s extension maths program,’ said Mr 

Johnson. ‘Congratulations.’

‘Yessssss!’ Sophie made her swivel chair go up and 

down to express her enthusiasm. 

I ignored her. ‘What does it involve?’ I asked.

Mr Johnson explained that we’ll have special classes 

each week to get ready for a competition in Melbourne in 

August. At the competition the teams answer questions 

and solve problems on the spot. Mr Johnson said it would 

require a lot of preparation.

‘I can’t stay after school,’ said Harry immediately. 

‘Mondays, I have my Rural Socialists meeting, Tuesday is 

Greenpeace, Wednesday I recycle corks, Thursday I have 

my Circus Arts class and Friday I have to pick up my 

sister from school.’

‘Don’t worry, Harry,’ said Mr Johnson. ‘We won’t 

be meeting after school. ‘We’ll get together on Tuesdays, 

when you guys have your normal maths class.’ At this 

point I actually started to get excited. Anything that gets 

me out of maths is a good thing, because it is boring and 

too easy. 

After we left the conference room we walked back 

to the science block together. Sophie was babbling with 

excitement. ‘Don’t you think it’s cool that we were chosen 

out of the whole school? I’m really surprised they picked 

me. I’m so glad I got that A+ for the algebra test. I think 

that might be why.’ 

Sophie doesn’t even care about the maths, she’s just 

pleased that she beat other people. I think it’s a bit shallow.

When I got back to Science Jacob had scooped out 

all the insides of our rat and put them in Amanda’s bag 

before Amanda had a chance to sketch them. Ha ha. 

Sorry, I’ve gone on and on today, haven’t I? I hope 

you’re not too bored. I guess you can always stop reading 

if you are. I am actually quite excited about the maths 

team. I’ve always liked maths. A lot of people think it is 

weird, but I know that you understand.

The really exciting part of the day is that Dad has 

bought a new telescope. I’m going to help him align it 

tonight. Our house is in the middle of nowhere, so we get 

really good views of the sky with very little light pollution. 

You must have had wonderful views of the sky from the 

New Mexico desert. Did you have time to look at the stars 

in Los Alamos, or were you too busy building atomic 

bombs? 

Yours faithfully,

Catherine 
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Wednesday 5 April

Dear Professor Feynman, 

Hi. Just a quick update. Amanda has cracked it because 

Sophie and I are on the maths team and she isn’t. For 

god’s sake, she’s going to be average for the rest of her life. 

She needs to get over it. 

She nearly cried when Sophie told her about the 

maths team this morning. Amanda said everyone in the 

school should have had an opportunity to try out for it. As 

usual, Sophie tried to make Amanda feel better and said 

the teachers were biased towards kids with glasses. 

Yours faithfully,

Catherine 

P.S. Dad’s friend John brought around a copy of Surely 

You’re Joking, Mr Feynman! It’s a collection of the 

anecdotes you told about your life. I want to savour the 

book, so I am only going to read one chapter each week 

as a special treat.

Thursday 6 April 

Dear Professor Feynman,

Today at lunchtime Amanda went to ‘say hello’ to Hannah’s 

group. Ever since the summer holidays she’s considered 

herself too cool for the rest of us. She’s always looking for 

excuses to go over to Hannah’s group near the technology 

block. I guess they do seem like fun, so I can understand 

why she might want to hang out with them. But I feel 

sorry for Sophie. Sophie and Amanda have been friends 

for a long time. Now Amanda has found something better 

and they might end up going their separate ways. Sophie 

could never be friends with Hannah because in year seven 

Hannah dacked Sophie at school assembly.

At our school there are very well-defined social 

groups. There’s the cool group who sit on the grassy knoll. 

They are basically average, boring people who have lots of 

new clothes. It’s strange, because they’re often described 

as the ‘popular kids’ but actually, if you ask around, no 

one seems to like them. The kids who are good at sport 

are usually in the cool group because Australian society 

values sport above intellectual pursuits.

At the opposite end of the spectrum are the ferals, 

who sit on the other side of the oval. Harry sits with them. 

The ferals are the kids with weird hair who do Graphic 

Design and juggle. The jocks call them ferals because 
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they’re not as boring as they are. I think Chloe would like 

to be a feral one day. 

In between these two extremes of super-conservative 

and super-alternative, there are heaps of vanilla-type 

groups, like the technology block group. Just to give 

you some context, Jacob is one of the middle-of-the-road 

groups. He sits near the portables. 

Then there’s the really tough kids, like Bitch-face 

Renee, who sometimes sit behind the portables smoking 

but usually go down the street at lunchtime. 

And of course, there’s the really unpopular groups. 

Like us. We’re called the rejects. What’s funny is that 

Sophie sometimes calls other kids rejects, not realising 

that she’s one too. 

I know what you’re probably thinking – why can’t we 

all just be friends with everyone? Well that kind of attitude 

might have been okay when you were building the atomic 

bomb at Los Alamos, but at Kyneton Secondary College 

you have to make a choice between groups.

Yours faithfully,

Catherine 

P.S. I explained the situation with our group to Dad while 

we were doing the dishes after tea. He seemed surprised 

that all the kids at school can’t just play nicely together. 

He can be so naïve sometimes.

Dad said the situation reminded him of how you 

and Schwinger both developed formulations of quantum 

electrodynamics at the same time. These two formulations 

seemed really different. Apparently Schwinger’s was more 

formal and mathematical, whereas your formulation was 

seen as intuitive and elegant. Everyone thought they had 

to pick one way or the other, and Schwinger wouldn’t 

let anyone he worked with use Feynman diagrams. Then 

Freeman Dyson worked with both of you and realised 

that your theories, which looked really different, were 

actually equivalent – different ways of looking at the 

same thing. 

Dad reckons that the groups at school are all 

compatible and what we need is an intermediary to bridge 

the gap and make us realise that we don’t need to choose 

a side. Sometimes Dad takes history-of-science analogies 

too far. In any case, I don’t think any of us are going to get 

a Nobel Prize for our work on inter-group relations.

Friday 7 April

Dear Professor Feynman,

This weekend I have to do my Science project. It was 

handed out in class today. Don’t get too excited, though, 
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because science projects at my school are basically 

colouring-in competitions. We have to choose a native 

Australian animal and a disease or environmental problem 

which affects them. Most kids will make a poster using 

some information cut and pasted from Wikipedia. Then 

they’ll write The Small Intestinal Roundworm Infestation of 

Pygmy Wallabies in bubble writing at the top. It is not like 

high-energy particle physics. My project is on Chlamydia 

in Koalas. I am actually going to read proper scientific 

journal articles about it.

I feel so jealous of you when I look at the poster. 

It must have been so stimulating to have all those 

amazing physicists working together on the Manhattan 

Project during the war. All of you really understood and 

appreciated science. The other day, as I was looking at the 

picture of you, I started to feel shivery when I realised that 

when that photo was taken, you had met Einstein and 

Niels Bohr. Which is like meeting Jesus.

Yours faithfully,

Catherine 

P.S. Come to think of it, maybe I shouldn’t be so hard 

on the other kids for just using Wikipedia. I don’t want 

you to think I’m stuck-up. I guess I am lucky that I 

have access to journal databases because my dad is an 

academic. Other kids don’t have that. Sometimes I forget 

how privileged I am. Also, some kids can’t read very well 

so it’s harder for them. I think Mum would be proud of 

how open-minded I am being towards the dumber kids. 

Monday 10 April

Dear Professor Feynman,

I wish I could be on holiday somewhere. Jacob’s on 

holiday at the moment. He’s gone to Central Australia 

for a week with his parents. I know I don’t speak to him 

much but Jacob is the only person at school who really 

interests me. I think I miss him. Everything seems really 

dull on days when I know I won’t see him. 

