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To Aidan. For always being there
since the first time this story was told.






ellie

They’ve been featured almost every day since the story broke. No names, of course, and pixelated faces, but I know who they are. Everyone knows. They slipped out of the headlines for a bit because of a more important story, but today they’re back. Today, they are everywhere.

There’s a shot of Alex from behind, getting out of the police car in front of the courthouse. His hands are cuffed, and he seems unsure of his step. Jake is sitting in the backseat of a car. His hoodie is pulled down low and his cuffed hands are held up to cover his face. Will this be the last time I ever see them?

My parents have been so concerned about how I’ll take it all that they keep turning off the news and switching off the radio, as if they can somehow protect me. I haven’t told them yet about the journalists calling. Leaving messages in the night. Asking around about what makes me tick. But I know it’s only a matter of time before something pops up in the news about me too. The girlfriend. The friend.

I’ve been home from school for a couple of weeks leading up to the sentencing hearing. Mum said I could stay home longer. Dad said we could move again. But I’m not running. Not because of Alex and Jake. They don’t get to make me leave. I’ve already lost both of them; I can’t lose anything else.

So today I’m going back to school. I know it’s going to be all stares and whispers, but I can handle that. What I can’t handle is that I didn’t guess what they’d done, that I didn’t see how guilty they both were. That I didn’t understand what was pulling them together and what was tearing them apart.

Usually I’d ride to school, but today I’m on foot. I feel more secure on the ground. I’ve only ever been at this school with Alex or Jake. They were my introduction. Now they’re in court waiting to be sentenced, and I’m walking through suburban streets, dodging little kids on scooters, and pretending to be okay. I expected more to be different, but nothing is. Everyone else looks the same. The rubbish bins are still parked in their lines waiting to be emptied. The milk bar is still closed when it should be open.

It’s just me who’s changed.

‘Hey, Ellie,’ says a voice.

I turn, expecting the worst. But Tien’s face lights up in a smile and I exhale. He’s wearing his favourite t-shirt. The one with the periodic table on the front, announcing to the world he’s a science geek.

‘Let’s pretend it didn’t happen,’ he says, walking closer.

I nod. ‘Great idea.’

‘Thought we could hang out at lunch. You’ve missed heaps, but I can catch you up,’ he says as we walk through the open gate and into the school grounds. A couple of kids stare as they pass us, but Tien doesn’t seem to notice. Or if he does, he’s ignoring it. Of course this is getting to him too. It’s affecting all of us. The pool of damage has spread to anyone who cares. I hadn’t considered that.

We pass the bike shed and I automatically look across, like I’m trying to find Alex, because that’s where he’d wait for me in the mornings. Instead, it’s just a couple of year sevens goofing around with a bike lock.

‘Ellie, if anyone says anything, let Lucas know. He’ll sort ’em out. He’s looking for excuses to punch someone,’ says Tien as we reach the door into the main red brick building.

I laugh, surprised I still can.

Then Tien pauses and reaches out to rub my shoulder. It’s so tender that I don’t know where to look. Then he shrugs like he can’t offer me more than that, and I watch as he heads the other way down the corridor, leaving me alone in a school of more than a thousand.

Everywhere I look I see their shadows. The wall Alex kissed me against. The seat Jake used to wait for me at before lunch. I keep walking until I reach their lockers. Someone has got to them with a Sharpie. Angry words shout out in black and I try not to read them.

I open Alex’s old locker and shove my bag in. I see his neat handwriting on the inside of the locker wall:

Alex 4 Ellie

I remember when he scribbled that on his last day of school. And how I wanted him. How I loved him. And how I hate him now … now that everything is changed.

If only we could all go back to the way it was before.







alex


Through the wall I can hear Sass practising her violin. It’s surprisingly pleasant. I had no idea she was so good at it. I listen carefully, trying to hear her fumble, but the notes are clear and strong. Horrified, I realise that I’m actually jealous. I’ve never played an instrument that well.

Then the door to my bedroom crashes opens and Mum bursts in. Weird. She always knocks. I’m about to give her a hard time about it when I see that she looks grey. Strands of hair have crossed over her usually perfect part, making her seem stressed out, like something is very wrong.

‘Mum?’

She looks at me, but not. It’s like she’s looking through me.

‘Has something happened?’

‘That was the police,’ she says, her hand starting to shake as she holds out her mobile, like they’re still on the phone.

I swing my legs out of bed and sit up. Then I hear a wrong note from the next room and Sass’s violin goes quiet.

‘What the hell have you done, Alexander?’ she says, looking straight at me.

I shake my head, too fast, my brain bangs around inside. ‘Nothing … I’ve done nothing.’ But I know what this is. Shit.

‘They want you to come in for questioning.’

Controlling my breathing, I loosen my body and stand up, walking over to where she stands. My voice sounds light as I say, ‘I’m sure it’s nothing, Mum.’

I make myself look her in the eye. Like Tone taught me to do when I’m asking Dad for money. Look her in the eye and smile just enough to seem calm and in control. I can see it working. I can see her wanting to believe me. But the police must have told her why they want to speak to me, so why isn’t she grilling me further? Perhaps she doesn’t want to know if what they told her is true.

‘Well, we have to go,’ she says, walking out of my room towards the staircase.

‘Okay,’ I say, like it’s the most natural thing in the world to be heading to the police station for questioning after school.

I’m still in my school uniform; my tie hasn’t even been loosened. I follow her down the stairs and through the lounge room. I notice the cushions aren’t in their usual corners, but spread out across the couch like she’s chucked them on.

‘Mum,’ I say quietly, making her stop. ‘They only rang. They didn’t send anyone around. So it’s obviously not a big deal. Okay?’

‘Your father’s meeting us there. We have to go,’ she says and grabs her black handbag from where it hangs on the back of one of the dining chairs. ‘I can’t find my keys. Where are my keys? Have you seen them?’

I watch her frantically searching through her bag, but I can see them behind her on the bench. I consider saying nothing. But her panic is more than I can bear. I squeeze past her and grab them.

‘Here,’ I say, holding out the keys, shaking them to get her attention.

She snatches them from me. She’s all rattled. ‘Go and get changed. No, don’t get changed. Stay in your uniform,’ she says, because it’s obviously important to rock up looking important.

I have to stall her a bit. I don’t want to go to the police station without knowing what they know.

‘Mum, I need my shoes,’ I say, wiggling my socked foot in front of her.

She nods and I turn away, rushing up the stairs to where my phone lies on my bed, still charging. I can hear Sass playing again and wonder if Mum’s going to leave her here on her own.

I ring Jake. It goes straight to message bank.

‘You promised, Jake. No police. What’ve you done? Call me.’

I hang up and hit redial, hoping he’ll see it’s me and pick up. Straight to voicemail again. His phone must be off. I can’t believe he’s done this. I look around the room. Everything is in its place. My rug has been vacuumed today and Mum’s changed the sheets on my bed. It’s Wednesday. She always changes sheets on a Wednesday. My school shoes are under my desk where I kicked them off.

Through the wall I hear Mum talking to Sass. I hear her incredulous voice and her questions. I hear Mum telling her to stay here. To lock the door and keep her phone on. Sass wants to come with us. But Mum shuts it down.

‘I don’t care if she comes,’ I say, stepping out onto the landing. In fact Sass would be a happy distraction. But Mum shakes her head forcefully.

‘No.’

‘Okay. Sorry, Sassy,’ I say, smiling at my sister with all the lightness I can find.

Sass is staring at me, her violin in one hand. I see the anger on her face and I wonder what she thinks has happened.

‘Get your shoes on, Alex,’ says Mum, taking in my socks. ‘I’ll be in the car.’

I nod, and suddenly my tie feels like it’s choking me. I loosen it from my neck. I grab my black Vans from under the bed. I can’t wear school shoes.

I grab my phone and pocket it. Maybe Jake will call.

‘What have you done?’ I hear my sister’s voice.

‘Nothing. It’s nothing.’

She raises an eyebrow at me like she thinks I’m an idiot. It makes me want to scream. Smash her stupid violin across her head.

‘Told you not to hang around with Tone. He’s bad news,’ she says smugly from my doorway, plucking the strings of her violin with one finger. ‘Everyone at school says so.’

I say nothing. I have nothing to say. I walk as slowly as I can past her and down the stairs, wishing the ground would trip me, tip me, pull me under so I can’t go anywhere. My phone beeps and I scramble to grab it, hoping its Jake.

Sk8?

But it’s just Tone.

I hear Mum toot the horn and I walk even slower, but still the front door is suddenly there and I have no choice but to go through and out the other side. Mum has backed the car out. It’s idling angrily in the street, like even it knows I’m guilty. The street is quiet. It’s always quiet. Nobody hoons up here looking for something to do. The neighbours all drive SUVs like Mum does and they crawl along at a respectable speed and then pull into their matching driveways. From here I can see Mum’s profile. How set her face is as she stares out at the road ahead.

I yank my tie completely off and toss it onto the path. I don’t look up at the window where I know my sister is watching. I make it to the car. I open the door like I’m on autopilot. I sit down, and Mum tries to reach across so she can grab my seatbelt. I get there first. The click is too loud. I’m belted in. We’re driving.

It’s only for questioning. It’s not like I’ve been arrested or anything. But I don’t bother saying the words again. It’ll just look like I’m trying to convince her. So channelling an exercise I used to do in drama class about changing conversational direction, I try a different tack. ‘Did you tell the neighbours about the party?’

‘Alexander!’ she snaps back.

One word. That’s all I get from her. I always know I’m in serious trouble when she calls me by my full name and not the short version.

I reach out to turn on the radio, needing noise to fill the gaps. But she stabs it off again, sentencing us to silence. I can hear her breathing. I can hear my own. Ragged. Sharp. Worried. My blazer’s too tight on my shoulders and I start trying to take it off, but Mum says, ‘Leave it.’

I do. I sit as still as I can. But I can feel my body wanting to move. My hands wanting to fidget. My legs wanting to run. Mum turns into Riversdale Road and the traffic’s clogged. Cars are trying to sneak past the tram that’s stopping and starting. I see the grand iron gates of my school and wonder if I’ll be going back there or if that’s it for me now. Mum speeds up and overtakes the tram on the inside.

‘We finally round the bend to the big police station in the junction. It’s a red brick building. I’ve noticed this place so many times, but I never thought I’d be going in. Not like this.

Mum circles trying to find a park. She starts backing in to one right out the front, but reverses too quickly and bumps into the Volvo behind her. It’s all she needs. The tears start flowing before she’s even turned off the ignition. I’ve always hated seeing Mum lose control so I rub her back, surprised by how thin she feels. How bony. When did that happen? She shrugs me off, like I’m the reason all this is happening.

‘You don’t have to come in,’ I say, desperately wanting her to drive away.

But she’s already out of the car, slamming her door with more force than she needs to.

I wish I’d worn normal clothes instead of my blazer. I feel ridiculous waltzing in like this. I’m sure school has a policy about turning up to the police station in our uniform. Probably not the sort of image they are hoping for.

Under the itchy wool, my arms have gone all goose-bumpy. Mum doesn’t wait for me to open my door. She comes round, like I’m a toddler again, and does it for me.

‘It’s not even a scratch. But I’ve left my name,’ she says as if I give a shit about the damage to someone’s bumper bar when I’m about to be questioned over something I can’t even bring myself to name.

I nod and get out of the car, staring up at the police station. I can’t go in. But I have to. Mum grabs my arm and her fingers burrow in through my clothes. She’s pulling me along. The doors open. The air changes. It smells cold. And it’s noisy. Something hums. People are talking. I hear a man laugh.

Ahead of us is a big solid front desk covered in posters about missing people and various appeals for information. We could be at any police station in the country. There’s a policewoman behind the desk. She’s young. I want her to look up at me and smile. But she looks up and scans from me to Mum and back to me.

‘Alex Cormack?’

I nod. Worried she knows exactly who I am. Mum fills the hole in the conversation. ‘Alexander. Yes. That’s right. And I’m Mrs Cormack and my husband will also be here shortly.’

Thanks Mum, I try to whisper. Thanks for pretending you’re on my side.

‘If you’d prefer to wait for your husband to arrive that’s fine, or you can come through now.’

Mum and I both answer this time, our responses crashing into each other and blowing apart all the truth in our relationship.

‘We’ll wait,’ Mum says, while I say, ‘Now’s fine.’

Mum grips my arm with those manicured nails she has done once a week. I feel them digging in again, warning me with their shiny red gloss.

‘We’ll wait for your father,’ she says in a quiet voice, intended just for me.

‘Okay,’ I say, half dreading his arrival and half hoping he’ll explain that boys do this sort of thing all the time, and he’s sure it was just an accident.

We sit, far enough apart on the little bench so we don’t risk touching knees, but close enough for a stranger to know we are definitely in this together. I wish Mum would hold my hand and tell me it’s going to be okay. I just want to know it’s going to be okay.







jake


This is the tenth time I’ve tried to go in. But something always happens to stop me. My mobile rings. A car pulls up. Someone I know walks past. Basically I chicken out. That’s the main reason. That’s what’s been happening for months. Chickening out. No, that’s not true. Not just chickening out. I’ve been running full pelt in the opposite direction.

But not this time. This time I’m going in. I have to.

In my back pocket I have a newspaper clipping. Just in case they look at me strange. I have ID too. To prove I am who I say I am and where I live. And enough money to cover everything I might need, although I’m not sure why I’d need money in here. I even left Mum a note. Just a few lines explaining why I’ve been so lost, so quiet, so angry. I’ve been trying not to imagine how she’ll feel when she reads it. How shattered her world will be. How it’s just her now.

Lucky I’ve worn black because the sweat is pouring from both pits and any other colour t-shirt would give it away. I pick at a thread on my knee, pulling it and making the tiny hole bigger. I can hear Mum’s reaction. How she’ll sigh at the sight. Although by the next time she sees me, a hole in my jeans will be the last thing she’ll care about.

I can’t find my thoughts. They’re all messed up in my head. Everything hurts. My left hand is shaking. It does that a lot now. It shakes like it wants to take it all back. But my right is calm, and still. It reaches out and takes the handle of the door. It’s getting ready.

Then a cop bashes up behind me, bundling me out of the way with a sentence of words that are all gruff and action. He’s in uniform and I see his gun hanging from his hip, all black and deadly, and for a second, I stop, ready to chicken out.

But my heart is pumping too fast to leave. My shoulder hits the glass and I push my body through the door, not trusting my hands to help me. Inside the light is crazy bright. Fluoro bright, like a warning of what’s to come, of the interrogation that’s just beginning. Like even the lights know I’ve done something wrong.

And they’re right. I have done something wrong. And I hate myself for it.

I get to the counter and for some reason I look down at the floor and see a coin lying near my foot. My mum’s voice is in my head. See a penny, pick it up and all day long you’ll have good luck.

I pick it up. Just in case. I slide the twenty-cent piece into my pocket, hoping it will help, hoping that maybe luck will be on my side.

‘You right?’ says a voice from behind the counter. I look up and into eyes that are already judging me. A moustache I would laugh at if I weren’t in here.

‘Um,’ I say, not knowing how to start.

The eyes narrow at me, hardening in their judgement, as my fingers pick at the lucky coin in my pocket.

‘Yeah?’ the policeman asks, growing impatient. He sips from a pale blue cup, then wipes the back of his hand across his moustache.

‘I, um, last year, um … my mate and I …’

I try but I’m chickening out. I know it. The words aren’t coming.

‘Your mate? He got a name?’

The cop isn’t looking at me. He’s pretending not to care about the answer but I know he does. I know he wants to know.

I hear a buzzing noise and I look up to see a fly circling the ceiling light, going around and around in the same direction. It could probably do that all day. But just then it proves me wrong by landing on the light. I wait for it to take off again. Finally it does, flying at the same speed but the opposite way.

I look back at the cop. I don’t have to say. I could leave Alex out of this.

‘Alexander Cormack,’ I say. The man scribbles down the name and puts it to one side.

‘And?’

I pull out the newspaper clipping from my back pocket and slide it slowly across the counter, making him reach forward and grab it. It’s been folded and unfolded so many times I wonder if the creases give anything away.

I wait for the police officer to look at me, but instead he reads. His eyes skim over the clipping, and I wish I could change what he reads. But it’s all there. The photo. That car. I’ve read it so many times I could tell him every word on the page.

‘You know something about this?’ he says, fidgeting with a pen.

I nod, not trusting myself to speak yet.

‘What’s your name?’ he asks.

‘Jake Reynolds,’ I say, my voice so small I have to repeat myself.

‘How old are you?’

‘Fifteen.’

‘You on your own?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Right. Come on through. There’s a room out the back,’ he says as he unlocks the door. Keeping an eye on me, he calls out, ‘Jenny, come watch the counter for a minute.’

A female cop walks in from the back room. ‘Timing … was just zapping my pasta,’ she says, carrying a bowl of steaming food. Then she glances across at me. She’s Mum’s age. Maybe a bit older. I back away, bumping into the wall.

‘Come on then, Jake,’ says the first cop, and I realise he’s holding the door open so I can come through, but my legs are wobbling strangely and I’m not sure I can move. I lean against the counter, letting it take my weight. I don’t feel good.

‘Come on, Jake. I’ll get you a Coke,’ he says, his voice soft.

‘I don’t like Coke.’

He laughs but it doesn’t sound real. It sounds like he’s trying to be friendly. Trying to make me feel okay. Maybe that’s what they do to butter you up. 

‘Have you rung a parent?’ asks Jenny with a mouthful of pasta.

‘No. I don’t want my mum here,’ I say, sounding sure.

‘Let’s just have a chat, hey?’ says the policeman.

I nod. A chat. I can chat. I’m good at chatting. And I want this. I need it. I can’t go home. Not until I tell someone. I wonder what they’ll see when they type my name into the computer. Will my dad appear? Will Joseph Reynolds pop up in the system and strike a mark against my name?

I make my legs work. I step slowly towards the door, looking anywhere but at the cop’s face. I wonder if he’s going to frisk me. The website I read said they’d question me. Maybe charge me if they needed to. Keep me in until they got me a lawyer.

I make it through the door. The floor’s brown. There are some stains under my feet. I wonder if it’s blood. Or coffee. It’s that in-between colour. I focus on my feet. On the shoelaces I didn’t tie properly. On the rubber trim that has split at one end. On Mum’s face when she gave them to me for Christmas. No. I don’t want that image. Not her face. Not her. She’s not here. She’s got nothing to do with this.

I make it into the room. It’s grey. Walls, floor, chair, table. Everything grey. The cop leaves the door open. I’m happy about that. I don’t know which chair to take. He holds one out for me and I see his wedding ring. The bulge of fat on either side of it that wedges it in place. I wonder if he has kids. Boys.

‘So, Jake, what do you know about this?’ he asks, tapping his hand on my newspaper clipping.

I reach for it, touching it with my little finger. His hand hovers over the clipping like he’ll snatch it up if I make a move. Like it’s the evidence he’s been waiting for. I look up into his face. He’s watching me. My heart is going to explode. Everything is ringing in my head. The sound is screaming.

‘We killed him …’


Another cop’s hand is on my arm as he leads me down a hallway. His fingers are warm on my skin, but firm, like a warning. He hasn’t said anything. I wish he would, because I’ve said everything I came here to say. Now I just feel empty and tired. Like I could lie down right here in the corridor with all the noise and the phones and the people passing and sleep for a hundred hours.

They’ve been strangely nice to me since I came in, but it’s not helping. I feel wrong being here. Like I’m waiting for the punchline to a joke I’ll never get.

We stop. Halfway down the corridor at a ledge with a phone sitting on it, attached with thick plastic-coated wire like it might go missing. He lets go of my arm but keeps an eye on me as he pulls out a phonebook from the drawer underneath and hands it to me.

‘You can make two calls. If you want,’ he says, coughing at the end of his sentence.

‘I don’t have anyone to call,’ I say, feeling stupid.

He shrugs and it’s strangely reassuring. ‘I’ll give you a sec. See if you think of someone.’

The phonebook’s clean and in good shape like nobody has used it before.

‘I didn’t know they still made phonebooks,’ I say loudly for something to say.

He shrugs again. ‘I guess they have to. Not everyone has the internet.’

He walks off a bit and leans against the wall, taking out his mobile and holding it close. I wonder if he needs glasses.

I start flicking through the phonebook, balancing it on my knee, and trying to turn the flimsy pages, while my heart races and then slows in some irregular pattern of terror. If I call Mum, then I’ll have to see her. And I’m not ready yet. But I can’t give the book back without calling someone. So I keep flicking, hoping a name will pop into my head. I could ring Ellie but then I’d have to tell her why I was in a police station, and she would realise I lied about who I was. I should ring Alex and warn him about what’s coming. But I want him to feel the way I feel. Scared, angry and unmoored.

And then I get it. The only person I’m supposed to call.

Her. The girl whose life I ruined four months ago.

It takes a minute, but I find it: the number for the large brick house in Hawthorn with the balcony and the little path through all the trees. I can’t imagine she’ll actually answer because she’ll be at school. But I’m still going to ring. Let her know I’m here, just so she can get some sleep tonight, and stop looking like she’s one of the walking dead.

The phone smells like other people’s fear. It has that warm plastic feel to it that makes me not want to put my mouth too close. I start dialling, looking over at the officer to see if he’s watching. But he’s not. Perhaps in my skinny jeans, Alex’s old Vans and black t-shirt, I don’t look very threatening. I’m much too small to try anything physical, and they’ve already checked my pockets for weapons.

I hold the receiver gently and press the numbers. When I get to the last one, I close my eyes, hoping she won’t answer, hoping she will. She doesn’t. It clicks to message bank pretty much straightaway and I wonder if anyone answers at this house anymore, or if since that night they’re terrified every ring will bring more bad news.

‘Um, hi, hello,’ my voice crackles down the phone line. I don’t sound like me. At least not the me I like sounding like. I sound more like the one I’ve become since that night. All tentative and jumpy.

‘This is Jake Reynolds …’

And that’s it. That’s all I manage to say before the beep cuts me off and I hang up. I wonder if it counts as one of my calls if the person I was ringing wasn’t home. I drop the receiver back and it misses the cradle and clunks against the wall. I fumble to pick it up.

‘You finished already?’ says the officer as he half looks up from his phone.

‘I don’t have a lawyer,’ I say.

‘Who does?’ he says as he pockets his phone and starts to walk over.

He has that wide-legged walk that big men often have. And he’s slow, like he couldn’t do much if he had to chase someone. But his gun is right there on his hip and maybe that’s why he doesn’t feel like he has to make much of an effort in the speed stakes.

‘We just call Legal Aid and they send someone down,’ he says, almost gently, almost like I’m not the person I said I was.

‘Okay, thanks.’

‘You hungry?’

‘Yeah, kinda,’ I say, pretending I’m not starving. 

He nods and starts leading me down the white corridor to where the cells are. I wish he’d hold my arm again.

I don’t know what I expected but it wasn’t this. This is more like a row of hospital rooms, tiny but shut off. I thought it would be bars, lots of bars, where people stared out at you, threatening, spitting, a bit like in that film, The Silence of the Lambs. But I have no idea if there’s anyone else even in them. Or if the cells are all empty, and I’m supposed to pick my favourite like I’m in a hotel instead of a police station.

‘You’ll get a tray with some dinner later. Not long now,’ he says, stopping outside number five. He pulls a wad of keys out and unlocks the cell. My heart is racing along, skipping beats and threatening to burst out of my chest. What if I have a cellmate? I hadn’t thought of that before. What if it’s someone huge and violent who hates kids? Perhaps I should remind the cop I’m only fifteen and eleven-twelfths. I’m still underage.

But as he opens the door, I’m relieved to see that it’s empty. Except for a low bed down one wall and a toilet and washbasin in the corner. Patches of the walls have been painted to try and hide the graffiti but it still peeps through, like it’s behind a screen. I wonder how anyone managed to smuggle a pen in here. But the cell isn’t so bad. There’s even a window. High up so the light comes in but you can’t see out. And that’s okay. I don’t want to see out. 

‘You right? I’ll make sure someone calls Legal Aid now. Get you that lawyer,’ he says as he walks me part of the way into the cell.

I really want to hug him. He’s about the size my dad was, big around the middle with thin arms, once muscly but gone to seed. I used to love hugging my dad. Before.

Instead, I sit down right on the edge of the bed, wondering how many other bums have perched here, and what became of them. I hope they wash the sheets well between each visitor.

‘What happens next?’ I say, suddenly sounding like the minor I am.

‘Just wait for the lawyer. They’ll explain. It’s not really my department,’ he tells me, like I’m in a bank waiting for a loan, not in a cell waiting to be charged. But I nod. I don’t want to be difficult.

‘But do I stay here?’

‘Nah. We’ll question you properly when your lawyer arrives. Lay charges if that’s the way it’s going to play. And then you’ll probably get to go home.’

‘Home?’ I sound as alarmed as I feel. But how do I go home now? How do I see Mum? How do I walk into the flat like nothing’s changed? How?

The policeman shrugs, edging closer to the door. I can tell he’s done with me. His part of the job is over. ‘With kids they usually let you go home until your court date. But maybe not … I dunno.’

My hands are clammy and I swallow hard, my throat all gravelly and dry. I don’t want him to lock the door. I don’t want him to leave. Panicking, I hurry over to where he stands in the doorway, causing him to straighten, his hand finding the gun on his hip like I’m going to rush him or tackle him or try something stupid. But I just want him to stay. ‘Um, my mum … what if she turns up?’ Because I know she will. As soon as she gets my note, she’ll storm down here.

He nods. I wish he’d smile but he doesn’t. ‘I’ll let someone know.’

‘Thanks.’

Then he looks down at me and I see his eyes are blue. Like a faded version of Mum’s. ‘You’ll be right,’ he says. He steps into the corridor, shutting the door quickly behind him. I hear the key turning on the outside and the clunk of the lock as it falls into place.

I try and breathe but no air’s coming. It’s stuck. I think I’m going to faint. I push the door. But it doesn’t give. Rattle the handle but it’s locked. I’m stuck in here. This is it.







alex


Apparently this is quiet for a Sunday but I’ve already counted thirty-two men in ridiculous-looking pants. At least Dad is just wearing grey ones that actually reach his ankles. I turned up in jeans and was almost not going to be permitted to play because there’s a dress code Dad obviously didn’t know about, because he didn’t tell me. Apparently nobody golfs in jeans at Rivergum Golf Club. The worst thing was Tone’s dad, Fraser, had to talk to the manager before I was allowed on. Now I feel like everyone is staring at me, and of course Tone is playing it all up because he loves it when someone else is out of place.

I’ve never been here before. Usually when I play golf it’s with my uncle at this funny little course out near his place on the beach. It’s not fancy. It’s not full of men in three-quarter pants. And it’s not at nine a.m. on a Sunday. But this place is all green and hilly and even though it’s close to the city, it feels like we’re in a tree-lined bubble far away from everything.

I watch Dad swing. Line his club up and swing again. Tone’s dad is giving him shit. I see Dad’s face redden with embarrassment that he hasn’t fully mastered the art. I wonder if the others notice too.

‘Birthday lemonade?’ says Tone, holding up a bottle and a can.

‘Big spender. Thanks,’ I say as he tosses me the can.

‘So what else did you get, other than clubs?’

Tone doesn’t try to hide how unimpressed he is that golf clubs were my number one present.

‘You know, books, clothes, vouchers.’

‘That all? I’m hoping for a car.’

I wait for him to laugh, but it doesn’t happen. I look across at him, trying to assess the joke. He looks back. ‘What? If I’m going to learn how to drive, I may as well do it in my own car. Dad doesn’t want me driving his. It cost half a mill.’

‘Yeah. Right,’ I say feeling both stupid and shocked. I don’t know anyone who gets a car for their birthday. Up until now I thought golf clubs were pretty generous. But Tone’s different to everyone else. His path is so smooth. I wonder what he’d say if I told him what we did last year. I wonder if he’d just shrug it off like he does with everything else because he’d know if it happened to him, somehow he’d walk clear.

My phone rings and I slide it out of my pocket. It’s Jake. I silence it and let it ring.

‘Lady friend?’

‘Yeah,’ I say.

‘Well, this is boring,’ says Tone, shaking his lemonade bottle. I step back, knowing what’s coming. He twists the lid, causing the lemonade to spurt out, fizzing wildly. We both laugh as it drips down onto the green, and is swallowed up.

My phone vibrates in my back pocket. I check the message.

Happy 16th. What time’s good for you?

I realise Tone’s trying to read over my shoulder. I swing away but I’m too slow.

‘Who’s Jake? Is he that guy from your old school?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Oh, wishing you happy birthday … nice …’ Tone’s voice suggests it’s anything but. He’s been pretty clear on where he stands with my old friends.

I have to make a choice. I wish Jake would understand. I text him back.

Can’t today. Family stuff. Soon.

I know it’s a risk. He made me promise. And I did. But he was threatening me and it’s not fair that he guilted me into hanging out. My phone beeps again.

‘Pushy little fella, isn’t he?’

Ignoring Tone, I read the text.

You promised!

I don’t know what to say to Jake. I can’t be who he wants me to be anymore.

‘Told Lucy about your party. She said she’ll bring chicks.’

I realise Tone’s watching me, waiting for something. Instead of texting back, I turn off my phone, knowing it’s the wrong thing to do, but not wanting Jake to ruin everything either.

‘What?’ I say.

‘I fucking hate golf,’ says Tone, watching my dad trying to connect with the ball.

‘I love it.’

He shoots me a look to see if I’m joking. I’m not.

‘No wonder my dad approves of you,’ he says before finishing the dregs of his lemonade and then grabbing my can and drinking that too.

‘Your dad isn’t much good, though,’ he says as Dad finally connects and sends the ball puttering down the course only about 100 metres. I hear him start to make an excuse and smile.

‘He’s tired, Tone,’ I say, echoing Dad’s excuse and making Tone raise an eyebrow.

‘Well, my dad is about to smash yours,’ he says. We watch Fraser pick out a club and send the ball flying hundreds of metres into the air. ‘Told ya.’

Dad walks back towards me, his face still pink. I try to smile but it’s pointless because I can’t make him feel better. This whole day is just going to be about Dad pretending there’s a reason for his bad playing. I wish he’d just cop it and admit how crap he is and move on. Then at least we could maybe have fun.

‘Nice shot, James,’ says Tone in his drawl.

Dad can’t work out if it’s a joke or not so instead of responding he reaches for his phone like he has urgent business on a Sunday morning. Tone winks at me and I feel a bit sick.

‘I’m up,’ I say, walking over to where Tone’s dad is waiting. We’re playing in fours. I’m about to use my new birthday clubs for the first time. I’m sure they’re expensive because Tone looked impressed when he saw them. Even picked one out and handled it, like he could judge just from the feel.

‘You as good as your dad?’ says Fraser with a straight face.

I’ve only met Tone’s father a couple of times. He’s interstate a lot for work, and so he’s rarely home when I go to Tone’s house after school. All I know is that he’s rich and powerful, and my dad spends half his week wishing he were more like him. But Fraser doesn’t look much like Tone. He’s really tall. Tone’s short. He’s portly. Tone’s as skinny as they come. In fact, they look nothing alike, except for the flash of mean that surfaces in their eyes every now and again. Like it did just then.

I shrug in reply and don’t look at him as I take my club out. The leather feels smooth under my hands. I don’t wear gloves. Not like the others. I like to feel the club, sense what it’s going to do.

I stand on the tee and look down the fairway. It’s all there. Waiting. This is not what I thought my sixteenth birthday would be. Jake and I had plans once for this day. We were going to train-hop, to find skate parks we’d never been to and ride them all until we had a favourite. Golf wasn’t part of the equation. And for a second, I long for something different. But it’s too late for all that now.

I position my lucky green golf ball my uncle bought me last summer. Line it up. And swing.

Thwack.

It’s one of my favourite sounds.

Tone’s dad whistles as the ball flies high, until it is soaring up in line with the spruce trees. And then curves perfectly down, landing right near the final green.

‘Nice shot, kid,’ says Tone’s dad, clapping me on the back. I wait for my dad to say something but he’s still fiddling with his phone. I look at him, but there’s nothing. He doesn’t even smile congratulations. And that hurts more than anything. I have to find my game face. If Dad’s going to play like this, then so am I.

‘Thanks, Mr A,’ I say with my most winning smile.

‘Fraser. Call me Fraser.’

Couldn’t be more clichéd if he tried. But I nod like I’d be honoured and I turn just in time to hear Tone swear loudly as he misses the ball several times before whacking it off course even worse than Dad did.

‘Jesus, Tone, you need some more lessons,’ says his dad as the four of us start our walk down the hill to find our balls. Within a couple of paces, I find myself out in front with Fraser as the other two trail behind on this sunny birthday morning.







jake


I’m waiting like a freak outside Alex’s house. I’ve been here for an hour, sitting on the hot concrete and leaning against the timber fence. While I’ve been waiting, about a hundred SUVs have driven past. Everyone must drive the same car around here. Luckily none of them have belonged to Alex’s mum.

I can’t believe this is where he lives now. This mansion. The front yard would fit my whole block of flats in it. It’s one of those streets that look like it knows where it is. There’s nothing out of place. No bins knocked over. No old cars parked on the kerb. No mailboxes full of catalogues. No cats balancing on fences waiting for someone to let them in. Even the front gardens are neat. I’m surprised nobody has called the police about me lurking here in my blacks with my shaved head.

I see Alex cross the main road at the bottom of the street. He’s in his fancy school uniform and he seems to be alone. I don’t get up. Not yet. I’m going to stay down here for as long as I can. I don’t want to seem too eager. I wait for him to look up, to notice me. But before he can, some other guy runs up behind him and jumps on his back, landing half on his shoulder and laughing. Alex doesn’t laugh but the other kid doesn’t seem to notice. This was a bad idea. There’s no way we can talk in front of his friend.

I hear the short guy saying something about some girl call Lucy, and then, before he can answer, Alex sees me. And the first thing he does is look at his friend, like he’s worried we’ll be seen together, and somehow that’s shameful. I hate him for that. ‘Whatcha doing here?’ he says, stopping about a metre away.

The other guy looks from me to Alex and a broad smile works its way across his face. ‘You crashed that party,’ he says to me in a voice that’s slow and measured. Now I remember him. He was the smug one.

‘Tone, go inside and see if you can find something to eat. I’ll just be a minute,’ says Alex, holding out a bunch of keys, but keeping his eyes on me like I’m going to do something stupid, like he needs to watch me all the time just in case.

‘You trying to get rid of me, Alex?’ Tone laughs.

Alex doesn’t answer and it’s pretty clear he is. And eventually Tone snatches the keys and walks down the path towards the house.

Alex steps closer, his eyes locked on mine. But I’m not scared of him. ‘We need to talk.’

He drops his bag on the ground, as if he’s preparing to fight me. I wonder how it came to this.

‘I’m going to the police,’ I say quietly, just in case his friend can hear.

He looks down. Maybe he’s avoiding me.

‘I just can’t feel like this anymore,’ I say.

He nods then and looks up from under his fringe. I see the brown of his eyes, but the warmth’s gone. I wonder if it reappears when I’m not around.

‘You planning on telling them about me too?’

‘I don’t know … maybe …’

He clenches a fist and I imagine him wishing he could smash me senseless so I’d forget everything.

‘Why?’

‘I just can’t let it be. We killed someone,’ I say, fighting back tears.

‘Yeah, I know. Every time I try and forget it, you’re right there to remind me.’ His voice is colder than I’ve ever heard it.

‘But how can you forget it, Alex?’

He shrugs. ‘Why do you need to hand yourself in? It’s not going to make any difference. He’s dead. But if you go to jail, your life will be over too. Just like your dad’s.’

I feel like he’s hit me right in the gut. Swung a punch that will hurt far longer than if he’d slammed his fist into my skin. ‘I’m nothing like my dad.’

‘Maybe you’re more alike than you think.’

I don’t know what to say. He’s never used my secrets against me before. ‘You’ve really changed, Alex.’

‘I’m just trying to look forward. Like you can.’

‘Yeah? And make something of myself?’ I say as sarcastically as I can.

Alex shuffles, leaning back against the fence like he needs the timber to keep him up. ‘Didn’t mean it like that …’

‘Yeah, you did. You sound just like your dad. He must be so proud.’

‘Fuck off, Jake.’

‘You can’t escape what we did.’

‘You aren’t my conscience. Go to the police if you want, but leave me out of it. Understand?’

No. I shake my head. I don’t understand. Not at all.

‘This isn’t just on me,’ I say, hating that he’s happy for me to take all the blame.

Behind us the front door to Alex’s house opens and Tone appears holding two packets of chips. ‘Zander? Barbecue or salt and vinegar?’ he yells down the path.

‘Barbecue,’ calls Alex.

‘There anything to drink?’

Alex closes his eyes for a second like he’s frustrated at dealing with this bullshit on top of everything else. ‘Bottom cupboard under the sink. Should be some cans of Coke or something.’

‘Righto,’ says Tone, going back inside.

‘Zander?’ I say with a grin, remembering how we used to laugh about that name.

Alex looks at me with an expression I can’t read. I realise he is Zander now. He’s not Alex anymore.

‘Oh, right. Zander. Sorry,’ I say.

He nods. ‘Yeah. Me too.’

I scuff my feet, not wanting him to go but not knowing what to say either.

‘I met her, you know … his daughter …’ says Alex.

I look at him but he’s looking down, his body tense.

‘I haven’t forgotten, Jake. Just because I’m not like you doesn’t mean it doesn’t haunt me. Okay? I think about it every day.’

His words make me feel lighter. It’s like he’s taking some of it off me. I breathe in and my body starts to relax and before I can think about what I’m saying, I’m saying it. ‘Let’s hang out one afternoon. Go to the skate park.’

He whips around and stares straight at me. ‘See, that’s what I don’t get, Jake. You go on like you give a shit. Like you’re all tortured and stuff. But you’re just using this to get to me. This is not about that man. This is about us.’

He picks up his bag and starts to walk away. I panic. He can’t go. We need to be in this together.

‘Alex, we killed someone. What would your friend think of that?’ I say, too loudly for the street, and it makes him wheel around with this face of anger and storm towards me and grab my shirt, get in so close I can smell his rage.

‘You’re my best friend,’ I say quietly, hating that I’ve come to this.

He lets go of me then and smiles a big radiant Alex smile I haven’t seen for months. I grin back as he slides his arm around my shoulder and pulls me in close.

‘Best friends don’t threaten each other, Jake. They look out for each other. Help each other.’

‘I’m not threatening you.’

‘Yeah you are.’

Am I?

‘Jake, we can’t hang out together if we end up in jail. It’s just the end of everything. That would suck. I don’t want that to happen. It would kill your mum. My folks wouldn’t care much. But your mum would. Especially because of your dad. Imagine how she’d feel. She’d blame herself.’

‘I know, but …’

‘We can’t change anything. We can’t bring him back. And it would just hurt more people.’

‘Yeah. I guess,’ I say.

Alex’s arm feels super heavy on my shoulders.

‘I think we just need to hang out more,’ he says.

‘Yeah? Really?’

‘Yeah. I miss you.’

‘Me too,’ I say, the emotion flooding through me.

‘Good. What about this weekend? You busy?’

‘What about now?’

He laughs and the sound is awesome.

‘Can’t. Got to go deal with him,’ he says, nodding towards the house.

‘Oh yeah. Right,’ I say, liking how he doesn’t seem to care about his new friend. ‘The weekend, then? Yeah, it’s your birthday. Let’s hang out on your birthday. Just you and me,’ I say, turning to see his face, the shadows under his eyes, the dark glaze that was never there before.

He smiles and nods and I wish we were back at school messing around in one of our classes and hanging out for the skate park after dark.

‘Not sure I can on my birthday,’ he says quietly.

And the anger rushes through me like I’m being electrocuted.

‘You have to,’ I say with steel in my voice.

He looks surprised and then nods. ‘Okay.’

‘Promise?’ I need to lock him in. I need to know we’re in this together.

‘Promise. I’ll call you, Jake,’ he says, releasing my shoulder and stepping away. ‘I’d better go. We good?’

