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			To Arlo, may you always have as long 

			as you need to lace your skates.
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			We huddle close, arms slung around each other. Our helmets touch as we bend our heads forward to whisper instructions. We’ve played this team before. But this is the final. 

			As we break apart, our oldest blocker, Estherminator, leads our chant. She’s tall and strong and loud. ‘Skate to the death!’ she calls. 

			‘Ya!’ we yell, together. 

			Body fizzing, I skate to the jammer line, spinning around as I reach it and stopping fast, up on my toe stops. The roller door’s open, hot air blowing in. Not that anyone can get any warmer. Our protective pads are already stinky with sweat from the warm-up. I’ll wash them tonight, soak them in bleach and hang them on the Hills hoist. 

			Mum skates over to me with the star helmet cover. She slides it onto my helmet, marking me as the jammer, and smiles, her face light and excited. It’s the hum before the game. Mum is refereeing. I’m in my white derby top. Mum re-ironed my letters on last night because they were peeling at the corners. Her final is after ours. If Mum’s team wins, which they probably will, then we’re all going out for pizza. 

			‘Ready, Fred or Dead?’ 

			I grin at her, and my mouthguard pops free. She laughs and grips my hands tight, skating me in a circle. 

			It’s time. 

			Mum pulls away and skates to the middle of the track, blowing the whistle that hangs around her neck. The Ipswich Juniors skate out, and their jammer joins me on the line. We nod to each other. She’s stronger than me. Older. Smaller. But not as determined. 

			I breathe through the spreading sick feeling in my stomach. 

			Dad is sitting in the stands with the other parents. He gives me a thumbs-up as I flash him an orange-mouthguard grin. 

			The blockers line up in front of us. 

			I can feel every beat of my heart. 

			Knees bent, I squat low. The whistle blow stabs the air. I keep my elbows in tight and skate straight into the wall of bodies, dodging and juking to force a hole, crashing to find a weakness. 

			Someone nudges me hard with a hip, wedges their shoulder into mine. Another body slams me, and I can’t get through. We’re a mass of ten skaters moving around the track, the blockers’ bodies pressed tight to try and keep us jammers out. Someone goes down. They hit the track hard. They’re up before I can sneak past. 

			Slam. My shoulder collides with a blocker. She retaliates with a whole-body nudge that almost sends me flying. Estherminator is pushing through, trying to help me pass. But we’re caught behind a pair of bodies, shoulders squashed together, working as one. 

			I drop back and try the other side. But there are blockers everywhere. They’re shouting and shuffling, their skates crashing. It’s a pack of arms and legs and skates, and I know I’ll have bruises tonight. 

			I feel electric. Like I can jump the moon. Everything is humming in my body. I stop listening to my head, skate on instinct.

			And I see the gap. It’s tiny, but it’s there. I turn my body sideways, tuck my arms to my chest to make myself as narrow as possible and slam straight through. Past the blockers, I bust out and take off. I’m the lead jammer. The other one hasn’t broken free yet. I can hear Dad screaming from the stands. 

			I need to whip past the blockers again to score. I skate fast, sliding around the corner. I dodge one blocker, almost falling as our wheels tangle, but I leap free. Then I sneak around another two. The last one tries to stop me, and we race around the track, bodies bumping, legal moves only. They’ve almost caught me, but I’m faster. I race past, free of the pack, and call off the jam. Four points to us.

			My breathing is crazy. I try to slow it. My team crowds in, and we work out strategies for the next jam. We have thirty seconds to spill any weaknesses we’ve seen in the other team. 

			We line up again. The whistle blows. It’s on. I slam forward. It’s all hips and shoulders. I’m being squeezed. I push. I drop back. I push again. The other jammer is through. Estherminator chases after them to try to skate in front and hold them back. I get pushed towards the edge of the track. My skates go over the line, but I realise too late and have already skated back on. It’s a penalty. Mum calls it. I’m in the penalty box for thirty seconds. They’ve scored four points.

			I rub my shin where someone’s skate has scraped along the bone and feel blood. Wipe my leg and grab a large bandaid from the kit. It’ll hurt later, but now it’s nothing. Take a drink. Listen to the play. I could do this all day. 

			Mum skates past us and taps me on the helmet with her knuckles. 