At lunchtime today I just stared at the Twisties 

packets and clingwrap that have been shoved between 

the cracks in the slats of the table. Chloe always puts her 

rubbish there, even though the bin is only two metres 

away. She thinks it makes her a non-conformist. As part 

of the school maintenance, the table was painted during 

the school holidays. Instead of removing the rubbish they 

just painted straight over it, so now the old rubbish is 

painted bottle green and the new rubbish looks colourful 

and different – although not actually entertaining.

Whenever I tell Dad I’m bored, he says, ‘Go and 
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observe nature.’ I find this suggestion really annoying 

– probably because I know he’s right. If I was really cut 

out to be a scientist, I would be able to entertain myself 

indefinitely conducting household experiments using 

bleach and a coat-hanger. 

I read the first section of Surely You’re Joking, Mr 

Feynman! today. You had a proper scientific mind. When 

you were a kid you used to play with radios and batteries 

and accidentally set fire to things in your room. You made 

your own fun, like in the poster where you’re trying to 

break into the safe. I know I should apply my mind to 

everyday problems and show more scientific initiative. 

Maybe I’m really only cut out to be a doctor. 

Yours sincerely,

Catherine  

P.S. Do you think the fact that I miss Jacob is some kind 

of sign? I mean, why should I miss him? I barely know 

him. It’s probably nothing, but it just seems weird. 

Tuesday 11 April

Dear Professor Feynman,

Today we had the first meeting of the maths competition 

team. We get to have our meetings in the conference room 

every week. It makes the class very intimate because we 

all sit at a round table, including Mr Johnson. 

We chose our team name, the Awesome Pi/4some. 

It was my idea, and Harry agreed to it. Sophie thought 

it wasn’t a good name, because there are only three of 

us. Which is stupid, because pi/4 refers to an angle and 

has nothing to do with four units of something. It’s just 

a pun on the name of the rowing team, the Oarsome 

Foursome, so it doesn’t matter that there aren’t four of us. 

Although, I suppose there were four people in the rowing 

team...so maybe if we base a pun on the rowing team 

name (which itself was a pun) we should have the same 

number of members as the original rowing team. Now I’m 

confused. 

Anyway, I do agree that it might not be a good name, 

but for another reason. I’m not sure how Awesome the 

team really is. Harry can only do proofs if he’s learnt them 

and Sophie sucks at mental arithmetic. I said this to Mum 

when I came home. She told me that I shouldn’t be so 

critical of other people who aren’t as good at things as I 

am because everyone has different skills and strengths to 

offer. Blah blah blah. 

It is particularly hard to be positive about the team 

because Sophie is quite a frustrating person. For example, 

she wrote, The Awesome Pi/4some at the top of every new 
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page in her exercise book. It wasted a lot of time because 

she did it with a calligraphy pen. I pointed out that we’d 

have more chance of being awesome if she did some more 

maths instead of practising her penmanship. That got a 

‘Pipe down, Catherine,’ from Mr Johnson. Being rational 

is not always appreciated.

We really need someone like you on the team. Dad 

told me that you were amazing at mental arithmetic. Of 

course, physicists had to be good back then because there 

weren’t calculators and computers like we have now. But 

even so, you were incredible. In 1958 you out-computed 

a computer. It was tracking the position of a rocket being 

launched. You were given the same data as the computer, 

and you were able to integrate it in your head to find the 

position of the rocket. You realised that the rocket had 

crashed into the Atlantic Ocean and the computer had 

no idea! 

Meanwhile, Sophie can’t estimate square roots. 

Yours faithfully,

Catherine 

P.S. I have thought about it a bit more and I’m sure I 

was right the first time. The Awesome Pi/4some does 

not imply that there are four of us. Suppose we called 

ourselves Charlie’s Angles—that would not necessarily 

imply there were three of us, even though there were 

three people in the original Charlie’s Angels. 

Wednesday 12 April

Dear Professor Feynman,

In English today I got back my creative-writing assessment 

piece. We had to write a poem. I found it really hard to 

write – I just couldn’t think of anything to say. I started to 

get really stressed because I couldn’t do it. I was worried 

I was going to fail English and have to repeat year ten. I 

was getting more and more upset and then I definitely 

couldn’t think of anything. In the end Dad said it was okay 

in situations like this to apply some ‘alternative creativity’. 

We wrote out a section of Bransden & Joachain’s Physics 

of Atoms and Molecules like a poem. 

This is it.

One Electron Atoms: Fine structure and 

hyperfine structure

We begin by analysing 

the relativistic corrracections to (5.1)

which give rise to a splitting of the

ene rgy leve ls 
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known as fine structure. 

we then describe a subtle effect called the Lamb 

SHIFT, 

which (fine structure components) displaces the 

and is therefore responsible for additional 

splittings of the 

en e rg y le ve ls.

My English teacher, Mrs Goodwin, wrote that it was 

‘very clever’. She said she liked the way I used the form 

of words and grammar to illustrate the scientific concept. 

This was hilarious because it is Not True! All I did was 

illustrate the everyday meanings of certain words. It 

could have been any paragraph of text. I don’t know 

anything about hyperfine structure, so I certainly couldn’t 

have been ‘illustrating’ one concept through grammar. I 

showed it to Dad, and we both laughed.

It was embarrassing, though, because Mrs Goodwin 

photocopied my piece and handed it around to the rest 

of the class. Jacob turned around and said, ‘I like it, 

Catherine.’ I think I went bright red. 

Jacob is back from his holiday, by the way.

I was quite pleased by what Jacob said. It’s not like I 

would ever have a crush on him though. That would be 

ridiculous. I know Jacob would never like me. He once 

went out with Emma Watts, and she is really pretty. 

But he is fairly nice to me. I’m not saying he likes me or 

anything. But he is nice to me, which is nice. 

Yours sincerely,

Catherine 
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Thursday 13 April

Dear Richard Feynman,

There’s a new boy at school. Felix Rickard. It has caused 

a lot of excitement. We don’t get very many new kids at 

school. In fact, it’s far more common for people to leave, 

to go off to some private school. Felix’s arrival has caused 

more speculation than on Wall Street. 

Felix is in Chloe’s English class and she was eager to 

report back to the rest of us. She gushed, ‘He’s been living 

in London for the last five years and now his parents have 

He is a second Dirac. 
Only this time human.

EUGENE WIGNER 

ON RICHARD FEYNMAN

moved to Kyneton. Talk about a downgrade! He even 

has an English accent, so he’s practically an exchange 

student!’ 

Chloe and Amanda kept going on about how good-

looking he is. I don’t know about that. He looks okay 

from the front, but seen side-on he looks a bit like Prince 

Charles. His nose is weird. They’re only excited about 

him because he’s new. Jacob, for example, is much more 

physically attractive. Anyway, I think it’s incredibly 

shallow to care about appearances. I am interested in 

people for their talents and personality, and Felix doesn’t 

look that smart. 

We’ll never have anything to do with Felix in any 

case. He’s already sitting with the cool group on the grassy 

knoll. (I don’t know who started calling it ‘the grassy 

knoll’, by the way. I assume it wasn’t a jock because they 

don’t know any historical references.) Felix may as well 

still be in London for all the effect it will have on our lives. 

Getting excited about his arrival is undignified.

Speaking of Jesus. We’re coming up to the first Sunday 

after the first full moon after the Autumn Equinox. You 

know what that means...Easter! We get a long weekend. 

Usually Easter falls during the school holidays, but this 

year school holidays were early so as to coincide with the 

Commonwealth Games. Australia was a very bad host and 

won everything, like a greedy child at a party.
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Best wishes,

Catherine 

Monday 17 April 

Dear Richard Feynman,

Not much news over the Easter long weekend here. We 

all ate a lot of chocolate even though we’re not religious. 

Mum and I went rabbiting with the ferrets today. 

We got six rabbits. Dad made lots of bad jokes about the 

Easter bunny. 

I also have some bad news. One of the ferrets, Barry, 

died today. I found him when I went out to feed them. 