‘Yeah.’

He waves at me as he walks down the path to his house. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Alex wave before. It’s the strangest sight. I’m not sure what it means either, but it seems very final, like he’s dismissing me, happy now we’ve sorted everything out. I want to believe that he misses me. I want to believe that we can go back to what we were. Because back then I didn’t feel like this. Back then I felt hopeful and in control. But Alex isn’t right about me. I’m not like my dad. My dad would never have considered handing himself in.







alex


I’ve heard she’s here. Of all the places for her to be she’s at this party that I didn’t even want to come to, but was dragged to by Tone and Murphy. I was going to leave, but now I want to see her, I want to meet her. Properly, not like at the debate. I don’t really remember what she looks like. Other than her long, red hair. And there are so many people here. There must be at least a hundred, maybe more. And apparently there are no adults. Just teenagers. Half my year is here and the rest are from other private schools around. I keep seeing familiar faces but I don’t know many people so I can sneak through the crowd looking for her.

It’s a big house with a huge backyard, so there are bodies everywhere. Music is blaring somewhere inside, but outside it’s just shadows and tiny corners of light. There are trees lining the fence to stop anyone looking in, and down the back there’s a tennis court that kids are mucking around on. There’s a lot of yelling and laughing, and a circle of girls are dancing barefoot on the grass.

‘Zander!’ I hear a slurring voice yell out that stupid nickname and I know it’s Tone. Nobody else calls me that. I spin around trying to find him, just as a knee digs into my back. Tone leaps onto me and tries to drag me down. I manage to shrug him off and let him fall to the ground. He laughs as he crashes onto the grass, then staggers to his feet. His shirt’s half stuffed into his pants at the front and he looks all wrong.

‘Did ya see Bonnie? She’s looking hot,’ he says with a sneer.

‘Maybe you should stop drinking,’ I say, sounding like someone’s dad.

He pulls a face. ‘Maybe you should start.’

A couple of girls bump past us laughing.

‘That’s my cue,’ says Tone, grinning at me as he takes off after them, leaving me alone in the middle of it all.

I have to find the girl. I start scanning for hair colour, realising that almost all the girls here have really long hair. It makes me think about Ellie and the last time I saw her. How definite she was that it was all finished.

I step over someone’s legs, and head to the back of the yard. There are shadows bouncing on the trampoline, and a bunch of people sitting in a circle talking and passing around a bottle of something. I turn to head back inside, and then I see her. She’s leaning against the fence, obscured by a lemon tree. I watch her, waiting to see what she’ll do, but she just seems to be standing there, still. I’d like to say she looks happy, that she’s coping with what happened, but I know nothing about her, so the fact she isn’t crying into a friend’s shoulder doesn’t really mean anything.

I sidle up, not sure what I’m going to say. And just as I reach her, she turns and slams into me, her drink tipping down my t-shirt and all over my arm.

‘Sorry,’ she says, slurring like Tone.

‘No worries. It’s fine,’ I say, shaking my shirt.

She leans against me, and sort of half slides down onto the ground. I crouch down beside her.

‘You okay?’

Her long hair is tangled across her face and she half pushes it away, giggling. ‘I’m drunk.’

‘Yeah.’

‘But I don’t drink.’

She slumps back and her head hits the fence. ‘Ow.’

I sit next to her, leaning back against the fence. ‘Did you come with friends?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Do you want me to find them?’

‘Nah.’ And she starts laughing again.

‘You sure?’

‘I don’t know much at all. I don’t even know whose party this is.’

‘Me neither,’ I say, looking for signs of Tone. Every now and then his laugh fires up somewhere in the darkness. I wait for her to recognise me, but she doesn’t seem to.

‘Do we know each other?’ I ask, hoping to jog her memory.

She looks at me and I can see her trying to focus but struggling. Her face isn’t like what I remembered. Maybe it’s make-up but she looks different to when I saw her last.

‘No. Don’t think so,’ she says. ‘Boys Grammar?’

I nod.

‘Girls Grammar,’ she says with a sigh, her head leaning dangerously close to my shoulder. I want to ask her questions, but not ones I can’t predict the answers to. Like, how are you coping without your father?

I wait for her to speak while I look at the legs of the people I go to school with as they stumble past.

‘I hate parties,’ she says. ‘Everyone seems so pleased with themselves. Don’t you think?’

‘I guess. Maybe they’re just drunk.’

‘No. I’m drunk and I’m not like that. It’s something else. It’s all some people talk about. It’s so boring.’

I think of Tone. ‘Yeah.’

‘I wasn’t going to come tonight but Mum made me. She actually rang my friend, if you can believe it.’ She starts laughing like it’s really funny, but there’s an edge to her laugh that wasn’t there before. ‘What a loser.’

I’m not sure if she means her or her friend or her mum. So I say nothing.

‘I don’t feel well,’ she says. And then her head flops down and connects with my shoulder and I feel her hair on my arm and it’s like an electric shock running through me and I want her off. I move, hoping she’ll get the hint but her head moves with me and I think she’s passed out or something.

I poke her arm. ‘You okay?’

There’s a groan but no words. I don’t know what to do.

Before I can even work out a plan, she coughs, leans forward and vomits everywhere on the grass. I jerk my legs away, hoping to avoid the spray. It’s super fast and over really quickly and she laughs as she wipes her mouth.

‘Sorry,’ she says, inching closer to me.

‘Do you want me to take you home?’ I say without thinking and then instantly regret it.

She nods. ‘Yeah.’

I jump up, relieved to be moving away from her. I hold out my hand and she lets me pull her up. Her skin is warm and soft, and her hand is tiny in mine. I let go as soon as she’s on her feet even though she sways in the night.

We start pushing through the crowd. I don’t turn because I’m hoping I’ll lose her as I reach the front gate, that someone will step forward to claim her and I won’t have to walk her home. I move as fast as I can, but it’s hard because I have to sidestep groups and couples. I’m terrified Tone will appear and I’ll have to explain why I’m walking this girl home.

I make it to the side gate and through to the front garden and as I step out onto the footpath, leaving the party behind, I feel a hand slide into mine and I know she’s still there. My shadow.

‘Where do you live?’

‘Not far.’

I try to pull my hand away but she’s holding on tight. Cars streak past us, their lights sweeping over our bodies. I can’t think of anything to say. We turn down a street to the left and the air cools as the trees along the side of the road get bigger. It’s so quiet here. Not even a dog barking. Each house we pass is bigger than the last, and the space around them is huge. Back in the borough, there was never enough space. You had to fight for your little square of it. The roads were crammed. The houses butted up against each other. Even school felt overflowing with students sometimes. But here, there’s too much space. Nobody ever has to share.

As we pass under a streetlight it flickers, like it can feel the charge running through me, from my fear of reaching her house and seeing where she lives. Her fingers have loosened in mine and I tug my hand away, tucking it into my pocket so it’s safe.

‘Mum bought me this dress today. Can you believe it?’

She pulls at the material, trying to look at it.

‘It’s nice,’ I say lamely, not really knowing if it’s nice or not. It just looks like a dress.

‘No, it’s not. It’s horrible. The material’s all itchy. But I had to wear it. She wants me to be like my friends.’

I don’t say anything to that because what can I say? Every angle will lead to the one thing I don’t want to talk about with her. I can’t believe I’m here and that I’m walking her home like I’m some sort of good guy. I have to get out of here. This isn’t right.

‘Are we almost there?’ I ask, my voice anxious.

‘The brown house on the left,’ she says, pointing to a huge place that’s even bigger than the house where the party was. She faces me, her eyes darker than I realised. She watches me and I try not to turn away. But I can’t have her look at me like that.

‘Are you coming in?’

‘No,’ I say, horrified at the thought.

She nods like she understands. But she doesn’t. I want to tell her why I can’t ever come in.

‘Mum will be up. Waiting for me. She’ll be watching from the window.’

I step away, into the darkness, hiding. She follows me like it’s some sort of game. And then she grabs me around the waist, her arms clinging on, and I squirm, desperate to be freed. But then she reaches up to try and kiss me and I turn my head just before our lips meet and she connects with my cheek. And then she must realise what she’s done because she jumps away, as shocked as I am.

‘Sorry,’ she says, for the third time tonight.

‘No, I’m sorry. I’m really, really sorry,’ I say, and she pulls a face, like she’s embarrassed at my apology. I try and fix it. ‘Oh, I’m not sorry about you. You’re really nice. But I’ve … I’ve got a girlfriend.’ I think of Ellie and hope she wouldn’t mind the lie.

She nods and looks down, her hair falling over her face like a shield. She looks broken and I know it’s because of what Jake and I did. She’s crumbling at parties and I’m walking away like it’s nothing to do with me. But it is. It’s all on me. And I don’t know what to do about it.

She looks up at me again and I see the sadness in her eyes. I feel panicked. Legs twitchy, I take a step back. I can’t help her. I need to leave before I try.

‘I’d better go. You right?’ My words sound cruel.

‘Yeah. Thanks,’ she says sadly.

And before I can stop myself, I reach out and grab her arm. ‘I’m really sorry.’

A frown flickers across her face. ‘What for?’

I shrug. I have to say it. ‘You having a bad time.’

She laughs like it’s funny, but the sound is thin and unreal. ‘Not your fault. Thanks for walking me home.’

And I watch as she stumbles down the last little bit of the road until she reaches her house. And I think of all she feels and all she’ll go on feeling forever. And even if I ran screaming into the police station to hand myself in, she wouldn’t feel any better. Nothing I can do will change what we did. I just have to make Jake understand that too.







jake


Ellie is lying on her back with her eyes closed. She spins past me on the roundabout and I take off after her, holding the metal edge and running as hard as I can to keep up. I dodge the bag of rubbish someone’s left on the ground.

‘Faster,’ she yells with a laugh in her voice.

‘I can’t,’ I say, letting go before I take off with the roundabout.

‘Then jump on!’

Without thinking I fling myself onto the metal cage, and hit my shin hard on the bar. I manage not to swear as I rub the spot. She opens one eye and pats the metal next to her. I shuffle over, and lie down, my elbow bumping hers, making my heart race. Too close. She’s too close.

‘Shut your eyes if you don’t want to feel dizzy,’ she says.

Instead I keep them wide open, staring up into the dusty sky, terrified of what will happen if I shut them. My body is so rigid, so tense, so frightened to move in case more of me touches her. We turn and we turn and we turn, slowing on each rotation, just like a gigantic spinning top in Mr Cap’s science class. Looking up we could be anywhere. It’s just when I look across at the park that sags under the weight of nobody ever cleaning it or doing any maintenance that I know exactly where I am.

I think about everything that’s happened. Too many things. I can’t keep them straight in my head. We keep spinning. Just. I don’t know what will happen when we come to a complete stop. Will she leave?

The light is dimming. It’s that strange time of night when I never feel settled.

‘So it’s just you and your mum?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Alex said your dad wasn’t around. Where is he?’

I breathe. I sneak a peek. Her eyes are still closed. Her face calm.

‘In jail,’ I say quietly, and wait for the reaction.

‘Oh,’ she says finally but still doesn’t open her eyes, and I wonder what she’s thinking. ‘Alex never told me that.’

I don’t know what to say now, how to skip to another subject that’s easier for us. One that doesn’t include Alex, but can be just ours. My head races through the possibilities. School. Home. But it’s all stained by Alex. He was there first.

‘What did your dad do?’ she says as she fits an elastic band around the tiniest bunch of hair without opening her eyes.

I don’t want to talk about this. Not to her. Not to anyone. I don’t even talk about it with myself. I’m quiet for the longest time and so is she. I know she’s waiting for me to tell her. If she was like everyone else she would have spewed out an apology and moved on. But Ellie isn’t like anyone else.

She pulls out her hair elastic and flattens the little bundle. I want to fix the strand that is sticking up, but my fingers are frozen to their metal bed.

‘He did some bad stuff,’ I say, causing her hands to stop moving.

‘Oh.’

‘Yep.’

‘Do you see him?’

‘No. He’s in Queensland. But I didn’t see him much before. He’d already left us.’ I try to never talk about my father. When it first happened, when he went away, I told Alex because I had to. But I don’t like thinking about it now.

‘When does he get out?’

I shrug. ‘I don’t know. We don’t have any contact.’

‘Are you angry about it?’

‘No. But I worry …’

She jumps on my words. ‘What? That you’ll end up like him?’

I wasn’t going to say that. I was going to say that I worry about my mum, but now that Ellie’s said it, I realise that’s exactly what I’m worried about. That no matter what I do, his badness is in my genes, and I can’t outrun it anymore. I don’t answer her.

‘Wow, that’s pretty honest.’

Her fingers touch my arm and I shudder.

‘Not really,’ I say, wishing we could change the subject.

‘You aren’t going to end up like your dad. No way.’

I feel a rush of energy in my body. If only she knew that I already am.

‘Your mum’s done a good job then, on her own,’ she says quietly, as she turns slowly onto her side and opens her eyes, just as I look at her. My face floods with heat and I look away.

‘Come back to school, Jake,’ she says. ‘Please. It’s boring without you around pinching my food. Lucas and Tien are no substitute. I need my friend back.’

Friend. I force a small smile in the dark. I don’t want to be friends. ‘I haven’t left. Not officially. Not yet anyway.’

‘So come back. You could catch up. I could help you,’ she says softly, making me hope that she really cares.

It’s so possible. I could go back. Finish the year. Make Mum happy. I could.

‘Have you seen the psych yet?’

‘How do you know about that?’

She shrugs. ‘You know. Things get around.’

‘Tomorrow. I don’t want to, but Mum’s making me.’

‘Well, I bet she wouldn’t make you if you came back to school. Started doing all your homework and proving you were serious about it. Please?’

I start to nod without thinking about what I’m doing. Ellie squeals and then grabs me. It’s awkward because I’m lying on my back and she’s on her side and I can feel her body and I reach to grab her back and then she starts to pull away, but by then my mouth is near hers and I’m kissing her.

And it’s beautiful.

Her lips are wet and soft and sweet and her mouth tastes like chips and salt and I can feel her tongue and it’s everything I knew it would be. And then just as quickly, she’s gone. The kiss is done. Over. Finished. And she’s sitting up and I don’t know what just went wrong.

I can’t look at her. The moment’s gone.

‘Jake …’ she says, one word hanging in the night. And she doesn’t need to say anything else. She doesn’t need to explain that Alex came first. That Alex is here, between us, unseen but looming. I know it too.

‘Jake …’ she says again, and this time her fingertips brush my bare arm and I’m looking at her and she’s looking away.

‘Yeah.’

‘Is this about you and Alex? You trying to get back at him?’ Her voice is so soft it’s like I imagined it.

‘No,’ I say, horrified she’d think that of me.

‘But we’re friends. You know that,’ she says, turning back to me and biting her lip.

I nod, feeling stupid. ‘Yeah. Course.’

‘I’m sorry,’ she says, like I’m the mistake, like I’m the apology that has to come.

I shrug like it doesn’t matter. But inside I ache. ‘Okay.’

She slaps her knee and says, ‘Bloody mozzies. They’re eating me alive. They always do.’

But the air is clear of mozzies. The air is warm and sweet and still. And ruined.

‘I’d better get home,’ she says, trying to delicately climb from the roundabout as it sways with her weight.

‘See you at school tomorrow, Jake. Okay?’

She jumps clear and I watch her back away from me.

‘Yeah. Okay,’ I say, knowing it’s just one more big, fat lie. Then it’s almost as if she reads my mind, because she stops in the darkness, just far enough away so I can’t reach her.

‘Don’t bullshit me, Jake. Are you going to be at school or not?’

‘Yeah,’ I say in the loudest, fakest voice I can manage.


I don’t want to be here. But Mum has left me no choice. She drove me here, to this practice in the suburbs, and then said she’d come in with me unless I walked myself in through the glass doors. She’s so set on me going back to school.

There are others waiting in the room. Some have parents sitting too close, fussing over them. One is pretending to sleep. I walk to the counter and wait for the receptionist to get off the phone. Her voice is too high and her nails make a clicking sound as her fingers pound across the keyboard. I can see the top of her head where the hair dye has started to grow out. She hangs up and takes her time staring at the computer screen before pulling an indifferent smile. ‘Yes?’

‘I’ve got an appointment with Dr Michaels.’

‘First time here?’

‘Yeah.’ And hopefully last.

‘You have to fill this in,’ she says, sliding a clipboard across the bench to me.

‘Thanks.’

I take the clipboard and her black pen and find a seat on the outer circle of the waiting room. Some kid is curled up in the corner and his mum is patting his head with one hand and texting with the other. I tick boxes and scribble answers doubting that anyone actually reads these forms. Then I take the board back to the desk.

‘Won’t be long,’ she mouths to me, while also listening to someone on the phone.

I nod and go back to my seat. As soon as I sit down a boy looks over at me. He’s in a school uniform, complete with fancy blazer and tie. His forehead is covered in a strange sort of rash and he reaches up to try and brush his hair down over it. He does a half smile and then looks away. I pull out my phone and scroll through messages, wishing I could text Alex and know he’d text me back. But we’re so far from that now. And after everything that happened with Ellie I know I can’t message her either.

‘Jake Reynolds,’ I hear a man say. I look up and see a middle-aged guy with glasses scanning the room. It’s so tempting to stay in my seat and pretend it’s not me.

I let him call my name out again before slowly standing and shuffling over to him. He nods at me, and then starts to walk away, so I follow. We weave down a long corridor with lots of little rooms off to each side. There must be a lot of kids needing a lot of help if all the closed doors mean someone is in a psych session.

‘Just in here,’ he says, opening a door to a room about the size of my bedroom. In the corner is a box of toys and a small wooden table with pens and pencils on it. I hope they’re not for me.

‘Take a seat, Jake,’ he says, pointing to a proper chair.

‘I thought you were going to put me over there,’ I say, laughing.

‘No. You’re a bit big for that,’ he says without any humour.

I sit down opposite him, my stomach full of nerves, and my pits clogged with sweat.

‘I’m Matthew,’ he says, looking at me intently. His eyes are dark chocolate brown, like Alex’s. ‘Just to get a few things cleared before we start, these sessions are confidential, unless I feel that you’re a danger to yourself or others. I want you to feel like you can tell me anything. Okay?’

I want to laugh and shout, I’m a teenager, dickhead. We don’t talk about stuff to strangers, okay? Instead, I nod.

‘So you’ve been dodging school.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Can you tell me why?’

I shrug.

‘From what your principal said, you’ve been a good student. Why the change?’

I shrug again and look around the room to try and find a clock. I want to know how many minutes I have left.

‘Are you bored?’

I shrug. And this time he scribbles something on a pad.

‘Do you intend to go back to school, Jake?’

‘Dunno.’

‘Thing is, it won’t be your choice for much longer. They’ll expel you.’

Even though I know it’s true, his words hit me in the gut so hard I can barely breathe.

‘Do you want to be expelled?’

‘Oh yeah, it’s my dream,’ I say, because I can’t stand how stupid this all is.

‘Let’s try to limit the sarcasm.’

‘Yeah. Why don’t we?’ I look back at him, chopping his face into pieces with my eyes. How did I get to this?

‘If you don’t want to talk to me, Jake, then there really is no point to you being here.’

‘Agreed,’ I say, hating myself for sounding like this.

‘Okay, well, we’re done. Thanks for coming in.’

He stands up. He actually stands up like he’s going to walk me to the door. I refuse to move. He knows he has me trapped. I’ve got nowhere to go.

‘I can’t help you, Jake, if you won’t talk.’

But I can’t talk to him. And the only person I can talk to doesn’t want to talk to me. I feel like I’m going to throw up. Everything’s surging through me. I stand up so quickly the chair tips backwards and hits the ground.

‘You’re right. You can’t help me.’

I’m out of there before he’s even made it around the desk. I don’t care anymore. There’s no point to any of this. There’s no Alex. There’s no Ellie. There’s no hope.







alex


At a party last night I hooked up with a girl who looks like every other girl I’ve been set up with in the last few weeks. Tone keeps trying to find me a suitable girlfriend because I let slip that Ellie and I have split. He assumed I’d dumped her. I didn’t correct him. The more I do things like that, let people think one thing when the truth is something different, the closer I am to being a person I don’t like much. While Jake’s patrolling for the truth, on the hunt for his own rescue, his own guilt mission, I’m sinking into myself, softened up by all the fancy gyms, rowing machines, and promises of being better. I’m buying the dream.

I remember the day I realised Jake wasn’t like me. Up until then I’d always figured we were the same, because we got on so well. But that afternoon, Mum baked a cake. She’d never bake a cake now, but back then she still liked making things. It was a disgusting cake, but I pretended to like it because that’s just what I did. But Jake took one mouthful and screwed up his face. Mum asked him if he liked it and he told her straight up that it was horrible. I’m sure she thought he was being rude, but he wasn’t. He was just being honest.

I was only about twelve, but I remember Mum watching us on and off all afternoon after that, like she was trying to assess who Jake was, but he didn’t attempt to win her over and after a while she gave up and wandered away. Jake’s always been sort of quiet around adults, but with me, he talked non-stop, about all sorts of things. He knew all the names of the constellations, all the Latin names for dinosaurs, and all about animals and insects and marine life. He knew stuff no kid ever knew, because he collected facts. It was like his whole world played out in his head. He didn’t have toys or books or things, but he had information. And to a kid like me who had grown up with pretty much everything I could want, except a dad who was home in time for dinner, Jake was fascinating.

But now all the things he knows about me are like little bombs waiting to go off. I’m not sure what he’s going to do with them, or when he’ll detonate them, but he will. He’ll get me back. I know it.

Just like he did by telling Ellie.

I try and blink Jake out of my head and fix my hair so that it’s not all wild, and then I mess it up again because she always liked it messy. I know coming here is stupid. But after kissing that girl last night I just have to see Ellie, even if she slams the door in my face.

I knock, remembering the first time I knocked on this wooden door. How nervous I was then. And how I am even more nervous now. I try to find my centre, the way the drama teacher used to show me. If I can find my centre, if I can just nail the role, then I can be whoever Ellie wants me to be. I breathe deeply, feeling my chest fill with air. I know what I have to say. I know who I have to be. I can do this.

It seems to take ages for the door to open. While I wait, I look around for differences. The grass is a bit long in patches, and the red snapdragons have come out. Someone has knocked over the gnome. I make a move towards it, wanting to sit it up so it’s looking out at the world, but just at that moment, the door swings open. Ellie’s cut her hair super short. Maybe Jake’s shaved head was contagious. I have this intense need to touch it with my hand, but I don’t. I wonder how she can tie and untie her tiny ponytails now.

‘Your hair looks great,’ I say, finding a smile.

‘Thanks,’ she says and rubs across it with her long fingers. I see she’s not wearing the silver ring I bought her at Christmas.

‘What are you doing here, Alex?’

She’s standing in the doorway, and I wonder if she’s going to let me in.

I practised on my way here. I know what lines to use. How honest she needs me to be. I drop my voice a little. ‘I just wanted to see you.’

She nods. I’ve never seen her so cold before. Her face is so locked down it’s like there’s no way she’s going to give me anything at all.

‘Ellie …’ I reach out to stroke her arm and she lets me for about three seconds, and then she pulls away and my hand falls down, swinging like it shouldn’t be there.

‘Can we talk?’ I say, my heart breaking.

She smiles and for a millisecond I can pretend we’re back where we were. She walks past me in the spotty shorts Sass always envied. Her legs are browner than I remember. Maybe that’s what happens to memories. The good ones start to fade even when you don’t want them to.

She sits down on the edge of the gutter, her bare feet tucked up under her. I see flashes of red on her toes and remember the time she painted my nails and I had to hide them from Dad until they all chipped off. I’m aware of people watching from windows because it’s a suburban street and that’s what people do. A couple of kids are riding their bikes up and down the driveway opposite. I sit down next to her, almost close enough to feel her warm skin.

She leans back on her elbows and the urge to touch her is so strong. ‘What do you want to talk about, Alex?’

‘How’s school?’

She raises an eyebrow and turns her head, squinting into the fading sun. I could stare at her face forever.

‘Lame. Okay, I miss you,’ I say, trying to find my truth.

‘I miss you too,’ she says, bumping against my shoulder and making me hope. ‘But you’re different now. And it’s not because of the school thing. It’s you.’

‘I won’t be. I’ll be me. I promise.’

She shakes her head and sits up, finding a piece of grass to pluck and roll between her fingers. Doesn’t she know she’s killing me?

‘It’s not Jake’s fault, you know. I already felt the distance. Like you were vanishing, before he said anything.’

I try to breathe normally, knowing it is Jake’s fault. It’s all Jake’s fault. ‘What if I told you what happened last year?’ I’m sounding desperate now and my script has vanished. I’m in dangerous territory.

But then a car toots, breaking whatever moment we were having. As the little red Holden turns into the short driveway out the front of Ellie’s brown brick house, she jumps up and waves at the driver. I know without looking that it’s her mum. Ellie seems torn between her home and me, and she stands in the front garden, stuck in the middle ground between us. And as I watch her I realise I can never tell her what happened last year. If I did, then I’d be admitting it to myself and I can’t. Ellie knows it too. She turns around and smiles.

‘I’ve got homework, Alex …’

I nod. ‘Sure. Okay.’

She wants me gone. But before she skips away from me forever, she walks back with that steady stride, until she looks straight up into my eyes. ‘Are you going to tell me?’ I can see that she still has feelings for me. She has to.

‘I can’t, El. I just can’t.’

The thing I love about Ellie more than anything else is that I never know what she’s going to do next. And what she does will mess up my head for a long time. She grabs me, slides her arms around my neck and pulls my head down and kisses me long and hard on the lips. And I sink into her with everything I have. The skateboard drops from my hand and hits the ground hard. I can feel my heart racing, my chest threatening to explode. I’ve missed this. Her.

Then she breaks off the kiss and pushes me away.

‘See ya round, Alex.’

I’m too stunned to do anything. I let her walk into the house and shut the front door. And I’m still standing there like it’s all been a big mistake and she’ll be back any minute with a Sunnyboy and a sticky, sweet orange kiss.

Of course she won’t. Of course she’s gone inside to do her homework and if she’s eating a Sunnyboy she’s certainly not bringing one out for me. Why did I come?

Before I leave I straighten up the gnome and brush the dirt from his face. I swivel him deep into the soil so he won’t fall over again. He seems to be smiling at me.

As I skate away, I pass our old park. Jake and I were both eight when our parents agreed to let us come to this park on our own. It was a monumental day. He had a bag of chips and I had two bananas. It was enough to keep us going for about three hours, until his mum turned up worried that something had happened because we were supposed to be home after 40 minutes, but we didn’t have a watch between us and time meant nothing back then.

It was our park. First time we ever drank alcohol was in this park. I stole one of Dad’s beers and we shared it, before Jake vomited it up again near the bottom of the slide. We both felt so bad that we came back the next morning and covered over the vomit with tanbark just in case some poor little kid ended up landing in it. It was where we made our plans. Our promises.

But I haven’t been here alone in a long time. It’s early evening, still light, and the graffiti is clearly visible, and the rubbish from the day blows across the ground. There’s hardly anything here, just a concrete tunnel and a short slide, a couple of swings, one of the old metal roundabouts and a park bench. It’s fenced off, like it’s trying to stop the kids who come here from running away, or the kids who might want to come from getting in. Jake and I always figured nobody ever came here. That it was ours, this neutral place where we could be proper friends, where nothing from his world or from mine could interrupt.

But today there are a couple of boys, who look about four, being pushed on the swings by their mums. One boy is yelling about being Superman and the other is quiet, observing, just being. The mums are chatting too. And I stop at the gate and look in, watching them for a second. I see the bin overflowing and graffiti scrawled inside the tunnel. I see the way the metal bars rock as the swings pull and push at their anchors. And then I drop my board onto the road and skate away. Leaving behind a place I don’t belong to anymore.







jake


Mum’s up even though it’s only 7.30 and she’s on nights. I’m trying to avoid her, hoping she’ll disappear back to bed if I stay in my room long enough. I was sure she’d forget about today. But she clearly hasn’t.

‘Two sugars?’ Mum asks pushing my door open with her elbow and walking in with two cups.

‘Yeah,’ I say and turn away to face the wall.

I hear the cup go down on the side table and then the room is flooded with light. I can’t help but groan.

‘You need to get up. We have to be there at 8.30,’ she says, sitting on the edge of my bed.

‘Where?’

‘Jake,’ she says sharply.

Of course I know what today is. And of course she’s cross. I just don’t want to go.

I can smell the medical smell she gets when she’s on nights. Even after she showers, she still reeks of hand sanitiser. I give up and roll over. Mum’s staring out, dazed, into the other room. If I’m quiet, she’ll be asleep again soon.

I sneak my arm past her and reach for my coffee.

‘Your fingernails are filthy, Jake. Don’t you ever wash?’

She has a point. They are.

I look up and see she’s watching me. I try to smile but it comes out wrong.

‘You going to tell me what’s going on?’

I slurp as loudly as I can and the hot coffee burns the back of my throat.

‘Jake …’ Her voice is full of something I don’t want to hear.

‘Mum, it’s fine. Everything’s fine.’

She snorts a sarcastic laugh and says, ‘You can’t try that with me.’

‘Well, it is.’

‘So why are we being called in to see Mrs Boyce?’

‘I don’t know,’ I say.

‘I have a fair idea. It’s because you’re wagging school all the time.’

‘I’m not. I’ve missed a few days. It’s nothing.’

‘It’s something.’

I sip more coffee, trying to find the sugar. ‘Did you stir this?’

‘You’ve got a shot, Jake. You’re smart. Don’t screw it up,’ she says, standing up. I pretend to focus on my cup, scratching at the edge with my dirty nail, but she’s right. I know she is.

‘Okay. I’ll stop wagging.’

‘Really? You promise?’

I see how tired she is. The relief is all over her face. She just wants to go to bed; instead she’s playing babysitter to her teenage son.

‘I promise.’

‘Today? You’ll go today?’

‘Yep.’

‘After the meeting? You’ll stay until the end?’

I force a laugh. The questions are crazy. She’s trying to box me in.

‘It’s not funny. Mr Capuano is worried about you. I’m worried about you.’

I like thinking Mr Cap is worried. He doesn’t seem to worry about much. It’s nice he’s reserving it for me. Even if there’s no point in him worrying about me anymore. It’s not like it’ll change anything.

‘Okay,’ I say, dodging, agreeing to anything.

I see her smile. Just a little one, because she’s pretending she’s still cross with me. But I know better. Mum never stays cross. She can’t. It’s just the two of us, so if she stays cross at me she has nobody to talk to.

‘And grow your hair out again. Please,’ she says, staring at my shaved head.

I shrug. ‘Why? I like it.’ And I do. I like that I’ve shaved the old me away.

She frowns. ‘You look like your father.’

It’s like a slap in the face. I don’t want to look like him.

‘No you don’t, honey. Sorry,’ she says quickly. ‘It’s just the shaved head …’ Then she smiles properly and leans down to kiss my head and I hear her sniff it.

‘Shower now. Wash your fingernails and shampoo your …  head,’ she says.

‘Yes, Mum,’ I say, watching her walk out slowly.

I wish I could talk to Mr Cap about genetics. I tried researching it, but nothing answered my question. How do I escape my inheritance?

I roll out of my bed and consider the shower, but decide that showering and turning up to school on the same day is a little ambitious, so I’ll start small with going to school. We don’t have an actual uniform; we have an unofficial one. Mine is black jeans and a t-shirt. Sometimes they are old band t-shirts and sometimes they are just plain black. Today I find a clean plain one and smother my pits in deodorant. There’s no point going to the meeting. I know what Mrs Boyce is going to say. She’s going to point out to Mum how many days I’ve wagged, and Mum is going to be shocked and embarrassed that she had no idea. Then she’ll blame herself for working nights and not being around more and I’ll feel like a complete arse.

The thing is I don’t want to wag. I don’t even mean to wag. Some days I head off to school, bag packed, Vegemite sandwich in plastic wrap, but as I walk along the path near the overpass, I feel in my pocket for the stub of broken plastic from his headlight that I carry around with me and I can’t go any further. I just keep thinking about what we did. About him. And Alex. And me. And the whole catastrophe and then it stops me doing anything. And now that Tien has replaced me in Mr Cap’s summer science program, I really don’t seem to belong.

Of course I can’t tell Mum any of that because that would mean telling her things I don’t want to admit.

As I lace up my sneakers as loosely as possible, a high-pitched beeping noise cuts across the morning and I smell the smoke. I grab my pillow off the bed and dash to the smoke alarm outside my bedroom door. Our flat is so small we only have one alarm. I counted the ones in Alex’s new house. There were five.

I wave the pillow furiously under the screaming noise.

‘Mum,’ I yell. ‘The griller.’

It’s happened before when Mum’s been on nights. She’s put the bread under the grill and sat down at the table and drifted off. I see her sit up, and then realise what’s going on. She dashes to the kitchen, pulling out the slices of blackened bread and tossing them into the sink just as the smoke alarm stops.

‘That was the last of the bread. Sorry,’ she says from the kitchen.

‘I’m not hungry anyway.’

‘I am,’ she says with a sigh, leaning against the bench like everything is just too hard.

‘Go back to bed, Mum. I can go on my own,’ I say quietly.

She looks over, shaking her head. ‘What, and have the principal think I don’t care? No way. I’m coming.’

‘Okay. Okay. Just trying to save you the trip.’

She walks over to me. ‘You’re just trying to get out of going.’

I smile.

‘It’s not funny, Jake. I’ll just get my shoes. You ready?’

‘Yep.’

She turns as she reaches her door. ‘Did you even shower?’

The burnt toast means she fell asleep, even if it was for only twenty seconds. ‘Yeah. I did.’

She shrugs like she maybe believes me but probably doesn’t. And then she’s back, pulling on her good shoes. I realise she’s dressed up. Skirt. Nice top. No stains. She’s making an effort and it makes me feel even worse.

‘Come on. If we go now, I can get some takeaway from that milk bar on the way,’ she says.

We walk out of the block of flats into sunshine. Mum puts her sunnies on and I have to hurry to keep up with her. Neither of us is talking. And that’s fine by me. I’m running answers through my head, preparing for the attack by Mrs Boyce.

We pass Alex’s house. The ‘Sold’ sign has been graffitied by someone with a spray can. Seeing all the illegible tags is reassuring somehow. Like him leaving has made other people angry too.

‘Have you seen Alex?’ Mum asks as we cross the road.

I consider lying but settle for vague. ‘Not for a while.’

‘Is that the problem?’

‘No, Mum. I told you, there’s no problem.’

Mum grabs my hand and holds it tight as we reach the little park. I try not to pull away even though the feel of her fingers is strange. It’s been a long time since we’ve held hands. As we approach the milk bar, Mum releases me, like she’s realised it’s strange too.

‘Want something?’

‘Chocolate Big M,’ I say.

She nods and goes to open the door. But it’s locked.

‘Oh, come on!’ she says loudly, sounding more like a teenager than a woman in her thirties.

‘They’re always closed these days,’ I say, remembering the last time I tried to buy a pie at lunchtime.

‘No wonder milk bars are going out of business if they aren’t open at eight in the morning.’

I can’t help but laugh.

‘I’ve had two hours’ sleep, Jake.’

‘Yeah, sorry.’

We keep going. Mum in front. It’s not far to school and I wonder if we’ll see Ellie. I’d like Mum to meet her. I think they’d get along.

‘Any idea why we’re being called in?’

‘No,’ I say.

Mum turns and gives me a look of frustration before striding in through the gate. My heart is bouncing wildly in my chest. I really don’t want to be here. I wish Mum would walk next to me. I feel like I’m being led to my end.

Mum holds the door open for me and we walk in to the overly air-conditioned administration building. As Mum goes up to the counter to talk to the receptionist Jeanette, I take a seat on one of the red vinyl chairs. I hear Mum explaining that we have a meeting with Mrs Boyce.

I look down at my hands. I should have washed under my fingernails. I imagine Mrs Boyce shaking my hand and seeing how dirty I am.

As Mum comes back, the strap of her bag falls from her shoulder and the leather bag she bought herself for Christmas hits the ground. I jump up to help her scoop things up from the floor, but she sweeps it all in before I can even touch the hairbrush.

‘Mum,’ I whisper.

Still crouching on the patterned carpet, she looks up and I see her blink away tears.

‘I promise,’ I say, hoping this time I can hold myself to it. I just need to do what Alex says. I need to move on. Somehow.

‘Mrs Reynolds?’

The sound of the voice behind us makes Mum jump like she’s been caught doing something wrong. ‘It’s Ms,’ Mum says softly.

‘I’m Mrs Boyce,’ says the principal, barely looking at me. ‘My office is this way.’

Mum takes off after her and I follow, Mrs Boyce’s beige heels clicking down the hallway into a large, airy office. The curtains are open and I can see the schoolyard. I hope the glass is tinted. I’d rather nobody could see me.

I’ve never been in here before. It’s very clinical. Sort of like a doctor’s surgery. There’s no stuff. Just a couple of photo frames on the desk and a computer and a pile of papers and a few paintings hanging on the wall that look like student work. But the rest of it is as beige as Mrs Boyce’s bobbed hair and shoes.

‘Thanks for coming in,’ she says in her best teacher voice. ‘I’m going to get right to it. Jake has already missed seventeen days of school this term. Were you aware of this?’

Mum looks at me and I can see the panic in her face. She had no idea. She swallows and looks back. ‘Um, yes. I know.’

Lying obviously runs in the family.

‘You can imagine our concern.’

‘Yes.’

‘So I’ve called this meeting to try and get to the bottom of it. I need to know why Jake has stopped turning up to class. He is one of our better students.’

It’s like I’m a ghost because Mrs Boyce still hasn’t even looked at me. But Mum does. Mum stares. And I can tell all the horrible thoughts she’s thinking as she stifles a yawn.

‘Jake? Have you got anything to say?’ says Mum.

‘I’m sorry.’ It sounds pathetic even to me.

And clearly to Mrs Boyce, who jumps in with, ‘Well, I’m pleased you’re sorry, Jake. But we take attendance very seriously, which I believe you know.’

Now she looks at me from over the top of her glasses. And I look away.

‘What do you think we should do, Jake?’ she says, still watching me.

I start picking at the dirt under my fingernails, trying to slide it out in pieces, but really just moving it from one side of the nail to another.

‘I’ll stop wagging,’ I say, knowing how unlikely that is.

‘I’m more interested in why it’s happening,’ she says.

I shrug.

‘You don’t know why you’ve stopped coming to school?’ she says incredulously.

The seconds stretch. Nobody speaks. There’s just the sound of kids outside the window, yelling, playing, and going to class like their lives are totally normal. Then Mum explodes. ‘Something’s happened. He’s changed. I don’t know what it is. He won’t tell me. But it’s something.’

I can’t believe Mum just said that. I can’t believe she’d give me up like that. Hurt is everywhere.

‘Jake? Has something happened?’ says Mrs Boyce.

Now the two of them are in on it. Pushing me for answers.

‘No. Nothing’s happened. Some days I just don’t want to go to school.’

Mum coughs and the sound makes both the principal and I look over at her. ‘I’m worried that it’s something to do with his father …’

‘No,’ I say before I can help it.

But Mum has turned and is talking to Mrs Boyce now. I’m no longer here.

‘His father is in jail …’

‘Yes, I’m aware of that. Has he had contact with his father recently?’

‘No, but maybe he should …’

I stand up but look down. I don’t want to catch Mum’s eye.

‘Jake? We aren’t finished,’ says Mrs Boyce.

‘This has nothing to do with my father,’ I say, controlling my voice as well as I can. Mum reaches for my hand but I don’t let her have it. I can’t believe she’d drag him into this.

‘Okay, well, I can see that we aren’t going to come to any conclusions today. School isn’t opt in and opt out. We have a duty of care. So I’m putting you on suspension for five days. And I want you to see a psychologist.’