			She winks and inside me everything recharges. I am invincible. 
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			It’s rained all week. Thick Queensland rain that threatened to wash everything downhill. But today the sky is cloudless, like it’s all emptied out. The air is sticky and damp, and if I still had long hair it would frizz up like Mum’s borrowed hospital wig. 

			Yesterday, Dad came home with a bunch of dresses from the op shop. I tried them all, but none of them were me. Some were too long, some were too short, and some were plain ugly.

			When he knocked on my door this morning, telling me we had to go, I dressed fast in my old black shorts that pull a bit because I probably need the next size up, and a blue derby t-shirt with a woman on skates crouched low. The t-shirt is from the nineties, and the fabric is so worn that another wash might disintegrate the cotton. It still smells like Mum. 

			Basically, I look exactly like I always do. 

			Now Dad is sitting next to me in long black pants and a blue, short-sleeved, buttoned-up shirt. I guess he didn’t know what to wear either. He reaches for my hand and clutches it like he’s forgotten how strong he is. He tries to hand me tissues, but I shrug them away. His face is blotchy, and he sniffs every few seconds. 

			I keep staring at the faded scar on my shin. It’s a jammer’s scar. Been there since the final, two months ago, when I collided with the metal on someone’s skate. Many of the people here will have marks on their bodies. Bruises. Scabs. Scars. Dad doesn’t. But he’s not derby. 

			He asked me if I wanted to talk today. Said he couldn’t face it, but maybe I wanted to. I don’t. Not about Mum. Not to this room of people all claiming her. I don’t want to be here at all. 

			The ceremony must be finished because people start standing up around us. I didn’t hear most of it. Dad lets go of my hand. He’s immediately swallowed up by arms and hugs. I shrink back, trying to be invisible. 

			The warehouse has been decorated by the Brisbane Rangers. That’s the club we belong to. There are streamers up, and large flower arrangements in tubs all around the outside that are starting to wilt in the heat. There are a few old towels in the corners mopping up the leaks from the roof, and the walls are still padded with thick red mats.

			I don’t know why I bothered trying on dresses for today. Everyone is dressed differently. Leopard print, bright colours, rockabilly, stripes. Everything goes, just like with derby. There’s no one body type. There’s no one size. 

			Around me, people start stacking away the chairs so there’s more space. Smiles float in my direction. A couple of people drift close. Some stroke my arm, grip my shoulder. One woman gives me an awkward hug. There’s sympathy everywhere I look. 

			The roller door is open like it always is, and people spill outside into the parking lot. Someone turns music on and the energy shifts. 

			‘Fred!’ My friend Jazzie breaks through a small group and rushes me for a hug. I’m dodging my team because they’ll talk derby and today I can’t. But Jazzie is different. She doesn’t skate.

			I’m Fred. Short for nothing. I have cropped hair and sometimes I’m mistaken for a boy. But as Jazzie likes to say, gender is a construct. 

			‘You’re wearing a dress,’ I say. I’ve never seen her out of climbing clothes. She can reach the top of a tree faster than a possum. 

			She rolls her eyes. ‘Mum made me. I told her you wouldn’t care what I wore.’

			‘It’s … nice.’

			‘Nice? Definitely the look I was going for!’

			Jazzie is small and strong. She has brown skin and black hair that she keeps flattened in a tight ponytail. We’ve been friends for ten months, since she showed me where the bathrooms were on my first day at the new school. She loves gymnastics the way I love skating … well, the way I loved skating. 

			‘I’m starving,’ she says. ‘Scoped out the food table. There’s lamingtons.’ 

			I let her pull me along, managing to avoid the faces of people I’ve been watching skate for the past year. We reach the trestle table and it’s groaning with plates of cakes and sausage rolls; dry, crusted-looking sandwiches; and wedges of watermelon. Jazzie grabs what she can. 

			‘Want to go outside?’ she says, her mouth full of cake.

			‘Yeah.’

			We find a scrap of wall in the shade, away from the others. Jazzie eats most of the food, and I manage a bite of watermelon. She talks about anything that floats into her head. Like always. She’s about the only one not treating me differently. We avoid that subject and instead start rating all the cakes from worst to best.

			After a while, Dad heads over to us. His shirt is unbuttoned around the collar now, but he still looks uncomfortable. He says hello to Jazzie, and they agree that the lamingtons win. 

			‘The lap of honour’s starting,’ he tells me. ‘Kate’s waiting for you.’