We’re not sure if he was sick, or if he just got old. It’s sad 

to think that I will never again stand in a paddock with 

the wind waving through the straw-coloured grass, and 

the sun falling in patches through the eucalyptus canopy, 

waiting for Barry to come out of a rabbit hole. 

Catherine

Tuesday 18 April

Dear Richard Feynman,

Today we had a special whole-school assembly in the 

gym. After ten minutes of sitting on the hard wooden 

floor it was very uncomfortable. The content was also 

very tedious. Apparently the principal, Mrs Harold, has 

high hopes that from now on all the students are going to 

work together to keep the school cleaner. She told us she 

is certain that all the students are going to use the rubbish 

bins – not the ground, or the oval, or in between the 

cracks in the tables – for their rubbish. The school really 

belongs to the students, so if all the students respect school 

property, they will also be respecting themselves. 

Personally I would have felt more respect if I wasn’t 

being addressed in the third person. 

Then Mrs Harold announced that the teachers are 

also going to be stricter about school uniforms and 

wearing hats inside. Hats outside are fabulous because 

they protect us from skin cancer. Hats inside are an 

ABOMINATION. An impending crackdown on hats inside 

is announced about four times a year. 

‘We all know the rule. We all know we should not 

wear hats in the gym,’ said Mrs Harold as she strode over 

to the new kid, Felix, and took off his hat. 

Felix said, loudly and clearly, ‘I’m new, actually. I 
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didn’t know the rule.’

Everyone laughed. Mrs Harold looked embarrassed. 

She probably promised his mum she would personally 

make sure he was settling in okay, and now she doesn’t 

even recognise him! 

That was at the start of the day. Straight after that I 

trudged off to the maths team meeting. When I got there, 

Harry said he’d heard the new kid Felix is really smart, 

and is joining the team. 

Sophie was overjoyed because that meant our team 

name, the Awesome Pi/4some, would make sense. This 

was irritating because, as I discussed with you before, 

it doesn’t make any difference. Unfortunately, Sophie 

wouldn’t admit that the Charlie’s Angels example proved 

my point. She said Charlie’s Angles was in a different class 

of names because the original name, Charlie’s Angels, 

does not specify the number of members.

Suddenly there was a voice behind us. ‘I think the 

only way that the Awesome Pi/4some would make sense 

would be if there were eight members of the team. Then 

we would each be a segment of the whole team with angle 

Pi/4.’

We turned around to see Felix Rickard standing in 

the doorway. I don’t know how long he’d been there, but 

long enough to get the gist of the argument.

We all stared at him and no one said anything until 

Mr Johnson arrived, which broke the tension. Mr Johnson 

spent the whole class explaining vectors to us, so there 

was no opportunity to see whether Felix is actually good 

at maths. 

At lunchtime Sophie finally admitted that she 

agreed with me about the team name. Felix’s argument 

convinced her. I felt stupid for not thinking of his point 

myself. I should be pleased that she finally agreed with 

me but it was really Felix who won, not me.

At lunchtime Chloe and Amanda would not stop 

going on about how funny Felix was at assembly, even 

though all he did was state the obvious.

Best wishes,

Catherine

Wednesday 19 April

Dear Richard Feynman,

Today at lunchtime we were watching the boys 

skateboarding near the portables. You can see it from our 

table. Felix Rickard was skateboarding as well. 

Chloe squealed, ‘He’s so cute, isn’t he!’ 

They all giggled. Then Felix fell off his skateboard. 

They almost always fall off. I hardly ever see a boy at our 
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school do a trick right. It is supposed to impress the girls, 

but frankly they all seem incompetent to me. (Except for 

Jacob, of course. He is very good.)

‘Don’t you think Felix is great?’ said Chloe.

‘He’s not great at skateboarding,’ I pointed out.

‘What do you know about it?’ said Amanda.

‘He keeps falling off! Look, he just banged his knee 

on a pole.’

‘Well, he is definitely good at English,’ said Chloe. 

‘Today in class he knew what a metaphor and a simile 

were.’

‘Big whoop,’ I said. ‘We all know that.’ 

‘But Felix even knew what onomatopoeia is.’

‘Oh.’ I had no answer to that. I had to look it up in the 

dictionary when I got home. It means a word that imitates 

the sound it represents. Like ‘plop’. But you would know 

that, because you’re a genius. 

Of course, just because Felix is good at English 

doesn’t mean he will be good at maths. Look at Chloe.

Best wishes,

Catherine

Friday 21 April 

Dear Richard Feynman,

I’m too agitated to do anything but write to you; my 

homework will have to wait.

I got home from school an hour ago in a foul mood. 

Dad was sitting at the kitchen table having a coffee in 

his IPCC (International Physical Chemistry Conference) 

mug. That means he’s in a good mood. It’s his good-mood 

mug.

Then he chirpily asked me how school was. That is 

a crap question at the best of times. I stormed off to my 

room. He didn’t follow me and I really hope he doesn’t 

bother me later. I could never talk about this with anyone. 

I want to crawl into a ball in my bed, sleep forever and 

possibly die. 

In Science today we were supposed to be putting the 

finishing touches on our projects. Mr Briggs doesn’t have 

very good class control, though, so people were doing 

whatever they wanted instead of colouring in their bubble 

writing. I was sitting at the bench reading Tess of the 

d’Urbervilles. I noticed that everyone had gathered around 

Hannah’s bench and were giggling and whispering and 

stuff. I didn’t care that I wasn’t included, because I don’t 

like talking to most of them anyway. 

Then Jacob came and sat beside me. I looked up, and 



38 39

was going to say hello. But then I saw that he was leaning 

in towards me until his face was right up against mine. I 

tried to move away but he followed me and it all became 

a confusing blur. All the other kids were laughing and 

pointing and a couple of people yelled, ‘Gross!’ 

Then I realised. Jacob was trying to take my glasses 

off with his mouth. 

I jumped up and ran out of the room and down the 

corridor to the toilets. I didn’t even ask for permission. 

Fortunately, the bell rang just as I shut the door of the 

cubicle. I went back into the classroom to collect my stuff 

after all the other kids had left. I don’t think Mr Briggs 

even noticed when I ran out, so I’m not in trouble. 

It was humiliating and horrible to have everyone 

staring at me and laughing. Everyone must really hate 

me. Even Amanda was in on it. I went to the library at 

lunchtime so I wouldn’t have to sit with her at the table. 

The thing is, I don’t know why I feel so bad because I 

guess I already knew that people at school don’t like me.

Catherine

P.S. The sad thing is I doubt a boy will ever be that close 

to me again.

Saturday 22 April

Dear Richard Feynman,

I haven’t felt like spending any time with people this 

weekend. The others are going to the movies tonight but 

I said I couldn’t; I’m too angry at Amanda. I’m going to 

stay home and read Tess. I’m sure it will be better for me 

in the long run.

I keep having flashbacks to the glasses incident and it 

makes me feel sick and shaky. I guess I’ve always known 

that I’m not the sort of girl that boys like. I’m so ugly and 

opinionated. 

I feel so stupid because the truth is that I did have a 

crush on Jacob. Of course I knew it was a hopeless crush 

but I thought that Jacob and I might at least be friends. 

I really didn’t think it would be more than that. Well, 

not seriously, anyway. Now I really know that it will 

never happen and so it’s stupid to keep imagining it. Just 

remembering how I used to think about Jacob makes me 

feel sick with embarrassment. It’s clear I’m an object of 

ridicule for boys and that won’t change.

It doesn’t really matter. I can be happy in my 

bedroom, doing maths and writing to you. It is a nice 

bedroom – very cosy. I have a wooden desk, a faux-

patchwork doona cover and red curtains that give the 

room a pleasant warm glow at night. I have a computer, 
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a graphing calculator, and a bookshelf of books – what 

more could I want? I’m just going to stop thinking about 

the things I used to. I need to accept that they just won’t 

happen to me.

 

Catherine

Sunday 23 April

Dear Richard,

I hope you don’t mind me calling you that, but I don’t 

see the point of standing on ceremony with an imaginary 

correspondent. 