I say nothing. I know if I say anything it’ll be the end. So I shut my mouth while the two of them plan my life as if I’m not even in the room.







alex


Today is my first official lesson in debating. Actually, to be honest, I’m not really sure what I’m doing here, but there’s all this pressure to take on extra-curricular activities and Tone said debating was a good one, although I think his idea of ‘good’ means getting to hang out with girls. I wanted to investigate the drama club but when I sussed Tone out about it, he looked at me like I was nuts. I have to find a way to make Tone get why I want to do drama. I haven’t admitted to anyone here how I feel about acting. I know it’s not really something they’re going to understand. So for the moment, I’ve joined up for debating, which Ellie laughed at when I told her.

Tone doesn’t know yet that Ellie and I aren’t together any more, but it doesn’t actually make any difference because he never took my relationship with her seriously anyway. Kept saying it was like a family with BMWs trying to get used to driving a Ford, and it would never work in the long run. I wanted to punch him when he made that analogy but nobody ever punches Tone. Everyone at school knows he’s full of shit, but he’s the social glue in the world I now find myself in, so I’m sort of stuck with him. Also his dad is someone my dad thinks is just about the most impressive and influential person of all time. Tone’s dad is this bigwig in commercial business, and my dad is pumped I’m hanging out with his son. So whatever I think of Tone and some of his stupid ideas, I’m riding it, because I know one day he’s going to come in very handy at home.

‘You ready, Alex?’

It’s Murphy, another new friend. He’s a bit more serious than Tone and he actually likes debating because he likes debating, not because he likes checking out girls.

‘Yeah, ready as I’ll ever be.’

I’m nervous as hell. This is my first debate with a team from another school. All we’ve done so far is practice debates at school and that’s kind of okay because you’re debating against other kids you know. But today we’re competing against a team from a girls’ school and I really don’t want to screw it up. Murphy always delivers the concluding speech, so I’ll be second and Tone will be first. Today we’re doing a secret debate, which means we won’t know the subject until we get to the other school and then we have one hour to work out our arguments. That’s the bit that terrifies me most. What if I can’t think of something good to say? It’s fine when you can pre-prepare over weeks and learn a sort of script, but this requires fast thinking.

We walk through the gates to the girls’ school. I haven’t been here before, so I have no idea where the small theatrette is, meaning I have to blindly follow Tone, Murphy and the others, feeling more and more like the outsider I am.

‘Wonder if Jasmine’s in the team,’ I hear Murphy say to Tone.

‘Hope so,’ laughs Tone.

Murphy turns to me and says very seriously, ‘I hope not. She always creams us.’

‘Yeah, but she’s hot,’ says Tone, earning a punch in the shoulder from Murphy. I try to ignore them. For one crazy second I actually wish I were back at my old school with Jake. Instead I’m about to stand behind a lectern and make a seven-minute argument on a yet-to-be-disclosed subject. My head is buzzing. I try to slow my breathing and it’s working until Tone slaps me on the back, a crazy grin across his face.

‘This way, boys,’ says our supervising teacher, Mr Mallison, as we walk towards a row of glass doors. This school looks so similar to ours it’s no wonder it claims to be our sister school. We walk into the theatrette. It’s cool and smells decidedly nicer than ours does. Sass always jokes that all the girls in her class hate going to the boys’ school because the buildings smell like sweat and stinky feet. Maybe she’s right.

A young female teacher suddenly materialises in front of us like she’s a ghostly spirit and hits Mr Mallison with a big friendly smile.

‘Even the teachers are hot,’ whispers Tone. I don’t bother responding. There’s some sort of brief welcome and then the teacher called Miss Park tells us the girls are already on stage waiting for us. By now my stomach is somersaulting wildly and I just want to run. Walking through to the stage area, I see the lectern. And the microphone. And the girls in school uniforms standing to one side. They seem to be sussing us out as much as we are them. They look just like older versions of my sister with their long hair in neat ponytails or plaits. I barely look at them and instead pretend to find the fingers on my left hand intensely interesting.

‘So I bet you’re all wondering what the subject is for today’s debate,’ says Miss Park. She’s met with a few nervous giggles.

‘Well, it’s a heavy one … it’s “That Civilisation Has Failed”.’

‘Groan,’ says Tone under his breath and for once I agree with him.

‘Obviously you can take it to mean whatever you like as long as your team has a strong cohesive argument. Let’s do scissors, paper, rock to see which team takes which argument. Can I have a boy and a girl step forward, please?’ says Miss Park. Tone steps forward automatically and that’s fine by me. Today he can take control of whatever he likes. I’m happy in the shadows. A girl with an incredibly long blonde plait steps forward for the girl’s team.

‘Okay, Jasmine and Anthony, ready?’

I’m amazed that Miss Park knows Tone’s name. I guess that’s the thing with these schools – everyone knows everyone. But to hear him called Anthony is strange. Nobody calls him that at our school. Not even the teachers.

I watch Tone smile at Jasmine as he puts out his hand and they do scissors, paper, rock. Tone makes a rock and Jasmine makes paper. The girls win.

‘Sorry,’ says Tone, trudging back to us like he’s lost something monumental. He hates losing.

‘We pick affirmative,’ says the girl.

‘Okay, so boys, you’re arguing for the negative,’ says Miss Park and I automatically wonder what that means I should be arguing. That civilisation hasn’t failed?

‘You have an hour to prepare your argument. Sarah will hand out pens and paper so you can prepare some points.’

A girl with long red hair pulled into a slightly messy ponytail comes over to hand out the stationery.

‘Hey, Sarah, how’s it going?’ says Tone, taking the pens. The girl just glances across at him like he’s not even there, then turns and walks away. As Tone, Murphy and I move towards our table and chairs on one side of the stage, Tone whispers to me, ‘Her old man died last year. Some accident on the freeway. She’s been all weird ever since.’

Tone’s words worm their way into my brain. I stop moving.

‘Was he an architect?’ I say, trying to make the connection without giving anything away.

Tone shrugs and then turns to me. ‘Yeah. Think so. He worked with Bernie’s dad.’

I don’t know who Bernie is and I don’t care. My legs have started shaking like they can’t possibly hold me up. Tone and Murphy must have sprinted to the table because they are already huddled together with Mr Mallison and there’s an empty chair waiting for me. But I don’t think I’ll make it. The red-headed girl is his daughter. The one Jake tracked down. The one who wrote the thank-you card that is still jammed under all my jocks in the drawer. And now she’s here about to argue that civilisation has failed. I reckon she’ll have some pretty good things to say about that.

‘Alex?’

I can feel the vomit rushing up my throat.

‘I’m sick,’ I say, running from the stage and out into the foyer. Of course I can’t find the boys’ toilets anywhere so I run straight for the girls’ ones. I slam through the door and throw up in the nearest toilet.

‘Ew, gross,’ says a voice behind me, and I realise I haven’t even locked the cubicle. I kick it with my foot but I can hear giggling as the door swings open again and I wipe my mouth with the sleeve of my blazer. I can’t go back. I can’t watch her debate on stage and then go up against her. What if she knows who I am? What if she can just tell by looking at me that I’m responsible for ruining her life? What if she remembers my name from the funeral?

‘Worried you’re going to get beaten?’ says the voice again.

I turn, trying to see who is talking, and then realise I’m still squatting on the floor.

I jump up and see it’s that girl Jasmine from the other team. She’s putting on lipstick in the mirror and then wiping it off with a tissue so it’s barely noticeable. And once again, I can’t believe how different the rules are at these schools compared with my old one.

‘We always win. Don’t stress,’ she says with a sort of sarcastic grin and then brushes past me and out the door. I know that’s what they’re all going to think when I pike. That I’m chicken. That I can’t handle it. I’m sure it’ll get back to Sass too that her big brother bottled out.

As I splash water on my face, I look at myself in the mirror, for the first time in a really long time. I don’t look any different than I did before. My eyebrows are still thick. My nose is still straight. My eyes are the same ones that Ellie used to say she loved. I look the same as I did. It’s Jake’s fault. If he’d just left it alone. Like Mum used to say to me when I picked my scabs on my knees and made them bleed over and over again until they scarred. Except our scars are invisible. And they won’t ever heal.

‘For shit’s sake, Alex, you look great,’ says Tone, banging into the toilets. ‘You trying to pick up?’

‘Nah, I’m sick,’ I say, frowning to try and make myself look as pale as I feel.

But he just shrugs. ‘Too bad, mate. We’re up soon.’

I shake my head. There’s no way I can do this. ‘I’m going home.’

He laughs like I’m the joke. ‘You don’t go home from a debate. This is not some shitty high school. This is about honour. And respect. And giving it to the girls.’

I wouldn’t take it normally, but today, Tone insulting my old school and being a complete arse is nothing compared to what will happen if I freak out and run. Or if that girl connects the dots.

‘It’s piss easy. Just say what we’ve written for you. Come on,’ he says, holding open the door for me. As I walk out in front of him, I try and breathe. Nobody knows. Nobody knows. Nobody knows.

I can do this. I hear Tone explain that I’m after Jasmine and that I just have to expand on the points Murphy’s written for me, and bat down anything Jasmine says. He makes it sound so simple. I know it’s not, but I also know that if I want to survive in this new world, I have to play by Tone’s rules. And pulling out of something like a debate last minute is not going to make him think fondly of me. In fact it’ll spread around our school in seconds and pretty soon I’ll be labelled.

I feel Tone’s hand on my shoulder as we reach the heavy doors, like he’s steering me back in.

‘You’ll be fine. It’s only a practice,’ says Tone in a voice I haven’t heard before. Like maybe he understands, even if he thinks it’s just nerves.

I can do this. Nobody knows.

I walk through the theatre and up onto the stage where everyone is waiting. I risk a glance at the girls’ table, just to check if Sarah has worked out who I am, and if she’s watching me, ready to pounce. Of course she isn’t. She’s concentrating on the papers in front of her. Then I look along the team and see Jasmine blowing on the lenses in her glasses, and wiping a tissue around and around to clear the smears. She sees me watching and blows me a kiss.

Nobody knows.







jake


I have a new plan. This week is my ‘trying to forget’ week. This is my normal day. Where I’m just a kid at school learning about oxygen and barium and buying a day-old pie for lunch. I’ve even had a shower. And so far, so good. The two morning classes sped by without me feeling too far behind and now I’ve got a lunch meeting with Mr Cap. I’m hoping it means I’ve been accepted into the science program over the summer break that he told me to apply for. I’m glad Mum made me come to school today because it feels like it could be a good day after all. Ellie’s agreed to hang out and study together, so it’s looking up already.

As I walk out of the cafeteria, I see Lucas and Tien watching something on a laptop. They’re huddled together so tightly their heads are touching. I can’t help it. I walk over.

‘Howdy,’ I say. I get a half smile from one and nothing from the other. So I sit down really close to them and try to see what they’re looking at.

But Lucas slams the screen of his laptop shut and glares at me. ‘Haven’t seen you in a while,’ he says.

I frown. I don’t understand what I’ve done. ‘I’ve been sick.’

‘Not what I heard. Heard you were wagging. Heard you’re this close,’ he holds his fingers together, ‘to being thrown out.’

I roll my eyes. ‘As if.’

Tien leans towards me. ‘I heard you were hanging out in the city trying to glimpse Alex in his fancy uniform.’

This time I laugh and they loosen up a bit too. ‘I heard I was in jail,’ I say dryly.

Lucas fixes me with a stare that he uses when he’s trying to work out who your current crush is. He’s been using it since year seven and it’s pretty pathetic. I glare back and he gives up and looks away.

‘So I need to know what I’ve missed. Can I read your notes for maths?’

Tien sighs like it’s all a drag. ‘Yeah. I guess. But stop cutting classes. I have no one to compete with in science if you aren’t around.’

‘Okay. Deal,’ I say, holding out my hand to shake Tien’s. ‘You going to show me what you’re watching now?’

Lucas smiles and opens his laptop. He hits a button and a flash of bodies appears on the screen. Porn? I look closer, realising it’s two bulked-up men in skimpy satin costumes.

‘Wrestling?’ I say incredulously.

They both laugh like it’s the funniest thing in the world. If only Alex was still here. I’d have someone to save me from this crap.

‘I’ve got a meeting with Mr Cap. I’ll see you clowns later.’

I can hear them yelling at the screen as I walk away.

The science lab is in the new part of the school built a few years ago. It’s clean and white and impressive. Most of the other classes are in rooms in the old red brick building that has a smell no amount of cleaning products will ever remove. The science lab is my favourite part of our school. And Mr Cap is my favourite teacher. He’s taught me science for the last two years and I think it’s because of him I love science so much. He’s not interested in small talk or working out why you’re in a bad mood one day. He’s not one of those teachers who intrude in the name of wellbeing. He just teaches you stuff.

The first class I had with him he asked if anyone knew any scientific principles that we thought would stand up to rigorous testing. Everyone was looking at their books, shuffling papers, and trying not to catch his eye. Normally I wouldn’t be the first to speak in a class, but that day, I think I had something to prove and I put my hand up. I told him I thought the law of cause and effect was a pretty robust principle. Alex had nudged me with his elbow, impressed.

Mr Cap smiled. Apparently my answer had just proven why science was so important. He went on to explain that some scientists do indeed believe that whatever you send into the universe comes back, and that every cause has its effect; and every effect, its cause. But that particular principle leaves no room for a thing called chance. And there is every possibility that the evolution of the planet was just one big magnificent accident.

Mr Cap then wrote on the whiteboard in a red marker: ‘It is impossible to establish complete causality. That nobody can guarantee the particular manipulation of a variable is the sole reason for the perceived outcome.’

There were sighs around the classroom, like science had just gotten hard. But Mr Cap didn’t seem to notice.

My ears went red first. I felt stupid. Like the only time I put myself out there, I got it wrong. But instead of trying to humiliate me, Mr Cap explained how impressed he was that I’d know any of this at all. He said if we all came here to learn each week and left our prior beliefs at the door, we’d all make great scientists one day, because we’d be able to prove things for ourselves. That’s what science was. The chance to test out a theory and find a definitive answer. Alex walked out of the class underwhelmed, but I was sold from that very moment.

I can see Mr Cap through the window. He’s reading at one of the desks and I knock lightly on the door. He takes ages to look up, but when he does he gets up straightaway and walks over to unlock the door.

‘Jake,’ he says, like he hasn’t seen me in a really long time.

‘Hey, Mr Cap,’ I say, heading to the desk where he’s sitting and feeling like I belong here.

‘How are you?’

Sitting down, I go to answer, but stop myself. I can’t just lie to Mr Cap. It’s not right. ‘I’m okay. You know.’

‘I don’t know, but I can make an educated guess,’ he says with a smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. ‘Is there anything wrong?’

I shuffle my feet, and lean back in my chair, wanting some space from the conversation. I wonder what Mr Cap’s take on cause and effect would be if I told him what we did. Would he revise his scientific theory?

‘Nah,’ I say finally.

He nods. ‘Well, I wanted to see you, Jake.’

‘Is it about the science program?’

He nods slowly and my stomach shifts. This is what I need. Something to look forward to.

‘Unfortunately, due to your poor attendance lately, the principal’s decided to send someone else.’

‘What?’

‘I’m sorry, Jake. You’re the best student here but you’ve missed days of school. And without any real explanation.’

‘Not that many days,’ I say, my mind running backwards trying to count them all.

‘Thirteen actually. That’s almost three weeks and we’re only in week six of term.’

I can feel my face growing hot and the blush starting to spread.

‘But I won’t miss another day. I promise. I’m here today.’

He nods and I see the bald spot on the top of his head and for some reason it really disappoints me.

‘It wasn’t my decision to make.’

‘This sucks,’ I say, feeling like my body is about to explode.

‘I know. But there’s always next year. And there’s the science prize. It’s not done, Jake. This isn’t everything.’

But it is, Mr Cap. Don’t you get it? This is everything.

‘I’ve got class,’ I say, getting up and making the stool leg drag along the floor like I know Mr Cap hates.

I make it to the door before my eyes flood with tears.

‘I’ll see you this afternoon, Jake. We’re doing prac.’

Not me, Mr Cap. I’m going to the skate park. I let the door slam behind me as I wipe the bottom of my t-shirt across my face, removing any sign of emotion. The corridor is almost empty because everyone is outside having lunch. I make it to my locker without seeing anyone I know. I leave all my schoolbooks and just grab my empty backpack. I’m not planning on coming back for a while.

‘Boo,’ says a voice behind my locker.

I know from the striped socks and the red Converse that it’s Ellie. Not even the thought of talking to her makes me want to stay.

‘I got you the last pie. You owe me five bucks,’ she says.

I sling my backpack over my shoulder as she closes the locker door and hands me a paper bag that feels a bit damp because it’s so hot.

‘Hey, you okay?’ she says, inspecting my face.

‘Yeah. Headache.’

‘Thought we were going to study?’

‘I’m going home.’

‘No you’re not. You’re going to fail if you keep this up. Come on. Let’s go study. We’ve got a free period next. Then it’s prac. Your favourite.’

The pie bag is starting to burn my hand. I slide the pie out and bite the stiff-edged pastry. Ellie leans forward and takes a bite too and grins at me. ‘Okay, you only owe me $2.50 if we share.’

‘Here. You have it. I’m not hungry anyway,’ I say, handing her the bag. ‘I’m going.’

I manage four or five steps before she yells after me, ‘I bought you a pie! And you’re leaving? Not cool, Jake. Not cool at all.’

Yep. Don’t I know it.







alex


Nobody else in the team ever catches public transport to the river. The rest get driven, but I like riding the tram before the sun is up and there’s no way I want Mum to drive me to the boatsheds, even though she keeps offering.

The tram is always quiet at this time of the day. And there is always a seat. Each person seems to naturally take their own section, like they aren’t ready to interact. Me down the back with the old guy who’s snoring whisky fumes into the air, the young business guy in the middle and the woman in the jogging gear right up the front near the driver. I’ve seen them both before, but we never acknowledge each other. I’d like to stay on the tram one time to see where they get off, but my stop is first, so unless I skip rowing training I’ll never know.

The tram takes the corner too fast and the brakes go on so hard that it feels like the carriage will lean all the way down to the ground. Straightening up, the tram jolts violently enough to bring the old guy out of his nap. He looks around, and his gaze stops on me.

‘You going to work?’ he asks, half coughing as he stares at the side of my head like he can’t quite focus on my face.

‘Nah. Rowing,’ I say, still impressed that rowing is something I do.

But it clearly doesn’t impress him because he laughs and spit flies from his yellowing mouth.

‘Why’d you want to go and do that then?’

I feel like I should answer him but I don’t know why. It’s not like I started the conversation and just because I’m sitting here, near him, it doesn’t mean I have to talk. So I find a shrug instead, but I know it won’t be enough to deter him so I turn and look out the window, and decide I’ll get off at the next stop and walk the rest of the way to the sheds.

‘You at one of those fancy schools?’

‘Yeah,’ I say, still staring out the window, tempted to point to the insignia in Latin on my tracksuit top. I’m only wearing it because I like the way it looks. It’s too warm to have it on, but my rowing t-shirt is plain.

He sounds just like Jake when he’s giving me a hard time about my fancy school. Don’t they get that there’s really nothing fancy about trying to fit in? A uniform doesn’t make it any easier.

Out of the corner of my eye I see the old guy lean forward and I know he’s going to keep hassling me about this, and even though I’m twice his size and he’d go down in a second, I don’t feel like dealing with this today. Before he can reach me with his bony, cigarette-stained finger, I stand up and move down the corridor to the middle of the tram.

‘Enjoy your rowing,’ he yells from the back. The businessman looks up at me and half smiles, and I’m not sure if it’s a conspiratorial half smile about the old drunk guy or an amused smile aimed at me for being intimidated, so instead of responding, I jab at the button and wait for the tram to slow and stop. Maybe tomorrow I’ll grab a lift with Tone or one of the others.

Jumping down from the tram platform, I notice it’s already warm even though the sun isn’t up yet. But once I reach the river, the air will drop just enough to make it pleasant and by the time I’m out on the water, the spray will flick across me and I’ll forget about summer and how much I hate wearing my fancy blazer to school when it’s 40 degrees.

I start to walk. As I pass under a streetlight, the yellow glow dims and goes out. And my little patch turns black. I really am the devil.

I jog down to the bend where the river surges towards the city. It’s dirty and brown from up here, but down there, once you’re on it, it’s like nothing else. We had a river in the borough too. But it was still and bushy, and it wouldn’t have held up to rowing practice.

I’ve only been rowing for five weeks but, because of all the footy I used to play, I’m strong enough to power through the water; it’s just my technique that needs practice. Dad wanted me to play rugby but I convinced him that rowing was more impressive and part of an even longer tradition, and finally he gave in. As long as I’m doing something that involves a bunch of boys from good families he can network with, then he doesn’t really care.

‘You’re early, Alex,’ the coach calls out from the sheds.

I walk over and drop my stuff. ‘Yeah.’

‘You can help me get the boats out, then,’ he says with a smile as he heads down the back to where the boats are resting.

I know what Jake would say if he could see me now. Lifting down boats so I can spend two hours out on the water rowing in my school colours? He’d bypass laughing and go straight to being an asshole. He’s always hated private school kids, particularly the ones who left the public high school in the borough for a fancy school in the city. Those were high on his list of kids to ridicule.

What he doesn’t get though is if he tried this, if he sat behind me in a boat and rowed, found the rhythm and the pace to glide down the river, he might stop thinking about rowing as something only rich kids do and actually enjoy it. Out here I can escape what we did, because I have to concentrate so hard on my body. I have to move in time with the others and if I don’t, if I miss just a single stroke because I’m still thinking about the man, the other rowers give me a hard time and Coach yells and I might even get dropped from the team.

I hear Tone and Macka come in, drop their stuff and then head outside, obviously trying to avoid carrying any of the boats down. Tone thinks the world should do everything for him, unless it involves skating or chatting up some girl. Beyond that he believes he should have servants. In fact, I think he does have a servant or two at home. They have a different name for them, but essentially that’s what they are.

‘Perfect water this morning, Alex,’ says the coach as he helps me get the firsts’ boat down.

‘Yeah,’ I say, sounding like I have nothing else to add. And I don’t. Not really. As much as I love rowing, this world is still so foreign that I’m not really sure how to be. I help Coach carry the boat to the water’s edge and see the rest of the rowers arriving. Tone’s laugh is so loud I can hear him but can’t see him, and I bet he’s round the back of the shed, talking to one of the rowing girls. He keeps trying to set me up with one of them because he reckons Ellie’s not really good enough for me and I should move up in the world. If only he knew Ellie dumped me ages ago.

‘Oi, Zander,’ shouts Tone, as he runs over with a crazy look on his face.

‘Hey, Tone.’

‘Just saw Laura. She said to say hi.’ He winks and it makes me think of my dad when he’s trying to be all blokey and friendly.

Before I can answer, the coach starts yelling instructions and Tone and Macka head off with the rest of the firsts. My lot are the seconds. We’re like the old fruit that’s going cheap. Not that I mind. I’m a learner and I’m lucky to be on the water at all. The first time I climbed into the boat I thought I was going to fall out. There’s a wobble when you first get in that’s weirdly uncomfortable, but once you sit with that for a second, and everyone’s in, then the boat goes and it feels like the sturdiest ride possible.

The sun is struggling to come up and the water is still and ready, like it’s waiting just for us. I’m a beat behind the others to climb into the boat. I’m the second from the front. I like it here, wedged between two rowers, facing the back of one. All I can see are his arms and the city waking up around me. I don’t really know the others very well. My so-called friends all row for the firsts and think it’s hilarious I’m slumming it down here. But it means I just get to be. Not talk. Not even really listen to what my team mates are going on about. Instead I can just row and feel the water pulling against the oars. And on a day like this, it seems like the only thing I’ve ever been supposed to do.

The guy in front of me is talking about some movie he saw on the weekend. I could join in. I’ve seen the film too, but then it would mean being friendly, and I quite like that they treat me differently. Like I’m a stranger blowing through.

I watch a hungry bird swoop the dirty brown river, head breaking the surface before it catches something and then takes off again. The river is always bubbling along with little moments of action. There are lots of boats out most days, because all the private schools have boatsheds down here. But there are other people too. Joggers. Cyclists. It’s a tiny slice of a world that all starts before dawn.

The firsts have pulled away and are almost out of sight. Our cox starts yelling for us to speed up. I’m the back-up stroke. I know it’s a bit of an honour to row down this end because our blades catch the water first so I have to be really sharp about timing and rhythm. For me it’s perfect because as soon as we start, I just switch off. My arms move. My muscles work. My head goes to sleep. All those thoughts that I spend hours with every day seem to stop when I’m in the boat. For these few hours, on the brown Yarra, I’m free.







jake


I’ve only seen her face in the paper in black and white. Huddled next to her mother, their eyes pleading. Now I’m here. Outside her school, waiting. I scan faces as the students leave their buildings, getting ready to go home. Flick from one to the next. Their hair and their uniforms are exactly the same. I have to find her eyes. I don’t know what colour they are. In the paper they looked dark, but they could be anything. They’re probably red. Sad and weepy.

I wonder what these girls see when they look up. A skinny boy. Shaved head. No smile. Nothing light. Just dark jeans, black Vans and a t-shirt three sizes bigger than he needs. Do they notice anything else about me? Do they see the pimple I picked this morning because I wasn’t ready to leave the bathroom and face the day? Or the skateboard at my feet that needs a new back wheel? Do they see the terror in my eyes?

It’s a whole other world out here. I can see the city just down the hill, like it’s a promise of where you might go if you keep your head down and pay attention. The streets are wide and lined with trees. Those big, ancient green trees that drop their leaves on cars that cost almost as much as my mum’s two-bedroom flat did when she first got her divorce. But it’s still the ’burbs. The shit-boring burbs that me and Alex were always going to escape when we finished school.

Three girls walk past me. One of them, her hair as golden as the sun, looks over and gives me a slight smile, like she’s amused I’m standing here, waiting for something. A year ago I would have gone weird at that smile, but now I just glare back, like I’m shutting her down and telling her she’s nothing, and I don’t care. She flicks her head away like I burnt her, and maybe I did, but I’m not here for that. I’m here to find her, that girl with the eyes, that girl I broke without even touching.

The bell rings, and more of them rush from their buildings like ants sensing rain. They laugh, giggle, and chatter their way through the yard, bags draped over shoulders, hats on. And it’s then that I see her. Dawdling. Flanked by friends like they are making sure she makes it, just in case. I want her to see me. I want her to look over. Take me in. Understand. But she moves past and out the gate, to the tram stop. And my only choice is to follow her.

I jump on the tram, pushing my way through the girls in their uniforms. I can see her, a bit further down. Someone’s talking at her, but she doesn’t really look like she’s listening. I try and edge forward but the tram is packed; bodies squash against each other and I’m not going anywhere. All I can do is stare into the space where she is and hope that when she gets off I can too.

I wanted to find her house months ago. I wanted to write. Leave flowers. A letter or something to explain or apologise. But I was scared and then I figured this was the perfect way to see her. And now here I am. On a tram, travelling east, away from the city and into a part of Melbourne I never go. The tram stops and more girls in different uniforms cram their way on. I wonder about Alex. His school is around here somewhere.

There’s a squeal of brakes and the tram stops too suddenly and we all lurch forward, crashing into each other’s space. As I straighten up, I see her arrange her bag across her shoulder and get ready.

She crosses the road first. I follow. Far enough behind that she’d never notice me. She’s alone now and walking at a fast pace past the big old bluestone buildings covered in vines. She turns right down the first side street and I follow. It’s one of those streets where the houses drip with money, stretched so wide it’s like they have three entrances. Cars are parked in driveways. The gardens are neat and manicured. There are no rubbish bins in sight. It even smells different than where I come from, and I wonder what it’s like to live here. With all this.

She slows at the bottom of the hill, trudges across the road, stopping to switch shoulders with her bag, and then leans over to unlock a low wooden gate. I watch from a distance as she finally opens it and goes inside. At first I can only see her head and shoulders, and then as she moves closer to the front door, a hand comes into view.

And then she’s gone. Disappearing in through the front door and out of sight. Safe. What would she do if I walked up that driveway? If I rang the doorbell? Introduced myself. Told her who I was. Would she scream? Punch me? Call the police?

I’m too chicken to ever find out. Instead, I walk slowly up to her gate, like I have business there. And then I lean down and reach inside the slot where the mail gets pushed through each day and I pull out a letter. I could just pocket it and take it with me, it would be easier than trying to photograph it with my phone and not get caught, but I’ve taken so much already that stealing a letter seems like a step too far.

So I pull out my phone, snap off a quick shot and slide the letter back into the slot. I just want to know the address so I don’t have to follow her next time. I expect someone to yell at me, come after me or something but I start moving away from her house and nobody does. There are no people around. No one walking the streets. No bikes out riding. No cars out cruising. And I make it to the corner without seeing a soul.

I want to see Alex. I need to see Alex. So while my phone’s out, I start to press the number I’ve rung so many times that my fingers find it without help. But before I can hit the call button, my phone rings.

‘Alex? I was just about to call you. Weird, huh?’

‘Yeah. Can we meet?’

I can hear laughing behind him in the background, around him, like he’s circled.

‘Yeah. Sure,’ I say, secretly pleased he’s phoned me for once.

‘All right. Macca’s. Hawthorn. In an hour. That long enough?’

‘Make it twenty minutes …’

I hang up without waiting for him to say anything. How would he know I’m already here? In his new world. Just down the road from his fancy new school. Still, I’m strangely pleased he wanted to check if it was enough time for me to make it. If he didn’t care at all, he wouldn’t say things like that.

I think Mum believes the reason I’ve stopped talking much is because Alex left, because I miss him. She even tried to suggest maybe I could go to his new school too. I remember laughing when she mentioned it. As if we could afford that. I do want to tell her why I’m different than I was. But it’s sort of easier for her to just blame it on me missing my old friend. And anyway, maybe that is a big part of it.

I run down the street to where the tram goes.

There’s no tram coming. So I leg it. Fast.

I make it to the bottom of the hill and I’m so out of breath that I can barely stand straight. It’s been a while since I ran anywhere. That night. That’s the last time I ran with any speed or urgency.

I hit the button at the lights with my foot, and wait for the green. A lady about Mum’s age gives me a dirty look and I smile at her, as broadly as I can until she looks away. The cars slow and the green man flashes up and I jog across the road to the Macca’s. It’s such a strange place to meet. I didn’t think Alex even ate junk food. He never used to. He was always so smug about it and Tien, Lucas and I would wind him up, saving him the leftover pickles from the burgers and sticking them to his folder in class.

Macca’s smells like cheap oil and cleaning products when I get there. There’s some fat guy sitting in a stool at the window surrounded by fries and sundaes. A couple of girls my age are giggling at a table in the corner, not really eating anything but just checking everyone out. Alex’s not here yet. I don’t want to be in here, sitting in the only place Alex trusts to meet me. It’s like he thinks I’m only as good as the fast food I sometimes binge on after school.

So I lean in the doorway, not quite in and not quite out. Waiting.

Then I hear someone say, ‘Jake’. I turn just as a fist slams into my face. I fall back and hit the wall. A woman grabs her little boy and pulls him away. I can feel people watching. I cover my face with my hands waiting for another attack but it doesn’t come. I look up and Alex is red-faced and pacing, and I can barely open one of my eyes.

‘You told Ellie,’ he says, staring at me with the steeliest look I’ve ever seen.

‘I didn’t tell her anything. She kept asking me why we don’t see each other anymore. I told her to ask you.’

He’s shaking his head like what I’m saying is lies. ‘Nah. She asked what happened last year. She knows something happened.’

I knew what I said to Ellie was risky but I didn’t think she’d say anything to him. I thought she’d just forget it. I wince as I try and open my eye properly. It feels like it’s swimming in blood.

‘I think you’ve blinded me …’

‘Why did you tell her?’ he says.

‘I didn’t tell her. I just said something bad happened.’

‘Yeah, well, she wanted to know what it was and obviously I didn’t want to tell her so thanks to you, she’s dumped me.’

‘Bullshit.’

‘No. Not bullshit. She told me we needed a break. So thanks, Jake. Thanks a lot.’

I reach out to touch his poxy blazer with its stupid Latin badge on the pocket. And he looks at my hand like it’s scum and jerks away.

‘Is this because you like her?’

I shake my head. ‘No. Course not.’

‘You sure? You’re always a bit weird around her.’

‘No. She’s your girlfriend.’ I can’t believe he suspects how I feel. I’ve always been so careful.

‘Was, Jake. Was my girlfriend.’

A young guy in a Macca’s uniform walks up and stands between us and I realise we’re still in the doorway. Nobody is coming in. Nobody is going out. Everyone is watching, waiting to see what will happen next.

‘You boys need to leave. I’m calling the police,’ he says in a voice that’s cracking.

Alex nods, deflated. ‘Yep. Sorry. We’re going now.’

‘Or we could stay and let the police sort it out,’ I say, watching my friend walk off.

The Macca’s guy touches my arm and I spin around to him. Then I see the concern in his eyes and I feel stupid.

‘I’m going.’

‘Do you want some ice for your eye? We’ve got plenty,’ he says with a slight smile.

‘Nah. Thanks.’

‘You take care.’

I slink out through the automatic doors and into the busy street. It’s never been clearer to me that I do not belong here. Alex is sitting at the tram stop and I’m not sure if he’s waiting for me or not. I plonk down on the bench next to him. For ages we sit and watch the traffic crawling past, blaring out music and news bulletins. I’m going to let Alex talk first.

‘What’d you do to your hair?’ he asks me finally.

Instead of answering I rub my hand across the stubble on my head. It’s too hard to explain.

‘Sorry about your eye,’ he says, almost looking up but not quite.

‘I didn’t mean for Ellie to dump you.’

He shrugs and I can’t read the meaning.

‘It’s almost your birthday …’ I say, like he hasn’t just punched me in the face.

‘Yeah … sixteen.’

‘You having a party?’ I regret it as soon as the words are out of my mouth. Makes me sound like I expect an invite.

‘Nah, not really …’

I know he’s lying. Saw it on Facebook. I never post anything so he’s probably forgotten to unfriend me. ‘How’s school?’

He laughs, making his hair flop down over his face. And as he pushes it away, I see his nails. Chewed down to the quick, like they used to be way back when his dad was hassling him all the time about marks.

‘School’s school,’ he says cryptically.

‘You rowing yet?’ I say lightly, with a smile.

He shrugs, says nothing.

‘Debating then. How’s that treating you?’

The sharp look on his face tells me I’ve taken it one step too far.

‘So what do you want, Jake?’

Just the question I was hoping to avoid. I thought we could pretend we were meeting for fun, for old time’s sake.

‘I found the girl’s house,’ I say quietly, not wanting any of the people walking past to stop and listen in.

‘What?’

‘The girl. His …’

Alex leans so close I can see the gold of his blazer buttons gleaming in the sun. ‘I know who you mean.’ Before the man, Alex didn’t get angry very often. But under that poxy fringe, his eyes are cold.

I suddenly feel defensive, like I want him to understand. ‘I wanted to see her. Talk to her. See if she’s okay.’

‘And did you take her out for a coffee? Buy her some flowers?’

I shake my head, feeling ridiculous. ‘I didn’t talk to her …  but I could … I know where she lives now. She’s just round the corner from you. You probably walk past her on your way to school.’

Alex stares at me, making me look down at the ground.

‘Jake, this isn’t anything to do with me anymore. You can do what you like, but leave me out of it,’ he says, slipping his hands into the pockets on his blazer like he’s cold.

‘But it is, Alex. Whether you like it or not.’

He shakes his head. ‘Nah. It’s not. I’ve moved on.’

Now it’s my turn to be angry. ‘Moved on? How do you move on?’

‘I don’t know. Just forget about it. You can’t change it.’

‘I can fess up. So can you. Go to the police—’ I start to say.

‘No. No police.’ He jumps up, swinging his backpack onto his shoulder and hitting me across the arm with it. Then he starts walking away, like this is over.

‘It’s. Not. My. Fault!’ I yell at his disappearing back in its snug-fitting blazer and ridiculous grey shorts.

He doesn’t even turn around. He just raises his hand in the air and gives me the finger.

My eye is still throbbing and I know it’ll be black by tonight. And even though I’m not cold at all, I wrap my arms tight around myself and start to cry. Hopefully salty tears are good for a punched eye.







alex


Sass helped me pick out the present. I’m not 100 per cent sure that it’s what Ellie will want, but Sass assured me that all the girls at her school would love them, so I went with it. Sass even helped me gift-wrap it because she said my fingers were too big to make the bow look dainty.

Ellie loves that she’s a couple of months older than me. She keeps calling herself the older woman. Except that she’s tiny. Her head tucks under my chin and my fingers reach around her wrist. She never seems tiny. She’s strong and fierce and more independent than I’ll ever be. And now she’s sixteen.

I wanted to take her to this posh restaurant Dad took me to a couple of weeks back but it’s not open for lunch on a Sunday, and Ellie’s parents weren’t all that happy about her going out on a school night so now I’m meeting her at this other place that I hope is okay. Again, I checked with my little sister and she said it was great. Not that she’d have any idea, because basically she lives on cheese pasta, but she liked the sound of it. It has a fancy French name so that’s something.

Ellie’s late. It’s nothing new. She’s always late, but for some reason today it makes me nervous. We’ve been dating for ages and I’m never nervous with her. In fact she’s the only person I know that makes me completely comfortable. Maybe this feeling of nerves has nothing to do with her. Maybe it’s because I’m wearing a suit and I don’t like the feel of the jacket on my shoulders, and I wish I’d just worn jeans and a shirt.

And then I see her. She’s half running and half skipping down the other side of the road, dodging people walking towards her. She looks all frazzled like she knows she’s running late and she’s trying not to, and just the sight of her makes me grin. I want to call out but I don’t want her to know I’m watching her so I wait until she gets close enough to see me. She’s wearing a dress, which is about as out there as me wearing a suit, so I wonder if she’s feeling as uncomfortable as I am. She stops to check her phone because she’s probably trying to find the address and suddenly I can’t wait any longer.

‘Ellie!’ I call out across lanes of busy city traffic. She must hear me because she looks up and right into my heart. I see her smile and I don’t wait for her to come to me. We both cross the road at the same time so we meet up in the middle, on the tram tracks.

‘Alex,’ she says in that voice.

‘Happy birthday,’ I say, leaning down to kiss her on her lipsticked lips. She slides her arms through mine and pulls me down even closer. Then I hear the jabbing ding of a tram and we jump apart, laughing, and I grab her hand and pull her across to the restaurant side of the road.

‘Are you wearing a suit for me?’ she says, looking me up and down.

‘Are you wearing a dress for me?’

‘No. I’m wearing a dress because I want to wear a dress.’

I roll my eyes and she punches me in the arm. ‘You look …’ I start to say but can’t finish it because she just looks … like everything.

‘Happy birthday, El,’ I say, leaning down for another kiss, but before I can reach her mouth, the door to the restaurant opens behind us and a couple walk out, making us move out of their way.

‘You hungry?’

‘Do they cook snails and things?’

‘Yep. Frogs legs. Snails. And some other buggy French things,’ I joke.

She pulls a face. I never know when she’s being a vegetarian. I slide my hand into hers and hold open the door for her.

It’s not quite the sort of restaurant I expected. It’s not just fancy; it’s crazy fancy and almost silent. The waiters are in black suits and the tables are lit with candles, even though it’s pretty sunny outside and the middle of the day. I suppose it’s a grown-up’s idea of romantic but I can’t even reach Ellie’s hand once we sit down. She feels miles away from me on the other side of the table and I can tell she’s thinking the same thing.

‘This is … nice,’ she says, looking up at me and pulling a funny face.

‘No good?’

She shrugs and I know it’s her way of answering without wanting to upset me. I watch as she pulls the elastic from her tiny ponytails and then reties them. They’re crooked, and I have a weird urge to reach over and fix them up for her, straighten them, so they look as neat as the rest of her today. I know this is all wrong. I should have just picked somewhere real and not some fancy place just to impress her.

A waiter swarms and hands me the menu.

‘Something to drink?’

Ellie kicks me under the table. She’s right. We don’t belong here. I stand up. ‘Sorry, we have to go.’