			I’ve been dreading this part. Mum’s friend Skate Winslet arranged it. She told us the team wanted to pay tribute to Mum as a derby player. That the skaters would do laps of the track, and the onlookers would bow their heads in respect for Mum. She was the best blocker in the state. Maybe in the country. 

			I’ve skated almost every day since I was three. Mum said I was born with wheels for feet. She taught me the rules, the etiquette and the joy. But this wasn’t on the list. 

			Jazzie takes another lamington on her way past the table. The derby team is hovering at the edge of the room, gearing up. I haven’t worn my skates in a while. Not since the final bout back in October. I keep putting it off. 

			Sliding my feet into my skates, I notice my toes squashing into the end. I’ve almost outgrown them. As I stand up, Jazzie hands me my helmet. I pull it on and clip the strap under my chin. Skate Winslet rolls over. She’s wearing a derby singlet and a pair of tie-dyed leggings. She has bright red lipstick and a kind smile. 

			‘Oh, honey,’ she says, wrapping her arms around me and pulling me close. Our wheels crash, but she doesn’t let go. She’s soft and warm, and I remember her hugging Mum like this. 

			I pull away first. 

			‘You ready?’

			I nod, my mouth too dry to answer.

			‘We’ll head out first. The others will follow. It’s only five laps. Over in a couple of minutes. Okay?’ she says. 

			I swallow hard, rocking on my skates to try and drag myself back. ‘Okay.’

			Her fingers find mine, and she leads me out onto the track. I’m waiting for the usual buzz, but I feel stiff and upright. I can’t drop into my body. My skates feel foreign, like I’ve borrowed some hire ones from the counter and too many feet have shaped them. 

			As we take the first corner in a gliding sweep, the warehouse stills, and everyone stops talking. I see Dad kneel in his new black pants, his head bowed, his shoulders shaking like he can’t hold it in. Others join him. 

			I’m aware of the other skaters on the track behind me. Women I’ve watched slam into bodies. Women I’ve watched fall. Women I’ve watched skate with my mum. 

			Now I skate in front of them. 

			When I was younger, I was desperate to learn how to crossover without tangling my own feet. It’s harder than it looks. Trusting you can lift your outside foot and place it over the other while moving without tripping. It took me months before I could manage it. Now I carve the corner, scraping around the edge of the track and trying to find my rhythm. 

			But I’m off. My legs are weak, my toes press into the hard ends of my skates. I pluck at my t-shirt, wanting space. 

			Skate Winslet drops my hand as we take the last lap. She glides off the track so I’m at the front, alone, leading this pack of women who loved my mum. When she joins me again, Skate Winslet holds Mum’s black derby top high in the air. I can just make out the jumble of white letters. 

			Skate Winslet nods to me, and we all flip up on our toe stops exactly where we are, like we’re ballet dancers en pointe. Someone watching from the edges bumps a chair and the feet of it squeal across the polished ground. Then the warehouse goes quiet again. 

			Skate Winslet rolls into the middle of the circle and lays out Mum’s top on the ground. All the derby players drop to one knee, their heads bowed like someone’s been injured, like they are protecting Mum from a crowd of onlookers, like she is still here. Like they did in the final. The last day we both skated. The one where Mum rubbed tiger balm into the knee that had been hurting for months, before strapping it with white tape. The one where her team was winning, and then the opposition’s jammer slammed her so hard her leg snapped. I saw it happen. The bone pushed through the skin. 

			We thought it was just a broken leg, but they ran tests and then scans, and when she finally came home days later we knew about the cancer. Her hair fell out when she started having chemotherapy. That was when I cut all mine off too. Now mine is growing back. All shaggy. 

			But Mum isn’t here. We’re skating without her. She’s the only one missing from the track. 

			I don’t kneel. I don’t bow my head. I can’t look away from the top on the ground. From the way it’s making the shape of Mum’s body. The letters jumbling. Scarer. Her derby name. 

			I shouldn’t have worn her t-shirt. Or my old shorts. Everything feels wrong. Like it’s all tugging at me, reminding me she’s gone. I shouldn’t have skated. My skates tried to warn me. They barely fit. 

			I’m sure people are looking at me, wondering why I’m not kneeling. Why I’m the only one still standing. But I’m waiting for Mum to skate on in, black lines painted under her eyes, smiling so hard her mouthguard threatens to pop free. 

			I watch the open roller door like somehow she’ll arrive. Late for the party. 