I read a chapter of Surely You’re Joking today. Apparently 

when you first went to university you were so nervous 

around girls that you didn’t even want to walk past them 

in the corridors. That makes me feel slightly better about 

it. At least I’m not the only one. 

Catherine

P.S. Can I admit something really sad? I kissed the poster 

of you before I went to bed last night. I did it in an ironic 

self-deprecating way though.

Monday 24 April

Dear Richard,

I’m not talking to Amanda because of what happened in 

science class. Lunchtimes are pretty awkward. Today I 

barely said a word, and poked all the clingwrap out from 

the cracks in the table with a stick. Chloe might be on my 

side if I told her about it, but I just can’t. She would feel 

sorry for me, and I hate that. 

We had Science again today. Luckily the entire 

period was spent copying stuff off the blackboard so I 

didn’t have to interact with anyone. I don’t think I will 

Stop telling God what to do.
NIELS BOHR TO ALBERT EINSTEIN



42 43

ever be able to look at Jacob again. To avoid everyone, 

I sat in the front row on my own, instead of in the third 

row with Amanda. I was worried all period that everyone 

would tease me again. They didn’t, but the anxiety made 

the class seem really long. I got through it by imagining 

you were sitting next to me. You thought the class was 

boring and pedestrian too.

Cheers,

Catherine

Wednesday 26 April

Dear Richard,

We had another Awesome Pi/4some meeting today. We 

had to have the meeting today at lunchtime, instead of 

Tuesday, because of Anzac Day. 

Anyway, Felix does seem to be smart. He asked some 

very good questions, which is a positive sign. 

Another indicator is that he and Harry had a long 

conversation about whether there really is a clash of 

cultures between Islam and the West. Harry thinks not. 

Felix seemed to know a lot about Palestine. Harry got a 

bit overenthusiastic and started shouting a bit. I guess he 

doesn’t get very many opportunities to discuss the Middle 

East at school. I never even realised he was interested in 

it. I usually try to avoid talking about that sort of thing 

with people at school in case they say something racist. 

Mr Johnson has given us a lot of homework. I am glad 

because it will give me something to focus on, so I won’t 

have to think about my stupid science class. Usually the 

stuff we do at school is easy for me because Dad teaches 

me stuff at home. But I’m learning stuff with the Awesome 

Pi/4some that I’ve never done before. It makes me wish 

I’d spent the summer holidays doing maths instead of 

reading Dickens. But I felt I had to, because Amanda read 

Hard Times and would not stop going on about it. 

I bet you never had this problem. You were always 

the smartest. You look so bloody calm and confident on 

my wall. 

Catherine

Saturday 29 April

Richard,

I still haven’t managed to do question three of the maths 

homework. When I look at you on my wall you are 

smiling and confident. I want to hit you.

Catherine
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Sunday 30 April

Dear Richard,

I’m sorry for what I said yesterday. I was getting really 

frustrated because I couldn’t do the problems. I refused 

to come to the kitchen for tea, and ate at my desk. Mum 

wasn’t too happy about that. Dad offered to help me, 

but I wanted to work it out for myself. At about eleven 

o’clock Dad made me come outside and look through 

the telescope. I saw the Orion Nebula. Not only could 

I clearly see the shape of the nebula, I could also see 

structure all the way through the cloud, and in the centre 

the tiny quadruple star.

When I came back inside, I felt a lot calmer. I decided 

that I would be able to think better after a good night’s 

sleep, so I went to bed. As soon as I was lying in bed, I 

suddenly realised how to do question three. I got up and 

wrote down the solution in ten lines. Now that it’s done I 

can’t believe I made such a fuss about it. 

When I went to sleep I had a wonderful dream. I 

know it’s boring to tell people about your dreams, but I 

think there’s an exception if you’re telling the person who 

you dreamt about. I dreamt about you. I was explaining 

the trajectories of rabbits and ferrets underground 

– particularly useful when you realise that the ferret is lost 

and you need to dig it out. I can’t remember the details, 

but I was getting quite technical and had a graph and 

some equations and stuff. You leant across the table and 

took my hand. ‘You really are delightful, Catherine.’ 

I felt warm and tingly all over. I think I might have 

been blushing. It was such a wonderful dream, almost 

like a real experience. I will never forget how it felt to be 

sitting with you. 

Love,

Catherine

Monday 1 May

Dear Richard,

Today Sophie asked me about the maths homework. ‘Did 

you do question three?’ she wanted to know.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Didn’t you?’

‘No, I couldn’t. Can you explain it to me?’

‘I think it’s the kind of thing you either get or you 

don’t,’ I said. I offered to let her copy out my answer but 

she wasn’t interested.

At lunchtime Harry and Sophie went to the library 

and Harry helped her. I felt a bit guilty because I guess I 

could have explained it to her. 

I’ve just got back from a walk to the river. I thought 
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about you and the dream I had. On the way there I actually 

ran and skipped a bit because I was so happy. Almost all 

the leaves have fallen off the trees now. At the river I 

splashed water on my face. It was freezing and it took my 

breath away but I felt so alive. I think I’m happiest when 

I’m on my own imagining I’m with you. 

Love,

Catherine

Tuesday 2 May

Hey Richard, 

Mr Johnson was late for the maths team meeting today. 

Felix and Harry started racing each other up and down 

the room on the wheelie chairs. Felix kept suggesting 

new rules, like only being allowed to use one leg to push, 

and having to complete three rotations on the chair as 

you travel the length of the room. Sophie was laughing 

her head off like it was the funniest thing she’d ever 

seen. Harry tried to get me to join in, but I wouldn’t. I’d 

probably fall off. I mean, it was all well and good for them 

to muck around but I am getting concerned that Felix 

isn’t taking the maths team very seriously. Just because 

he’s smart, it doesn’t mean he should distract the others 

when they really need to concentrate.

When Mr Johnson arrived he told us we’d be doing 

probability today.

‘What?!’ I yelped. I couldn’t help it – I was so appalled. 

‘I thought we were doing real maths in this class!’

‘Probability is real maths, Catherine,’ said Mr Johnson.

‘No it’s not, it’s just boring questions about flipping 

coins. Who cares?’

Felix joined in, ‘Well, probability is pretty important.’

‘If you want to gamble at a casino, maybe.’

‘Actually,’ said Felix, ‘probability is integral to almost 

all scientific fields.’

‘Sure, but it’s not the most interesting part of them.’

‘What about quantum mechanics?’

‘What about it?’ I said, because I don’t know anything 

about it.

‘Well, contrary to what Einstein said, God does throw 

dice.’ 

At this point Mr Johnson told us we needed to get on 

with it. I spent the rest of the class feeling like an idiot. I 

think if you’d been there, you would have stuck up for me.

After lunch we did another experiment in Science. 

We are doing genetics so we were looking at fruit flies 

under the microscope. Even though I’m still really angry 

at Amanda, I assumed we would work together, but as 

soon as Mr Briggs said, ‘Go to the work benches in pairs,’ 



48 49

Amanda rushed off to a microscope with Hannah. I think 

they’d planned it. 

Bob was away so there were an uneven number of 

kids in the class, leaving me with no one to work with. 

It would have been too humiliating to ask Hannah and 

Amanda to go in a three with me, so I had to work with 

Mr Briggs at the front bench. 

I quite enjoyed the class because it was proper 

science, looking at something, measuring it and then 

trying to work out why it happens. Which is what science 

should do. 

Catherine

Wednesday 3 May

Hey Richard, 

At tea tonight I mentioned to Dad that I don’t see the 

point of doing probability. He agreed that questions 

about flipping coins and decks of cards are generally 

pretty unedifying. But Dad said some very beautiful 

theories incorporate probability. So it seems like bloody 

Felix was right. 