Ellie laughs and suddenly I don’t care that the waiter is looking at me strangely or that other couples are paying us more attention than I’d usually like. Ellie reaches for my hand and giving it a giant squeeze of what can only be approval or relief, we make for the door as fast we can. I think someone tries to open the door for us, but Ellie bursts through it like she’s escaping a fire or something and I wonder if she’s being just a little dramatic.

‘I thought this was all part of the new Alex,’ she says, outside on the footpath.

‘What do you mean?’

‘You know, fancy house, fancy school and now fancy food.’

Ellie’s never been like this before. ‘I’m no different,’ I say sharply.

She slides her arm around my waist. ‘Teasing,’ she says.

‘Not funny, El. I was just trying to make your birthday special.’

She nods and gets this really serious face, before reaching up and finding my lips with hers.

‘I don’t need a fancy restaurant for my birthday to be special. I just need you,’ she whispers.

‘I wish my parents were out,’ I whisper back, making her grin at me.

‘You having dirty thoughts, Alex Cormack?’

‘Always.’

She starts to laugh. ‘I’m starving. Let’s have a picnic in that park near Parliament House.’

I pull a face. ‘Really?’

‘I’m a Macca’s girl at heart. You know that.’

‘Ergh. No. At least let’s get something edible.’

She laughs again. ‘Jake’s right. You are a snob.’

Her words make me stop walking and pull my hand away. I don’t know if it’s because of what she just said or that she mentioned Jake in the same sentence, but the fact that we’re walking down busy Collins Street and there are shoppers everywhere around us doesn’t stop me from wanting to yell. I calm my voice enough to manage, ‘Jake’s an idiot.’

Ellie pulls a face that I’ve seen before when she thinks someone’s out of line. ‘He was your best friend until you moved schools.’

‘It has nothing to do with me moving schools, Ellie.’

‘So why don’t you return his calls anymore?’

Fucking Jake. If he were here, right now, I’d put my fist through his teeth.

‘Because,’ I say, steaming.

‘He told me to ask you why you guys don’t hang out anymore.’

‘Since when have you and Jake been friends? I thought he creeped you out,’ I say, remembering how Ellie didn’t want us to all hang out together early on.

She shrugs and it makes me furious. ‘He’s nice. I think you should see him more.’

‘Leave it, El,’ I say, hoping she gets the seriousness in my voice. But if she does, then she clearly doesn’t care because she steps closer to me, this look of determination on her face, like somehow this isn’t just about me and Jake, it’s about me and her too.

‘So why don’t you hang out with him anymore? What’s up with that?’

I close my eyes. This isn’t happening today. Not on her birthday. Not on the day that I’d planned for everything to be so perfect.

‘Let’s go to Macca’s. I’ll have a Happy Meal,’ I say, trying to be light.

Ellie steps closer to me and I have this horrible feeling that something is circling, something I can’t stop.

‘He said something happened last year …’

I swallow, feeling the sick in my throat. How do I play this?

‘Yeah, something happened … I met you,’ I say, stepping closer and reaching for her, wishing I could rewind to the restaurant and stay there, eating snails and frogs legs and giggling with my girlfriend about how fancy it all is. We wouldn’t be having this conversation if we were still sitting there. I would have given her the birthday present and she would be turning her head from side to side to show off the diamonds in her ears.

Ellie steps back and I can feel the pull of where this is going. ‘He said something bad happened …’

Right now I hate Jake Reynolds with everything I have.

I shrug, refusing to go into this in public. ‘Yeah, I left the borough.’

She shakes her head like I knew she would. Ellie isn’t going to be fobbed off.

‘It’s the reason you two aren’t friends anymore, isn’t it?’

‘Among other things.’

‘He was your best friend, Alex. Now he skips school all the time. He’s going to fail the year. I just want to help.’

My heart is racing and I know a fight isn’t far away. ‘It’s like he matters more than I do.’

I know it’s pathetic. I know she’s going to snap my head off, but I’m tired of Jake staining everything. But instead of biting back, she smiles at me. I don’t want her to think I’m being funny.

‘You jealous, Alex?’

‘No. I’m just …’ But I don’t know what I am. Confused. Scared. Worried. Guilty. So many things that don’t fit with this day. I don’t answer at first. I want to find the right words. ‘I really want to have a nice day, El. I’ve missed you.’ It’s as honest as I can be.

‘Yeah. But can you tell me what happened last year?’

‘Why does it matter?’

‘Because. Something happened and you won’t tell me about it. Jake won’t either. You know I hate secrets.’

I’m glaring at her. How do I tell my girlfriend someone died because of us? I can’t. There’s no coming back from that.

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

Ellie laughs and it’s not a good sound. ‘Well, I do.’

I shake my head, because no matter what she says, I’m not going to spill my guts.

‘So you won’t tell me?’

‘No. It’s not about you. It happened and it’s done,’ I say, knowing how lame that sounds.

Ellie steps really close. I can see how angry she is. ‘If you can’t tell me about it, Alex, then what are we doing together?’

‘This is crap, Ellie. It’s no big deal. It’s your birthday. I bought you this.’ I pull the box out of my pocket and it gets stuck and the ribbon falls off as I yank it free. I know Sass would be really disappointed if she knew the ribbon had fallen off.

‘I don’t want a present. I just want you to tell me what happened.’

‘But look,’ I say and pull the rest of the wrapping off and open the box and hold it out to her, knowing that it’s such a pathetic move to think she’ll suddenly stop asking me about last year if she sees how glittery the diamonds are.

‘They’re real diamonds,’ I say, hating that I sound more like my dad than ever. What’s happening to me?

Ellie looks at the box and then at me and her blue eyes are so furious that it frightens me. ‘You’re fucking kidding me, Alex.’

Hearing how cold her words are, a couple stare at us and I feel even more exposed, like I should just tell her what happened and be done with it. But if I do then there’s no going back. She will know what I am.

‘I think we should have some time apart …’ she says coolly.

‘What?’ I yell. I don’t mean to but I’m so shocked by what she’s saying.

She shrugs. ‘Until you work stuff out.’

‘No.’

‘Yes.’

‘But … but …’ I snap the jewellery box shut and wedge it back into my pocket, glaring at the couple who are still loitering near the shop window, pretending not to listen.

‘Call me when you’re ready to be honest,’ she says as she starts walking away.

And I’m watching her leave, and I don’t know what to do to stop her because there’s nothing I can do.

‘Fuck,’ I say too loudly for Collins Street on a Sunday. But I don’t care, because it’s either swear or burst into tears. I can’t believe what just happened. This day that was going to be everything is now, thanks to my ex-best friend, the worst day of my life.







jake


I hear Ellie laugh and turn to see her reading her phone. She’s not supposed to have her phone out in the library, but that’s Ellie for you. Always bending the rules slightly. I’m trying to read Macbeth but I’ve read the same speech about ten times. Sorry, Shakespeare, you just don’t do it for me. Study period isn’t exactly my favourite time of the day, but after Mum’s big begging plea last night, I’m trying to get through a day of classes and actually do what I’m supposed to do. Besides, I quite like hanging out with Ellie. She laughs again.

‘Give,’ I say, causing her to look up. One of the other students tells me to shoosh, but Ellie just smiles.

‘Alex. He’s in the debating team.’

I snort and hold out my hand for her phone, daring her to let me into her and Alex’s private world. She shakes her head and pockets it in the front pouch of the denim overalls she’s been wearing all week. It’s the best thing about school. Seeing what outfit Ellie will turn up in.

‘Aw, come on …’

‘Nah. It’s personal,’ she says loudly, earning us another fierce shoosh from the other table.

‘I can’t imagine Alex debating anything,’ I say, trying to make her tell me more about his text. I am aware of how pathetic it is, to try and steal moments from my ex-best friend’s life through his girlfriend, but what can I say? I’m desperate.

‘I think Alex secretly loves that place,’ says Ellie with just a little criticism in her voice.

I look at her, watching as she pulls the hair elastics out and shakes her hair so it falls loose. I know it’ll only be a minute or two before she puts them back in again. She looks over and smiles at me.

‘You ever going to finish reading that?’ She nods at my copy of Macbeth.

‘No. I’m not.’

‘Come on, Jake. If you don’t, you’ll probably …’

‘Fail?’

‘No. But this is it. If you don’t start taking it seriously you’ll be stuck here forever,’ she says, as she starts retying her ponytails.

‘What, in the library?’

‘No. You know what I mean.’

‘It’s not so bad.’

She frowns at me. ‘That’s rubbish and you know it. What happened to Science Boy? You were topping the class last year.’

I remember. Mum’s face when she read my report. How I aced the Naplan in numeracy. How shocked everyone was that I was actually kind of smart.

I shrug, playing down how I feel. ‘That was last year. It’s harder this year.’

‘Yeah, I imagine it’s much harder if you never come to class,’ she says sarcastically.

‘It doesn’t matter, Ellie.’

She raises an eyebrow at me and it’s what Mum would do if we were having this discussion. It’s an ‘I know you know that’s bullshit’ kind of response. It’s exactly why I like Ellie. She doesn’t take crap from anyone.

‘What does Alex think?’

I laugh at that. ‘We don’t really talk anymore … you saw how he was at the party.’

She nods. She must know that. He must have told her. ‘I figured something had happened, but he made it sound like you didn’t want to hang around him anymore now he’s at the fancy school.’

‘Yeah, right!’

She moves her chair closer and there’s a hint of something sweet, like she’s been chewing grape bubble gum and the smell has clung to her.

‘So why don’t you hang out? Is it because of me?’

I shake my head, feeling sad Ellie would think that.

‘No. It’s because of something that happened last year …’

Ellie’s eyes widen and I know I should shut up. So I pick up my copy of Macbeth and start reading. Ellie’s not the sort of person you can deter. She takes the book from my hand and leans in so close that I can see the spray of tiny freckles on her nose. I wonder if Alex knows how lucky he is.

‘Spill …’

I shake my head.

‘What happened last year?’

‘Something bad.’

‘What do you mean?’

I sigh. This is not a good idea. ‘Something we did … and that’s all I’m saying, Ellie. You want to know more, ask your boyfriend.’

She nods. ‘Fair enough. I will.’

I groan. ‘Actually, don’t ask your boyfriend. Just forget about it. Maybe Alex and I aren’t friends anymore because he moved. I have no idea. It doesn’t matter.’

‘If you actually finished Macbeth, then you’d know how much it matters to stay friends with your friends …’

‘If you stopped interrogating me, maybe I could finish it!’

This makes her laugh and the sound is so beautiful in the still, quiet library that I wish I could be the reason for it again and again and again.

I do try and read it. I know she’s right. I know if I don’t at least turn up to class, read the prescribed texts and hand in my homework, then I’ll fail. I am failing. Less than a month into year ten and I’m drowning.

‘Have you read it?’ I whisper to Ellie.

She pretends telling me to shoosh just so she can get in before the others do. Then she nods. Of course she has. She’s one of the smartest kids I know.

‘I can’t,’ I say, slapping the book down deliberately loudly.

‘Yes, you can. You just have to find the rhythm of the language. It’s not that hard,’ she says quietly.

She may be right but I can’t concentrate on things like Shakespeare. I can’t even concentrate on the crime shows Mum watches so I can chat to her about them.

‘You aren’t going to read it, are you?’

I shake my head. Is it that obvious? Do I have ‘loser’ written across my face? Maybe.

‘I’ve got cheat notes at home if you want to borrow them. It’s not the same as reading it but it might get you through an exam.’

‘Thanks, Ellie,’ I say, even though I know I’m not going to read the cheat notes either.

‘Come on, bell’s about to go. Let’s get hot chips before they sell out,’ says Ellie as she packs her stuff into her bag. I grab everything I can and shove it in my backpack, leaving Macbeth on the table. She picks it up and hands it to me. ‘You never know. You might wake up in the middle of the night with a hankering for Shakespeare.’

‘Yeah. And Alex might ring me back,’ I say sarcastically.

I follow her out of the library and down the corridor to the canteen. It smells like burnt pasta already even though they haven’t served any yet. We stand against the wall, waiting for them to open up for lunch.

‘Do you think he’s changed?’

‘Yeah,’ I say, wishing the doors would open and I could talk about reheated chip oil instead of Alex.

Ellie bumps against me playfully. ‘He seems sad to me. He was really late the last time I saw him. Thought he was going to stand me up. Something’s definitely wrong. Maybe he misses you.’

I’m glad she notices it too but I don’t want to talk about this with her.

‘Ellie …’ I do try and warn her to back off, but she smiles and keeps going. It’s not her fault that she doesn’t understand killing someone is the reason Alex and I aren’t friends anymore, not him moving to a different school.

‘Why don’t you come over on the weekend and I’ll get Alex to come too. It’ll be a surprise. Like a blind friend date,’ she says, smiling at her own idea.

I shake my head. ‘You saw what happened at the party. No way.’ My hand aches with the memory.

‘Chicken.’

‘Ellie, if only you knew just how true that is.’

‘It won’t be like that party. It’ll just be us. At my place,’ she says.

‘Nah, but thanks,’ I say.

The bell sounds in the corridor and within seconds kids stream out towards the canteen, just as the door is unlocked and Ellie rushes in. I let her go alone. I’m not hungry anymore.







alex


Since changing schools, I’ve discovered I quite like science class. Maybe it’s because Jake’s not around to make me feel like it’s his thing. I especially like prac, when we get to do dissection or experiments. But today Mr Taylor is banging on and on about some theoretical construct or other and I have absolutely no idea what he’s talking about. Actually, I don’t even care what he’s talking about.

Tone slips me a note and I try and read it without getting busted.

Sk8?

It’s all he ever wants to do. Hang out in a skate park. It’s as boring as his obsession with talking to every girl he sees, but what choice do I have? If I want to hang out with these guys, I have to be a joiner. Sometimes I wish I’d stayed at my old school, and that it was still like it used to be when Jake and I had each other’s backs, and I could do drama and art and escape my dad’s big plans for me. And maybe if I hadn’t left, Jake wouldn’t have become so stuck on what happened with the man, and he could have been the science star he was always going to be, and we could have finished high school together. Tone nudges me and I shake off the thought.

4 a bit.

I slide the note back and he nods like the answer wasn’t ever going to be any different. I just want to jump on the train and go and see Ellie, but the pressure is on now to hang out with the kids I’m at school with all week. My … friends. And they sort of are, but we’re not the same. Not really. Not beyond the blazers and the shorts and the tracksuits in our school colours. Not that they see it. But I do.

The bell cuts Mr Taylor off mid-sentence and nobody waits for him to finish. We’re all scraping our books into our bags, and grabbing our friends to head out into a Friday afternoon. Tone and Charlie crowd around me as we hurry out into the corridor, like they’re worried if they don’t, I’ll disappear.

‘I’m coming to your party,’ yells the school captain, Jack, as we bang out through the front doors and into the summer sunshine.

‘Awesome,’ Charlie yells back.

‘Are there any chicks coming?’ says Tone, jumping off the final three stairs and into the yard.

‘I don’t know. Tell your sister to come, Tone. Bring her friends,’ Charlie says.

‘She hasn’t got any!’

Laughing, Charlie pulls his skateboard out of his bag and drops it on the ground.

‘You’re going to get busted,’ I say, noticing the principal walking towards us.

Charlie always tries to skate at school and he always gets busted.

‘Hand it over,’ the principal says, blocking Charlie’s way.

‘Oh, come on,’ starts Charlie, like it’s going to make any difference.

‘Pick it up Monday,’ the principal says as he tucks it under his arm and walks towards the gates.

Charlie laughs and calls after him. ‘You can use it, sir. I’ve got another one. Just don’t blame me if you break your leg!’

‘One?’ says Tone. ‘You’ve got about ten.’

‘Fourteen actually,’ says Charlie, earning a punch in the arm from Tone.

We walk out of the gates and into another afternoon. Mum doesn’t care when I come home. For some reason she thinks I’m in better company now so she never expects me to text her or tell her where I am. As if Tone and Charlie uphold perfect values. They just live in really big houses and have more skateboards than any kid could ever need.

‘Sevsies?’ says Charlie, like we ever go anywhere other than 7-Eleven after school. It’s the place everyone hangs out. They eye each other off. Flirt. Hook up. And, in the case of Tone at least, steal a few chocolate bars just because they can.

‘Yeah, but then I’ve got to go. I’ve got a date,’ I say.

Tone gives me a look. ‘Lame. It’s Friday. We skate Friday.’

‘I can’t. I’m seeing Ellie,’ I say, hating how trapped I feel between the old and the new, and wishing I could just give myself over to whatever my life is now.

‘You can go later. But now we skate,’ says Tone. I’m not sure why I let him tell me what to do.

I follow Tone and Charlie into the crowd of uniforms pouring out of our school. He’s right. It’s Friday. I can see Ellie later. I go to text her, but before I can, Tone grabs my arm and pulls me across the road, cars tooting wildly.

He laughs as Charlie runs to keep up with us.

‘I almost got hit,’ says Charlie.

‘But you didn’t,’ yells Tone as he drops his skateboard on the ground and takes off.

I keep walking, my skateboard in my bag. We aren’t supposed to skate in our uniforms and I haven’t been at the school long enough to ignore the rules.

‘I’ll have to duck home and grab another board,’ says Charlie. ‘I’ll meet you at the park.’

‘Righto.’

By the time I walk up to the doors of 7-Eleven, Tone’s sitting on the step sucking on a huge multi-coloured Slurpee. He hands me one.

‘Thanks,’ I say.

‘Your shout next time,’ he says, like he just bought me the world. Jake and I would never have bothered about who had money. He hardly ever did but it was no big deal. And a Slurpee only costs about a dollar.

I check the ground is clean and I sit down on the step next to him. Tone’s scanning faces. I can see he has no interest in me because he’s trying to work out who else is around. So I concentrate on the Slurpee that tastes like rainbow Lifesavers.

‘Brain freeze,’ snaps Tone as he punches his head, making me laugh. It’s the sort of thing Jake would have done once upon a time.

‘Hey, Tony,’ says a girl. Nobody calls Tone that. It’s like she’s addressing a different person.

‘Cath. How’s it going?’ says Tone, looking up at her.

I try and read his expression but it’s the same as it always is. Slightly amused, slightly distant and slightly judgemental.

‘Good. See you at the beach this weekend?’

Tone shrugs. ‘Dunno yet. Waiting for the olds to decide what they’re doing.’

She rolls her eyes knowingly.

‘Well, hopefully,’ she says as she walks past us and into the shop.

‘Catherine Elliot,’ says Tone quietly to me. He always says people’s surnames like it should mean something to me, like then I’ll know who they are. But I know nobody. He sighs because I haven’t responded. ‘Her dad and my dad are old mates,’ he explains, like it makes a difference.

I keep sucking the Slurpee. I’ve given up trying to remember the names of the girls Tone knows.

‘Hey, where’s Charlie?’

‘Gone home to get a board.’

Tone laughs. ‘Course. Idiot.’

He stands up and bins his Slurpee cup.

‘Ready?’

‘Um, yeah.’

Even though I haven’t finished my Slurpee, I toss the cup in the bin and grab my bag. It’s heavier than my old schoolbag was. I seem to carry my life back and forth every day. This time I drop the skateboard down on the footpath and follow Tone as he cruises down the busy street. We dodge kids walking in the other direction, weaving in and out. People say hello to Tone as we pass, but nobody bothers with me.

The skate park is between school and home, just before the junction. It’s a rubbish park, full of BMXers who end up in fights with the skaters most nights. Charlie reckons it’s sinking because it was built on an old tip site or something but I have no idea if he’s just stirring me. The skate parks Jake and I used to go to were heaps better, but Tone and Charlie wouldn’t travel in that direction for anything. And Tone isn’t actually much of a skater. He just likes the scene.

It’s also right on a main road, so it feels like a really public park where people walking past can just look in and see you. If I’m on my board and trying to do tricks, then I want some privacy. I want to feel like I’ve entered a world that’s not about anyone else. I don’t want most of Camberwell to be able to see me sprawled out on the ground with a broken wrist if I happen to come off. 

We skate in and Tone throws his schoolbag under one of the trees. There is a little mountain of bags already there and everybody knows not to go near them.

‘I’m going to look for Charlie,’ says Tone, leaving me.

‘Okay.’

My phone beeps.

Where r u?

Ellie. I can’t believe I forgot to text her.

Stuck at school. Be an hour.

More lies. When will I stop?

School now? What a nerd. 

I smile at her message and contemplate leaving. They probably wouldn’t even notice if I bailed now. I look around for them. The park’s busy already with kids skating and talking and mucking around. I see Tone casually leaning against one of the concrete walls, chatting to some girl. Charlie’s probably skating, battling for his bit of concrete, but I can’t see him anywhere. Walking up, I hear the girl laugh and it sounds a little like Ellie.

‘Zander,’ shouts Tone as he sees me. The girl turns too and I see her face. It’s nothing like Ellie’s. She has long hair with a white ribbon tying it up, like most of the girls at her school. Even my little sister has swapped her messy plaits for a single perfect ponytail.

‘This is Maddie,’ says Tone, winking as the girl looks in my direction.

I try and smile but it’s not a very good effort.

‘Hi,’ I say, trying to be polite.

Tone laughs. ‘Zander’s shy, aren’t you?’

I give him a look that even he should understand, but he just grins at me because nothing fazes him. He’s untouchable.

‘Hi,’ says Maddie, smiling.

‘Hi,’ I say again. I look out at the ramps, trying to find Charlie on his board. ‘Did you find Charlie?’ I say, wanting to be away from this awkward conversation as soon as I can.

‘Nah, because I found Maddie first,’ says Tone. Maddie giggles and Tone smirks, making me want to escape.

‘I’m going to go look.’ I drop my board onto the ground and give them both a little smile so it doesn’t feel like I’m dissing them. Tone loves introducing me to girls. I’m not sure if it’s because he thinks it’s funny to see how I’ll react or because he genuinely wants me to hook up with someone new. But he doesn’t seem to do it to Charlie or any of the guys at school. He reserves it all for me.

The hardest part of the park is full of try-hard skaters who are showing off but can’t actually skate properly so I head to the second bowl. It’s still pretty busy but I drop in and start to skate. At least here nobody who knows me from before can find me here. No Jake. No past. No future.

Charlie cuts in in front of me and I watch as he skates down the stairs and onto the flat. He’s the best skater I’ve ever hung around with. He’s more like Jake than me. He takes risks and tries new tricks and actually spends time skating when he comes to a park, unlike Tone who just wants to pick up. I roll to a stop as Charlie speeds up and executes the perfect tre flip.

‘Yeeew,’ I yell in a loud, high-pitched voice. He laughs and gives me a wave.

‘You’re up, Alex!’

‘Nah, I’ll pass. Thanks.’

Charlie’s tried to teach me how to do it, because he reckons my way of combining a kickflip and a 360-degree pop shove-it is not the way to go. And maybe he’s right because every time I’ve done it that way, the board’s flipped up and hit me in the shins. Or I’ve managed to flip the board and then landed one foot on the back and fallen. Charlie’s as determined as Jake used to be about learning something new, but I’m kind of happy to just stay at the level I’m at. It sounds pathetic, I know, but as much as I love skating, I really don’t love injuries. Before last year I used to take more risks, and there was a time when both my shins were bright blue with bruises, but now I’m fine just pulling off a few ollies or a kickflip.

I turn to skate back to where Tone is, but as I do I see Maddie sitting on his knee and his hand wrapped around her and somewhere up under her school uniform, and they’re pashing. I don’t know how he does it but he does. Every time. And he probably won’t even see her again after today, but that’s just what he’s like. And the more I watch them, her blonde hair falling down like a veil hiding their faces, the more I want nothing to do with this place, or these people.

I skate out towards the road, wondering if Tone will even care that I’ve left. Probably not. He’ll just rib me about it later.

There’s a tram pulling up as I reach Riversdale Road and I kick the back of my skateboard, grabbing it in one hand and running down the hill. Luckily the peak-hour traffic is so bad the tram is sort of wedged between one SUV and another and I make it easily to the stop in time.

It’s packed with workers heading home, so I jam myself into the middle and lean against the concertina bit that bends and winds behind me. There’s a kid across from me, leaning against the opposite side. He’s wearing my school’s uniform and I recognise his face but I don’t know his name. He nods at me and I nod back. I’m glad he’s got earbuds in so we don’t have to make awkward chat.

I take out my phone and see three messages from Ellie wondering where I am. She’d be furious if she knew I’d blown her off to skate with Tone. She doesn’t like him at all. I start to message her another excuse and then my phone beeps. It’s Tone.

Where u?

It takes me a minute to think of what to say. If I tell him I’m on the tram, he’s going to know I’m going to Ellie’s.

Family emergency.

That sort of covers everything even if it’s not true.

I know I’m lying to everyone, but that’s what happens when you put a man in a coma and then he dies. You become two people, split down the middle between before and now. And the now is not such a good place to be.

Coming. Stupid teacher made us stay back.

I hit send and feel sick. I don’t want to lie to Ellie. I know what she’d do if she found out. She’s already funny with me because she thinks I’m ditching Jake because he doesn’t fit into my new world. I can’t explain that’s not true so I have to let her think I’ve changed and she’s pretty critical of that.

My phone beeps. It’s Tone. L8r.

I shove my phone back in my pocket. I’m still not sure why Tone has decided to include me in his very wide circle of friends. It’s not like he needs another one. But as much as he’s a complete dick, and I definitely wouldn’t have wanted anything to do with him if Jake and I still hung out, I sort of like how stupid he is. He doesn’t think about consequences because he knows his dad will bail him out of everything. He just is who he is without pretence and without games. He’s like Jake in that way, but with less bravado and a lot more money.

The kid across from me nods again as he presses the button at his stop. I nod back and think how like two middle-aged men we are, nodding to each other just because we recognise the uniform. Dad would approve.







jake


The air is so still. There’s no breeze at all. It’s probably stupid but I have to go, even if he tells me to leave as soon as I get there. I messaged Ellie and she sent me the address. I told her I wanted to surprise him so I hope she doesn’t say anything before I can get there. It’s a house party, round the corner from his place. Ellie told me what stop to get off at so as long as the train doesn’t take four hours, I should be there by 11.30 p.m.

Before, Alex and I would roam our streets on a Saturday night, looking for things to do. We never found much. Kicked cans through the park. Lay on the roundabout and talked about girls. Climbed a tree. But it feels different on my own. Like I’m a shadow passing through. Like if people looked out their windows they wouldn’t notice me at all.

The closer I get to the station, the less I know why I’m here.

The carriage’s almost empty. Some kid’s scraping the glass on the window with a coin, marking his name. I look the other way. I haven’t seen Alex for ages. Not since the funeral. It was like he decided that night to cut me off, and so he did. Twelve years of friendship. Gone.

The train pulls into Flinders Street Station. The platform is heaving. People are yelling and singing their team’s theme song. I try to get off as they are getting on and for a second I think I’m stuck right here, in the doorway, in the push and pull. But then an old guy in a Hawks scarf and hat pulls two kids away from the door and says, ‘You’re right, mate.’

I nod thanks and squeeze my way through the celebrating fans.

As I leave the station and walk out onto Flinders Street, the city feels electric. I don’t come into town much on Saturday nights, especially not at this time, and it’s almost frightening how many people are around. I weave through as fast as I can, head down, not catching anybody’s eye. I’m counting on being almost invisible in my shadowy black. I have to wait for the tram. Number 75. It runs almost all the way to the party. A group of girls are laughing loudly just near me but I resist the urge to look at them. Finally, the tram pulls up and I slip on, down the back, and find a seat in a corner, just like at school. I’m practised at hiding.

I send Ellie a text just to make sure she’s still there.

A second later, one comes back. Yep. 

This was Ellie’s idea. To reunite us. She’s sure it will work. And I hope she’s right. Thing is, I miss him.


The front door is open. The house is huge. There are people everywhere. Bursting out of rooms like the house can’t hold them all. It’s amazing the cops haven’t been called because the noise is really loud. There’s some bad Katy Perry song blaring and a bunch of girls are singing along and sort of holding each other up in the lounge room.

I walk through the house, scanning faces as I go, searching. There’s a bunch of guys laughing and sculling beers and I wonder if they go to school with Alex. I decide I don’t like them even though I’ve only seen them for about three seconds, which is stupid, I know, but they look so loose and light that I’m jealous. I haven’t looked like that in forever.

A girl screams right near my ear and I spin round to see her chasing some guy down the hallway. I wonder how Ellie’s coping with all this. It’s not really her scene. As I reach the kitchen, hands grab me from behind and clamp across my eyes.

‘Finally!’ I hear Ellie say. She lets go and I turn around to see her. I smile because she’s wearing bright red shorts with striped leggings and a t-shirt and she looks nothing like anyone else here.

‘Can you believe the music?’ she says, pulling a face.

‘What? You don’t like Katy Perry?’

‘Groan,’ she says with an eye roll. Ellie’s into weird stuff, bands nobody our age has ever heard of.

‘So where’s Alex?’

She nods towards the back of the house. ‘Out there with guys from school.’

I’m suddenly tempted to leave. She must see how I feel because she grabs my arm and tucks hers through mine. ‘Come on. They’re not that bad. Well, except for Tone. He’s a moron,’ she says, laughing.

So I let Ellie pull me outside where there are fairy lights in all the trees. The backyard is almost the size of our school oval. I see Alex before he sees me. He’s nearly a head taller than the other guys in the circle and he’s smiling at something someone’s saying. I stop walking and Ellie stops too. We stand a couple of metres away from them, watching. Then I see Alex look into the dark of the garden and notice us. His face changes in a beat and I know I shouldn’t have come.

Ellie starts trying to pull me over to him, but Alex has stepped away from the group and is coming towards us.

‘Jake?’ he says as he reaches us.

‘Yeah,’ I say.

Ellie stands between us like she’s brokering a peace deal. And maybe she is.

‘What are you doing here?’

At least he isn’t swearing at me. That’s something. Ellie slides her arm around his waist and pulls him closer. ‘I invited him.’

‘Why?’

She shrugs and smiles at me, trying to make it all okay. ‘Thought you two needed to hang out.’

Alex looks down at her and I try to read his expression. Ellie leans up to kiss him, but he moves away and her kiss hits the air. I can see the flash of panic in her face, like she doesn’t know what’s happening.

‘Alex, come on. It’s a party. He’s your friend. What’s the big deal,’ says Ellie, sounding pissed.

‘Bad idea. I’ll go,’ I say. But before I can, a guy even shorter than me walks up. He’s in shorts and a pale blue polo shirt, which spins me out because nobody I know dresses like that.

‘And who’s this, then?’ he says. Alex looks at him and then at me and I see the trouble in his eyes, the fear of being found out, so I look his friend right in his eyes. ‘I’m nobody. And I’m going,’ I say.

‘Hi, nobody. I’m Tone,’ he says, holding out his hand for me to shake and pinning me with a look that’s so sure, so slick. I can see why Ellie doesn’t like him. I start to walk away, but Ellie grabs my arm again, tugging me back. And then Alex is on the other side of me. ‘Let’s go, Jake,’ he says and I walk with him, leaving Ellie in the garden. The two of us move through the house like ghosts until we’re out on the street, out of the party, away.

I walk with him to the tram stop. I expect him to check the timetable, to see how long he has to put up with me, before I’m on my clickety-clackety way back to the suburbs. But he doesn’t. He just leans up against a fence, looking too big to be there.

‘Ellie wants everyone to be happy,’ he says finally, without looking up. ‘But it doesn’t work like that …’

‘You’ve moved on. I get it.’

He looks up now and I see how dark his eyes are, how angry. ‘Fuck off, Jake. Stop feeling sorry for yourself.’

‘I’m not.’

‘Every time I see you I think about that night. And if I don’t see you, then I can forget about it.’

‘Well, I can’t forget about it. No matter what.’

He shrugs and walks closer, towering over me. It’s never bothered me before, how much taller Alex is than me, but for some reason, tonight, out here, it does. ‘Did you put my name on some list at the funeral?’

I remember back. ‘Yeah. Just felt symbolic that you were there too.’

‘I got a thank-you note from his daughter. Thanks for that. Scared the shit out of me.’

‘Sorry, I didn’t think …’

‘Yeah, you never do. But if Ellie asks, then we went to the funeral of my old girlfriend’s dad. Okay?’

He starts to walk away from me but I grab his arm and try to pull him back, feeling like this is the last chance, this is it. If he goes now, then no matter what, we’re split.

‘I just miss you. That’s all,’ I say, throwing it all out there.

He pulls his arm loose. ‘Sorry. I can’t.’

I watch him walk back into the party, his stride changing, becoming longer, as he gets closer to the gate. And as he slips into the shiny, glittery house, I spin round and slam a punch right into the glass poster box at the end of the tram shelter, desperate to shatter the glass into millions of tiny shards. Instead I shatter my hand and it explodes with pain. I scream for an audience, for Alex, but he’s long gone.







alex


The doorbell rings with three short buzzes, then three long, and then three short. It’s Morse code. S.O.S. Ellie’s idea of a joke, but she only does it when she knows my parents are out. I think she’s just a little scared of my dad, which is weird because she’s never scared of anyone.

I race down the stairs before Sass can get there first. Sass isn’t supposed to open the door when Mum and Dad aren’t home, but she always does if she knows Ellie’s coming over. She loves her almost as much as I do.

I look up at Ellie rolling back and forth on her unicycle. ‘You rode here?’

She laughs and lets the unicycle fall forward so she can slide off and into me.

‘No. I caught the train. I’m not that good.’

I hold her face and she reaches up to hold mine and then on tiptoes, she presses her nose to mine and we stay like that for a second or two, just breathing each other in. Before I can move onto her lips, Sass is behind me, bouncing around like a puppy.

‘Ellie, I have something to show you … come on,’ she says, reaching past me and grabbing Ellie’s t-shirt with her hand.

Ellie looks up, right into my eyes. ‘Apparently I’m needed. Back soon.’

I smile and take the unicycle from her while Sass drags her inside and up the stairs. Instead of following them, I take the unicycle out onto the grass and rest on the seat. I place one foot on a pedal and then pushing off, I leap up, so I’m in the air. My other foot finds the second pedal and I start moving my feet back and forth like Ellie showed me. I try to find a rhythm, but after three seconds or maybe four, I can feel myself tipping forward and no matter what I do, I keep falling until I hit the ground. At least the grass is soft.

I have to carry the unicycle upstairs because Mum will freak if I leave it in the dining room or in the lounge. I know she likes Ellie, but I also know she thinks the whole circus thing is a bit weird. She always makes these pathetic jokes about how Ellie’s running away to the circus. I’ve given up trying to explain it to her.

‘So what do you think, El?’ I hear my sister ask.

‘I like the red one better.’

‘Really? Me too,’ says Sass. It used to be me that she’d agree with about anything; now it’s all been transferred to my girlfriend. I lie on my bed and wait because I know there’s no point trying to drag Ellie away from the clutches of a twelve-year-old needing advice on which skirt to wear to the school disco. Sass is laughing and Ellie joins in and the sound makes me smile. Ellie’s laugh is so infectious you can’t help but react to it.

‘What are you smiling at?’

I look up at my girlfriend grinning from the door. Lucky? Much?

‘Nothing,’ I say.

She closes the door as quietly as she can, knowing that if Sass hears it shut, she’ll be knocking on the door in seconds.

‘How’d you escape?’

She climbs up onto my waist and lies down on top of me. ‘Just told her I needed to go to the toilet. Should buy us a few minutes.’

I find her mouth and nibble on her bottom lip. ‘Not sure that will be long enough.’

She slides her hand up under my t-shirt and I shiver. ‘Cold,’ I say.

‘Hardly,’ she says, sliding her hand down towards my shorts.

I reach up and kiss her mouth, feeling her tongue with mine. My heart’s racing and I don’t want to move in case she stops snaking her fingers down into my pants.

‘Ellie!’ Sass bursts into the room and Ellie is up and off me in seconds. Embarrassed, I grab my pillow and drop it over my lower half.

‘Sorry, Sass, just had to kiss your brother hello,’ she says.

‘Here. This is for you,’ Sass says as she tosses an envelope. It flutters onto my bed. Ellie snatches it up before I can and turns it over, checking the back.

‘Nice handwriting. Who’s Sarah Waterman?’

‘No idea,’ I say, holding out my hand for the letter. Now I’m intrigued. Ellie holds it up high, grinning at me, like she’s not going to give it back.

‘Come on, Ellie,’ says Sass, trying to drag Ellie out of the room. As Ellie reaches the door, she throws the envelope down and blows me a kiss with a smile that will last me a little while.

‘You have ten minutes, Sass. Okay?’ I yell into the empty air, wishing we could have the house to ourselves for the whole day and not just stolen moments.

I read the front of the envelope. It’s addressed to my full name and, Ellie’s right, the handwriting is perfect. I slide my thumb under the stuck-down bit and rip it open. Inside is a card with a colour photograph of a man laughing next to a pool. I don’t recognise him at all, but there’s something odd about it and I realise my hand has started to shake as I open the card. Then I see the words on the page, the perfectly sloped black letters, but my eyes are still refusing to focus. I can hear Sass laughing in the next room as words start slamming into my head.

Funeral. Peter. Thanks.

Peter. It’s him. This smiling man is him.

My name is there. Alexander. They know it’s me. They know about me. How? How can they know anything about me?

My door shuts gently and I jump at the noise.

‘I think I’ve done my duty,’ says Ellie, walking to the bed and sliding her hand along my leg. Her touch makes me pull away and I try to slide the card back into the envelope before she sees. But my hand is shaking so wildly that she plucks it from my fingers before I can tuck it away.

‘Who’s he?’

‘Nobody.’ Even my voice sounds strange.

She starts to open the card and I snatch it away as fast as I can. And for that she gives me a strange look. ‘Whoa. What’s up with you?’

‘Nothing.’

I shove the card into the envelope so roughly the side splits open and I jam the whole lot in my bedside table. Ellie’s staring at me as I turn around. I need to get out of here but I can’t leave her in the room with the envelope. What if she reads it?

‘Alex? You okay? You’ve gone all red,’ she says.

I shrug and lean in for a kiss. I make it to her lips and the feel of them is enough to almost make me forget the card. She moves against me and we topple back onto the bed. And for a few seconds it seems all is forgotten.

Then, Ellie pushes against me and sits up. ‘You trying to distract me?’

‘No. I’m just kissing you.’

She grins and jumps up. ‘No secrets, Alex,’ she says.

Then, before I can stop her, she heads for the bedside table, and just as she’s about to reach it, I leap from the bed and slide my arms around her waist and spin her around so she’s facing me. My heart is racing. I don’t want Ellie reading that card but I have to play it cool or she’ll suspect there’s something going on and then she’ll push even harder.

She laughs as she leans against me. Her stomach growls like it’s giving me a way out.

‘Hungry? Let’s go downstairs and I’ll make us some pancakes.’

She pulls away and looks up. From her expression, I know I’m not going to get away with this.

‘You go downstairs and I’ll stay here,’ she grins.

‘Come on, Sass will be back in a minute, taking you away again.’

‘What are you hiding, Alex?’ Her voice is light and cheeky.

I make myself laugh but the sound is false and hollow. Then I remember something my old drama teacher used to tell us. If you’re creating a story, keep it simple and as close to the truth as possible.

‘Seriously, it’s nothing. Just a letter from an old girlfriend,’ I say quickly.

Then I pull the drawer open, grab the envelope and hand it to her. ‘Here.’

She reads the card aloud.

Dear Alexander,


Thank you for coming to Peter’s funeral. It meant so much to us having so many friends and acquaintances present.


Sincerely,
Sarah Waterman


I’m standing. She’s standing. The card separates us. She looks up and I see her face soften, how changed the expression is.

‘You went to the funeral of your old girlfriend’s dad?’

I shrug, trying not to use words.

‘But why did you pretend not to know who Sarah Waterman was?’

I shrug lightly. ‘Just didn’t want to get into it, I guess.’

‘Why didn’t you just say?’

‘I don’t know. It was a sudden death and he was a good man. I guess I was sad about it,’ I say, realising how true it is.