I asked Dad about quantum mechanics. He told 

me that quantum mechanics was developed to describe 

the workings of the atom. Physicists used to think 

that electrons orbited the nucleus of an atom like the 

planets around the sun. But physicists predicted that, if 

this was true, then electrons should very quickly crash 

into the nucleus. Which they don’t. So they came up 

with quantum mechanics to explain how really, really 

small things, like electrons, behave so differently to big 

things like billiard balls and planets. Dad told me that 

Einstein never accepted quantum mechanics. He didn’t 

like the way quantum mechanics moved away from a 

deterministic universe and causality. 

I had to ask Dad what he meant by ‘deterministic’ and 

‘causality’. He gave me this example: If I throw a ball at a 

target, you can find out how many times I hit the target 

and how many times I miss. Let’s say I hit it sixty per cent 

of the time. So you can say, ‘If Catherine throws a ball 

there is a sixty per cent chance she will hit this target.’ But 

this doesn’t explain why I hit the target on some throws 

but not others. 

You could study this situation to determine why I hit 

and why I miss. Theoretically, with enough information 

about the air currents and the muscles in my arms etc. you 

might be able to say for certain whether or not I would 

hit the target before each throw. In practice it would be 

impossible to predict the trajectory of the ball with total 

certainty. But it is possible to say that any uncertainty 
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is only because we haven’t discovered all the factors 

affecting my throwing. 

But in quantum mechanics the outcome of future 

experiments can’t be predicted based on prior knowledge, 

no matter how much you know about the conditions. 

Quantum mechanics just gives you the statistical averages 

of certain outcomes. For example, the equations don’t tell 

you exactly where an electron will be around a nucleus 

at a particular time. They just tell you the probability 

of finding the electron at a particular place. So it’s very 

different from planets orbiting the sun. 

Einstein didn’t like this lack of certainty. He felt 

that scientists should be able to precisely determine the 

motions of things, whether they were planets or electrons, 

and that this should be the goal of physicists. Einstein 

believed that God wouldn’t ‘play dice’ with the universe.

The thing is that quantum mechanics really does 

seem to be true; all the experiments keep confirming it. 

Einstein was so intelligent, but he was wrong. Dad said it 

was a good example of someone letting their feelings on 

how the world should be interfere with their judgment of 

how it actually is. I was embarrassed because I did that 

too.

I’m sure that I don’t really understand quantum 

mechanics at the moment; it’s mostly just a whole lot of 

words to me. In some ways, it’s like religion: I’m being 

told something by an authority and believing it without 

proof. Or at least, I don’t yet know enough to understand 

the proof properly. 

I take other people’s word regarding science all the 

time, but scientific explanations usually make sense 

and match up with my everyday experience. Quantum 

mechanics isn’t like that.

Love,

Catherine

P.S. Felix still didn’t need to make me feel like a retard 

because I didn’t know about quantum mechanics. He 

really is an insufferable know-it-all. You’d hate him.
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Thursday 4 May

Hey Richard,

Today in English, Chloe accidentally dropped her pencil 

case out the window. While the teacher was writing on 

the blackboard, Felix climbed out the window, got the 

pencil case, ran around the building, came back in the 

classroom door and sat down – all without the teacher 

noticing. Felix visited our table at lunchtime to give the 

pencil case back to her. 

Chloe practically swooned. I thought we were going 

The Feynman Problem-Solving 
Algorithm:

 (1) write down the problem;
 (2) think very hard;

 (3) write down the answer.
ATTRIBUTED TO MURRAY GELL-MANN 

to need smelling salts. Or salt and vinegar chips, perhaps.

It was pathetic. The whole damsel-in-distress-having-

her-pencil-case-rescued thing is such a cliché. Why 

couldn’t she climb out the window herself?

Catherine

Monday 8 May

Hey Richard, 

At lunchtime today we were watching the boys on the 

grassy knoll ‘wrestle’ with each other. They do this quite a 

lot. The aim seems to be to get the other boy in a headlock, 

and then grope his genitals. Ever since I saw Brokeback 

Mountain it has become painfully obvious why they do 

this. It is very sad that they suppress their sexuality and 

only express their desire for each other through violence.

Today a crowd of people gathered around the grassy 

knoll to watch them, which is a bit unusual. 

The other three all wanted to go over to watch, so I 

had to as well, or I would have looked like a loser sitting 

on my own. 

Once we got over to the knoll it became clear why 

people were interested in the ‘wrestling’. Two jocks 

were on the ground groping each other while Felix leapt 

around holding a Coke bottle like a microphone and 
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commentating. He was shouting, ‘He’s got him in the 

bollocks hold. That has got to hurt! Hang on, no, wait 

a minute, He appears to be enjoying it. Unless that’s an 

iPod nano in his pocket.’ And everyone was standing 

around laughing their heads off. 

Of course, after about ten minutes a teacher came and 

made them stop. Everyone else was disappointed. I don’t 

see why someone as smart as Felix feels the need to act 

foolish to impress other kids.

Catherine

Tuesday 9 May

Hey Richard,

We did more probability in the maths meeting today. 

It was totally boring. We were just endlessly calculating 

probabilities. It was all computation. The only good bit 

was when Mr Johnson gave us this question:

Gillian prepared nine personalised wedding 

invitations and put them in envelopes. Gillian’s 

fiancé sealed the envelopes and addressed them, at 

random, from the list of nine invitees. What is the 

probability that exactly eight of the envelopes were 

addressed correctly?

Sophie and Harry started writing furiously. But of 

course it was a trick question. I didn’t write anything down. 

Because I knew the answer was zero. It is impossible to 

address exactly eight letters correctly because if eight are 

correct then the ninth letter would also be correct.

Mr Johnson said he hadn’t given us the question to 

make us feel bad, but to illustrate that we should always 

think about what the question means before we start 

applying formulas. Sophie and Harry rushed off without 

thinking; it’s almost like they don’t realise what they 

know. You talked about this sort of thing in Surely You’re 

Joking – how some people’s knowledge is very fragile; they 

learn by rote and don’t stop to think about what their 

formulas are really describing. 

Love,

Catherine 

P.S. I just had a thought. I guess you would say math, 

instead of maths, because you’re American. I never 

thought of that before. It’s such a small difference, but for 

some reason, it has come as an interesting surprise to me. 

I guess I have been assuming you talked like me (except 

as a man, obviously).
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Thursday 11 May

Hey Richard,

Happy Birthday! Does it still count when you’re dead? 

I was looking at the poster of you today and thinking 

that you must have been twenty-five years old when 

that picture was taken. It’ll be ten years till I’m that age. 

I wonder what I’ll achieve in that time. When the photo 

was taken you were helping to build the atomic bomb and 

were known as one of the brightest young physicists in 

the world. It’s a lot to live up to. 

Love,

Catherine 

Sunday 14 May

Hey Richard,

Chloe came over this afternoon. We sat around talking 

in my room and spent a lot of time complaining about 

Amanda. 

Then we looked at people’s Facebook pages. We 

particularly enjoy looking up Facebook friends who we 

don’t really like. For example, it is always funny to look 

at Amanda’s page. It is retarded. She lists ‘thinking’ in her 

interests. She also has a photo of herself wearing a boob 

tube, which she obviously thinks is hot. 

Today we looked up Felix’s page. Apparently he can 

windsurf. He says his favourite book is Ulysses by James 

Joyce. That just annoyed me, because how can that be 

someone’s favourite book? I mean, I haven’t read it, but 

it’s supposed to be super hard to read and boring. Chloe 

was impressed. 

Chloe told me that she has a crush on Felix. I was 

surprised because she’s never told me who she likes 

before. We’ve always stuck to the much safer territory of 

who we used to have a crush on. 

I couldn’t help saying, ‘I don’t get why you like him.’

‘He’s so smart. And he’s so nice to everyone.’

‘There’s a big difference between being friendly and 

being nice,’ I muttered. 

‘I think he’s both.’

I snapped, ‘He’s not. He just sucks up to people. He 

pretends to be friends with everyone, but when he’s with 

his cool friends, he doesn’t want anything to do with us.’ 