‘Was that the same funeral Jake went to?’

‘Yeah,’ I say, suddenly understanding he’s the reason this card arrived. He must’ve put my name in the guestbook.

‘No wonder you’ve been a bit weird. You should have just told me.’

‘Yeah. Sorry.’

And then she’s there. Her arms around me. Her lips on mine. Her hands grabbing my back, my skin, my arse. And Peter Waterman is dead and buried. And there’s nothing anybody can do.







jake


It’s not hard to find something black to wear because it’s pretty much all I own. But I have at least put on jeans without holes in them because I thought I should try to make an effort. I begged Alex to come with me but he refused. And it’s not like I can make him come.

‘You’re running late, aren’t you?’ It’s Mum. She’s just got up after working late last night. Her hair’s all crazy and she’s shuffling around in her oversized pyjamas.

‘I’m not going to school today. I’m going to a funeral,’ I say, surprising myself that I’ve just blurted it out.

Even when tired, she’s sharper than most people and she fixes me with a look. ‘Really? Whose?’

‘A friend’s dad. It’s no big deal. Just wanted to show my support. I never met him.’

She nods. Then smiles. ‘That’s nice of you. It’s never fun going to funerals. Do you want me to drive you?’

‘No. It’s okay. There’s a bunch of us,’ I say, pretending to concentrate on retying my shoelaces.

‘How did he die?’ She walks into the kitchen and starts making a pot of coffee. It’s the first thing Mum always does in the morning, and then after it percolates, she sits down and finishes off the pot before she can even think about eating anything.

‘Car accident,’ I say, sticking as close to the truth as I can.

‘Oh, that’s awful. Do I know your friend?’

I shake my head. ‘Nah. It’s someone I met through Alex.’

‘So Alex’s going too?’

‘Yeah. Course,’ I say, hoping today isn’t the day she runs into Alex or his mum and learns the truth.

‘Where’s the funeral?’

‘Camberwell somewhere. Not sure.’

‘Honey, I’ll drive you,’ she says again.

But I shake my head. ‘It’s fine. Really. I should go.’

‘Okay, well, I’ll be home tonight. Not working, thank god, so I’ll cook something nice,’ she says.

I kiss Mum goodbye and get out of there before she asks any questions I can’t easily lie my way out of.


I’ve only ever been to one funeral and that was my grandfather Jack’s. He was Catholic so it was in this very austere church he used to go to. The priest had known him for years so it was really personal, and I learned things about my grandfather’s life that I’d never known. Like he’d grown up in foster homes and joined the navy when he was seventeen to escape. I remember Mum cried for the whole service and I just sat next to her and squeezed her hand. Jack had been a big part of my life, especially after Dad had left, and he’d pretty much raised my mum on his own because my grandmother died when Mum was a kid. He taught me how to kick a footy. And we used to go to AFL games sometimes because he lived just near the MCG in this dingy little flat in the back blocks of Richmond. Only Sydney Swans games, though, because he was an old South Melbourne supporter and still barracked for the red and whites.

It’s strange thinking back to that funeral. Alex was there too and his dad came, which really struck me as weird at the time, because it wasn’t like we were family friends or anything. But I think he thought he was doing the right thing by bringing Alex. I had to do a public reading of some poem about death that my grandfather apparently liked. My voice sounded really odd in the church, all shaky and soft like I was terrified of saying the words aloud.

Mum never talks about her dad, but I know she misses him. I miss him too even though I hated how yellow the skin on his fingers were from years of smoking tobacco.

I wonder what this funeral will be like. Alex tried to talk me out of going, but I have to go. I don’t know why. I just want to see the man’s family, hear about him, and learn what he was like. Alex thinks its part of some ongoing self-punishment. Maybe he’s right and this is my way of making myself suffer without actually having to go to prison. Truth is, I’m still in shock that we killed this man and going to the funeral is my fact-finding mission to see what people know. And I’m secretly hoping that today I will hear the real reason the man died, and that it will have nothing to do with us.


Camberwell seems so far away. I can’t believe this is where Alex lives now. It’s so different to the borough. It’s all wide streets with big trees and brand new cars. Even the houses look impressive and old, not brown brick and from the seventies. The church is supposed to be along here somewhere, but I can never quite work out how to read the GPS on my phone so every time I turn it in the direction I think the phone should face, the screen changes. That’s the problem with spending your entire life in one small square like I usually do. I’m not normally inclined to navigate the wider world, because aside from going to school, the skate park and the shopping centre, I don’t actually have anywhere else to go.

I turn the corner onto Burke Road. The church is St something and I keep walking in the direction I hope I’m supposed to go in, and wishing I’d worn something less casual. I imagine that people around here are probably quite a bit posher than I am, and now I’m terrified someone will take one look at me and know instinctively that I shouldn’t be here and ask questions I can’t answer. I consider turning back but then I see the huge crowd spilling out the front of a big pale stone church. They don’t look like what I imagined. For a start, there are hardly any people wearing black and I feel really conspicuous, like I didn’t get the email about the dress code. The hearse is parked right out the front and I avoid looking because I don’t want to see the coffin. I had to ride in a hearse with Mum when we followed my grandfather’s body to the crematorium. Cars kept stopping for us and it made me feel a little bit famous.

Everyone is standing in clusters and chatting like it’s the perfect place to catch up on things. I stand back, as far back as possible, so I can scan faces to try and find his daughter. I figure once we get inside I’ll be able to spot her. Then the doors to the church open and people start filing in. It’s a huge church. Anglican, I think. So much more impressive than the one my grandfather was farewelled in. Because I just want to hang near the back, I let people go in front of me, and wait until almost everyone else is inside before I start edging my way in.

As I head into the foyer, I hear music playing. Not the traditional organ music that played at my grandfather’s funeral but a guitar being strummed. Two women in dark-coloured suits are handing out programs and gesturing for people to sign the visitor’s book. I try and get past without signing because, really, how can I sign a visitor’s book? But the man in front of me turns and hands me the pen and I know it would just seem strange if I passed it further down the line without writing anything. I don’t want to draw attention to myself so I scribble a name. Alexander Cormack. And then I add his address like all the others in the lines before. It’s his fault he wouldn’t come with me so at least this way he’s here in spirit.

Then one of the women hands me a program and without thinking I look at the front. And there it is. His face. Grinning at the camera as he holds up a giant snapper in his hands. He looks so happy. I quickly fold it over so I don’t have to see him and squeeze into a spot right in the back corner. The church is crammed with people. The wooden pews are all full so guests stand three-rows thick at the back, which means I can’t see down the front to where the family sits. As the minister starts talking and welcoming everyone to the funeral, I realise just what a bad idea this was. I’m starting to sweat. My jeans feel all tight and uncomfortable and I can’t breathe properly.

Light pours in from the arched windows. The words coming from the front are about the man’s amazing life and the legacy he’s left behind and I know those words are for me. And then a baby screams, and I have to get out of here. But there must be about forty people between me and the door. I hear the minister mention the tragic event that cut the man’s life short and I worry I’m going to faint.

I start pushing.

I wriggle past one man and then a couple of older women and keep going like that until I can nearly see my way out. I know people are giving me dirty looks but I focus on my hand that has started to shake and keep pushing through. Behind me, the gap closes like I was never there.

Somewhere at the front of the church a woman starts sobbing and I force myself out through the last pocket of people and into the day. The sun is way too bright. It’s like someone is shining lights into my eyes to check my level of guilt.

‘Are you okay?’ says a voice behind me and I spin around ready to run. But it’s not someone come to arrest me. It’s just one of the women in the dark-coloured suits. She’s probably from the funeral home or maybe she’s the driver of the hearse. Her face looks sincerely concerned for me.

‘Yeah,’ I manage to say. She touches me on the arm and gives me a kind little smile and I resist trying to yank myself free of her.

‘Here,’ she says, handing me a wad of tissues. ‘I always carry spares.’

I take them and wipe my eyes savagely like I’m trying to remove any sign that I’m upset. I start walking away from the church, knowing she’s watching me and wondering what she thinks. I wait for her to call out or even chase me but thankfully she doesn’t. I get down the road before my hand finally stops shaking. I realise I’m still clutching the program and I throw it into someone’s garden, and start to run for the tram. I have to get back to the borough. I have to get away from here.







alex


I haven’t spoken to Jake since that afternoon in the skate park, the day the man died. He keeps wanting to meet up and talk about it, keeps ringing me late at night, so I’ve started turning my phone off at home. Far as I can tell, there’s nothing more to talk about. We didn’t go to the police last year when it happened, so why would that change now just because he’s dead?

I’m just trying to bury myself in my new school. I joined the rowing team and made the seconds, which is pretty cool given that I’ve never rowed, but I’m tall and strong and they needed a replacement rower so I’m it.

I’ve also joined the debating team, as nerdy as that sounds. And I put my name down for the outdoor camp that runs all of term two. If Dad wants me to be a joiner, then I’ll be a joiner. The only problem with doing all this extra stuff is that it leaves me almost no time to go and see Ellie. It might be only 19 kilometres between Ellie’s place and mine, but on public transport it takes over an hour. Seriously. A tram. A train. And a walk.

I’m too scared to take off my blazer because it’s a big deal to be seen not wearing it on the way to or from school. But as I reach Ellie’s, I’m just about to slip it off when she opens the front door with a grin as big as any I’ve seen.

‘Well, look at you,’ she says, laughing.

I start trying to get the blazer off, but as I’m slipping it from one arm, she’s pulling it back on.

‘I think you look cute,’ she says, her lips brushing against mine. ‘I like boys in uniform.’

‘Hilarious.’

‘Yes I am. Come on, I’ve got Sunnyboys for us.’

I follow her into the house. It’s only a little cooler inside, but as soon as I take off the stupid blazer I feel much better. I grab Ellie by the hand and pull her down onto the big brown leather couch with me. She smells sweaty and sweet all at the same time and I kiss her mouth, her cherry lip balm sticky on my lips.

‘Mum’s home,’ she whispers in my ear. I groan, making her laugh. ‘But she’s out the back weeding right now so we have about three minutes, I reckon.’

‘So stop talking and kiss me,’ I say, finding her mouth again.

I could kiss Ellie forever. As her tongue finds mine, I know she’s smiling, and I smile back, our lips pressed together. I run my hands up her back and pull her closer, manoeuvring us both so I’m lying down and she’s on top of me. She’s only wearing a singlet and shorts so her warm skin is pressed against mine.

‘Alex, how nice to see you,’ says a voice from behind us. I freeze. Ellie laughs but stays where she is, her body against the length of mine. ‘Good one, Mum.’

I’m not quite as relaxed around Ellie’s parents as they keep telling me I can be, so I sit up, forcing Ellie to move too. ‘Hi, Laura.’

Ellie’s mum holds up a wilting lettuce in one hand and a couple of dirt-covered carrots in the other. ‘You staying for dinner?’

‘No, I can’t. But thanks.’

She nods. ‘I’ll leave you both to it then.’

Ellie’s mum walks out of the lounge and into the kitchen. I can hear her whistling. Ellie slides up so she’s sitting on my lap and leans down to kiss me again, but all I can concentrate on is the banging sounds of dinner being made in the kitchen. Ellie nips my bottom lip with her teeth and whispers, ‘She doesn’t care.’

I roll my eyes. ‘But I do.’

‘Boring,’ says Ellie, climbing off and walking out of the room. I’m not used to parents being as casual as Ellie’s. Actually, they aren’t casual about everything, just their daughter making out in the lounge. But if Ellie’s grades slip or if they think she isn’t working hard enough at school, then she’d be in trouble. They have big plans for her.

‘So how is it?’ says Ellie, handing me a Sunnyboy frozen ice triangle. She plonks down on the couch and rests her legs on mine.

‘Okay.’

She gnaws at the orange iceblock. ‘I hate that sound,’ I say, licking the Sunnyboy but not biting it. She laughs and keeps doing it.

‘Just okay?’

I shrug. How do I explain it? ‘It’s huge. Impressive. No girls. I don’t know yet.’

‘I’m glad there are no girls,’ she says.

‘But it’s all the other boys talk about.’

‘Can you survive it?’

‘Yeah. I think so.’

‘Make any friends?’ she asks in her singsong voice.

‘Maybe.’

‘Not saying much, Alex.’

‘Not much to say. How was your week?’

She laughs and I realise how much I love that sound. ‘Listen to us. We sound about a hundred. My day was fine, thanks. Double science. Double English. Have you spoken to Jake?’ She looks at me, those eyes trying to work something free. I know she’s digging for answers, but I have nothing to say.

‘Nah. Not for a while. Why?’

‘Don’t know. He’s been a bit weird.’

‘Yeah?’ I suck the flavour from the ice until there’s none left in that spot.

‘Yeah. Do you know what it could be?’

I shake my head. ‘Nah. Sorry. He’s still pissed that I moved …’ I see her frown and realise she’s unconvinced.

‘I don’t think that’s why …’ she says, chewing into the ice again and sending shivers down my back. ‘He told me he has to go a funeral, but wouldn’t tell me whose it was. Don’t you think that’s weird?’

I really don’t like where this conversation is going. Even though Jake isn’t here, he’s still dominating the afternoon and ruining my time with Ellie.

‘Yeah, but Jake is weird, El. I keep telling you that.’

‘Don’t you care about him at all?’

Ellie’s getting worked up in that way she has, where she tries to get to the bottom of something. Sometimes I love it, but other times, like right now, I just wish she’d let it go.

‘Yeah, but can we talk about something else?’

She gives me a look and I see her teetering between taking up the argument and not. There’s a second where she seems to think and then says, ‘Like?’

I’ve already got my distraction planned. ‘Why is it called a Sunnyboy?’ I hold up the iceblock. She pretends to think. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Me neither.’

‘Well, that ended that conversation. Can we go back to Jake now?’

I move a bit and send her feet off my lap. I can’t believe we’re back here already.

‘Don’t you worry about him, Alex?’

‘No. He’s a big boy, El.’

She slides her feet back up again and kicks at my leg. ‘Yeah and he’s supposed to be your best friend.’

‘Things change, El,’ and as I say it I know it’s true. We’ll never be best friends again. ‘We’ve grown apart.’

‘Sometimes, Alex …’ she starts.

I look over at her. I wish I could tell her why. Explain what happened that derailed us, but I can’t. That secret stays with me. So I lean over and kiss her icy, orange-flavoured lips, hoping to distract her again from this conversation, so we can forget about Jake and all the trouble he’s in.







jake


Ten minutes into a double science class and my phone has just beeped for the fourth time. I’m trying to ignore it, but as Mr Cap is busy explaining our first experiment, I slide my phone out to read the messages. They are all from Alex. I scan them quickly, arriving at the last and feeling like I might crumple on the ground.

Call.

Now.

Ring.

He’s dead.

He’s dead. The man is dead. I hold the metal bench to stop myself falling. I feel like I’m going to spew.

‘Can I go to the toilet?’ I say loudly, over Mr Cap.

My teacher looks annoyed but he nods, mid-sentence, and I hurry from the room. I make it to the toilet and lock the door. I flick the toilet seat closed and sit down.

Alex answers on the first ring.

‘He’s dead,’ he says, like I didn’t get the messages.

‘How?’

‘You have to ask that?’ Alex’s voice is harsh.

I ignore him. ‘How’d you find out is what I meant.’

‘News.’

‘Shit.’

‘Yeah.’

I’m breathing hard. He’s breathing hard. It’s all just hot, noisy breath down the phone with neither of us saying anything.

Then Alex says, ‘I’ve been researching. Even though we’re only fifteen, we’d still be tried as adults. Go to jail. There are other cases. They’d argue we knew the consequences of what we did. In other words, we’re screwed, Jake.’

‘Only if they find us,’ I say, realising immediately how that sounds.

‘But still …’

‘Yeah. He’s dead.’

I think Alex’s crying and I really don’t want to hear that.

‘There’s someone coming. I’ve got to go,’ I lie, wishing a kid would bang their way into the toilets just so I didn’t have to pretend.

‘Jake, you said he’d wake up,’ he whispers.

‘I hoped.’

‘But you said not to worry. That it’d be okay. You made me think everything would be all right. But it’s not. He’s dead. He has a kid. A wife. They had to turn the machine off.’

‘I’m sorry, Alex. I thought …’

There’s a wild scream down the phone and Alex has started sobbing.

‘I’ve got to go. I’ll see you later.’ I hang up before he can answer.

Thing is, I thought we were okay. I stupidly thought that if he hadn’t died by now, then he’d wake up. But he was dead this whole time.

*


I Google the news. It’s the lead story. Big colour photo of his shiny, smiling face. A detective is quoted as saying they’re still investigating. And then they interview his friends. His wife. I turn off my phone and hear someone slam into the toilets and shut the door next to me.

I flush as I leave, just in case someone catches me coming out, and I can’t believe that I can be so calm right now. I walk back to class and resume my spot at the bench between Tien and some girl called Janey. Tien pulls a face from behind the safety goggles, and I realise I have no idea what I’m supposed to be doing. But I start to pour some liquids anyway because it’s better than standing here replaying the sound of Alex sobbing down the phone.

‘Too much sulphur, Jake,’ says Mr Cap as my concoction fizzes out of the test tube and onto the science bench. Normally I’d care what Mr Cap thinks but today it just slams into my head that a man is dead. I stare at the mess of chemicals dripping from the bench onto the white lino floor. It’s a surprisingly pretty sight. The greeny-blue bubbly mixture looks a little like the potions Alex and I would make out of food colouring and random ingredients we’d snatch from his mum’s pantry. I’m not actually sure, though, if the puddle’s toxic enough to burn a hole right through the floor into another dimension. But that would be one option for me.

‘Clean it up, Jake. You don’t want that stuff on your skin,’ says Mr Cap, handing me a thick yellow sponge. As I wipe across the spillage, erasing any sign of the chemicals, I can’t believe this might be my last science class. Yesterday if anyone had asked me what I wanted to do with my life, I would have said I want to study science. Especially chemistry.

‘Jake? You okay?’

I look up into the worried eyes of Mr Cap. I’m still pushing the sponge backwards and forwards across the floor, trying to clean nothing.

Mr Cap laughs. ‘You trying to see what will happen if you keep wiping? That’s one way to check cause and effect.’

I shake my head, knowing tears are so close that if he says one more thing to me, they’re going to drip all over this nicely cleaned floor.

‘I’ll just go rinse the sponge,’ I say, standing up.

But he plucks it from my fingers. ‘Just wash your hands and you can start remaking.’

And now the tears are coming. I can feel the itchy beginning as they start bubbling up behind my eyes. Desperate to mask how I feel, I wipe my eyes with my hands and Mr Cap squawks, ‘Chemicals! You’d better wash your eyes too! Where are you today, Jake? You’re away with the pixies.’

I know he’s still watching after me as I bang through the chemistry lab door on the way to the bathroom. I wash my hands in the metal basin and try to avoid looking in the mirror. But I can’t. I just have to see what I look like. Nothing’s different from yesterday except that I haven’t shaved again so I’m a bit hairier. But the pimple on my cheek is still there. My eyes are still dark brown. And my hair is still floppy and in need of a wash. It’s the same face.

I splash water on my face, relieved my teary eyes can be put down to too much sulphur, and walk back towards class. This time I’m going to use the right amount of chemicals and Mr Cap will be impressed.


Alex is skating in circles in the bowl. He’s just going around and around like somehow that will make things better. He’s in his new school uniform and that surprises me. I didn’t think he’d want me to see him like that. Not today anyway.

I skate towards the edge and then drop down into the bowl, narrowly missing him as he skates another circle.

‘You took ages,’ he says.

‘Yeah. Sorry.’

‘Thought you weren’t coming.’

I stop skating and wait for him to come around near me. As he does, I grab his arm and pull him to a halt beside me. He looks awful. Red eyes. Blotchy.

‘Can’t believe it, Jake.’

‘You haven’t told anyone?’

He pulls his arm away and skates off, towards the world of graffiti down the end of the bowl. There’s rubbish there too. Chip packets. Burger boxes. Soft drink cans.

‘Take that as a no.’

‘What do you reckon?’

He skates past me. I follow him, slow enough so I won’t catch him. Then he stops suddenly, jumping off his board and letting it keep rolling. He stops me as I reach him. I can see the strain on his face.

‘I don’t want go to jail, Jake.’

‘I don’t either.’

Alex grabs my arm so tight I feel like he might break it. ‘Jake, you don’t understand. I can’t go to jail. I just can’t.’

I try for lightness. I even smile like he’s worrying about something he shouldn’t. ‘We’re only fifteen. We aren’t going to jail.’

‘I told you on the phone. There’s a precedent. We could be tried as adults. We knew what we were doing. It’s our fault. It’s not like we didn’t know what could happen. We did.’

He lets go of my arm, but it feels like his fingers are still curled around it. Agitated, he starts pacing. His usual coolness has disappeared completely. I hate seeing my best friend like this. So I make a snap decision. I have to make this okay.

‘Alex, we won’t go to jail.’ My voice is so sure.

He spins around. His eyes are wild. ‘We will if anyone finds out.’ His body is shaking. I’m worried that he’d tell anyone he saw right now. I need to get him to understand.

He’s so intense that I skate off, carving higher, up the edge, where it’s harder to stay up, leaving Alex down in the grubby bit of the bowl.

‘Come on, let’s go skate up top,’ I say, running for the side and stretching up to grab the metal lip to pull myself out. My legs scrape across the edge but I sit waiting for Alex to join me. He seems lost down in the bowl, just standing with his board nearby, like the ground is going to suck him under.

‘No one’s going to find out,’ I say loudly, like I’m talking about cheating on a maths exam, not about killing someone. He looks up at me and seems to snap back to earth. I watch him run for the side, tossing his board at me so he can pull himself out. But he must misjudge it because his board shoots out and makes it, but he’s left hanging onto the dirty concrete by his fingers, struggling to pull himself up. The sight is all wrong. My mate Alex doesn’t misjudge a simple run-up out of a concrete bowl we’ve skated in our whole lives.

I reach out for his hand as he runs up for a second try. I see his blazer smudged with dust where it brushed against the filthy concrete. The words in Latin on his pocket. I grab his hand and for a second we just stay there, like counter-weights. Me up the top and him down the bottom, waiting. And then, just like that, I pull. And he’s next to me again.

‘It’s just like when Lottie was run over,’ he says quietly.

I haven’t heard him mention his dog for ages. ‘Yeah, and it was an accident, just like that.’

‘They weren’t accidents, Jake. Both times we did something that caused them to die.’

I look at him sharply. ‘What happened with Lottie?’

Alex turns away. ‘Left the gate open. She got out.’

‘That’s got nothing to do with me.’

‘Yeah. Thanks.’

I think back to Mr Cap’s science class. I want to show him that it’s not that simple. ‘But you didn’t kill her. She might have got out anyway. And the man might have died anyway. You can’t prove causality.’

Alex laughs but the sound is ugly and mean. ‘You trying to make me feel better or you?’

‘I’m not. It’s just that Mr Cap …’

‘Don’t give me that science crap, Jake. They both died because of something we did. End of story.’

He’s right. I know it. But he’s drowning in it and I can’t let him go under.

‘You’ve got to stop thinking about it.’

He glares at me and I look down.

‘Yeah, great idea,’ he says sarcastically.

‘What do you suggest?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘How’s school going?’ I only ask him because I’m desperate.

‘Really? That’s your idea of a subject changer. Fabulous.’

He clambers to his feet and grabs his board, like I’m the reason everything is bad. I don’t know what he expects me to do, but talking about it isn’t going to change anything.

I get up to follow him but as I turn around, I see him ollie up onto the rail and then crouch down and slide it all the way. My heart is pounding fast in my chest and I’m holding my breath because I know this is new for him. I know this isn’t about skating or doing a trick or showing off; it’s about something else. He hits the bottom and jumps. His board lands and he lands perfectly, two feet spread on the top.

I erupt with a cheer. He looks over and I see the relief on his face.

‘Your turn,’ he yells to me.

‘Sure thing. But I’ll do it faster.’

‘Go on then.’

As I skate over to him, I can feel my heart starting to settle and my body relaxing. This is just us pulling tricks and hanging out like the old days. I ignore his uniform as I skate up, concentrating on the smile still plastered on his face.

‘Time me,’ I shout.

‘Righto. Go,’ he shouts back and I take off as fast as I can. But as I ollie up onto the rail, I see him walking away, his board tucked under his arm. I forget what I’m doing and I start to wobble and instead of riding the rail down, my board tips and I go sprawling off onto the hard grey concrete.

‘Alex!’ I yell from the ground, my heart beating like it’s going to explode from my chest.

I see him turn. I see him see me. I see him think for a second too long before he drops his board and skates back.

I check my knee. It’s cut but not as bad as it could’ve been. My wrist hurts too but it works okay so it’s not broken. I sit up, stretch out my legs and watch the blood run in a long thin line down into my sock.

‘You okay?’

I look up at him, his face shadowy, the sun shining behind him like a giant halo. ‘Where you going?’

‘Home. It doesn’t feel right to be here. To be pretending everything’s okay when he’s dead.’

‘What choice do we have?’

‘I don’t know. But this is weird.’

I don’t want to talk up at him so I stand, my knee crunching as it bends. ‘You don’t want to hang out anymore?’

‘It’s not like it was, Jake.’

I can feel the anger rising up my chest and burning in my throat.

‘Yeah, I know that. I get that he’s dead. I get you don’t want to go to jail, but if that’s the case, don’t we just go on like we always do?’

And then instead of saying something, Alex shrugs like he has no answer for me, like I’m the problem, like it’s all on me. And I want to punch him, right there in his perfect pretty face, and give him some reason to remember I’m still here.

‘I’ve gotta go. I’ll catch ya,’ he says.

‘Great. Good to see ya,’ I say back, because I want to have the last word for once.







alex


Mum woke me really early this morning and then made me stand with Sass while she photographed both of us in our new school uniforms. She’s waited a long time to have her kids in real school clothes and she wasn’t going to let it go undocumented for anything. I feel so strange in a blazer. Like I’m an impostor. And it’s 38 degrees already, which isn’t helping because looking comfortable in this many layers in this sort of heat is pretty near impossible.

‘I’m taking your sister. Do you want a lift?’

‘Nah, it’s okay. I’ll walk,’ I say.

She hovers in my doorway and I wait for her to say whatever it is she needs to say.

‘You’re not skating,’ she finally says.

‘Um, why?’

‘Because it’s Camberwell. You’re not skating.’

I hear Sass laugh from her room. If it weren’t so ridiculous and such a sign of Mum’s newfound snobbery, I’d laugh too.

Instead I decide to argue. ‘I’m sure kids skate in Camberwell, Mum. It’s not just a mode of transport for the outer suburbs.’

‘Not in your uniform, you’re not. Didn’t you read the code of conduct? I left the book on your desk.’

I resist the urge to look over at the piles of crap mounting on my desk. I have no idea what’s under there.

‘To and from campus you are expected to uphold the values of your school. And that means not skating in uniform.’

‘Okay. I’ll walk.’

Satisfied, she nods. ‘You look smart. I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.’

I smile at her, wondering when it became so awkward for us to talk normally.

‘I’d better get going, Mum. Don’t want to be late on my first day.’

She walks into my room like she’s entering a war zone, and takes out a twenty-dollar note from her purse. ‘For lunch,’ she says.

‘Thanks.’

I watch her walk out and I pocket the money. Then I snap a quick selfie on my phone. I manage to get a bit of the blazer into frame and I look okay in it, so I text the pic to Ellie.

Two seconds later she texts back.

2 cute.

I text back.

Ha.

Then another message comes through and it’s a pic of her grinning at the camera with her fake glasses on. She loves wearing them when she’s studying because she says it makes her feel smarter. I message her.

Miss u.

And I do. I wish I was out in the borough with her, holding her hand and pulling her along on my skateboard, listening to her laugh, and not here, about to face a new world.

She sends me back three kisses. It’s not enough. Not today on my first day at a new school when I have no friends and no idea what is expected of me.

‘See ya, Sass,’ I call to my sister as I go down the stairs.

‘Good luck,’ she calls after me.

‘You too.’

But she’ll be fine. She’s always fine. She can rock up anywhere and fit in. I’m not sure that I can. I’ve always had Jake there behind me, as my wingman, but now it’s just me and my blazer.

The air is already thick with summer as I head down our street. It’s actually not far from my house to school. But it’s crazy busy. There are kids everywhere in different uniforms, walking or waiting for the tram on Riversdale Road to take them further in or out. I don’t know any of the uniforms so I have no idea what schools they are from. But the kids all seem to know each other. It’s like one big walk-to-school party that I wasn’t invited to.

The traffic is so busy on Riversdale Road that I don’t wait for the lights. I just run across while the cars are trapped. And as I reach the other side, some guy skates past me on a board, wearing the same school uniform as me. I’m tempted to snap a photo and send it to Mum but she probably wouldn’t be amused.

It’s shady on this side of the road because of the high brick walls. I walk as close to the wall as I can because already my shirt is sticking to me under the blazer. But Mum’s right. Everywhere I look students have their blazers on. Nobody is walking without one.

I reach the gates. They are huge. Like everything else in this school. Even the cars that drive in to drop off kids are huge. It’s a sort of supersized world.

I head to the office building, because I figure that’s where I have to start. I have no idea where my classes are. I just can’t believe the size of everything. The ovals that run alongside the path seem to go on forever. Even the sprinkler turning on the oval seems to be casting water much further than any sprinkler I’ve seen before. My old school was a bunch of portables and one brick building. It was dated, crowded and often vandalised. This is like a display school, like a model made to show people the possibilities.

I walk into the administration building and am hit with freezing cold air. No ageing ceiling fans in these buildings. I walk up to the counter, where there are three women about Mum’s age. I stand for a second until one of them looks up.

‘Yes? Can I help you?’

‘I’m Alexander Cormack.’

She immediately smiles at me.

‘Year ten. Yes. I’ve arranged for someone to come and show you around. Just take a seat.’

I manage a nod and walk over to the row of leather chairs along the wall. Above them are cabinets of trophies and photographs. I start looking at some of the names, when I hear, ‘You Alexander?’

I turn around and see a kid walking towards me, without a blazer on. He’s sizing me up, and scans to my face and stops. I deliberately don’t smile. He doesn’t either. I’m going to play it cool.

‘Yeah. Alex.’

Now he smiles and I see the lines of braces across his teeth.

‘I’m going to call you Zander. Everyone’s called Alex.’

He’s pretty confident for someone so short and skinny. But he’s wily looking too, like he knows what’s what.

‘Zander?’

‘Yeah. It’s cool.’

I resist the urge to laugh, but I’m also pissed. Clearly I have no choice in my own nickname.

‘I’m Anthony Rundle,’ he says, like I should know who he is.

But the name means nothing to me.

‘Your dad knows my dad,’ he says like it’s a boring fact, and then I get it. I’ve heard about this guy. Or rather, I’ve heard about his dad. Fraser Rundle.

‘So how come you don’t have a blazer on?’

‘Eczema,’ he says, smiling like it’s funny.

‘Right,’ I say, not envying him the idea of peeling skin.

He laughs at my expression. ‘I don’t actually have it. Just a doctor’s letter saying I might get it if I overheat.’ He sticks his hand out for me to shake. ‘Anthony. Definitely Dad’s idea. Who calls their kid Anthony these days? Seriously. So I’m Tone. Okay?’

I nod. ‘Sure.’

‘Come on. I’ll show you around our grand establishment …’

I follow him down the corridor, noticing more ways this school’s nothing like my old one. It’s like a ‘spot the differences’ page in a kid’s activity book, but here it’s spot 990 differences, not ten. Let’s start with the Latin. Everywhere. Trophy cabinets. What can I say? Pool. Olympic sized. Tennis courts. Seven. Ovals. Three. Basketball courts. Four. Kids. Eighteen hundred.

Tone offers me his running commentary as we walk through building after building. ‘I always volunteer for these things. Means I get to sniff out the new kids and skip a morning of classes. Teachers think I’m being thorough if it takes me a couple of hours.’

‘Best thing about the school?’ I say, expecting his answer to be sport. Even though he’s small, I bet he’s a closet jock, just by the way he walks and moves. And because of the fact that so far all he’s talked about are the sporting facilities.

‘Mates,’ he says, surprising me.

‘Worst?’

He looks up at me. ‘You really need to ask?’

‘Yeah?’

‘The lack of girls,’ he says like I’m an idiot.

‘Oh. That’s new to me.’

‘It sucks,’ he says as we walk past one of the ovals where guys are doing footy training. ‘Got a girlfriend?’

‘Yep,’ I say, wondering what Ellie’s doing right at this minute. Probably running late for school like usual and either riding her unicycle crazy fast, or maybe her bike.

‘She hot?’

I give him a look. He shrugs like he doesn’t care. ‘She got friends?’

I feel like I’m talking to a prison inmate about how he can score when he gets out. ‘Yeah, she’s got friends,’ I say, slightly irritated.

‘They hot?’ The way he says it makes it clear he’s winding me up and I try to laugh, but it just makes me want to be with Ellie even more.

‘Hey, Tone,’ a guy says as he walks past.

‘Whassup, Maxy?’ Tone yells back.

‘You coming Saturday?’ is the reply.

‘Surely am,’ says Tone. Then he turns to me. ‘Max Whitehouse. Rich as fuck. You should come. Big party. Everyone’s going.’

‘Can’t. I’m going out with my girlfriend,’ I say.

He shrugs like it’s no big deal. ‘Bring her. And her hot friends.’ Then he starts walking again. ‘Come on, the pool’s this way.’


The thing is I’m actually really impressed by the size of the place. I’m super impressed by the facilities and the fact that I can do anything I want here. And as much as I don’t like him, I’m even impressed by Tone, who seems to know everyone in the whole school by name and who everyone knows. He’s fine. Friendly. Loose. Funny. Arrogant. And maybe in another lifetime, I could have genuinely chosen to be friends with him, not cling to the idea of friendship with him just because I have no choice. But I’m getting ahead of myself. One school tour and I’m already assuming Tone will want to hang out with me. He might want nothing to do with me and then where will I be?

I wonder how Sass is doing down the road. If she’s settling in, finding her friends, finding her way. I hope so. She was so excited about it all this morning. Got up super early just to put her uniform on and braid her hair the way she imagined it should look. I offered to walk her, but Mum said she’d rather drive her in. I think Mum’s trying to trade up too. I certainly never remember her making such an effort in the outfit stakes as she did this morning.

‘Gym’s over there … and the senior’s basketball courts. Junior ones are further down,’ says Tone, sounding slightly bored. ‘You going to row?’

I laugh at the idea, thinking of what Jake would say.

‘You should. About the only way you get to see girls on a regular basis …’ says Tone seriously. ‘Even if you do have a girlfriend, it gets real boring looking at us guys all day every day.’

Despite myself, I laugh. I also like the fact he hasn’t asked me what school I’ve come from, or where I used to live. All he talks about is sport and girls.

‘Do you have a girlfriend?’ I ask.

‘I prefer to have many than only one,’ he says, joking around. ‘After school we skate most nights. You skate?’

‘Boards?’

‘Yeah. Not ice,’ he says, smirking.

‘Yep.’

‘Then you should come one arvo, Zander,’ he says as if I’m almost approved of.

I nod, playing down the fact that I know I need to fit in. This is my new life. And the only way I can ride it out is if I can blend in as quickly as possible.

‘Come on, I’ll show you all the school cafes … you need to know which one to avoid and which one to go to for lunch and which one for snacks,’ he says, like it’s totally normal to have more than one. As we walk out into the sun, I wonder how hard it is to get a doctor’s letter saying I have eczema too. Because if it gets much hotter than this and I have to wear this blazer every day, then no matter how many friends I make, nothing will stop me from dropping dead.







jake


I haven’t seen Alex for two weeks. That’s the longest we’ve ever gone without hanging out, except when he went to America with his family a few years back. I haven’t seen Ellie either. The last days of summer holidays have passed by in a blur of lying on my bed and watching screens. Mum tried to drag me out a few times, but the furthest we got was to the video shop. It happens to be the only video shop left in the southern hemisphere. Mum still calls them videos, which after five years, I’ve finally stopped laughing at.

And now it’s back to school. All the usual nerves and excitement of starting a new school year are missing. There’s no Alex. He won’t be waiting for me at the end of my street and walking along with his hand in his back pocket, thinking about something. He won’t be at his locker. He won’t be in line waiting for the hot pies so I don’t have to queue up. He won’t be there.

Because he’s somewhere else.

I Googled his new school. They have a motto in Latin. Something about respect and tradition. All the photos on their website make it look so damn peachy. There are boys swimming, boys playing violin, boys rowing. Boys doing things only boys with a lot of money get to do.

I’m not jealous. I’m hurt. And that’s so much worse.

I know Alex says his dad is making him go. But he also wants to. He’s running away. He’s terrified of staying here because of what happened. I know how frightened he is. I just wish he’d stay and be frightened with me instead of leaving me here in the borough alone.

This is the first back-to-school day I’ve ever had without Alex. I feel like I’m back in prep. The little scared kid with just a mum to see him off.

I reach the gates. Kids are filing in from everywhere. A few people say hi and I try to be polite. But I feel sweaty, like maybe I’m coming down with something, something that will keep me home for the next six months in quarantine.

‘How were the hols?’ says a voice behind me.

I slow so Tien can catch up. ‘Okay,’ I say as he pulls his headphones off to talk.

‘And no more Alex,’ says Tien.

It’s started already. I manage a nod.

‘Grammar school. He’ll drown.’

I can’t help but laugh at Tien’s horrified expression.

‘Maybe he will,’ I say, feeling treacherous that I’m banking on Alex failing.

‘Saw his house sold and everything. So he’s officially left the borough?’

‘Yep.’

Then Tien really surprises me with a pat on the back that is almost affectionate. Mostly we’re competing in science classes for the best marks, so I’m not used to this side of him.

‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ he says in a silly voice.

I shrug like it doesn’t matter, even though we both know it really does.

‘Come eat lunch with us geeks if you want,’ he says as he turns towards the lab, leaving me heading in the other direction.

‘Thanks,’ I call after him. Maybe it won’t be so bad after all.


I make it through a morning of classes, taking notes, mostly listening to the teachers and managing not to fall asleep. But as the lunch bell rings, I automatically look to the locker Alex used to have. I stand for ages, watching it, like somehow he’ll materialise if I just wait long enough.

But instead of Alex, Ellie walks up and opens his locker and throws her bag in.

‘How did you get that locker?’

She smiles at me as she pulls out an apple. ‘Hi, Jake.’

‘Yeah, hi.’

She bites into the apple and leans against the locker. Alex’s name, scrawled in purple Sharpie on the door, peeps over her shoulder.

‘Weird being back,’ she says. ‘Think we’re in English together this afternoon.’

‘Are we?’

‘Yeah. Which is good because I still don’t really know anyone here.’

‘Yeah, I’m not looking for any friends,’ I say.

Ellie laughs and a bit of apple hits me on the cheek.

‘Sorry,’ she says, reaching over and brushing it off. ‘But what’s with the ’tude?’

I feel all the fight go out of me. She’s right. I’m being a dick.

‘Sorry. It’s just weird being here without …’

‘Yeah. I bet.’

And then she slides her arm through mine and starts pulling me down the corridor. Her skin is soft and warm against mine and as we walk, kids look at us. I’m not used to being looked at.

‘Where are we going?’

‘Canteen. I need something hideously deep-fried and you are going to explain to me what food is safe and what food I should avoid. For that, I’ll shout you a potato cake.’

‘Potato cakes are definitely on the avoid list. They’re sometimes not even cooked.’

‘Ergh. See? I need your help.’


She slams into the canteen door with her bum and holds it open for me. It’s very strange being here with Ellie. I’ve never had lunch alone with a girl before.

The place is as packed as always at this time of the day. Ellie says hi to more people than I do, so clearly the whole not-having-friends thing is just a ruse to make me feel better. But she stays by my side as we wait patiently in the queue.

‘So you’re into science?’

‘Yeah.’

‘All of it?’

‘Yeah. Chem mostly.’

‘What’s your plan when you leave this place?’

Ellie inches forward and I follow her. She watches me as I talk and I see how bright her eyes are.

‘Science at uni hopefully. What about you?’

‘Literature. History.’

I fake a yawn and she laughs.

‘So what should I avoid?’ She leans over the bain-maries and stares at the greasy yellowing food.

‘You really have to ask?’

‘What are the dimmies like?’

‘I wouldn’t go there.’

‘Okay. Chips?’

‘Yeah, you’re probably safe. And the pies are okay on Tuesdays and Thursdays because that’s the days they come in fresh.’

‘And what do you want?’

‘Surprise me,’ I say.

She grins and the sight makes me happy. I wait for her at the register as she fills a tray with various evil foods.

‘For you.’ She tosses me a large chocolate Big M. I frown as I catch it.

‘Bad choice?’

‘No. My favourite,’ I say, surprised.

‘Good. I was right. Took you for a chocolate man. Let’s get a seat,’ she says, carrying the tray and squeezing through busy tables, while I’m still fiddling with the straw dispenser.







alex


I now live up among the trees. That’s what it feels like in my new bedroom. Like I’m safe. Like nothing can get me. I took the little room and left the big one for Sass. She has more stuff than me and in this room I get to see outside from my bed. I can lie down and look straight at a whole window full of green. Ellie likes it here too. Not that she’s really allowed in my room for more than about two minutes because Mum and Dad are old school and they won’t let doors be closed or friends of the opposite sex hang out in bedrooms.

But on the few occasions she’s been up here, she’s liked it.

The house itself is ridiculously impressive. I’m not surprised there’s been a battle over the will for so long. I’m not sure about all the details because Dad keeps that stuff private, but I know he’s had a falling out with his brother, so I guess that had something to do with it. Before we moved in here, my only memory of the house was this tiny room with a balcony on the second floor that was full of my grandfather’s taxidermy. I remember being terrified by a large eagle that had these beady black eyes that seemed to follow me around the room. It’s still there now, across the hall, in the spare room off the landing, but the feathers are crushed and broken and one of the eyes has fallen out and it’s not scary at all.

‘Alex,’ calls Mum. ‘Are you ready?’ Mum’s voice floats up the stairs. I think she loves having a double-storey house with heaps of rooms. It means she can bark orders without having to look at us.

‘Almost,’ I call back.

‘We need to get going. Apparently it’s busier in the afternoon.’

Sass walks into my room without knocking. She’s wearing her new school dress and she swishes the skirt of it as she moves.

‘I don’t understand why everyone doesn’t want uniforms. They’re just so comfortable,’ she says theatrically as she plonks down on the end of my bed.

‘I don’t want a uniform,’ I say.

She shrugs at me like I don’t count.

‘And you can’t wear that out today, Sass. Go and put normal clothes on.’

‘But I like it.’

‘Yeah, but it’s weird when school doesn’t start for two weeks.’

‘Three actually. I’ve got a calendar up in my room.’

Her enthusiasm makes me smile.

‘Are you coming with us?’

‘To watch you and Mum try not to fight? Yeah. I wouldn’t miss it,’ she says smugly.

Mum and I are not going to fight. I pull on my sneakers and then think better of it. If I have to try on a heap of clothes then I’m wearing thongs.

As my sister waltzes out of my room, she stops in the doorway like she’s just remembered something.

‘You finally got rid of Lottie’s bed,’ she says, pointing to the empty corner of the room. I skip a breath. The floor is clear. Her bed is gone. I jump up and push past my sister and take the stairs stupidly fast.

‘Mum! Where’s Lottie’s bed?’ I scream the words.

Mum is in the kitchen, wiping the already pristine bench.

She doesn’t look up as she answers. ‘I threw it out. It’s been ages. There were probably fleas.’

‘When did you throw it out?’ My voice is shaking.

‘A couple of days ago,’ she says with a sigh. ‘If you didn’t even realise it was gone, Alex, you’re obviously over it.’

‘Over it?’ I gulp.

‘Yes.’ Mum tosses the sponge into the sink and stands back examining the bench. I stare at her, waiting for her to look up, wondering what to do with the rage that’s filled my limbs. But when she does look up, it’s with a smile I can’t stomach.

‘I’ll be in the car,’ she says, walking out.

‘I’m in the front,’ shouts Sass as she runs past the kitchen and out the front door.

I stay where I am, stuck in the moment with my mother. I didn’t notice Lottie’s bed was gone. I didn’t even see it.

Mum jabs the horn in three short bursts, dragging me stumbling back.

Of course Sass is already buckled up in the front, leaving me to climb into the back seat, my legs squashed up under my chin. Sass turns as if expecting a fight, but I’ve deflated. I’ve got nothing left.


Mum reverses out onto the street. I’m still getting used to nature being everywhere. Huge oak trees line the roads and the front gardens are bright summery green. It’s nothing like the borough. It’s not that far to Camberwell from there, but it means skipping through a kaleidoscope of suburbs, watching them grow and fatten and prosper as you draw closer to the inner belt. 

‘You need to keep an eye out for Smith Road, Alex,’ Mum says like I have any idea where we’re going. But I dutifully start looking out the window to try and find the right place.

I see the signpost for Smith Road. I consider not telling Mum and letting her drive around for a bit longer as punishment for chucking out Lottie’s bed. But I’m not sure if I’m angry at her or at myself for not even noticing.

‘There,’ I say, pointing to the other side of the road.

‘Finally,’ she says with a sigh like it’s my fault the uniform shop is so hard to find.

She pulls up outside a small row of shops, parking alongside about four other cars almost identical to ours. Before Mum gets out of the car, she checks her lipstick in the mirror and sees me watching from the back seat. I try a smile, and she begrudgingly tries one back.

Sass is the first into the shop. It seems like she’s just as excited to get my uniform as she was to gets hers. At least she only had to go to her new school to buy her uniform, not come to some place like this.

‘Hello, can I help you?’ says a woman wearing some of the thickest glasses I’ve ever seen. I leave Mum to explain and pretend to look at the rack of black wool blazers with different school logos on the pockets. I don’t want to want this, but part of me does.  I just hope that if what happened hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t have wanted this. That I would have been content with my friends and Ellie at my old school.

‘Hey, look, you even get a school umbrella. Not fair,’ says Sass, picking up a large black umbrella and dropping it back into the display box.

‘Yeah, but you get hair ribbons,’ I say jokingly.

‘Here you go, Alex,’ says Mum, walking up with a huge stack of hangers. ‘We’ll do winter first and then summer. I want to get it all done today.’

Kill me now. She hands me half the shop. The last time I tried on anything in a changing room, I was with Jake and we were buying matching black denim in a shop in the city. It was much more fun than this. This is torture.

I go into the changing room and shut the door. As I hang up all the hangers, I catch a look at myself in the long mirror. My eyes look dark and shadowy, and my hair’s getting long and puffy at the front. I like it like this, but Mum’s already booked me in for a trim at some fancy place in the junction where apparently they cut a lot of private schoolboy hair. I’m not sure how it’s any different than cutting public schoolboy hair, but apparently it is.

I haven’t even taken off my jeans when Mum raps hard on the door. ‘I need to see it all, Alex.’

‘I’m still getting dressed, Mum.’

I hear her say something about the speed of boys to the shop assistant and then they both laugh. It makes me want to go even slower.

‘Actually, Alex, try the shirt on with these pants instead. They’re smaller,’ says Mum loudly. I see a pair of pants being thrust under the fitting room door. I wonder who else is in the shop and if it’s as painful for them as it is for me. I button up the pants and flick the lock on the door. I know there’s no way she’s going to let me get away with not parading in front of her and the shop assistant so if I ever want to get out of here, then I just have to make it happen quickly.

‘These are fine,’ I say to Mum, standing in the doorway of the cubicle and trying not to look up. Of course Mum isn’t convinced. She slides her cold fingers under the waistband and pulls a face at the assistant. ‘Don’t think these will last long. Maybe we should go to the bigger size.’

‘Yes, well, he’s probably growing quite quickly,’ says the woman. Sass laughs and I shoot her a dirty look. At least she should be on my side. I know I’m blushing, so I sort of push Mum out of the way and step back into the cubicle and start taking off the pants. Obviously I’ve forgotten to lock the door because Mum barges in while I’m standing in my jocks with the school pants around my ankles.

‘Mum,’ I say sharply.

‘Get them off, Alex.’

She actually reaches down to pull the pants from my ankles. It couldn’t be any worse. I lift my foot and she yanks them so quickly that I fall back against the fitting room door. Standing up, she hands me another pair in a different size.

‘Try and make this pleasant. Okay, Alex?’

‘I am.’

I sigh and wait until she’s gone before trying on the bigger pants. Once again I unlock the door and this time a couple of guys about my age are in the shop with someone I figure is their mum. They’re mucking around and one of them looks across at me and holds his hand to his head like a gun and pulls the trigger. I can’t help but laugh.

‘It’s not a joke,’ says Mum, more for the shop assistant’s benefit than for mine. She has no idea what I’m laughing at anyway. I wait for her cold fingers to check how much room I have around the waist and watch as the other guys are handed a pile of clothes like mine.

‘We’ll take these ones,’ says Mum finally. ‘And three of the shirts. Now, just pop on the blazer because I need to check the size.’

I was leaving the blazer to last. There’s something about sliding my arms into the lined sleeves and buttoning up the shiny gold buttons that makes me feel like none of this is real. I shove my feet into my thongs just to try and earth some part of me.

I look like a million other kids. The chip in my front tooth is still there. But everything else looks a little different. I’m not the boy in the black jeans and the Vans and the band t-shirt who put a man in a coma. I’m someone else. I try smiling but the smile that comes back in the mirror is strange, uncertain. It doesn’t look like one I recognise. I try again and this time it’s all elastic and goofy and I wonder if anyone will bother talking to me at the new school or if I’ll be the weird outsider who nobody comes near.

Sass stops texting on her phone as I come out. It’s like I’m in costume or something. Mum smiles. It’s a nice smile. It’s genuine. Like she’s really happy at the sight of me dressed like this.

‘Perfect,’ she says and the shop assistant steps forward to check the sleeve length and shoulders. I can hear her humming as she presses my shoulder to see where the seam ends.

‘Yes, I’d say that’s the right fit,’ she says finally.

‘What do you think, Alex?’

I don’t know what to say, so I nod like I don’t care even though I do. Mum reads this as me being dismissive and quickly the golden moment is broken. She turns away from me to focus on what else I need. Even Sass has gone back to her phone and I scuff my thongs along the ground to the changing room, waiting to be handed the pile of clothes for summer.







jake


Mum always makes mince pies at Christmas and packs them up in little cardboard boxes with tartan ribbons to hold them in place. I’m not sure why she still makes them. We used to do it together, with my grandad. But now Mum does it alone. She takes some to work for the staff room, and a box to each unit in the block of flats where we live, and then always makes a box for Alex’s mum and dad. So I’m here. On the day before Christmas with Mum’s box of mince pies. I had to catch the train and the tram and then walk to get here.

The house is nothing like what I thought it would be. It’s bigger and grander than Alex’s description. But I guess admitting you live in a mansion to your friend who lives in a dogbox is pretty hard to do.

The front yard is all high fences and plush grass. I’m sure Alex can see me from his bedroom window upstairs, but so far I’ve been standing on the doorstep for five minutes and nobody has come. I’ve knocked. Twice. And then I see the little metal doorbell off to the side, and I realise they probably didn’t hear me knocking because the house is too big.

I hold my finger on the bell for a bit longer than necessary and it’s strangely satisfying.

‘You’re here,’ says Alex, opening the door.

‘Yep, I’m here,’ I say.

‘Come in.’

I follow him inside and it’s like a different world. Alex’s house was always pretty neat and uncluttered but this is something else. The walls are white. The ceiling’s white. Even the carpet is kind of grey-white. There’s hardly any furniture, except a giant beige leather couch with a big wooden coffee table in front of it and a large silvery Christmas tree in the corner. It’s like a display home.

‘We haven’t finished moving all the stuff in yet so it’s a bit bare,’ says Alex, like he can tell what I’m thinking. But then I see a wall of paintings.

‘Wow.’ I don’t recognise any of them from the old house.

‘Yeah, there’s even stuffed deer heads upstairs, and more paintings than anyone knows what to do with. Grandad was really into his art,’ says Alex, sounding as bemused by the place as I am.

‘He must have been really rich.’

Alex laughs. ‘Yeah. I reckon. Sort of makes you wonder about the el cheapo birthday presents he always gave us.’

I realise I’m still holding Mum’s mince pies and I wish I hadn’t offered to deliver them. I hand them to Alex.

‘Happy Christmas,’ I say.

‘Your mum’s? I love these,’ he says, pulling the ribbon off and diving into the box.

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. They’re yum. Best part of Christmas,’ he says, shovelling one into his mouth. He holds out the box to me.

‘Want one?’

I haven’t eaten a mince pie since my grandfather’s funeral. I take one out of the box and it starts to fall apart in my hands. I bite into the pastry that Mum rolled all weekend. It’s sweeter than I remember, but Alex is right, it’s yum. I grin at him as he takes another one from the box.

‘Come and check out upstairs,’ he says.

The stairs are carpeted in the same pale carpet as the rest of the house. I run my hand up the bannister, the wood smooth under my fingertips.

‘Sass was furious when she heard you were coming today,’ says Alex as he pauses at the top of the stairs. ‘She’s at a sleepover.’

I like thinking Sass wants to see me. Things haven’t changed too much if that’s the case.

‘My room,’ he says, waving his arm at a doorway. ‘Sass’s room, the spare room, and the bathroom,’ he says explaining the other three doors. ‘Sass likes to say we’re sleeping in the trees up here because you sort of feel surrounded.’

As I walk into his room, I see what he means. His window is huge and at first all I can see is green. I walk over and rest my face on the glass, looking out at the hint of the city through the branches.

‘Cool, huh?’

‘No wonder you didn’t mind moving,’ I say, really meaning it. When Alex doesn’t answer, I turn and see the angry look on his face.

‘I wasn’t meaning it like that, Alex. This place is awesome.’

He takes a minute but then he softens, perhaps happy that I understand.

‘Yeah. It is, isn’t it? Ellie calls it her summer house because she plans on spending all summer here.’

‘Ellie’s been here?’

‘Yeah. A few times,’ he says and then stops, realising why I’m asking.

‘I didn’t mean for her to see it before you did. It just happened like that.’

‘Whatever,’ I say, turning back to the window.

‘Come on,’ he says quietly behind me.

I don’t want to be like this with him. I just want us to be normal. I take a good look around his room. It’s even more like a display home than it is downstairs. The bed’s perfectly made. The rug on the floor matches the doona cover. And all his posters have gone. I wonder where my friend has gone. He’s nowhere to be found in this place.

Alex sits down on the edge of the bed. I see he’s not wearing shoes. Just socks. Maybe I broke a rule by wearing my dirty sneakers into this very clean house.

‘Should I take my shoes off?’

Alex shrugs. ‘Nah, Mum’s out so don’t worry about it.’

I don’t know where to sit. I feel like I don’t belong here. I choose the floor and immediately regret it. Now I’m down low and he’s up high and it’s just all wrong.

‘How you feeling about starting school?’

He laughs. ‘I’m not thinking about it. I figure I’ve got January to get used to the idea.’

I lean back on the rug, not knowing where to look. It’s strange seeing him here. In this room, in this house.

‘How you doing?’ he asks me and it’s so formal, so not us, I frown. ‘Yeah, fine. I dunno.’

‘Yeah, me too.’

As our words dry up in the room, I realise how quiet it is here. There are no hard sounds. No traffic. No horns. I can actually hear birds singing.

‘Where’s Lottie?’

I see his strange look. ‘She died last week.’

‘What?’

‘She got hit by a car. I thought you knew.’

‘Shit.’

He nods and looks down, brushing at something on the doona. ‘Yeah. I wasn’t there. I didn’t see it. Mum had the vet put her down.’

‘Shit,’ I say again.

He looks up at me, his eyes shiny like he’d cry if he could. ‘Made me think, you know … the guy who hit Lottie took her to the vet. So we got phoned. Otherwise she probably would have bled out on the side of the road.’

I know what’s he thinking, but I’ve moved past Lottie being hit to the bit where I want to know why this is the first I’m hearing about it.

‘Did you tell Ellie?’

‘Yeah, course I did. She’s my girlfriend.’

‘Didn’t you think I’d like to know too? I remember when you got her as a puppy.’

Alex stands up, his fists clenched, and I can tell he’s fuming. ‘Shit, Jake. It’s not all about you and me. My dog died. That man is probably going to die. Don’t you get it?’

‘Don’t you get it?’ I’m yelling. ‘Don’t you get it, Alex? You’ve left me. You’re here in your fancy new house and I’m out there. Near the freeway. Alone.’

Alex walks over to me. Right up, so close, he’s leaning over into my face and there’s a flash of something dark and dangerous in his eyes. I’ve never seen this in him before. 

‘A man is in a coma because of us. And they may as well put him down like they did with Lottie. Do you get that, Jake?’

I jump up and move back, out of his line of fury. Of course I get it. I get it all. Him leaving. Me staying. Us doing something we can’t undo.

‘I’m going. Nice house,’ I say, storming out of his perfect bedroom. I want him to stop me leaving. I want to stay. I want to hang out in his fancy garden and his upstairs room and talk crap like we used to.

‘Thank your mum for the mince pies,’ Alex yells after me.


‘What flavours?’ says Mum with a shy smile.

I shrug and her smile vanishes. ‘Sorry, Mum. I don’t mind. You pick.’

‘Okay … pistachio and mango?’

‘Sure.’

‘I thought you hated pistachio,’ she says in a worried voice.

The shop is packed. There’s a queue halfway down Lygon Street, if you can believe it. It’s like we’re waiting for our lives to change, not like we’re waiting for an overpriced gelato. But it’s Mum’s idea of spending some time together. She heard about this place from one of the patients at work and she thought it would be nice for us to try it. I think even Mum’s usual optimism has been a bit dinted by the hour-long wait we’ve already spent with all the families and couples out together on this warm summer Saturday evening. There’s nothing like hanging with your mum on a weekend to make you truly feel like you have no life.

‘Strawberry and nougat,’ I say, trying to make an effort because she is and it’s not her fault my life has come to this.

‘I’m going to have banana and Nutella,’ she says, reading the flavours on the board as we inch slightly closer to the front of the line.

Some little girl elbows me in the back and I move forward, trying to get out of her reach. I know she’s not meaning to annoy me, but she’s been whingeing and grumbling for most of the hour and I reckon I’m about to snap at her or her mum.

‘Shall we see if there’s a movie on soon?’ says Mum lightly. ‘Be nice to sit in a cool cinema,’ she says, taking out her phone so she can check the website.

I can’t believe I’m here, with Mum, buying ice creams and seeing movies like we’re on a date.

‘Okay. You choose,’ I say, making her smile.

‘We haven’t been out in ages,’ she says, still scrolling on her phone. ‘How was Alex?’

I know she’s pretending to concentrate on her phone while she asks me this so I don’t glare at her.

‘Good. He said to thank you for the mince pies,’ I say as offhandly as I can.

She looks up, doubt written all over her face. ‘Really?’

‘Yeah. It was great to see him in his new place,’ I lie, willing her to look back at her phone.

‘I don’t mind if you go out with him on weekends. Stay over at his place. You don’t have to be home just for me,’ she says gently.

I wish I could tell Mum that she’s not the reason why I don’t leave the house, and why I lie in my bed with the window open, listening for the sounds of cars on the freeway over the back fence. And why when I’m about to be handed a double-cone ice cream that costs almost as much as Mum’s hourly pay rate, I don’t feel like I deserve it. And it actually makes the guilt come thicker and faster than ever. Instead, I nod like I’m taking it all in, like I’m truly considering going to stay at Alex’s, like he actually wants me in his new life.

I listen to Mum order and tune out halfway through. Everywhere I look there’s life. A couple kissing in the queue like they’ve found the perfect way to waste time. Someone walking a dog. People eating burgers on the street. And then there’s me.

‘Here you go, Jake,’ says Mum, passing back the cone.

‘Thanks,’ I mumble and lick the strawberry that’s already melting and dribbling down my hand, as we move out into the balmy night. When I see that Mum just has a small cone, I feel sick at the thought that she’s gone without so I can have the big one.

‘Mum, you have this …’ I say, offering her my ice cream.

‘No. Don’t be silly. This is plenty big enough for me,’ she says and then licks the chocolate in circles.

‘I don’t want it. You have it,’ I say, even though I know this is going to end badly. I can feel it in my body. That charge that makes me yell and sulk and ignore her for days on end. She stops walking and gives me a look.

‘Sorry,’ I mumble, hoping it’s enough. Hoping we can just eat the bloody ice creams, see the movie and go home.

But Mum isn’t content with just surviving the night. She wants it to be memorable. ‘It’s yummy, isn’t it?’

‘Yep.’

‘I know why my patient told me it was so good.’

‘Yep,’ I say, trying to hold it in because she’s not Alex and she’s not the reason I’m so angry.

‘Is everything okay, Jake?’

‘Yep.’ That’s all I can manage. Even after she buttered me up with a giant gelato and a night out. Just a yep.

She walks over to the lit-up window of a bookshop. Inside are people shopping. Mum told me once that if she had spare money she’d buy books. And she’d have a big room at home with shelves on all the walls so she could display them. Now she just watches crappy crime shows on TV and reads the magazines she takes from the patients after they’ve been discharged or have died.

Standing away from her, I can’t help but stare at her back. At thirty-three she doesn’t seem old enough to be the single mother of a surly fifteen-year-old, working night shifts just to keep it together. If I went to jail, then she could start again. Find someone to love and have a baby. One who wouldn’t turn out like me.

I step up to the glass and peer into the window, to see what it is she’s looking at. But then I see her reflection and I realise she’s crying and trying to disappear her tears. She’s still licking her ice cream like that’s the perfect disguise for unhappiness.

‘Is there anything gory on?’ I say, pretending not to notice her tears.

‘Really?’ She looks at me for a second, delight clear in her face. It makes me feel even worse.

‘Yeah. Let’s do it.’

She smiles and for the moment I’ve saved her from knowing just how bad I really am.







alex


My phone is ringing but Ellie is kissing my neck and nothing is going to make me stop her and answer it. Somewhere in the house Ellie’s mum is singing to herself, but we’re in Ellie’s room with the door shut and so far nobody has barged in to check what we’re up to.

Ellie giggles. ‘You have to shave. It’s all tickly,’ she says, sitting up next to me on the bed.

‘Kiss here instead,’ I say, pointing to my lips.

With a grin she leans down and gives me a quick peck on the lips.

‘Hilarious,’ I say, reaching up for her. I can feel her heart beating against my chest as she rests her weight right along my body. My phone rings again and I throw a pillow from under my head down onto the floor to try and silence it.

‘You know I’m supposed to be doing homework, don’t you?’

I answer her with a kiss, just as my phone rings again. I groan as Ellie leans down, trying to reach the phone on the ground, and I hold onto her arm to stop her tumbling off the bed. She’s laughing as she grabs the phone and holds it up.

‘It’s your mum. She’s rung three times. You’d better answer, Alex,’ she says. I reach for her, trying to pull her back down but she bats me away with the phone. ‘Answer it. It could be important.’

‘I don’t care if it’s important.’

‘I’m hungry anyway. I’ll go and get some toast. Do you want some?’

‘Yeah. Peanut butter and butter.’

She clambers off the bed and fixes up her shirt so it’s back where it should be.

‘Do I look like I’ve been studying?’

‘Um, maybe studying the art of making out.’

She laughs as she leaves the room. I hit the green button on my phone.

‘Hello, Mum,’ I say, stretching out on Ellie’s single bed.

‘Alex, where are you?’

‘I’m at Ellie’s. I left a note.’

‘I didn’t get it and I’ve been trying to get a hold of you. I’m at the vet. It’s Lottie.’

Mum’s voice makes me sit up. She sounds softer than usual. ‘What’s happened?’

‘She was hit by a car on Riversdale Road. I had to have her put down.’

‘What?’

‘I’m sorry, Alex. I wanted to wait for you, but she was in pain.’

My head is spinning. ‘She’s dead?’

‘Honey, I’m really sorry.’

‘But …’ This isn’t happening.

‘A car hit her this morning and—’

‘How did she get out?’

She pauses. ‘The gate must have been left open.’

As she says the words, I remember rushing through the front yard. I was in such a hurry to get to Ellie’s, I unlocked the gate and I didn’t …

‘But, Mum …’ My hand is gripping the phone so tightly it might break.

‘I know. I’m sorry. I know what Lottie meant to you.’

My eyes are stinging. I don’t want to get upset on the phone. Not with Mum.

‘Alex, are you okay? Do you want me to come and get you?’

‘No. I’ll get the train. Are you still at the vet’s?’

‘Yes, but honey …’

‘It’s okay, Mum. I’ll get the train.’

I hang up before she can argue. I can see the gate hanging open. I can see myself rushing away from it. I can hear Lottie barking as I left. She must have followed me.

‘Two slices of peanut butter and butter toast. Thought you needed to keep your strength up.’

I look up as Ellie comes in with a plate piled high with toast and everything bursts out before I can stop it.

‘Alex, what’s happened?’

But I can’t even speak. The pressure in my head feels like it’s going to make my skull explode. It’s all just pouring out of me. Ellie’s arms wrap around my shoulders, but they can’t contain anything. My body is shaking with tears. I’m gasping for air. My chest hurts. My eyes burn and each time a wave of grief passes another one begins. It’s like something has ripped open in my body and I can’t close it. I see his daughter. I see him. His wife. The car. It’s all there. We did this. We put him into a coma. And now Lottie’s dead. And this is punishment for what we did.

‘Alex …’ Her arms wrap tighter around me as I’m hit with shame. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Lottie’s dead,’ I manage to whisper between gasps. Her arms tighten around me like they can stop the hurt.

‘It’s my fault, Ellie,’ I say through the sobs.

‘No. Why?’

‘It’s my fault. All of it. It’s my fault.’

I don’t know what she thinks as she holds me and rocks me, and lets me soak her shoulder with tears, but I know what I’ve done.

‘I’ve gotta go. I’m going to catch the train to the vet’s.’

She holds on tighter. ‘I’ll come too.’

‘No.’ My word sounds so angry. And I am. But not with her.

She kisses me like she doesn’t want me to leave, but I have to get out of here. I have to see Lottie.


Two dickheads stare at me on the train. They have their boots up on the seat opposite, and one of them is using a coin to scratch a tag into the glass window. I stare back at them, willing them to start something. I want to fight something. Someone. And the guy with the shaved head and the aggro attitude will do just fine.

But the more I stare, the more he finds other places to look. The more I stare, the more he shrinks. Until he’s tugging on his friend’s arm and pulling it down so that the tag is only half finished.

My phone beeps. It’s Jake. I don’t read the text. He’s all I need. The train hums along the tracks, the grinding sound buzzing under everything, as it speeds through station after station.

And still I stare.

At the next station, the one with the shaved head stands up. He kicks his friend and gestures to the door. As they pass me, one of them bumps his elbow into my shoulder and I snap around, making them scurry as fast as they can to the door.

And I glare at them as the train pulls off and they yell at me from the safety of the platform, one jokingly grabbing the other around the neck. And I think of Jake, and I know I should call him but I can’t bear the thought because then I’d have to tell him I caused her to die. And he loved her too.

Lottie was my birthday present when I was seven. Dad surprised me with her. Bought me a dog because I was scared of them so he thought it’d help. And it did. Nobody could be scared of her. Big fluffy ears and nose so cold that if she rested it on your leg or your back while you were sleeping she could wake you up. It was such a strange thing for Dad to do. He’s never been tender or thoughtful like that. But that day he really nailed it.

I’m so lost in my head that I almost miss the stop. I scoot through the doors and out into a day I don’t want to have.

The station’s busy. It’s always busy. I pull my hood up and walk like I’m a shadow, dodging people to get to the right street. I need to check my phone because I’m not exactly sure where the vet is. It’s somewhere around here.

Ignoring the traffic, I run straight across the road, a wave of horns following me. Run me over too. I don’t care.

Then I see the vet’s with its animal paintings all along the front. It’s too cheery. My breathing is all out of whack. My chest hurts like it did that night when we ran to the playground and hid in the tunnel. I push the door and hear the bell ring, and the girl at the counter looks up, her smile fading as she takes in my hoodie, my hidden face. I probably look like I’m going to rob her.

‘My dog …’ I say as tears prickle my eyes.

‘Just take a seat,’ she says in a hard, nasally voice.

But I don’t want to take a seat. Not here in the little waiting room with its magazines and wooden chairs. I just want to see my dog.

Then Sass walks out and sees me. She’s crying as she crosses the room and falls against me, her arms tucked around my back. I let her hug me as hard as she can, but the more she cries, the more everything in me dies.

‘Do you want to see her?’ says Sass, her face red and blotchy.

I don’t have a choice.

I nod, and she takes my hand and leads me down a corridor where I can hear other animals snuffling and moaning and barking. We reach a room right down the back. I see Mum through the square of glass at the front and she doesn’t look like she normally does. Her hair is messed up. And she’s not wearing any lipstick.

Sass pushes the door open and I see Lottie lying on the silver bench, lying like she’s asleep.

Mum holds out her arms, awkward. ‘Oh, honey. I’m so sorry,’ she says, trying to make it seem like we hug all the time.

‘Not your fault, Mum.’

I dodge the hug and step closer to Lottie. She’s been cleaned  up but she doesn’t look right. Her limbs are positioned oddly like she’s not real.

‘We’ll leave you,’ says Mum.

‘It’s okay,’ I say, suddenly panicked at the idea of being here alone with dead Lottie.

But Mum smiles a sort of understanding smile, obviously thinking that I want time alone, and pulls Sass along with her.

Once the door’s closed, the room feels even smaller, and I wonder how long I have to stay here before I can escape. It smells like methylated spirits and cleaning products, which masks any smell of Lottie. I was supposed to give her a bath. She was so stinky and I hadn’t washed her since we moved. I should have washed her.

I know I should go to her and touch her or pat her or something but I don’t want to. I just want to get out of here.

I can see her collar peeping out from her furry neck, and before I can even think about what I’m doing, my hand has snaked out and touched her back. Her skin doesn’t shiver like it normally does. I try to think of Lottie curled up on my bed but I can’t. She’s dead. That’s it.

It’s over.







jake


There’s been nothing in the news for weeks. No reports of anything about Peter Waterman, so I’m assuming that’s a good thing. He hasn’t died. Nobody has come forward with any evidence. And as far as I know he’s still in a coma in a city hospital, in a stable condition. Alex wanted me to ask Mum if she knew anything, but the hospital she’s at is just some local suburban place. It’s not like she’d have any insider knowledge.

I keep hoping to read that he’s made a full recovery, or that they’ve discovered what happened on the freeway that night and that it had nothing to do with us. But it’s like it never happened. 

I rang the hospital last night. Pretended I was a family member, a nephew who wanted to know how he was. But the nurse sounded really suspicious and wouldn’t tell me anything. I have been considering turning up one day, and seeing if I can get myself in to see him, but what if they take one look at me and know instantly that I am the reason he is there?

I keep trying to talk to Alex about it, but he won’t discuss it anymore. He told me that he thinks it’s for the best if we just pretend it never happened. I know he’s scared. His father would kill him if he found out what we’d done. And Alex has always had it pretty easy. He’s not really used to things derailing.

But I’m not sure how to pretend it didn’t happen. Even if I survive a whole day and don’t think about it once, then Peter Waterman visits me in my dreams. And most nights I wake, sweating, shaking, and thinking I’m still there, still in that night, still watching. I don’t know how to switch it off. But maybe I don’t want to. Maybe I can cope with the idea that it happened, as long as it damages me a little bit every day.

‘Jake, honey, dinner’s ready,’ calls Mum’s voice through my closed door. She’s been on nights all week, and now she’s back on mum duty, cooking up nutritious meals for her wayward son.

‘Not hungry,’ I call through the door.

I hear the handle turn. Mum steps into my room and turns on the light. 

‘I don’t feel well,’ I say, rolling over on the bed and burying my head in the pillow.

‘You need to eat. You’ve been living on chips and Big Ms all week. Get up.’

Sometimes when she’s annoyed, Mum surprises me. I know she’s not going to let me lie here, so I get up, groaning as loudly as I can to make sure she understands just how inconvenient it is. She’s watching me and her gaze makes me look away. If there’s one person I hate disappointing, it’s Mum.

‘Made tacos,’ she says, her voice softening. Of course she did because she knows I love them. I manage a nod.

‘Might be time you changed the sheets,’ she says before walking out of my room.

She’s right, but there’s nothing worse than your mum telling you something like that. I follow her to the kitchen table. She’s already prepared everything and it’s all laid out like we’re in a fancy restaurant. I sit down. Mum hands me a plate with a couple of taco shells on it and I start filling them with meat and cheese and lettuce. Suddenly I’m starving. She’s right. I’ve barely eaten for weeks.

‘What’s going on, Jake?’

I bite into the taco and the shell cracks, dripping fillings everywhere. I eat faster because maybe if my mouth is full, she’ll leave me alone.

‘Nothing,’ I manage to mumble.

She’s still watching me, reading me. That’s what she does. She always has. I put it down to the fact there are only eighteen years between us, so she remembers what it’s like to be fifteen and hold secrets. I smile through my taco and make her laugh. She relaxes enough to start filling the shells on her plate.

‘One of my patients died last night,’ she says, concentrating on getting the cheese to sit on the top. ‘He was old. But still. I found him when I went in to give him his tablets. He was a nice one.’

‘Oh …’

‘Yeah. It makes you think …’ she says, biting into the end of the taco so delicately that not a drop falls onto her plate.

‘Are there any more?’

She nods, smiling at my sudden hunger, and finishes chewing before answering me. ‘Shells are in the oven. I made heaps.’

The tray is hot so I pull it out with an oven mitt. I remember buying it for her at the Mother’s Day stall at primary school. Pale pink with a heart on the back and crisscross stitching. Alex got one for his mum too.

‘Do you want another one while I’m here?’

‘No thanks.’

I take three more shells.

‘Mum, what did he look like?’

‘Who?’

‘The man who died.’

She frowns, and I wonder if she’s frowning at my question or at the thought. ‘Like he was asleep. No, more than that. Like the lights had gone out,’ she says. I nod and concentrate on stuffing the tacos.

‘Are you pleased with how you went in science?’

The sudden change in topic throws me. ‘Um, yeah, I guess …’

She smiles and leans forward, her hand reaching for my arm, but stopping just before it gets there. ‘I’m proud of you.’

I bite down hard on the taco shell, wishing she’d say anything but that. The sauce is hot and it burns my mouth but I keep eating because it means I don’t have to answer her.

‘I know it’s been tough just you and me … but your science teacher seems really pleased with your work … it’s your way out, Jake.’

‘Yeah, it’s just year nine science, Mum. Don’t get too ahead of yourself.’

She nods and sits back in her chair, returning to her taco. But maybe in a way, she’s right. Maybe if I work really hard, dedicate myself, then the man won’t die, he’ll recover and everything will be okay. I reach across and grab her hand, squeezing it.

‘You’re right, Mum. It is. Science is my way out.’

The smile she gives me just about breaks my heart.


It’s so hot tonight that even getting dressed seems like an effort. Mum’s asleep on the couch again, her legs tucked up under her, and I know she’ll wake in a few hours and ache in all those joints that have been wedged together. I leave the TV on but turn the sound down low so it doesn’t wake her, but still keeps her company.

And then I sneak out into the night.

Six months ago I would have been meeting Alex, maybe hung out with him in the playground. But tonight it’s just me because he’s long gone.

It was only coincidence that I found out Alex was moving two Fridays ago. He hadn’t told me the date he was leaving and I’m sure he wasn’t planning to, but I happened to walk past his place just as the removalist van pulled up. It was only because I was going down the road to get some milk for Mum’s morning coffee that I was anywhere near Alex’s house at 7 a.m. on a Friday morning. But now I know he’s gone. He’s not my neighbour anymore.

I called him out on it when I saw him at the skate park that arvo but he was with Ellie and he just sort of laughed like he’d forgotten. He said the new place was a mess but when they got it all sorted then I’d have to come over for a visit. For a visit. Since when do I visit? I’ve been dropping into Alex’s house since forever, and now he’s making me feel like I have to prearrange a meeting. Like I have to get my people to talk to his people and then maybe we can hook up. Like he can get fucked.

I wonder if Ellie feels like that too.

I find the shadows along the sides of the road, away from the pockets of glow from the streetlights. I’m not sure what makes me go there, but as I run up to the outside of his house, and see the giant red skip still sitting out the front, I head straight for it. There’s a ridge on the outside that makes it easy to climb up onto the lip. I swing my legs over and stand on something hard. For a minute I feel like I’m in Star Wars, the bit where they’re stuck in the rubbish compactor. The bit that always scared Alex when we were kids.

I can’t see much because it’s a dimly lit night, the moon isn’t full, but I can tell there’s a whole skip full of memories under my feet. I reach down and grab randomly, like one of those pincer robotic hands in the machines outside the cinema. But, unlike them, I don’t come away empty-handed. I grab some papers and some old VHS tapes.

It’s all junk, probably, but for some reason I stand there, leaning against the metal wall, my feet sinking into the skip, with Alex’s family’s stuff in my hands, unable to move. I hold the tapes up close to my face to see what they are. One of them is the first Indiana Jones that we watched years ago on the old machine Mum had before she was forced to upgrade to a DVD player. The other is a movie I’ve never seen. I toss that one back, but keep hold of Indiana Jones. Even if Alex doesn’t want to hold onto it, I do.

Just then I hear a dog bark close by and then a male voice, and I have two options. Duck down and lie on top of all the discarded Cormack family junk, or dive out and run home to check out my stash.

I choose the latter.

As I’m scrambling over and down the side, I hear someone yell at me. And the dog starts barking furiously in my direction and I run for home, hoping they don’t decide to chase me.

I sprint around the side of Mrs White’s house, so that I’m in the thick of her fruit trees. I’m panting. My heart’s racing, but I’m not scared. I wait five minutes but there’s no sign that anybody is after me, so I slink off home.

Mum’s still on the couch when I come in and I hear her sigh like she’s disapproving, but her eyes are closed and she shows all the signs of sleep. I sneak past and into my room.

With the window open, I can hear the sounds of the traffic on the freeway. I drop down on my bed, flick on the lamp and start looking through the haul. Most of the papers are just old work documents, probably from Alex’s dad’s office, but then at the bottom is an A4 envelope from school. It’s addressed to Alex’s parents, and it’s been opened already. I slide out the pages from inside. It’s Alex’s school report from last year. It’s all there. The A in English he was proud of and the C in economics his dad was not. I can’t believe they’d bin it like it doesn’t matter, like that part of his life is over and doesn’t count for anything anymore. I chuck the rest of the papers in my bin but keep the report. At least it’s something.







alex


It feels weird being in Jake’s flat when I don’t live around the corner anymore. He’s making popcorn like he always does when I come round. He thinks he makes perfect popcorn but he burns half of it because he waits too long to put the corn in so the oil gets too hot.

‘Salt or sugar?’ he says from the kitchen.

‘Don’t care.’

‘Do you care what movie we watch?’

I know he’s a bit pissed off that I invited Ellie without checking first, and I don’t want him to think that’s why I’m staying over – so I can see her. But it kind of is. It’s pretty hard seeing your girlfriend on a Saturday night if it means having to catch the train and then the tram home really late.

‘Are you sure you’re cool with Ellie coming too?’

He stands up quickly, banging his head on the overhanging corner of the cupboard. ‘Shit,’ he says, rubbing his head and looking at me like it’s my fault. ‘Yeah, because it means we can watch a horror movie.’

I smile at him, impressed that he’s trying to be okay with her crashing our hanging-out time. It’s not like we’ve seen each other much lately, so tonight’s a big deal. And he smiles back at me, then upends half a cup of salt on the popcorn just as my phone beeps.

‘It’s Ellie,’ I say, heading to the front door to let her in.