‘I never noticed that,’ said Chloe. 

Actually, neither had I – I just made it up because I’m 

so sick of everyone acting like Felix is Zeus in a hat.

‘And he’s so good-looking in a non-symmetrical way,’ 

said Chloe, rolling around on the bed and grasping at 

pillows revoltingly.

‘Whatever,’ was all I said. 
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I find the whole thing ridiculous. First, I don’t see 

what’s so great about Felix. Second, someone like Felix 

would never be interested in Chloe. I suppose Chloe is 

quite pretty under all the weird clothes. But even so, I 

don’t see how the relationship could work. Felix is doing 

complex numbers in the maths team and Chloe struggles 

with Pythagoras’ theorem. The gap between them is 

immense and, I suspect, unbridgeable. I didn’t tell her 

that, though – she will have to work it out for herself. 

That is life.

Chloe didn’t once ask me who I like. I guess she 

assumes that I don’t like anyone. Or maybe she doesn’t 

want me to tell her because it would be too pathetic. No 

matter who I say I like, there is no way that they would 

return my feelings, so what is the point of talking about it? 

Anyway, as you know, I don’t like anyone. I haven’t 

liked anyone since my stupid crush on Jacob. It is a relief 

to be over having unrealistic crushes. It was so sad and 

desperate. You’re the only person I really admire. 

Love,

Catherine 

Tuesday 16 May

Hey Richard, 

Maths class was okay today, even though Felix continues 

to be a total know-it-all. The four of us were working on 

questions together. Harry made a suggestion and Felix 

said, ‘What! Are you crazy!’ Harry got a bit flustered 

as Felix completely demolished his idea. I felt bad for 

Harry.

As we were leaving the class I said to Harry, ‘Felix was 

pretty rude to you.’

‘It’s okay. He was right, it was a crazy idea.’

‘I still think it was rude.’

‘He just gets overexcited.’

‘Don’t you think it’s insulting when he talks to you 

like that?’

 ‘Not really. In some ways it’s good that he’s so 

straightforward. He doesn’t get offended if you think 

he’s wrong, and he’ll tell you if he thinks you’re wrong. It 

makes things simpler.’ 

At lunchtime Felix was behind me in the canteen 

queue. We said hello and then stood there with nothing 

to say to each other.

‘You don’t need to be so rude to people, you know,’ 

I blurted out.

‘What?’ he said, looking confused.
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‘In Maths this morning. You said Harry was crazy 

when he had a stupid idea.’

‘Did I?’ He looked surprised.

‘Yes, you did. There was no need to be so harsh about 

it.’

‘You’re right. I got carried away.’

And that was it. Even though he admitted he’d done 

the wrong thing, he didn’t seem to care that much. What 

a total bastard. I can’t believe he gets away with it.

Love,

Catherine

Thursday 18 May

Hey Richard,

You know how I told you that Felix sat with the cool 

group? Well unfortunately it hasn’t lasted. Felix has 

started sitting with different groups at lunchtime. 

Including ours. 

Today at lunchtime we were having a fairly 

unenthusiastic conversation about the ABC. Felix walked 

over and everyone immediately perked up and pretended 

that we were, as per usual, having a fascinating and lively 

discussion. It’s ridiculous the way they show off in front 

of him. I’m sorry, but I just can’t giggle and simper and 

flirt like they do. And if that means I’m never going to be 

able to talk with boys, then so be it.

I really hate the way everyone at school acts like 

Felix is some kind of perfect person. As far as I can see 

he never does anything that interesting. I mean, as far as I 

can tell, he’s got nothing on you. You really were worthy 

of all the attention and admiration. There are lots of cool 

stories in Surely You’re Joking about how much fun you 

were. For example, you had one trick where you dipped 

your hands in water and then in benzine. Then you would 

accidentally-on-purpose brush against a Bunsen burner 

and set fire to your hands. Everyone would panic as you 

ran around with your hands on fire. But the layer of water 

would protect your hands from burning because the 

benzine burns really fast and the water keeps your hands 

cool while it burns. Now that is a good trick. 

Writing about this stuff is really cheering me up. I’m 

looking at the poster of you at the moment, and I can 

almost imagine you doing these things. I also imagine 

myself working as your assistant. I think we could have 

been a good team. 

Love,

Catherine
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P.S. I just had a terrible thought. I looked up benzine’s 

properties and it is carcinogenic. I hope that wasn’t what 

gave you cancer.

Tuesday 23 May

Hey Richard,

I found out why your book is called Surely You’re Joking, Mr 

Feynman! When you were doing your PhD at Princeton, 

you had to go to a posh afternoon tea. A snobby stuck-up 

lady asked you if you wanted lemon or cream in your tea. 

You said you’d have both, to which she replied, ‘Surely 

you’re joking, Mr Feynman!’ 

I really hate snobby people like that. Sometimes 

when we go to school events in Melbourne, the private-

school kids look down on us because we don’t have 

stupid blazers and ties. That’s one of the reasons why I 

really want our team to do well at the maths competition. 

I don’t want to be beaten by a pack of snobs. 

Catherine

Saturday 27 May

Hey Richard,

Today was the Kyneton South Primary School fete. My 

mum is the Grade 5/6 teacher there. 

I worked at the stall selling raffle tickets and cans of 

soft drink. Chloe is quite artistic, so she painted kids’ faces. 

She did some really good ones, including an elephant on 

one kid. Apparently that is a lot harder than a tiger. I got 

Chloe to do the solar system on my face, with my nose as 

the sun. She needed a lot of instruction about where to 

put the planets and what they looked like, but I checked 

it in the mirror later and she did a pretty good job.

In the afternoon we both took a break. We were 

standing near the jumping castle on the oval when Chloe 

noticed Felix standing over near the lucky dip. She waved 

at him and he came over. Apparently his little sister goes 

to Mum’s school. I never knew that. Chloe and Felix went 

on the castle together. Felix didn’t exactly tell me to go 

away, but I felt pretty unwelcome. 

So I went back to selling cans. Chloe and Felix 

walked around the fete together for the next two hours. 

They even climbed on the monkey bars. I got really bored 

and I ended up being in a bad mood. I don’t know why. 

Mum got cross at me for being rude to customers.

Maybe Chloe and Felix will go out with each other. 

Love,

Catherine



64 65

P.S. You probably guessed that I wasn’t being completely 

honest before. I think the real reason I felt bad today when 

Felix and Chloe were walking around together is that I 

wish something like that would happen to me. Of course 

I would rather die than spend time with that up-himself 

bastard Felix. But you know what I mean. Not him, but 

someone else. I know I said I’d accepted that things like 

that won’t happen to me, but obviously sometimes I 

forget, and then I get disappointed again.

Sunday 28 May

Hey Richard,

It’s pretty quiet here tonight. Dad is in his study preparing 

for a conference coming up in Melbourne. He’s giving a 

talk. He always leaves it to the last minute. Mum has 

already yelled at him for being disorganised because now 

he’ll have to stay up all night finishing his slides.

I don’t really have anything to say but I feel like 

writing anyway. I look forward to writing to you so much 

and I think about you a lot. Sometimes, during the day, 

I imagine that you are watching me. And I’m always 

thinking about how I can explain my life to you and 

thinking of what might interest or impress you. 

Maybe I am becoming a little obsessed. I kiss the 

picture of you before I go to sleep each night. I hope you 

don’t think that’s perverted. Last night Mum nearly caught 

me. I didn’t realise that my door wasn’t closed properly. 

Mum was coming back from the laundry with some 

folding for me to do, mostly socks. When I turned around 

from climbing down off the chair (your poster is up quite 

high and I am short), Mum was at the door. She didn’t act 

like she’d seen anything, though – she just handed me the 

washing basket – so I think I got away with it. 

Love,

Catherine

Monday 29 May

Hey Richard,

Felix hasn’t acted in any special way towards Chloe today. 

No one would know that they spent Saturday afternoon 

walking around the fete together. 

When Chloe got on the bus this morning she looked 

very jaunty and much more awake than she usually does 

at 8.15. Bitch-face Renee kicked our seat all the way to 

school, but Chloe didn’t even care. When we arrived at 

school, we passed Felix in the corridor on the way to the 

lockers.
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‘Hi Chloe,’ he said cheerily. He nodded at me, said, 

‘Catherine,’ and kept walking. Like nothing had happened!

Maybe he is worldlier than the rest of us. Maybe in 

London you can spend all afternoon alone with a girl 

(well, sort of alone) without raising expectations. Chloe 

didn’t say anything about it to me, but I assume she is 

disappointed. Felix didn’t even come and say hello to our 

group at lunchtime but stayed on the grassy knoll.

I do not understand people, that is for sure. That’s 

why I like science – it is a lot simpler. 

Dad left for the conference this morning. I think he 

was really looking forward to it. I can’t wait till I can go 

to conferences. I really wish Dad was still here tonight, 

though, because Mum is in such a bad mood. She yelled at 

me for not putting my laundry out. Then she apologised 

and said she was a bit stressed at the moment. I don’t 

know why. Her job’s not that hard. 

Catherine

Tuesday 30 May

Hey Richard,

Today in maths class we practised mental arithmetic 

because Mr Johnson thinks it will give us an advantage in 

the competition. He describes mental arithmetic as a ‘lost 

art’. Unfortunately, it is not one of the strong points of the 

Awesome Pi/4some. I can practically see Sophie ‘carrying 

the one’ in her mind when she tries to add 179 and 322 

in her head. She’s actually quite smart, but she’s obsessed 

with trying to do everything in the normal formulaic 

way and following algorithms, instead of looking for 

shortcuts. Felix was the best, of course. He was faster 

than me on twenty-five out of forty questions. I think that 

is significant. 

Love,

Catherine

Sunday 4 June

Hey Richard,

I just read my weekly chapter of Surely You’re Joking. 

Apparently you were invited to take an advanced biology 

class at university, even though you’d never studied 

biology before. And of course, you were so clever that 

you managed to catch up with all the students who had 

been studying biology for years – except for the fact that 

you pronounced everything wrong and didn’t know the 

correct names for things. One time you went to the library 
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and asked for ‘a map of a cat’, when you really meant a 

zoological chart. I think ‘map of a cat’ is much clearer.

The cool thing was that I was reading this chapter 

while I sitting by the river. It was starting to get dark 

and I was getting a little cold. I got to the end of the 

chapter and looked up. On the opposite bank there was 

an echidna waddling towards the water. This was pretty 

interesting, because echidnas are very shy and you don’t 

see them very often. I sat very still so it wouldn’t notice 

me. The echidna went right down to the bank, plopped 

into the water, and swam across to the other side. I had 

absolutely no idea that echidnas could swim. If I had read 

this fact in a book there is no way I would have found it 

as fascinating as it was to see it myself. 

Dad got back from the conference today. He said it 

was pretty good. He looked kind of tired though. Mum is 

still in a bad mood so neither of them is much fun at the 

moment.

Love,

Catherine

P.S. Strictly speaking I shouldn’t assume that all echidnas 

can swim. Maybe the one I saw was very talented.  

Tuesday 6 June

Hey Richard,

Today we had a maths team meeting. All of a sudden, out 

of nowhere, Felix said, ‘Right, so some cultures developed 

number systems without zero, didn’t they? How did they 

indicate nothingness?’ 

‘Why has this suddenly popped into your head?’ 

asked Mr Johnson.

‘I went to Mexico with my mother in January. I was 

just thinking about the fact that the Mayan culture did 

have zero, so what did the others do?’

Sophie said, ‘That’s nice, Felix. But what does it have 

to do with algebra?’ 

Well that was a stupid thing to say, because of course 

the concept of zero is absolutely central to algebra. If we 

couldn’t say ‘X minus X equals zero’ then things would be 

very different. 

We ended up talking about zero for about half an 

hour. Sometimes zero is a place-marker, so that people 

can easily tell the difference between 1002 and 12. But 

it is also a number itself, as in ‘I have zero dollars in my 

bank account.’

Felix said the Mayans used zero as a place marker in 

around 700AD, but they used zero in the second way even 

earlier. It was pretty amazing that they knew that so early, 
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but unfortunately it didn’t spread to anywhere else at the 

time. I guess just having a really good idea isn’t enough 

to make it popular. You need some way to make other 

people take notice. 

It was a pretty interesting conversation, but I started 

to get a bit worried because we weren’t getting work done. 

I’m concerned that Felix is too distracting for the team.

At recess Sophie and I were walking back to the 

table. 

She said, ‘I love having Felix around, he really makes 

everyone think.’

I didn’t say anything.

Sophie idolises Felix, and he barely knows she exists. 

I’m not even sure if it’s a crush exactly. (I’ve always 

assumed that Sophie is gay because she kind of almost 

said so once at a sleepover.) But Sophie seems to believe 

that Felix is intellectually superior to everyone else, and 

she doesn’t even care that she can’t compete. She’s happy 

just to be around him. I don’t get it.

Catherine

P.S. Mr Johnson said he would announce who will be 

team captain next week. That should be interesting.

Wednesday 7 June

Hey Richard,

I went supermarket shopping with Mum after school 

today. It is really quite an annoying experience. Mum 

always sees people she knows and stops to chat for half an 

hour. I am getting very sick of the price of bananas. Ever 

since Cyclone Larry devastated the Queensland banana 

crop there has been a nationwide banana shortage, and 

prices have gone through the roof. Today Mum had three 

separate conversations about whether the government 

should allow banana imports, and whether opportunistic 

sellers are raising prices. 

I find it difficult to care that much. I like bananas 

but there are plenty of other fruits available. No one’s got 

scurvy yet. It does show that when anything becomes 

rare, it becomes more valuable. Like how oranges used 

to be a massive treat in the nineteenth century. It is also 

interesting to consider how our society would cope if 

there was rationing, like in World War II. For example, I 

don’t think Mum could handle using powdered eggs. 

Dad has refused to let the price-rise affect his eating 

habits and still has a banana on his cereal in the mornings, 

even though it costs about three dollars a day. It really 

annoys Mum. It annoys me too. I pointed out that we 

could sponsor three starving kids for that price. Dad 
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said if he was allowed to go back to drinking instant 

coffee then we could use the savings to sponsor kiddies 

as well. However, it was not fair for Dad to compare not 

buying bananas to not buying instant coffee. He only 

buys the bananas to satisfy a selfish whim, whereas 

spending more money on fair-trade coffee helps other 

people. Unfortunately I couldn’t articulate this point at 

breakfast because I was too annoyed at him, so I went to 

my room. 

I’ve been thinking about it, though, and perhaps I 

was annoyed at Dad because I do basically see his point. 

I feel guilty about how luxurious my life is and all the 

things that could be done with the resources instead. It 

is unfair that so many other people have so little, while I 

am so overabundantly fortunate. Even so, I don’t want to 

give up luxuries like having my own bedroom, a Guardian 

Weekly subscription and our family holiday to Hobart. 

We are going there for Christmas and I’m really looking 

forward to it.

I think that if I was given a direct choice between 

giving things up and saving lives, I would make the 

sacrifice. But life doesn’t seem to offer choices like that, 

and it is easy to ignore the effects of my choices when 

it suits me. For example, I’ve become a vegetarian twice 

for environmental reasons, but both times I’ve ended up 

going back to meat because I can’t resist the temptation. 

I know I’m not a good person – I just wish I wasn’t 

so stupid that I sometimes delude myself that I am. I 

suppose the most important thing is to keep trying. 

Catherine

P.S. I didn’t intend to become so glum in this letter. I 

think from now on I will steer clear of the emotional topic 

of bananas.