‘Hi,’ she says, leaning up to kiss me. She smells like hot summer air and musk Lifesavers. I slide my arms around her waist and pull her closer, enjoying the kiss until Jake calls out, ‘Hey, Ellie,’ from behind me, sort of ruining the moment.

As Ellie pulls away, I roll my eyes so only she can see and she gives me a conspiratorial smile before moving me aside and coming into the flat.

‘Hey, Jake,’ she says, grabbing a handful of popcorn before I can warn her. I watch her drop half the handful into her mouth and then screw up her face. ‘Water, I need water,’ she jokes.

Jake laughs. ‘Sorry, went a bit crazy with the salt.’

‘So what are we watching?’ she says as she picks up two DVDs off the couch. ‘Didn’t know anyone still hired DVDs,’ she says to Jake.

Jake shrugs. ‘Mum’s old school.’

‘I approve of the choice of film …’ She holds up Poltergeist. I groan.

Jake grins at her. ‘Yep, that was my thought too.’

She pats me on the head like I’m missing out on all the fun and settles down on the couch.

I have no intention of watching this film. But before I snuggle up as close to Ellie as I can, I hit the lights and plunge the room into a state of semi darkness. Luckily Jake’s couch is so small he has to sit on the floor with cushions. I tangle my legs up in Ellie’s and she points to Jake like she’s not sure we should even be sitting together when he’s around. I shrug. Within seconds of the opening credits, he’s nursing his bowl of popcorn and engrossed in whatever head is being decapitated on screen. I know he hired a horror film he knew I’d hate so he could bond with Ellie over something.

And I have to hand it to Jake. Ellie is actually watching the film and not that responsive when I start kissing her neck. I spin around a bit so I’m facing Ellie. She’s watching the screen. And I’m watching her. Every now and then she gives me a little sideways smile but basically, she’s pretty much concentrating on the film. Without thinking, I gaze back at the screen just as some little blonde girl walks towards a TV screen. She looks like Sass from the back and I turn away, frustrated that Jake’s plan seems to be working.

Giving up on the film and on trying to distract Ellie, I lean back against the cushions and close my eyes. And wait. I feel Ellie snuggling up close to me and then her hand reaches for mine and I’m happy just to lie there in the dark, holding hands, and waiting for the screams of the movie to finish.

But when that film’s finished, Jake has a great idea to watch another one. And this time it’s Bride of Chucky or something.

‘This one’s funny, Alex,’ says Jake. ‘It’s not scary at all.’

‘It’s creepy. It’s got a doll in it,’ I say, looking at the cover.

Ellie laughs. ‘Yeah, but you’d probably like it if you watched it.’

I shake my head, adamant. ‘Jake’s been trying to get me to watch horror films since we were kids. No interest. Zero.’

‘Get comfy, I’m pressing play,’ says Jake.

At some point in the movie, Ellie must lose interest too because she kisses me back when I kiss her. And pretty soon, we’re sort of lying against each other on the couch and quietly kissing. I don’t think Jake’s aware of what’s going on, or maybe he doesn’t care. He seems to be concentrating so hard on watching Bride of Chucky he hasn’t noticed that Ellie and I have not been watching Bride of Chucky for the past hour.

Then Ellie leans forward and whispers in my ear, ‘Bet I have pash rash tomorrow.’ I try and kiss her again just to add to it but she pushes me away and sits up, pulling on her Doc Martens. ‘I’ve got to get home. It’s after midnight. Mum and Dad will be out with a search party soon.’

‘I’ll walk you,’ I say, hoping for some time alone. But Jake jumps up and flicks off the TV before the end of the movie. It makes me wonder if he was aware of what was going on this whole time.

‘I’ll come too,’ he says. I glare at him, but the room is too dark for him to notice or if he does, he’s pretending not to.

‘Actually, I don’t need either of you to walk me home, thanks,’ says Ellie as she laces up her boot only half way.

‘It’s a full moon, El. You know what that means,’ I say, grabbing her and kissing her neck.

‘You’re pathetic, Alex. Seriously. And there are no werewolves in Greensborough,’ she says with a straight face.

‘Actually, I think if there were werewolves, the borough is exactly where they would choose to live,’ says Jake.

Ignoring them both, I open the front door. An old umbrella leans up against the wall, and a pair of women’s shoes lie next to it. I remember when I used to think Jake was super rich because he had stairs leading up to his front door and we didn’t. My dad thought that was the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

The moon isn’t full, but it’s groaning with light. We head out into the night. I slip my fingers into Ellie’s warm hand, and squeeze. She squeezes back and I wish that Jake had stayed home.

‘Wish we could stay on holidays forever,’ says Ellie wistfully.

‘I’m looking forward to going back,’ says Jake, surprising me. ‘I’ve got Mr Cap for two subjects a week. And I’m going to try for that science program.’

‘Cool,’ says Ellie.

‘Alex? You excited about your new school?’

I look at Jake, wondering if he’s having a go. But his face is expressionless.

‘Nah, not really. You know me.’

As we turn the corner near my old house, Jake kicks a Coke can, scattering gravel across the ground. Ellie chases after it and kicks it back to him and pretty soon they’re playing a soccer game in the middle of the road. Ellie laughs as she kicks it around Jake’s legs and up onto the footpath.

‘Score,’ she yells.

‘Anyone want a swing?’ says Jake as we pass the gate at the playground.

‘Nah,’ I say, thinking Ellie will just want to go home. But she surprises me. She nods at him and heads through the gate. She takes the little swing, the one with the curved plastic bottom, meant for a toddler, while Jake takes the wide, flat seat. And I sit on the roundabout, the bumpy metal digging into my hands. I haven’t been here since that night. But it feels so long ago. Not just months, but years. I watch Ellie push her legs out so she can go higher and higher. Neither of them says anything. They’re just swinging in silence.

I stand and start to run around the outside of the roundabout, making it spin faster and faster until I launch myself onto the crisscrossed metal platform and lock my fingers into one of the holes and lie back, eyes open, head turning as the trees flick past me. I realise I haven’t thought about the man for a while, because I’ve been too caught up in moving houses and wondering what it all means for me and Ellie. Jake hasn’t mentioned him lately and I wonder if he’s stopped thinking about him too. I hope he’s okay. The man. I really hope he’s okay.

‘It’s a pathetic playground, isn’t it?’ says Ellie, as the roundabout slows and I can’t be bothered getting up to make it spin again.

‘Nah, I like it,’ I say, surprising myself.

Ellie grabs the metal near my feet and starts to run fast, making me spin again. I laugh. ‘Get on, Ellie!’

‘I should go home,’ she says softly.

I sit up, the roundabout still turning slowly, the inside of my head turning faster.

Then Ellie jumps onto the roundabout and lands on me hard. She lies down, her head on my chest and we’re crisscrossed on the metal frame, spinning in the night. I reach out to touch her face and as my fingers connect with her skin, I feel that charge I always feel when I’m near her, like my skin’s being burned just by the closeness of her.

‘I wish I wasn’t changing schools,’ I say quietly.

Ellie doesn’t get a chance to speak because suddenly Jake is there. He catches the bar of the roundabout, causing it to stop. ‘Would you rather be slumming it with us?’ asks Jake coldly.

‘Yeah. You know I would.’

It’s dark enough that I can look at him but avoid his eyes. I wait for the challenge to come.

‘Really? Want me to ask your dad for you? Or are you just conveniently escaping all this?’ says Jake, his arms spread wide.

I sit up, the roundabout wobbling beneath me. Ellie watches us, not saying anything.

‘It’s not my choice, Jake. It’s Dad. He’s had me down at that school since I was born. I was always going to finish high school there. You know that.’

Ellie wriggles across, her bum on the edge, her feet scuffing in the dirt. We both wait for her to speak. And when she does, she turns back to me, like Jake’s not even in the park. ‘I think it’s better if you’re somewhere else when I’m supposed to be learning, because I’d never concentrate if we were in class together,’ she says, smiling at me with her whole face and making my body ache.

I manage a pathetic sort of smile back.

‘Remember the last time we were here?’ says Jake. I say nothing, wishing he’d shut up, but knowing why he needs to say it too.

‘Alex?’

‘Yeah, I remember.’

‘When were you here?’ says Ellie, her fingers touching mine like we have to stay connected all the time.

I shake my head. ‘Doesn’t matter.’

‘Oh, come on. Tell me. When were you here?’

‘A while back,’ I say, as bits of that night flicker in my head like a movie.

Ellie looks between us, trying to work out what is going on. ‘Did something happen?’

‘No,’ I say savagely just as Jake says, ‘Yes.’

‘Jake, shut it,’ I say, terrified that he’s going to ruin this.

‘Boys,’ warns Ellie. ‘It’s no fun if you’re going to fight.’

‘You’re right, Ellie. I’m outta here. I’ll leave the front door unlocked, Grammar Boy,’ says Jake with so much anger that Ellie grabs my hand. Within seconds, he’s melted into the darkness and I can’t see him anymore.

‘Is he always like that?’

‘Nah. Not always. He’s just angry.’

‘Yeah. I reckon. But so are you. Why?’

‘I don’t know. He just riles me up. It’s not like I want to leave. I don’t. I want to stay at school with you. But I can’t.’

She inches closer to me, leaning her face in so we’re staring right into each other’s eyes. ‘I sort of like the idea of dating a grammar boy,’ she says, smiling in the dark.

I smile back. ‘We’re dating, are we?’

‘Haven’t decided yet,’ she says. ‘Depends if you’re a good enough kisser.’

I lean over and kiss her on the lips, and it’s the best kiss I’ve ever had. As she breaks away, she looks at me and says, ‘You’ll do for the moment.’







jake


‘You can’t wear your skinny jeans, Jake,’ says Mum from the doorway of my bedroom.

‘Don’t be a cliché,’ I say back.

She laughs and then her voice gets serious. ‘I mean it, Jake. You need to wear something less obviously teenagery.’

‘As far as I know there’s no hiding the fact I’m a teenager, Mum. Unless you lied on my birth certificate. Now that you mention it, I am pretty small for my age.’

‘No denim and no manky t-shirt. You have that shirt I bought you for Dad’s funeral.’

‘It’s white.’

‘Yes, the opposite of black. Not sure why teenagers are so attached to wearing black. White is much cooler in summer.’

I laugh because I can’t help it. Usually Mum is pretty in touch with things, but this is anything but.

She doesn’t laugh back. She gives me the practised mother look. ‘Wear the shirt.’

‘Okay,’ I say.


One of Mum’s patients is a scientist. And because Mum clearly talks about me so much, and how I want to be a scientist, he offered to have us come down to the lab where he works and go on a tour. Mum’s super excited and I want to be, but it’s hard to be excited about anything at the moment, because Alex’s moving and the man is still in a coma and everything I do reminds me of how my life is going to change next year without my best friend down the road. But I’m trying to be excited for Mum’s sake. So today, Mum and I are going to the CSIRO to see inside the laboratories where they are developing new food grains that may reduce the risk of diabetes or something like that.

I feel like Charlie Bucket in the chocolate factory. The poor kid in the only new shirt they own with the overly excited adult accompanying them to see if their lot in life can possibly change.

I wait until she’s out of the room and I take off my dirty black t-shirt and search around in the cupboard for the white one. It’s at the back with my dad’s motorcycle jacket that I haven’t tried on in ages. I remember when I discovered he’d left it here. It was like this little secret between him and me, a sort of message that he was coming back one day. At least that’s how I chose to see it when I was nine, but then he went to jail and never came back.

I slip on the white shirt and immediately feel ridiculous. The cotton is cool against my skin and I roll up the sleeves because I hate having anything on my arms. But no matter what Mum says, I’m not taking my skinny jeans off. It’s not like this guy is about to offer me a job. It’s just a tour.

I find Mum in the bathroom, putting on make-up. She never wears make-up. It’s beginning to freak me out a bit.

‘Mum?’

She smiles into the mirror, causing her lipstick to go a bit crooked.

‘What’s with all the effort?’

She takes her time to answer, rubbing her lips together and then wiping a tissue around the outside to blot off the smudges. It’s strange seeing Mum in lipstick. It’s like she’s someone else.

‘Please don’t wear those jeans, honey. They have a ripped knee.’

I smile. ‘They’re supposed to.’

She sighs. ‘This man is doing us a favour. I just want to look respectable.’

And then I get it. All that stuff that I feel, Mum feels it too. Except where Mum obviously has a need to try and fit in, I get more rebellious when I think someone’s judging me. But despite hating the idea of taking off my uniform skinny jeans with the holes, I nod. ‘Sure. I’ll go change my jeans.’


Mum drives this old beat-up car that Dad bought new just after they’d had me. So it’s nearly sixteen years old and looks every minute of it. It even has a tape deck, which I find constantly amusing, because most teenagers haven’t even seen a cassette tape, let alone played one in their parent’s car. Mum likes driving to The Beatles because they remind her of her dad.

‘So Thomas, that’s the man who’s showing us around today, he’s worked at the CSIRO for twenty years. Isn’t that amazing?’ says Mum as she turns onto the freeway.

I’m too distracted to answer, because right at that second we drive under the overpass, and I automatically turn to stare at the bank on the side.

‘Jake?’

I nod distractedly as we speed past the spot where my life changed.

‘He started as a junior and now he runs the whole department.’

‘Oh,’ I say, feeling my hand starting to shake so I wedge it under my thigh to stop it moving.

‘Jake?’

‘Yeah?’ I finally look across at her.

‘Try to get excited about this. Okay?’

‘I am,’ I say, forcing a smile.

Mum shoots me a glance to see if I understand what she’s saying. I nod. She’s really impressed with this guy and I hope it’s because of his brain and not for some other reason. I’m not really sure how I’d deal with that. Mum hasn’t dated anyone since Dad left and as far as I know she’s pretty content with her job and her crime shows. But maybe I’m wrong. Maybe she wants something more.

‘I’m nervous,’ I tell her, hoping it will cover how sweaty I am.

‘Oh, honey, don’t be. It’ll be fun.’

I close my eyes and listen intently to the words of She Loves Me whispering out of the speaker near my foot.

As we pull into the enormous car park at the Clayton CSIRO, I try to psych myself up. I’m going to see a proper lab where they do work on nanofabrication. Mr Cap was totally pumped when he heard where we were going, but Mum looked at me like I was telling her aliens were invading when I tried to explain what they did.

‘Shall we park here?’ she asks, circling the car park for the hundredth time.

‘Yep. Perfect,’ I say, slightly irritated she’s so nervous, because I need her not to be.

She finally stops the car, killing the sound of Yellow Submarine.

‘Do I look okay?’

I smile as she strains to catch glimpses of her face in the rear-vision mirror. ‘Yeah, Mum. You look great.’

She nods. ‘Come on then. Your future awaits!’

Future. I’m not sure what that is now.


I traipse across the asphalt, Mum walking just a step in front. She keeps tugging at her clothes and flicking her hair like she’s going on a date. We head inside to the cool of the foyer. Silver is everywhere, like the designer was setting the scene for what they imagine science will be one day. Mum can’t keep still, and I try to ignore her, but the more she fluffs herself, the more I understand how much this means to her. She gives our names to the receptionist and we wait.

Mum shakes a tin of mints at me and I pour half the box into my hand. I chew more than I need, my mouth exploding with cold. A man with grey hair and a giant smile walks towards us. I clock his wedding ring as he holds his hand out to us. I’m relieved.

‘Good to see you, Kate,’ he says, leaning in to kiss Mum on the cheek. She blushes and I wonder again what he is to her.

‘So this must be Jake, the budding scientist,’ he says, shaking my hand.

I swallow the rest of the mints so I can speak. ‘Yeah,’ I answer, feeling about five.

‘Your mum told me you’ve been doing really well at school.’

I shrug, embarrassed, while Mum watches me with this crazy proud-parent super smile plastered all over her face.

‘Do you know much about what we do here?’

‘Yeah, a bit …’

‘Well, you’re about to see our state-of-the-art labs and other amazing facilities. You just have to wear these.’

He hands us two visitor’s passes and I clip mine to my shirt. I’m pleased now Mum made me wear nice clothes. We fall in behind him as he leads us down a corridor. I can hear Mum making polite chit-chat while all I can do is stare at a huge cylindrical machine off to the left. We reach one of the labs. Through the glass, I can see giant machinery whirring and scientists in white lab coats, watching screens.

‘In this particular lab, the work they’re doing is part of a global race to make microchip technology that can discover new enzymes,’ says Thomas. Mum nods like she knows what he’s talking about.

It’s everything I imagined science would be. People bent over microscopes. Giant metal fridges. Fluorescent overhead lighting. And that still, quiet atmosphere just like in the church I used to go to with my grandfather, where people had their own little rituals they carried out in silence. This is my sort of church.

Mum and Thomas have walked ahead, so I hurry to catch up with them. Thomas holds open a door for me, and I walk through into a lab where even the air feels smart and knowing. Thomas talks softly, explaining. ‘This is our biochemistry lab where we do analysis of fabricated devices and imaging. We have a 3D printer and high-tech microscopes.’

I watch a woman peer into the eyepiece of a giant microscope. I want to know what she’s looking at, but I don’t want my voice to be the thing that breaks the silence, so I shuffle out behind Thomas without saying anything.

He shows us to the cleanroom areas, which we can’t enter because they have to stay sterile. And he shows us the wet chemistry areas and the robotic wet benches. My mind soars at the possibilities. I’m aware of Mum studying me as I watch the busyness through the windows. I’m aware of her hope and it’s a lot to bear, but nothing can weigh me down at this moment.

‘What do you think, Jake?’ says Mum behind me.

‘Pretty amazing.’ As if I can sum it up in words.

‘A lot’s changed since I started here,’ says Thomas. ‘Half these machines weren’t even invented when I trained.’

‘So what do you do here?’ I say, realising it’s the first question I’ve asked, and even now can’t actually look away from the lab long enough to make proper eye contact with him.

‘Sadly, I do more public relations work than real science these days, and I miss it,’ he says. ‘But a lot of the work we do is very specialised and it’s not necessarily my area of science. So instead I get to talk to the public a lot. Inspire young scientists like yourself.’

Mum laughs and I think how nervous she sounds, how unlike herself she is today. ‘Thanks, Thomas. I think he’s very inspired,’ she says, reaching out to touch my arm.

‘Yeah, thanks,’ I say, realising the tour has come to an end and not wanting it to.

‘You should apply to our work experience program. We offer a few places to year ten students,’ says Thomas.

My heart races at the thought of me, here. I nod, not managing any words. We follow him back to the reception area and hand in our visitor passes.

‘Here, Jake. Take my card and get your teacher to email me about the work experience program,’ he says. I look down at the small white business card, his name embossed in gold letters. I can feel my hand starting to shake again and I wedge the card down deep into my pocket so I won’t lose it. I’ve never been given a business card before.

‘You take care, Kate,’ he says, giving Mum another kiss on the cheek. ‘Your mum looked after me very well in hospital. She made sure I always got chocolate mousse instead of jelly for dessert.’ He laughs and then adds warmly, ‘It was nice to meet you, Jake. Best of luck with everything.’

I manage to say thanks, and then Mum and I head out into the day. It’s so sunny I have to fight to keep my eyes open. Neither of us says anything until we get to the car and then it’s like all the effort of having such good manners makes us both explode with giggles. Mum can’t find her car keys and has to tip out everything in her bag to find them and even that makes us laugh. Finally she holds them up, triumphant. ‘Ta da,’ she says, sending us into stitches again.

I slide into the front seat and say to her, ‘That was great.’

Mum smiles a big, beaming smile at me. ‘Yeah. It really was.’

‘Thanks, Mum.’

‘Pleasure, honey. Thanks for letting me come with you. Hope I didn’t ask too many stupid questions.’

‘Not one.’

She nudges me. ‘What about if we go have lunch in the city instead of going home?’

I smile. ‘Yeah.’

‘You’ll have to navigate, though. I have no idea how to get there.’

‘Okay,’ I say as she hands me her mobile so I can look up Google Maps.

Maybe if I can just keep going, everything will be okay after all.







alex


My locker looks so small now that it’s empty. I’ve taken the lock from the front and left all the stickers and graffiti. I sort of like the idea that some part of me will live on after I’m gone. Jake has managed to avoid me for the most of the day. I know he’s feeling weird about me leaving, but I wish we could just hang out like normal for the last time.

I know I should be moving a bit faster because class is about to start but I don’t want to. I’m pulling out all the empty chip packets shoved right down the back of the locker when Lucas whacks me on the back in a sort of affectionate way.

‘See ya round, Alex.’

‘You just broke my shoulder,’ I say.

‘Don’t change. We like you the way you are,’ adds Tien with a grin.

‘I’ll be back. And I’ll send you an invite to my sixteenth next year.’

‘With all the rich kids? Awesome,’ says Tien.

‘Strike that. I won’t bother inviting either of you.’

Tien smiles and gives me half a hug. It feels strange having guys I’ve known since prep saying goodbye to me like I’m leaving the planet.

‘We’re heading to the skate park after school …’ I say to Lucas and Tien, knowing even before Tien pretends to salute me they won’t come. They never do.

‘Bye,’ I shout as they get swallowed up in the swarm of students already celebrating the end of year before their final classes.

‘You okay?’ Ellie’s peeking out from behind my locker door.

She has her ‘smart look’ empty-frame glasses perched on her head.

‘Yeah. Nah. Dunno.’

She nods. ‘It’s a funny feeling, isn’t it?’ Of course she totally gets it. She’s moved schools three times already because her dad gets posted to different places.

‘Yeah. I guess I hadn’t really thought about it properly, even though I knew it was coming. I just kept putting it off in my head.’

‘At least you aren’t moving states.’

‘True.’

‘And this way you get more holidays.’

‘Also true,’ I say, thinking of the extra weeks at the beginning and end of each year.

I slam the door but it doesn’t shut. It’s never shut properly. Ellie taps the locker next to it. Jake’s locker. We’ve had adjoining lockers since we started high school.

‘And Jake?’

‘Ignoring me. No, not ignoring me. Ignoring the fact I’m leaving.’

‘How very Jake of him.’

The thing is, I know why he’s ignoring it, but I can’t really explain it to Ellie. He thinks I’m leaving him here to be alone with the freeway, with what happened. He thinks that because I’m moving I’m escaping it all. It’s not true. I’ll just take it with me wherever I go, but I get why he’s feeling deserted.

Ellie must interpret my silence as sadness because she stretches up and kisses me on the lips. Usually she’s all weird about us kissing at school. She thinks it’s bad form. So I reach for her, sliding my arms around her back and pulling her closer, until she’s leaning on me up against the bank of lockers. Then she stops and moves away.

‘School rules, Mr Cormack. No kissing in the corridor,’ she says with a smile.

‘So expel me.’

Then Ellie grabs my hands in hers and looks serious for a second. ‘Wish you weren’t leaving.’

‘Yeah, it sucks.’

‘We’ve only just found each other.’

‘I’m only 19.2 kilometres down the road. You make it sound like I’m dying.’

‘I know, but it still sucks.’

I like knowing Ellie doesn’t want me to leave. ‘Do you want to hang out at the skate park later?’

Ellie pulls a face that I know means she’s about to take the piss. ‘You asking me on a date?’

‘Yep. I’m all class.’

The bell goes and Ellie practically shoves me down the corridor towards English. Seems bizarre I’m even bothering to attend. As far as last days go, it’s been a pretty ordinary one. Sass’s friends were organising some sort of going-away party for her. All I get is double English and a cold meat pie.

*


Jake is showing off. He’s doing every trick he has, maybe so that Ellie can see how great he is. This is the first time we’ve hung out all together in the skate park and I can sense Jake is feeling strange about it. Maybe that explains why he’s behaving like a dick.

‘Check this one,’ he calls to us. I don’t look but Ellie does. She must realise I’m not watching him because she elbows me playfully in the side. This must be what it feels like to have a child who wants you to watch them all the time.

‘My turn,’ says Ellie.

As Jake rides up out of the bowl, Ellie grabs my board.

‘It’s really hard, Ellie.’

‘Yeah, I bet,’ she says, smiling.

Jake looks at me like he’s waiting for me to tell her not to do it. As if.

‘It’s not for beginners,’ says Jake.

Ellie laughs and I want to kiss her.

‘I can ride a board, Jake.’

‘Yeah, but …’

‘But nothing. Just tell me what to do.’

Jake shrugs. ‘You have to drop into the bowl …’

‘You mean I have to ride off the edge and into that hole over there?’

Jake laughs and I get a twinge of jealousy. Ellie can lighten him in ways I can’t now.

‘Come on, I’ll show you,’ says Jake.

‘I’ll watch,’ I say, walking over to sit on the edge of the small bowl.

Ellie and Jake skate around to the other side. Ellie looks right on a board. She’s a good height and she knows how to stand without looking awkward like I do. I’d never admit it to Jake, but I always feel like this big tall beast on this flimsy little plank of wood with wheels. The dimensions are all wrong.

Ellie’s animated and chattering about something and Jake’s head is bent, trying to catch her words. Seeing them together like this makes me wonder how I’ll feel next year when they’re still here, and I’m not. Jake says something I can’t quite hear, which makes Ellie laugh. And then without waiting for him, she rides straight off the edge and drops perfectly into the bowl. Jake follows her in and shows her the basics of the trick. Their voices float up towards me in grabs.

‘I’ll sit out to give you room,’ says Jake, heading up to where I’m sitting. ‘I didn’t know she could skate that well,’ he says to me.

‘Yeah. She rides a unicycle. She has better balance than me,’ I say.

Jake laughs. ‘That wouldn’t be hard.’

Once I would have laughed too. Punched him lightly in the arm or dropped his board off the edge so he’d have to go get it, but now I just give him a look. But he doesn’t notice. He’s too busy watching her.

‘She’s amazing, Alex. She can do tricks it took me years to learn,’ he says as we watch her skate fast towards the quarter pipe.

‘She’s going too fast,’ I say, jumping up.

‘Nah, she’s right,’ he says. ‘She’s judged it perfectly.’ And she hits the bottom of the pipe, gets airborne, grabs the board as it comes down and lands neatly on the back.

‘El-lie!’ yells Jake as he skates towards her, like he’s going to swing her around in a circle. ‘You did it!’ Then he stops suddenly, right in the middle of the pipe, as if he’s just realised she’s not his girlfriend. Ellie is skating towards him, but before she can reach him, he turns and skates away. She looks confused and gives me a shrug. I shrug back, even though I know it’s because he likes her. I don’t want him to feel like that, like he’s trapped in the middle of us, like he doesn’t know how to be. I have to be better around him. Make him feel included.

‘Impressed?’ says Ellie as she skates over to me, taking me away from worrying about Jake.

‘Always.’

She leans up and kisses me on the mouth. I slide my arms around her and pull her close. But after a few seconds I notice Jake behind us, so I stop and move away. He watches us for a moment and then he jumps on his board and skates off to the other part of the park. And I feel so torn.







jake


I’ve waited nearly eight minutes for Alex to show. If he doesn’t hurry, we’ll be late for school. I hate not being on time. Alex doesn’t care as much as I do. Particularly now that he’s leaving. I’m just about to text him when I hear, ‘Sorry.’

I look up and see Alex jogging down his street towards the intersection we always meet at. A piece of toast is hanging out of his mouth and he’s brandishing a banana.

‘Here,’ he says, handing me the banana. ‘Sass thought you might be hungry.’

I smile at the idea.

‘Actually, it’s her way of bribing you because she wants you to come and watch her netball grand final tomorrow. I told her it’s unlikely because it’s at eight.’

‘In the morning?’ I say, horrified.

Alex nods and swallows the last of the toast. He’s messier than usual. His hair is still wet and his shirt is stained with something that looks like spag bol.

‘I’ll try,’ I say.

He shrugs. ‘Think she likes you more than me. She didn’t ask me to come.’

‘Yeah. Course she likes me better. I’m much more likeable.’

‘In your dreams, Jake.’

We head across the road and down the hill towards school, neither of us saying anything. I know I have to ask him but I don’t want to know. But I also don’t want to leave it until school because then I’ll see them together and it will be even weirder.

‘So?’

He looks across at me and raises an eyebrow. He’s going to make me ask.

I sigh. ‘How was it?’

He smiles and I want to head butt him in that perfect face.

‘Great. She’s great.’

‘Great,’ I say.

‘No really, Jake. She’s amazing. It was perfect.’

Now it’s my turn to look at him with my eyebrow raised, but he’s staring off into the distance like he’s remembering just how perfect she is.

‘Except for her love of horror movies, which, as you know, is not really my thing.’

I laugh. ‘Bet you didn’t tell her that you get terrified, though. Did you?’

‘Nope. I closed my eyes.’

‘Idiot.’

‘Well, I didn’t want to sound pathetic.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll tell her you hate them.’

‘Thanks.’

I smile as thinly as possible. I know I never said I liked Ellie before Alex asked her out, but the thing is I’m not sure it would have made any difference even if I had. As we reach the school gates, the bell goes and without looking at each other, we start to run.

‘Get us a pie if you’re there first,’ I call after Alex as he heads to the portable.

‘Righto,’ he calls back.


I’m in the canteen before anyone else. Our geography teacher was away so the relief teacher let us go early. Tien made some crack about it being a relief, but he and Lucas were the only people to laugh.

‘You right, love?’ says the canteen lady, adjusting her hair net so it doesn’t droop over one eye.

‘Two pies, please,’ I say, hoping I have enough money to shout Alex.

She slides the pies into two paper bags and hands them across. I scrape out all the change I have and still don’t have enough to pay for sauce.

Usually Alex and I meet up under the tree out the back near the basketball courts at lunchtime. I walk out of the canteen as heaps of kids start heading in. In about three minutes this place will be heaving with queues.

Tien and Lucas are shooting hoops on the court when I walk up.

‘Got me a pie, Jake?’

‘Nah, it’s for Alex.’

‘You’ve been dumped for that new girl. Saw them near the library when we came through,’ says Lucas as he shoots a perfect three-pointer.

‘Nah, he’ll be here,’ I say, my voice sounding strange.

I sit down under the tree to wait for my pie to cool and to watch Lucas and Tien shooting goals. Tien misses most of them but he doesn’t seem to care. I look around for Alex but he’s nowhere. I check my phone but he hasn’t texted. Suddenly I’m not hungry at all. I can’t believe I’ve been ditched already.

‘You guys can have these,’ I say, walking over and putting the pies on the court.

‘Are they stale?’

‘No. I’m just not hungry.’

‘Lovers’ tiff,’ says Lucas with a grin.

‘Fuck off,’ I say as I walk away. I can hear Tien laughing.

I know I shouldn’t head round to the library, but I have to find out if he blew me off for her. As I walk past the quadrangle where all the nerdy kids hang out with their books, I see Alex and Ellie chatting in the corner. They couldn’t be any closer. Her hand is on his knee and he’s staring into her eyes and it makes me livid.

‘Oi,’ I say way too loudly and earning myself at least a dozen shooshing noises from around the place. I stride over to where they are sitting and drop down right next to them on the bench.

‘So this is where you’ve been hiding?’ I keep it light, pretending I’m not being eaten up inside.

Alex leans forward and I can tell he’s slightly embarrassed and it makes me pleased because at least he cares enough to blush. ‘Sorry … lunch …’

I shrug, feigning indifference. ‘Yeah, yeah, better offer … I know how it goes.’

Ellie elbows me and I feel the warmth of her skin as it touches my bare arm. If it was anyone else he’d hooked up with, I’d be happy for him … really I would.

‘Join us. I’m just educating Alex on the rules of zombie films,’ she says grinning.

‘Give it up, Ellie. He’s not interested. He likes spinach movies,’ I say, using the label I give all the ‘boring but good for you’ films Alex makes me watch. Ellie laughs and says to Alex, ‘So the indie movie you picked wasn’t for me at all?’

Alex throws me a look. It’s a ‘why don’t you get the hell  out of here’ look. But Ellie is watching him so he lightens his voice as he answers. ‘Sprung. Thanks, Jake.’

‘Don’t mention it. If there’s anything else you need to know, just ask me, Ellie. I know all Alex’s deep, dark secrets.’

Ellie laughs but I don’t join in.

Instead, I walk off feeling weird because in all the time we’ve been at school together, Alex has never made me feel like I’m not wanted.

So of all the places in the world I could go, I choose the science lab. I can see Mr Cap through the window. He’s reading some book at one of the desks and I knock lightly on the door. He takes ages to look up, but when he does, he gets up straightaway and walks over to unlock the door.

‘Jake, bit early for class …’

‘Yeah. I just thought maybe you had stuff that needed cleaning …’ It sounds really poxy as I say it, but it’s true. I thought if I could spend the rest of lunch washing beakers, maybe I could forget about Alex and Ellie for five minutes.

‘I’ve been at this school for nearly nineteen years and in all that time, not one student has ever volunteered to give up their lunchtime and clean. But I am not one to knock back a volunteer so please … come in.’

I walk in through the door and instantly feel my shoulders drop. There’s just something about the lab that always makes me relax.

‘You can take your pick … washing test tubes or beakers …  the year sevens are yet to be recommended for their cleaning abilities,’ says Mr Cap.

The sinks are groaning under the weight of half-washed glass.

‘I’ll start with the beakers,’ I say, pulling out the rubber gloves and turning on the taps.

Mr Cap is behind me. I know he’s watching me, wondering what I’m doing here. But he won’t ask anything because he never does.

‘You’ll have to act surprised when I hand back the chem tests, but you topped the class …’

I drop the beaker I’m washing but grab it just before it hits the others in the sink. I half turn my head to see if he’s serious.

‘Should start thinking about next year, Jake. I think science is your thing.’

I can’t help myself. I turn back and smile into the basin of soapy water. Nobody’s ever said I had a thing before.

‘Okay.’

‘Okay,’ says Mr Cap.

I keep washing, turning the sponge gently around the edge of the glass, watching as the water changes colour with all the remnants of the chemicals. The only noises in the lab are the water running as I rinse the soap from the beakers and the few voices that drift in from outside.

‘I always wanted to be a scientist,’ Mr Cap says, breaking through the quiet. ‘And then it didn’t really pan out that way. So I became a teacher. And I don’t mind teaching because every now and again you get a student you know will go a long way.’

I feel the blush starting at my ears and I don’t know where to look. I force myself to turn and face Mr Cap, my hands still sunk into the soapy water.

‘There are some really good programs for year ten students, and I think we should sit down and go through them all, Jake. Have something to work towards. What do you think?’

I nod, feeling my whole face burn.

‘Good. Now, get back to work,’ says Mr Cap with a smile, before turning back to his book.

My hands are not moving under the water. I realise that I’m still stuck in Mr Cap’s words. Other than Mum, who is always so busy, I don’t really have anyone else to talk to about what I want to do when I finish school. Even Alex and I don’t talk about that stuff much.

I finish washing the beakers and slide them onto the drying rack, then make a start on the test tubes. They’re harder to clean well, so I have to use this thin brush with a curved end to get right to the bottom. By the time I’ve done about fifteen, my hand hurts, but I want to finish them all before the bell. I’m still smiling just a little at the idea of science being my thing because it’s not Alex’s thing, it’s not something he’s already mastered that I’m still struggling at, like almost everything else we seem to attempt together. So this can be something separate from him, something that’s mine. And if it means coming in every day at lunch to wash beakers and test tubes, then that’s fine too. I want Mr Cap to know how serious I am about this.

‘I’ve finished …’ I say, turning around.

Mr Cap slowly marks the page he’s reading and closes his book. ‘So have I. Good timing, Jake. For I believe the bell is about to go in three, two, one …’

We both wait. And wait. And then just as I’m about to give up, it cuts in, that electric sound, marking the end of lunch and the beginning of more learning.

‘No scientific precision today. Oh well,’ Mr Cap says, standing up and smiling at me. ‘Thanks for your help. Come back any lunch. There’s always dishes. And let’s have a chat about next year.’

‘Okay,’ I say, walking out into the corridor as the other kids are pouring in from outside. I see Alex and Ellie holding hands, and I realise I’m now the third corner of a triangle that wants to be something else. In other words, I’m on the way out.







alex


Today’s the day. I’ve showered. Twice. Rolled on way too much deodorant and shaved the straggly hairs that were starting to grow on my chin. Now if I could only work out which shirt to wear, I’d be good to go.

‘Orange or blue?’ I ask Sass from the doorway to her room. She’s lying on the floor reading a book the way she usually is on a Saturday. She makes me wait until she’s finished her page before looking up.

‘Blue,’ she says without giving it proper thought.

‘Really?’ I love my blue t-shirt but it’s a skater sort of t-shirt and I’m not convinced that it’s right for a date.

‘Orange,’ she says, not even bothering to look up this time.

‘You’re no help.’

I walk back to my room and stand among all the clothes I’ve thrown everywhere trying to find the right thing. I’m going blue. Jeans. Vans. Pretty much what I wear to school so it doesn’t look like I’ve made too much of an effort.

Lottie pushes open my door with her nose. I click my fingers and she scampers over to my bed, then tries to scramble up. I give her a bit of help and she licks my face as a thank you.

I sniff under my arms again and they smell okay.

‘Where are you going, Alex?’

I look up and see Sass in my room.

‘She’s a walking, talking girl,’ I say sarcastically.

‘Shut up. I finished my book. Came to help.’

‘I’ve got a date,’ I say, liking the sound of the sentence.

Her face lights up in delight. ‘Ooh. Name?’

‘Ellie Telford,’ I say, immediately regretting giving her the whole name because I know she’ll go to her room and Google her.

‘Short for Eleanor?’

‘I dunno.’

‘You should know. Those things are important,’ says my sister.

I smile at her and she smiles back.

‘I’ll find out.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘Movies.’

‘Not something dumb,’ she says, like I have no idea how to pick an appropriate film.

‘Really? I thought a war film would be good.’

She rolls her eyes at me and, just like that, I can feel my world tilt ever so slightly so it’s almost back where it should be.

‘Wear the orange,’ she says as she walks out.

‘Too late.’

‘You’ll regret it!’

I open my cupboard and look in the mirror. I look fine, just like normal, except for the tiny nick on my chin where the razor blade cut. At least it’s dark in the movies so maybe she won’t notice.

I head for the door and Lottie trails after me. I move so fast; Lottie barks like crazy at all the excitement.

‘Stay, Lottie.’ I say it as firmly as I can, which just makes her lick my ankles. I reach down to pat her back, and she stops moving, her stillness telling me she wants more patting.

Mum and Dad are doing their usual Saturday afternoon routine, the paper spread all over the dining room table. I manage to walk past them and into the kitchen without either of them even looking up. I’m about three-quarters of the way into making my Vegemite sandwich when I hear Mum say, ‘It was just down the road.’

My stomach lurches. I leave the bread on the plate as I try to settle my body. I know what she’s going to say. I know exactly what she’s going to say.

‘Bloody kids, I’ll bet,’ says Dad in his most judgemental voice.

‘They don’t know. He’s in a coma. Imagine,’ says Mum in her most outraged voice. Mum loves graphic injury. It’s like she’s so desperate to feel alive in whatever way she can that pitying some poor bastard who has ended up hurt in a particularly gruesome way makes her feel electric.

‘If he dies, I hope they go away for life.’

‘They have to catch them first,’ says Mum.

I lean against the bench as they keep talking. I can hear the anger. The suspicion. Before long Dad will blame it on some foreigner.

I know I have to go. She’ll be waiting for me at the cinema but my legs are frozen to the spot and I don’t feel like I can move at all.

‘Well, I’m glad we’re moving soon,’ says Dad, pushing back his chair and making the legs squeak on the boards.

‘Yes. Thank god,’ agrees Mum, like this place is the reason things like that happen on the freeway.

‘Alex?’

I look up to see my dad staring at me from the doorway.

‘Just getting a sandwich,’ I say, quickly returning to the bread.

‘Did you hear about that man on the freeway?’

I breathe. I breathe again. Smear the Vegemite in a thick line right down the middle of the white bread.

‘Yep.’

‘Bloody awful,’ says Dad, opening the fridge and taking out a bottle of beer.

‘Want a beer?’ he calls to my mum.

‘No thanks. Can you put the kettle on for me,’ she calls back.

So it’s a usual afternoon in our normal house, except my hand is shaking as I lift the sandwich to my mouth. Dad uncaps the beer and tosses the lid onto the bench as he walks out. He forgets the kettle, so I flick it on and busy myself making a cup of tea for Mum, just to stall going out into the lounge.

I hear my parents talking about house prices as I stir the sugar around and around, wondering how long I can stay here before somebody drags me out. Ellie will be waiting for me. I have to go.

‘Here Mum,’ I say, placing the hot cup down onto the table.

She looks up at me with a smile. ‘Thanks, Alex.’

‘I’m out for a few hours,’ I say.

Dad nods, not looking up from the property pages.

‘Where are you going?’ says Mum.

‘Just out with a friend.’

Mum sips her tea. Dad reads. And I leave.

*


Ellie’s wearing jeans and a black short-sleeved shirt with a frilled collar. She’s got her bright cherry-red Docs on too and her hair is tied back in two short ponytails. She looks pretty much like she always does, but seeing her standing near the lolly counter makes me suddenly shy. When she spots me, she gives that lopsided smile that sort of does me in every time.

‘Hiya … thought I was running late,’ she says.

I walk up and stop, unsure of whether I should lean in for a kiss or shake her hand or try not to touch her at all. I stand there with my hands pushed into my pockets, feeling ridiculous, and realise I haven’t answered her. ‘Yeah, sorry …’

She shrugs one shoulder and leans up to kiss me on the cheek. As she pulls away, I know I’m blushing and she laughs and it makes me think I’ve done something dumb, but then she rubs the spot on my cheek where she kissed me. ‘Sorry, I left lipstick.’

‘Oh,’ I say, wondering if it’s all gone but not wanting to check either.

‘We should get our tickets. Think it’s about to start,’ she says.

I nod and then have the next nervous thought. Do I pay? I can. I have heaps of cash because Dad’s always generous with my allowance, but will she want me to? Or am I breaking some rule?

‘I’ll get the tickets,’ I say, stepping forward to where a guy who looks even younger than me is waiting behind the counter.

‘Okay. But can we see the horror film?’

I look at her and laugh, then realise she’s serious.

‘Sure. I thought …’

‘Yeah, you thought I’d like that indie American chick flick … nah,’ she says. ‘Do you want an ice cream?’

I nod and she moves off further down the counter.

‘Two tickets to the horror film, please,’ I say to the guy behind the counter, not even knowing what the title of the movie is. He prints them out and hands them to me. ‘Thirty-two bucks.’ I pay, wishing we weren’t seeing it but not knowing how to admit that to Ellie.

‘Alex, I need some help!’

I look up to see Ellie struggling to hold a giant bucket of popcorn, a huge drink and two ice creams. She looks like she’s going to drop the lot. Laughing, I grab the drink from her and one of the ice creams.

‘So this is mine … what are you having?’ she jokes. I bump her playfully, but it makes her tip the popcorn tub to one side and a yellow stream of popcorn rains down on my foot. She laughs as she rights it again.

As we walk super close to each other towards cinema nine, I realise it’s the longest stretch of time I haven’t thought about the accident. Maybe Ellie is the answer. Maybe being with her will let me forget.

‘I’ve wanted to see this for ages,’ she says as she sits down in the middle of one of the rows. There are hardly any other people here, so we have our pick of seats. I sit down and my knee bumps against hers. I don’t want to move it away, but maybe I should. I have no idea what the etiquette is. It takes a second for Ellie to get organised with her drink and her popcorn.

‘I love this director,’ she whispers as the trailers start. ‘His last film was amazing.’

‘Great,’ I say, still wishing we were in another cinema.

‘Did you see it?’

I shake my head.

‘You do like horror films, don’t you?’

‘Yeah. Course,’ I lie.

She smiles at me and I feel myself grinning back foolishly. Lucky it’s so dark.

‘I might grab your hand if it’s really scary,’ says Ellie, breathing her words near my ear and making my whole body tingle.

‘Okay,’ I say, looking down at her hand that’s hovering close to mine. Suddenly being in a horror film doesn’t seem so bad. If it means I can hold Ellie Telford’s hand for two hours, I’d watch pretty much anything.







jake


The skate park is nearly empty. It’s the best thing about coming when it’s early evening in rainy Melbourne because nobody bothers, except the really hardcore skaters, and us. I’m not sure what Alex likes about skating, but for me it’s a chance to just be. It’s not about where I live, or not having a dad, it’s just about skating and being in my own world.

‘You need a new back wheel,’ says Alex as I skate towards him.

‘Yeah.’

‘I’ve got a spare at home if you want it?’

I nod. ‘Sure.’

Alex is always giving me stuff. Sometimes it’s things he doesn’t want anymore like his old mobile or bike, but I know it’s not done to make me feel bad or like I’m the poor one. It’s just who he is.

‘I’ve got a date tomorrow, Jake.’

My chest tightens. ‘Who?’ I’m sort of holding my breath, hoping he doesn’t say what I think he’s about to say.

‘Ellie,’ he says with a huge smile.

I’ve got no words. I knew this was coming. ‘Oh,’ I manage.

He smiles again. ‘I saw her yesterday. At the chicken shop. Buying hot chips after school. We got talking. You know how it is.’

I can’t believe my best friend would say that to me. So offhand, like I’ve ever asked a girl out.

‘We’re going to the movies,’ he says, rolling back and forth on his board.

I don’t want to know about his date. I don’t want to imagine them together. I skate past him and down into the bowl. I can’t talk about Ellie. Instead I’m going to show him a carve grind trick I’ve been working on in secret, which he won’t be able to do. Alex follows me and while I curve around the bowl just getting a rhythm, he sits down on the edge, his feet dangling over. He’s never been much good at dropping into the bowl. Reckons it’s not really him, but I think he’s just scared. I was too at first but now it feels completely natural, like my body knows where to be. I start to skate around, further up the walls, in a curve, keeping my body weight slightly forward so I don’t fall backwards. It’s the weirdest feeling skating up a curved wall, and it takes a lot of practice to get it right. My elbows have been crunched so many times from when I’ve fallen off.

I wait until he’s looking and then I skate right up to the metal edge of the bowl and, staying horizontal, let my tracks grind along the top before dropping back down into the bowl.

‘When’d you learn that?’

‘Last week.’

‘I’m impressed.’

I look up at him and see that he is. He’s good like that. Impressed when you need him to be. I skate around the bowl while he sits on the edge watching.

‘Wanna learn?’

‘Nah.’

‘Chicken.’

‘Thing is, Jake, I really like my arms and legs and I don’t want to break them.’

‘You’re not going to break them. It’s not that hard.’

‘Nah.’

‘Come on. Time to take a risk,’ I say, sounding like I’m daring him. I skate back up and while grabbing my board, try to leap the last bit so I’ll make it to the edge of the bowl near where he’s sitting. But I misjudge it and start to slide down. He shoots his arm out and grabs me, pulling me up so I’m next to him.

‘Thanks.’

‘What’s that say?’ Alex points to a large tag halfway up the bowl.

‘Phazza …’

‘That’s not a p.’

‘Yeah,’ I say.

‘Nah.’

‘Maybe it’s Razza,’ I say, like I really care what it says. He shrugs and then before we can dissect the badly written tag anymore, the rain starts falling more heavily and we both make a run for it.

‘Your place?’ he yells as we reach the road and drop our boards down. Skating in the rain isn’t great but it beats walking.

‘Yeah. If we’re lucky, we can catch the last of Reservoir Dogs.’

‘Then I’m not hurrying,’ he says, and he stops skating and picks up his board, holding it over his head like it will somehow stop the rain. I slow next to him and pick up my board too, trying to walk in step, but his legs are long and mine aren’t and I have to skip to keep up with him.

‘I found another article about him. Said he’s an architect. Lives in Hawthorn,’ says Alex quietly.

I knew we’d circle back to this. He can’t help it. No matter what we’re doing, he finds a way to weave something about the man back into our conversation. I’ve been trying to forget about it. Focus on school, on science, on trying to find Ellie at lunch. But Alex is always with me, so I never get to hang out with her. Not that it matters now anyway, because if they’re going on a date then I’ve lost.

‘Jake? Did you hear me?’

‘Yeah. I know. Peter Waterman. Got a daughter our age. Married for years.’

Alex stops, but I keep walking. The rain is heavier now and it’s pouring down my back. My shoes are soaked and I’ll have to shove newspaper inside them all night just to try to bring them back. Alex hurries after me.

‘I keep imagining what everyone would say if they knew what we’d done.’

‘Yeah, well, they don’t know.’

‘But what if he dies?’

‘He won’t, Alex. It’ll be fine,’ I say with so much conviction I almost believe it myself.

‘I’m going to the overpass,’ he says quietly.

‘No way.’

‘Yeah, I just want to see it. I haven’t been back. Please.’

It’s the last thing I want to do, but I can’t let him go alone. Besides, I sort of understand why he wants to go.

‘But it’s pissing down,’ I say, shaking my head so the water sprays from my hair.

‘Come on.’

I start following him down the road behind the back of the houses to where the overpass is. It goes over a huge concrete wall that lines the freeway to supposedly block out the noise, but there’s always a hum droning in the background. Don’t get me wrong. I like it. It fills a lot of gaps. But there’s this thing about living so close to the freeway that means you’re constantly drawn to the idea of leaving. It’s not like living on a suburban street where everyone is travelling at the same pedestrian speed. This is a freeway. A major road that does little more than get people very fast out of where they don’t want to be.

Instead of heading up to the overpass, Alex starts walking down the hill to the wall. There are gaps in the large concrete sheets you can squeeze through to get to the gravelly edge of the freeway.

‘Thought we were going up,’ I say loudly.

He shakes his head. ‘Nah.’ He slips through a gap and is lost to me for a second, until I follow him.

It’s a Saturday night so the cars are flying along, all eager to get to the city where the fun begins. Alex is in front of me. But I’m staying back here, right next to the concrete wall where I know nobody will find me because they’ll be too busy looking straight ahead. I already know what I’ll say if I get caught here. That I’m walking to a blue emergency phone box because Mum’s car has broken down.

The cars whoosh past, the sound loud and angry. Their lights flick across the gravel so I can see where I’m going. For ground that isn’t supposed to be for pedestrians, there’s a lot of rubbish underfoot. Food wrappers, chip packets, stubbies. It’s like a party went off down here. I’m trying to work out where the accident happened. I’m slightly in front of the overpass so it has to be near here. I wait for another batch of cars and check the concrete wall for signs of the crash. There are tyre marks along the gravel. I imagine blood.

I try to find broken lights or glass but there’s nothing here, just dirt and gravel and a few spindly shrubs trying to grow. There’s no sign of anything that could have caused an accident.

Alex is walking back to me. His head is down, his eyes scanning the ground, rain dripping from his fringe. I see him bend to pick something up.

‘What is it?’ I yell over the noise.

He hands me a broken bit of headlight. The sharp plastic piece digs into my hands as I close my fist around it. But maybe it’s from the headlight of the man’s car.

‘Let’s go,’ he says and we run back along the wall, seeking the shadows. We sneak under the overpass, where the noise of the cars is even louder, amplified by all the concrete. Graffiti splatters right up the walls, bragging about how easy it is to get down here and make your mark. I find the gap in the concrete wall and duck through, away from the cars.

I wait for Alex to speak as we walk back up the hill and onto the road. I wait for the longest time but he doesn’t say anything. We walk through the back streets, to the intersection where he has to go up and I have to go down. I keep heading towards my place, expecting he’ll follow.

‘I’m going home, Jake.’

I turn and see him walking up the road, his head still down, still scanning. And I say nothing as I shove my hand into my pocket and feel for the broken headlight, rubbing the sharp end with my thumb.

*


I gently slide my key into the lock. It clicks.

‘Jake?’

I don’t bother being quiet now. I walk in and let the door shut behind me. She’s still in her green uniform, feet up on the couch, eyes as baggy as they come.

‘Hey, Mum.’

She smiles and holds out a packet of chips. Cheese and onion. The only flavour I really can’t resist. I take a handful and perch on the edge of the couch, crunching the chips in my mouth.

‘How was work?’ I ask through the crunch.

She sighs before answering. ‘It was okay. Think old Mr Murphy isn’t going to make it.’

‘Oh,’ I say, knowing how much she likes him. He’s been in the hospital for weeks now and nobody ever visits.

‘He didn’t eat his dinner again, which means there’s chocolate mousse in the fridge if you want it.’

‘Nah, thanks.’

We’re both quiet for a minute. She flicks her attention back to the telly as I work myself up to asking a question I hope she can answer. She is a nurse after all.

‘Hey, Mum … when people go into ICU, do they usually come out okay?’ I’m hoping she’s mostly focused on the TV and her answer will be automatic, and she won’t start churning through the reasons why I might be asking this at this time of the night.

‘Depends on what’s happened to them …’

So far, so good. She’s still watching her crime show. As long as an ad doesn’t come on and ruin her concentration, I might get the answer I want. ‘What about if they’re in a coma?’

‘That depends too … if the coma’s been induced by the doctors or if they came in like that …’

The screen changes to something bright and loud,  advertising a hamburger joint. It’s enough to make her turn to look at me and I know I’ve been sprung.

‘Why?’

I shrug. ‘We were discussing comas at school the other day and I just wondered about it …’ I say as lightly as I can.

‘Oh, it depends on heaps of things.’

‘Like what?’ I just wish she’d tell me the man was going to be okay.

She shrugs. ‘I remember hearing this story at work once about this young guy who came in. He was in a coma and the scans were showing brain damage that would mean he’d be paralysed forever, so the doctors were trying to get his family to turn off the machine. They refused. Said they knew he’d be okay. Four months later, he came out of the coma and eventually walked again. Go figure.’

‘So people can recover fully?’

‘Yeah, of course.’

Her show flashes back on and she pats the couch beside her, telling me to sit. I know her crime show will put me even more on edge, so I fake a yawn. And she laughs.

‘Sorry, you’re tired … off to bed. I’ve got a late shift again tomorrow night, so you’ll have to make something for dinner.’

‘Night, Mum.’

I lean down and kiss her on the cheek. What would she say if I told her? We have a pretty honest relationship. I know Alex reckons it’s weird, or maybe he’s jealous because his mum’s slightly uptight, but I like it. It makes Mum happy knowing stuff about my life and being involved, and she’s given up a fair bit for me, so why not make her happy?

From the door to my room, I look back and see the top of her head. She’s only thirty-three but some nights she seems really old, like it’s too late to change anything and she’ll be in this flat, working in that place, forever. If I go to jail, then her worst fears will be realised. All of her sacrifices will have been for nothing.









alex


I wake up caught in the memory of last night. The car. The  smash. Us running.

And then I see Jake asleep on my floor, still in his clothes, with a blanket over him and one of Sass’s beloved teddies under his head as a pillow. Lottie is curled up next to him, spooning him like she always does when he sleeps over. He looks so calm, so innocent. He looks just like he always does. Like nothing’s changed. I won’t wake him yet. I just want to lie with it. Inside me.

I don’t remember if he let his mum know that he was staying here. I don’t remember that part of the night. Or what we did when we came home. I don’t remember anything after the crash.

I click my fingers and Lottie looks up. She wriggles out from under Jake’s arm and stands at the bottom of my bed, panting. I pat the doona and she tries to jump. It’s almost comical watching her. She takes a bigger run-up but still can’t quite scramble to the top. I reach down and scoop my hand under her and pull her up next to me. Her fur smells like damp salami. I need to give her a wash on the weekend. Or pay Sass to do it.

Lottie licks my face and my eyes fill with tears. It’s stupid crying. There’s no reason for it. I don’t even know if there’s anything to worry about yet. And then I realise I haven’t checked the news. I grab my mobile and search. The Age. Herald Sun. Local radio. There’s nothing about a man on a freeway. There’s just more about housing crashes and the economy. I’m sure that’s good. It must be. If it doesn’t make it to the paper, then it’s not news. And if it’s not news, then it’s nothing to worry about.

It’s going to be okay.

‘Jake,’ I say as I hurl my pillow at him.

‘Shit,’ he says, rolling over and trying to bury his head under it. I wonder how long it will take. A couple of seconds and then he looks up. He’s remembered too.

‘You don’t think …’ he whispers, rubbing sleep from his eyes with his knuckles and looking even more like a little kid.

‘Nah,’ I say, sounding much surer than I am.

‘But it hit …’ he starts to say, his eyes wide like the whole conversation excites him.

Shaking my head, I try to reassure him. Or maybe myself. ‘I checked the news. There’s nothing.’

He nods and then grins up at me wildly. ‘Well, that’s a fucking relief.’

‘I just wish we hadn’t run,’ I say, but don’t look at Jake as I say it because I worry he’ll see the guilt.

‘Yeah, we should’ve hung around, but you said run and it freaked me …’

‘No, you said run.’

He pulls a face. ‘No I didn’t. You did.’

I shake my head. He’s wrong. I’m sure of it. ‘But I wanted to go down and see if he was okay.’

‘What? Bullshit. You’d already started running.’

Had I? Was it me who ran? I don’t remember.

‘And that sound …’ says Jake, sitting up.

‘Yeah. That sound.’

That smashing and then the quiet and then the horn that just blared and blared and blared.

He lies back on the floor. ‘School.’

‘Yep.’

Jake rolls onto his side and stares at me. ‘You okay?’

‘Yeah. I think. You?’

He half shrugs. ‘Guess this sort of thing happens all the time. Not like we killed anyone. It was an accident. And he crashed. He’ll have insurance.’

‘Yeah. He will. He’ll get a new car out of it.’

‘Probably happy about it.’

‘Buy something fancy.’

‘Did him a favour.’

And then we both stop. And we both know. And we both get up because there’s nothing left to say.

‘Want a shower? I’ll get you a towel,’ I say.

‘Nah. It’s okay.’

I sniff, pretending to smell the air around him and he hits me on the arm. It’s playful. It’s normal.

‘But I am starving,’ he says.

‘You’re always starving.’

‘True. I am.’

We walk into the kitchen where Sass is already shovelling Weetbix into her mouth. She looks up and smiles.

‘Didn’t know you were here,’ she says to Jake, who shrugs a sort of lazy hello. ‘Can you walk me, Jake?’

‘Yeah, course,’ he says, sitting down next to her and grabbing a cereal bowl.

‘Did Alex tell you about my new school?’

I manage a smile and then leave them to their breakfast. I wish I had half of Sass’s confidence. I go to my room and check the news sites again. Still nothing. I refresh just to make sure. The only new article is about some celebrity who got caught robbing a lingerie shop. Like we’re supposed to care.

I grab yesterday’s clothes from the floor. I’m about to put them on but then I stop. I can’t wear these. They feel wrong. Like they’re somehow evidence of what we did. I bundle them up for the washing and find clean clothes. And check the news again. There’s still nothing.

I’m feeling almost normal as I head out to the kitchen, stuffing everything into my bag. I’ve got my script with me. Maybe drama class will be a good thing. It might make me forget.

Sass is still explaining her new school to Jake when I head back in.

‘Come on, Jake, we’ve got to go.’

‘No. Jake’s taking me,’ says Sass. ‘And I’m still in my pyjamas!’

‘Walk yourself to school. We have to go,’ I say, earning a furious look from my sister.

Jake shrugs at Sass like there’s nothing he can do and lets me drag him out.

‘We need to go back,’ I say to him as we reach the front door.

We both pull on the muddy sneakers parked in the shoe rack. Even my sneakers feel wrong. Like someone can trace my footprints back to the overpass.

‘Why?’

I slam the front door behind us.

‘Because maybe we’ll find some clues.’

‘Who are you, Scooby-doo?’

I can’t help but laugh. ‘No. But don’t you want to see what’s there?’

‘The car’s probably been towed. Nothing will be there.’

‘But if … if something happened … then maybe the police are there.’

‘Then I don’t want to go back,’ says Jake, looking at me like I’m some sort of stupid.

‘Yeah. I guess. But we can just walk across the overpass like we do it everyday.’

‘No. Because then we’d have to walk back again and it will look really obvious. Besides I need to go and get my bag and stuff from home.’

He’s right. I nod. ‘Okay. I’ll come with you.’

‘Sure you’re okay?’

‘Yeah.’

‘If it’s not in the news, then it’s fine, Alex.’

‘You sure?’ I say. ‘Maybe we should go to the police.’ But even as I say it, I want him to talk me out of it.

‘Nah, it’s fine. I’m sure.’

‘Okay.’

We walk in silence. I don’t know what’s in his head but I know what’s in my mine – doubts and confusion.

‘Maybe we should skip school today,’ I say as Jake comes out of his place with his backpack.

‘No way,’ says Jake.

‘But …’

‘Alex. I’ve got double science. You’ve got Old Dogger. It’s going to be a good day.’

He smiles at me as he slings his bag over his shoulder. ‘Besides, I can’t skip school. My record is perfect. I haven’t missed a day this year.’

‘Nerd.’

‘Yep. And proud.’

‘Aren’t you worried at all?’

Jake looks across at me, his eyes as brown as ever. And he shakes his head. ‘No point worrying now. So far there’s nothing to worry about.’

‘You’re right.’

‘Glad you finally realised.’

I punch him lightly on the arm and we head down the hill towards school. As we get closer, I take my phone out of my pocket and hit refresh.

Jake elbows me. ‘Stop checking,’ he says.

‘Sorry.’

‘Just try and forget about it. Pretend it’s just another day.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Yeah you can. You’re the actor, remember?’

We walk in through the big glass doors of the main building.

‘Boys,’ says Tien as we walk past.

‘Man-child,’ says Jake in return.

Tien gives us the finger as we head to our lockers. Jake’s right. It is just another day.

‘Jake Reynolds, finally,’ says Mr Cap behind us.

Jake and I both jump. So much for just another day.

‘Yeah,’ says Jake in a voice that gives away everything.

‘You’re wanted at the office,’ says Mr Cap.

‘Why?’

‘I have no idea why. But they’ve been calling your name for the last five minutes. I’m just doing a community service by telling you.’

Jake nods and once Mr Cap’s gone, he leans in close. ‘You don’t think …’

‘Nah. If it was anything to do with that, I’d be called too.’

‘Yeah. Course.’

‘You’d better go,’ I say, relieved it’s him and not me.

‘Okay. Keep your phone on. I’ll text you.’

‘’Kay,’ I say, watching him leave.

My heart is pounding as I shove my bag into my locker. I’ve got a study period first up, so it doesn’t really matter if I’m late. Everyone around me is hurrying off to class, but I just stare into the inside of my locker like it holds the answer. The graffitied metal walls stare back.

Before last night, the worst thing Jake and I had ever done was tag the back of the old milk bar with a Sharpie. And even that was a pathetic attempt at graffiti, because the Sharpie was one of Sass’s and the end had been worn down, and it kept getting stuck in the bricks. So rather than the bold image we had in our heads, our tag looked like some little kid’s first attempt at writing their own name. And within about three days, it had been covered over with spray paint anyway.

Jake and I are the good kids. We hand our work in on time. We get mostly okay marks. We’re involved in extra-curricular activities. Last night was a mistake. And now I’m not sure what to do with that.

What if somehow someone saw us? What if they know? What if this is it?

Tien bumps into me and I hit the locker.

‘Oh shit, sorry, Alex,’ he says, sounding quite genuine.

I give him a look.

‘I was just trying to muck around. You okay?’

‘Yeah. I’m fine.’

‘Come on, let’s go to the library.’

Tien and I always study together on Tuesdays. If you can call watching YouTube videos in the library studying. He’s so smart he doesn’t need to study. And I’m not so smart it doesn’t make much difference.

Tien talks enough for five people so he’s perfect company today. By the time we’ve walked into the library I’ve heard about breakfast, his brother’s wet dream and some science experiment he’s keen to try. He’s heard nothing from me.

‘You wanna grab a table? I’ve got to go find a book,’ says Tien, handing me his backpack.

‘Sure.’

I take one of the spare tables in the corner, near some year elevens who are all crowded around a laptop watching something. I’m supposed to be working on a persuasive text for English but instead I take out my phone. Nothing from Jake. That’s a worry. I wonder if I should call him.

Instead I reload the news site. I scan everything. But there’s no mention of the accident. It’s almost nine so that must mean something. I need a drink. Or maybe chips. The canteen won’t be open yet, but the vending machine always is.

I leave our bags on the table, hoping Tien won’t be pissed at me for abandoning his stuff.

I’m heading out the doors when I hear a laugh. It’s Jake. It has to be. His laugh is one of those sounds I’d know anywhere. I look down the corridor and then I see him. Walking along with some girl I don’t know. He’s laughing and she’s smiling and it’s the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen. Jake doesn’t talk to girls. Except my little sister. He’s always embarrassed around them. But he looks so sure of himself. She’s wearing baggy denim shorts and long, striped socks and her hair is sort of lopsided but in a cool ‘she cut it herself’ kind of way. She doesn’t look like the other girls at our school so maybe she’s new.

I know I’m staring at them but I can’t help it.

And then he looks up and sees me just outside the library doors and I expect a smile, something to include me in whatever it is he’s doing, but he just stares blankly at me like I’m nobody he wants to see.

But it’s too late. We’re headed for each other.

‘Alex,’ he says, in a really flat sounding voice. The smile’s gone. And the laugh.

‘Whatcha doing?’

‘I’m showing Ellie around. She’s new,’ he says, pointing to the girl, who is now looking at me with a slight smile.

‘Hi, new girl called Ellie.’

‘Hi, boy called Alex.’

And we smile at each other for what feels like ages but is probably only seconds, until Jake coughs.

‘Um, we’ve got to go. I have to show Ellie her locker,’ he says, like getting a locker is the most important thing in the world.

‘Nice to meet you,’ she says to me and then she tugs out the elastic from one of her short ponytails and reties it. The ponytail is crooked and shooting off in a strange direction but somehow it looks just right.

‘See you around, Ellie,’ I say softly.

‘Yeah,’ she says.

As they walk off, I notice her bright green Converse and the way she sort of skips as she walks to keep up with Jake. He’s not laughing anymore and they seem pretty quiet, and I watch them until they disappear around a corner.


I make it through Old Dogger’s English class and I’m heading outside to the basketball courts when Jake slams into me.

‘Look,’ he says, shoving his phone at me. I see the photo. I scroll down fast. I only have to read about ten words to know.

‘Shit,’ I say. Jake tries to take back his phone but I want to read it all. Every word, like somehow it will get better by the end.

‘Shit,’ I say again, like it’s all my fault.

‘Yeah. I’ll say.’

Then I see the words ‘wife’ and ‘daughter’. I see the words but I can’t actually process them. I just keep reading them over and over like they might actually disappear if I read them enough.

‘But they have no leads,’ says Jake.

‘Shit.’

‘Alex. Did you hear me? They have no leads.’

‘So?’

I look up and see Jake’s eyes. They look blacker than they’ve ever been.

‘Maybe if we just …’

‘Keep quiet?’ I say.

‘Yeah.’

I shake my head. ‘We can’t. Can we?’

‘They have no leads.’

I push Jake’s phone toward him. I don’t want the phone. I don’t want any evidence of this. ‘No leads?’

‘Nope. None,’ he says, playing with his phone instead of looking at me.

‘So nobody saw anything?’

He shrugs. ‘Guess not.’

‘We had our hoodies down, didn’t we?’ I can’t believe I’m saying the words.

‘Yeah. And it was dark. The streetlight was blown, remember? Nobody knows. Just us.’

Relief floods my body. Nobody knows. Just him and me. Best friends.

‘I don’t know, Jake. Maybe we really should go to the police …’ I say, wanting him to talk me out of it, but also wanting to be the person who knows what the right thing to do is.

‘Okay,’ he says, surprising me. I look up and he’s watching me. And in a second, I realise we’re tied together now. Forever.

I nod, still trying to force his hand. ‘Okay.’

‘Let’s go,’ says Jake, sounding so different to the way he’d sounded only seconds ago.

I feel like I’m being played. ‘What, right now?’

‘Yeah. Now.’

‘Okay.’

We both stand still. I’m not sure what we’re waiting for. But neither of us will move first. Then Jake nudges me and the feeling of his arm on mine is strange. It doesn’t feel like it did yesterday.

‘He’s still alive, isn’t he?’ I say, holding on to that thought.

‘Yeah. ICU,’ he says.

‘That’s bad, right?’ I sound like an idiot. As if ICU can be a good place to be.

‘It was an accident,’ says Jake.

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘It was.’

‘Nobody’s fault,’ he says.

Fault. I don’t want to think about fault. And suddenly I’m vomiting all over the ground, on my shoes. It all just pours out. A hand rubs my back. My friend is rubbing my back like no matter what, he’s here.







jake


The roundabout turns and I feel giddy. I lie back on the metal base, watching the sky spin in black. I laugh and Alex joins in. Then Alex leaps onto the roundabout and flops down as we keep turning in the night. Even though I know it will stop eventually, I like the feeling that in this second everything else is on hold. That Alex can’t hurry in front. That I can’t drop behind. And that something can’t pull between us to change things. Here, we are exactly the same.

It’s only as the roundabout starts to slow, that Alex rolls onto his side and says quietly, ‘Can you believe we’re moving soon?’

I don’t know what to say. So I close my eyes and hope the dark hides the look on my face. ‘Yeah?’ I manage.

‘You should see the house. It’s huge,’ he tells me.

‘Nice one,’ I say, not meaning it.

‘Liar,’ he says.

I can’t answer. I don’t know what to say, how to frame my words without them sounding stupid. So I pretend I’m looking at the park instead, at our old meeting ground. The place we come to late at night when we’re supposed to be doing homework or sleeping. Instead we go in the tunnel or on the swings, or lie on the old roundabout and watch the stars. I don’t even know why we still come here. Mum doesn’t care if we hang out at ours, and as long as Alex’s dad isn’t home, then his place is fine too. Sometimes his dad doesn’t make me feel very welcome.

‘Nothing’s going to change, Jake.’

‘But you won’t be round the corner,’ I say into the dark, embarrassed that I sound so hurt. ‘And you won’t be at school.’

‘I can stay at yours. And the new place is so big that if you stay over, we won’t even see the folks.’

‘If?’

‘Idiot. You know what I mean,’ he says, jumping up and tumbling off the roundabout, falling onto his hands.

I kick my legs out and give a little push with my feet, making the roundabout spin slowly. I don’t want to follow. I want time to roll back, to where I thought there was a chance we’d end up here. Together.

‘Catch,’ yells Alex as he lobs a squashed beer can in my direction. Thinking quick, I catch it and the warm stale beer dregs dribble down my arm. ‘Ergh,’ I shout, using my t-shirt to wipe my sticky skin.

‘Sorry. Thought it was empty.’

It’s not even our beer can. Just one left in the park, like everything else. Like the homemade bong. Some kid’s dummy. Jumpers. Sun hats. Sunscreen. And a million plastic containers smeared with old bits of food.

‘Can’t believe you’re changing schools.’

‘Dad showed me the brochure … there’s even rowing,’ says Alex, in an unfamiliar voice.

‘Yeah? Who gives a shit? Only poxy losers want to row.’

‘I know,’ laughs Alex, pretending to agree with me.

‘You’ll end up like Macka and Ollie,’ I say, thinking how strange it is that I’m using two of our old friends as examples. Like they are the worst things about leaving to go off to some private school. I know it probably sounds like I’m jealous, but I’m not. I just don’t want things to change.

‘As if. Anyway we could both go.’

Now I jump up, knocking the roundabout behind me like I’m knocking into Alex. We both know I can’t go.

‘You’re right. I won’t go. I’ll stay here,’ he says, making me turn around. ‘We can finish high school together. Like we always said. Go to Surfers Paradise for Schoolies.’ He smiles at me in the dark and I can just see the corners of where it stops.

‘As if your dad will let you,’ I say, kicking the beer can along the ground and wondering what will happen to me when Alex leaves.

‘Let’s go down the hill,’ he says, like he’s begging me to stay.

‘It’s late. I’m tired,’ I lie.

‘Since when do you care about sleep? You never sleep.’

It’s true. I don’t sleep much. But I feel strange now that Alex’s reminded me he’s moving. I’m not sure where I fit into that.

‘Come on, Jake,’ he says, grabbing my arm and pulling me towards the freeway. ‘Let’s get into trouble.’

‘As if,’ I say, knowing how unlikely that is, but still letting him pull me through the gate of the park and out onto the road.

‘Sass is really excited. She can’t wait to start at her new school. Think she just wants to wear a straw hat,’ he says.

‘Do you have to go?’

‘Yeah,’ says Alex. ‘I tried everything. Even told Dad it was a waste of money. Not like it’s going to matter getting high ATAR scores if I want to be an actor, is it?’

‘As if he’s going to let you be an actor.’

Alex looks straight at me, his eyes shining in the dark. ‘As if he can stop me. My life, Jake, not his.’

I nod. I like it when Alex talks like this. It makes me hope. We skim around the side of a house, and a cat scurries past, scaring the shit out of me.

‘I hate that cat.’ Alex sounds angry. ‘That’s the one that bit Lottie.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘Yeah, Sass saw it threatening Lottie one night.’

I laugh because it sounds like the cat had a knife, not a claw. Alex joins in.

We stop when we reach the path to the overpass.

‘Up or down?’ he says.

‘Down,’ I say, preferring watching the cars on the freeway at close range than from the overpass.

‘Nah, let’s go up. We never go up.’

‘Why’d you ask then?’

‘Just trying to be democratic.’

I laugh to be friendly, but it irritates me that we’re always doing what Alex wants to do. Even when it’s something unimportant like which path to take. We turn to the right, taking the gravel path that leads to where the bridge arches over the freeway. It’s totally empty at this time of night. During the day people ride bikes across it, but now, it’s like this weird concrete path of darkness up high in the air. There’s a light at the other end, but this side is all shadowy.

Alex has launched ahead of me and is sort of propped up on the rail in the middle, leaning over.

‘No cars.’ He sounds disappointed. But he’s right. In peak hour the cars move so slowly you could spit on one and hit it.

‘Rest of the world’s asleep.’ I step up next to him, but keep my feet on the ground. I can only just see down onto the eight lanes of emptiness under us.

I bend over and scoop up a handful of stones.

‘Let’s play a game,’ I say, feeling daring.

‘Nah,’ he says. ‘Let’s go home and watch a movie.’

‘Boring. You wanted to come up here.’

‘Yeah, but now I want to go,’ he says, looking over at me.

It’s come to this. And I’m not budging until I’m ready.

‘Go on. Chuck the stones. I dare ya,’ I say.

He grins in the dark. I can see his teeth shining. ‘What are you, three?’

I shrug. ‘I’m bored. That’s what.’

‘What if you hit a car?’

‘No chance. Not unless we’re aiming for one,’ I tell him.

‘You sure?’

‘Yeah. Think about the odds. There are hardly any cars around at this time of night on a weekday. It’s basic maths,’ I say confidently.

‘But I thought Mr Capuano always said you have to allow for chance,’ says Alex.

I laugh. ‘You do listen after all.’

‘Yeah. Sometimes.’

‘Okay, to prove how confident I am with this theory, I’ll drop the first rock,’ I say.

I check the freeway behind me. It’s clear of cars. And I throw the rock. We both lean over the edge to watch it drop down onto the ground. ‘See?’

He sighs. ‘Go on then, give me one.’

I drop the stones into his hand like rain and he tosses the whole lot over the side in one go. It’s such an Alex thing to do. I laugh at how stupid it is. He brushes his hands on his jeans, cleaning them, and I realise he’s done with this, with here. And I have to stop him from leaving, keep him here for a bit longer just so he knows what we’ve got.

‘We aren’t finished,’ I say.

‘It’s kinda dumb.’

‘Or fun.’

‘Definitely dumb.’

‘Yeah, but dumb is okay sometimes. Isn’t it?’ I say to the back of his head.

And then I watch him as he runs back towards the darkened end of the overpass.

‘What are you doing?’ I yell into the night. Nobody can hear me. On one side it’s all trees and bushy scrubland, and on the other there’s a big wall between the freeway and the houses. He comes back with a handful of larger rocks that he’s picked up from the path. He drops them at my feet and tosses the one in his hand down at the grassy median strip. Of course he hits it on the very first go.

‘Score,’ he yells, making me laugh, and then hands me a rock. My turn next. I do it without thinking and it seems to land just near his. Not that we can see exactly where they are, of course, because they get swallowed up in the shadows as soon as they land.

Then a car comes flying under the overpass, its lights flicking across the road and then disappearing like a comet down the freeway.

‘That’ll be you soon,’ I say. ‘Leaving in a trail of dust.’

‘Hardly.’

‘Leaving, though,’ I say, my voice sounding bitter.

‘You throwing this or what?’ He picks out a rock that’s slightly bigger than the others and hands it to me. It feels like a piece of concrete. It’s not round or smooth like the other rocks were. This one feels like it’s the business. I shake my head and hold it out to him. ‘Nah. You do it,’ I say, angry that soon I’ll be here on my own. He pulls a face I’ve seen a million times before. A sort of pleading, joking, cajoling face that has always gotten him what he’s wanted, specially with other people’s parents. I used to call it his acting face, because he can channel the emotion he knows an audience wants to see. But it’s not going to work on me. I don’t say anything. I just don’t take the rock.

Then finally he shrugs like he’s tired of the game and winds up like he’s chucking a discus, spinning in a circle before he hurls the rock so hard that it flies through the air in a beautiful arc. And together we lean over and watch as it drops down like it’s all in slow motion, only it’s not, because out of nowhere comes a speeding car. And the rock smashes straight through the windscreen as the car shoots out from under the overpass and then it swerves across the empty lanes and collides headfirst into the concrete wall at the side of the freeway.

‘Fuck,’ says one of us. And then the other.

‘What the fuck?’ says Alex as he looks from the road to me and back, while I just stare down, silent. And then Alex is grabbing my arm and pulling me from the rail.

‘Run,’ he says into my ear. And I do. I run. And I run. And I run.

Gasping, I slam through the playground gate and lunge for the tunnel, as if somehow that short squat tube will keep me safe. Alex comes flying in behind me and we wedge in tight.

I can hear his breathing. And I wonder if mine sounds so ragged, so desperate.

‘Shit,’ he says, low.

‘Yeah. Shit.’

I hit my head against the curve of the pipe and slump down even lower, like we used to when we were still in primary school and hiding from Sass.

He breathes out. ‘I reckon it’ll be fine. Don’t ya reckon?’

I can feel Alex’s eyes boring into the side of my head, waiting for me to agree, but I keep staring straight ahead, looking at the silver scribble of words on the concrete, where some kid wrote their name in big block letters.

‘Jake? It’ll be all right? Yeah? It will.’

And he knocks me with his shoulder. Not hard. Just a shove, like he’s waking me up. I start nodding wildly, coming out of whatever trance I’m in. I hear the crash in my head. ‘Yeah. I reckon. It’ll be fine.’

He nods, relief everywhere. ‘Yeah. I reckon you’re right. It’ll be fine.’







before


The roundabout spins in the darkness. The boys lean back, staring up into space, like that’s where the real fun lies. One boy is small, his head only reaching the other’s shoulders. But still they lie next to each other like they’re equal. Then a finger shoots up, pointing to a spot overhead.

‘There!’

‘Yeah. I can see it!’

And they both grin into the night as they watch the silver thread burn bright and die, like a sparkler on a cake.

‘Oh. It’s gone.’

‘Yeah. It burns up on entering the earth’s atmosphere.’

‘But how does it make that streak of light?’

‘The aerodynamic heating creates a trail of glowing particles.’

There’s a second of silence, like the other boy is trying to understand. ‘Cool.’

‘Yeah. I reckon.’

‘Don’t you have to make a wish?’

‘I have.’

‘Yeah?’

The smaller boy shrugs. ‘You know. Always be friends.’

‘You shouldn’t have told me. Now it won’t come true.’

‘Yeah, it will. That’s just dumb. As if.’

‘Yeah. You’re right. As if.’

They stay where they are, waiting for another shooting star to stretch across the sky above them. Each hoping they’ll be the first to see it as the roundabout continues to spin in the darkness.
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