Saturday 10 June

Hey Richard,

Sophie came over to my house today for help with the 

maths team homework. She looked kind of nervous when 

she first came in. We were at the kitchen table and she 

suggested that we work in my bedroom. I said it would be 

easier in the kitchen because there’s more space. Sophie 

then admitted that she didn’t want to work there because 

she’s scared of my dad! She said he is too smart and he 

intimidates her by firing maths questions at us. I always 

thought that was fun. Anyway, Dad was out, so we stayed 

in the kitchen. 

I think I did an okay job of explaining stuff to Sophie. 

I usually feel like I’m pretty crap at explaining things 
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to people. I get impatient, and sometimes I don’t really 

know how to express how I work things out or reason 

things through. But today I realised that after explaining it 

to Sophie, I actually understood it better myself. That has 

been the good thing about the maths team. I think I have 

learnt some pretty good leadership and communication 

skills. I’m feeling a bit excited now when I think of going 

to the competition. 

After we’d finished the problems I made us a pot of 

tea and we went to my room. She hadn’t seen my poster 

of you before. She said she thought you were quite cute, 

but your pants were worn a bit high for a man. This made 

me giggle because I first wrote to you for advice on what 

pants to wear. Don’t worry about what Sophie thinks, 

though – I’m sure your pants were perfectly appropriate 

for your era. 

Love,

Catherine

Tuesday 13 June

Hey Richard,

Mr Johnson announced that Felix will be captain of the 

Awesome Pi/4some. This means that Felix will have the 

final say about our answers at the competition. 

Yes, all right, Felix is intelligent. But I have been 

at the school longer, which I assumed would count for 

something. Sophie referred to Felix as ‘Oh captain, my 

captain’ for the rest of the class. I was really quiet and I 

think the others guessed why, which is embarrassing. I’m 

sure they think I was dumb to even imagine I might be 

team captain. 

Halfway through the class, Sophie asked, ‘Are you 

okay?’ But she said it in the way people do when they’re 

implying that you’re making a stupid fuss rather than 

genuinely enquiring after your wellbeing. 

After class Felix walked to the table with me. Sophie 

wasn’t there because she had a flute lesson. 

‘Dude, I’m really surprised that Mr Johnson made me 

team captain. I really thought it would be you.’ 

I didn’t say anything. 

‘I hope you don’t mind?’ he said.

‘Of course not. I don’t care,’ I mumbled. I kept 

looking at the ground though. I knew I was being childish 

but I couldn’t bring myself to stop sulking and join the 

Felix appreciation society. 

‘You know, your advice will be very important to me,’ 

he said. 

‘Look, whatever,’ I said. 

At the time I felt like he was patronising me, but I feel 
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a bit bad now. He was probably just trying to be nice. He 

is a natural leader, he should be team captain. What’s the 

point in trying to do anything when he’s always going to 

be better?

When we get to the competition Felix will be the 

person who determines how well our team goes. I may as 

well not be there.

Catherine

P.S. I read my weekly chapter of Surely You’re Joking to 

cheer myself up. It said that Pauli and Einstein attended 

your first technical talk. It must have been amazing to 

work with such intellectually stimulating people. I would 

give anything to work with people of that calibre. I used to 

take it for granted that I would be a scientist but now I’m 

starting to wonder. After all, if I’m beginning to flounder 

in the intellectual backwater of Kyneton, how will I ever 

cope at university?

Thursday 15 June

Dear Richard,

I just read over what I wrote on Tuesday and I don’t know 

why I was so upset. Today, I would give anything to be 

worried about who is captain of the Awesome Pi/4some. I 

realise now that I took so many things for granted. I guess 

I thought I was one of the lucky ones. Only now it turns 

out that I wasn’t lucky, only ignorant. 

I don’t want to be thinking about it but I am anyway, 

I can’t stop. All the things that usually distract me from 

my problems are having no effect on me today. So I’ve 

come to the conclusion that my only option is to write 

and tell you about it. 

I was walking up the driveway after school today and 

I heard voices coming from the kitchen. I realised Mum 

and Dad were having a fight. I didn’t want to interrupt, 

and to be honest, I was curious. So I stopped at the back 

door, out of sight of the kitchen window, and listened. 

It was mainly Mum talking. I couldn’t really understand 

what she was saying or hear what Dad was replying, 

because there was a lot of clattering around. I think 

someone was doing the dishes. Mum was saying ‘fuck’ 

a lot. This continued for some time. After the novelty of 

Mum swearing had worn off it was almost boring. The 

talking and swearing went on and on and I started to 

consider walking quickly through the kitchen to get to 

my room. 

But then I heard Dad say, very, very clearly, ‘Yes, 

alright, Fiona, if that’s what you want to know, I had sex 

with her.’
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I felt sick in my stomach and my face felt all warm 

even though a chill went down my back. I wanted to get 

away from them but my joints were glued into place and 

I couldn’t move at all. My head was dizzy, and the words 

‘he cheated, he cheated, he cheated’ were repeating in 

my mind. I suppose there could have been a million less 

sinister explanations for his uttering that sentence, but I 

already knew this was not an ordinary argument. 

Everything was quiet in the kitchen for maybe three 

minutes. Whoever was doing the dishes had stopped, so I 

could hear everything that was said next. 

‘When?’ said Mum. 

‘At the conference.’ Dad. 

‘Which conference?’

A long pause. ‘Well, the last four of them, if it matters.’ 

And then there was a smash and some commotion. 

When it went quiet again, there was nothing except 

the sound of Mum crying. When I hear Mum cry, I always 

feel like crying too, but I also want to get away from it, 

because I don’t know what to do. 

So I crept around to the front door, ducking beneath 

the windows, and came into my room. I’ve been sitting 

here for a couple of hours. He came to check on me, and 

I told him to go away. I’m not sure whether they know 

I heard the fight. They are in separate rooms. Mum is 

furiously sewing and he is in his study.

An hour ago I got a drink of water. His IPCC mug, 

from the German conference, was lying in pieces on the 

kitchen floor. His good-mood mug. It probably reminded 

him of her.

I want this day to go away. I would go to bed, but I 

haven’t had anything for tea and I’m hungry.

I wish you were here.

Catherine
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Friday 16 June

Hey Richard,

So it’s official. Mum and Dad are going to ‘have some 

time apart’. They spouted all the usual stuff about how 

it’s not my fault, blah, blah. No details given about why. I 

guess Mum doesn’t want to say out loud, ‘Your father has 

betrayed me with another woman.’ 

Mum and I are going to stay with my grandmother 

(her mother, of course) in Castlemaine during the school 

holidays. While we’re away Dad will find somewhere 

else to live. 

Perhaps thinking that being at home with them was 

too much fun to be missed, Mum said I didn’t have to 

go to school today. I decided to go to school anyway. 

But I thought about what was going on at home all day. 

I couldn’t concentrate on anything, couldn’t get used 

to the idea that my parents were splitting up. I think 

that in order to incorporate this new information, my 

brain is undertaking a massive reorganisation of all its 

previous data. So many of my expectations for the short- 

and long-term future have changed. I keep thinking of 

simple things, like the telescope, and then I remember 

that I won’t be using the telescope at my house with Dad 

anymore. It wasn’t until recess that it occurred to me that 

the trip to Hobart for Christmas won’t happen. Every 

realisation came as a shock, but each one also helped me 

settle a little more into the depressing new reality. 

Luckily, I don’t think anyone at school noticed that 

anything was wrong. Or if they did, no one asked me 

about it, not even with the veiled criticism of an ‘Are 

you okay?’ For once I am quite grateful that my usual 

demeanour is on the sullen side.

I was going to tell Chloe about it. But I didn’t. She 

might hear from someone else though. 

Anyway, almost everyone’s parents break up. I’m 

sorry I was so dramatic about it yesterday. It just seems 

I believe that a scientist looking 
at non-scientific problems is just 

as dumb as the next guy.
RICHARD FEYNMAN