			But there’s only summer air blowing in. And without Mum, derby isn’t derby. It’s just a bunch of people on wheels.

			Feeling a flush of heat I need to escape from, I skate for the edge of the circle, jump my way through, and head for the roller door, stopping only when I’m outside in the soupy air and I can yank off my skates, rip off my pads and try to shake derby from my head. 
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			The next day, I leave the house before Dad gets up, hoping to get back before he wakes. He’s been asking more questions than usual and if he’s out of bed then I’ll have to lie. I use Mum’s travel pass to tap on and take a seat near the back of the bus. I have my case with me. It probably looks like I’m on holidays. Bus 174 drops me near the Brisbane River. It only took twenty minutes, and here I am. 

			My case keeps wobbling and weaving as I pull it along behind me because the wheels are slowed by stones, like my skates would be if I were wearing instead of carrying them. I’m trying to find the perfect spot. 

			When we first moved to Brisbane, Mum and I used to skate down here along the edges of the water, weaving and gliding, racing each other. She taught me how to sharpen my turns and dodge random obstacles like toddlers and prams. 

			But today the path has been claimed by scooters, joggers and cyclists. And there’s no sign that our wheels ever turned on the concrete. It’s like we were never here. 

			Further along on the bend is a clump of trees we used to stop at sometimes for a drink. I head for that. 

			Two cyclists ride past chatting to each other, and I wait until they’re far enough away before I carry my case onto the grass. Nobody pays much attention to a twelve-year-old, but I still don’t want to be stopped. 

			The trees aren’t very thick, so I squeeze through a gap in the middle, hoping I’m more invisible than I probably am. This won’t take long. Dropping the suitcase, I unzip it. The zip has started to loosen because it’s been used so many times; it almost opens itself. 

			My helmet is at the top. It’s matt black and covered in derby stickers. Coloured patches with silhouettes of women skaters, skate brands, and the names of teams that Mum has been part of. I hurl it as far as I can into the river. It bobs upside down for a minute, like a little boat. Then it slowly starts to sink. 

			My knee pads are next. With ratty straps and Velcro that has started to give, they lie on top of the water like they are never going under. Elbow pads join them, and wrist guards. Two mouthguards still in their boxes. One I only used once. Mum bought it because I forgot my guard at a practice session. She dashed to the chemist and grabbed a red one. Dropped it in boiling water in the kitchen at the derby game. Cut it to size with nail scissors and had me mould it to my teeth as well as I could. It didn’t quite fit properly, but it did the job.

			I have two derby tops. They smell like stale sweat because I never washed them after the last bouts. I screw them up in my hand, barely able to see the ironed-on FRED OR DEAD on the back. I toss them out to join the rest, and then add the five derby t-shirts I’ve collected since I started skating with a team. 

			The only things left in my case are my skates. Mum built these with me. Bought the Riedell boots second-hand on an online trading site. Used some of her old plates, and we bought new derby stops and laces. I’ve worn out more wheels than I can remember. 

			Holding onto the laces, I lasso my skates one at a time into the river. They sink almost immediately. Some of the tops are still floating, the fabric stretched out like it’s on display. I grab my case, zip it up and head for the path. I could have dumped this stuff in the bin near the supermarket, but somebody might have found it and pulled it out. This way, it sinks to the bottom of the river where nobody except the fish will find it. This way, it has the ceremony it deserves. 

			If I hurry, I can catch the 7:23 am home before Dad wakes up. He’s been sleeping more than usual. 

			The sound of the suitcase wheels turning on the concrete is making me think of derby games, of players rushing into the gym before a bout. I pick it up and carry the case to the bus stop. It weighs almost nothing at all.
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			I’ve never used my case before for non-derby travel. It’s always been a home for my derby gear. But after I came back from the river, I shoved in some old t-shirts that I hardly wear because I’m usually in a derby one, some shorts, and my box of special things that I always take with me when we travel. 

			Covered in small seashells, it’s the size of a tissue box. Mum bought it for me when I was little. Some of the shells are chipped and a couple have broken off so you can see the lumps of glue. The box holds all the treasures I’ve found in different places we’ve lived. Ordinary things like bus tickets, a skimming stone, Mum’s favourite green nail polish, and the keys from our car that died a few years ago. Some have been given to me and others I’ve found. They become special when I add them to the box.

			I didn’t make it home before Dad was up, but he was too busy checking the car (our ageing Mazda, Jasper) to grill me much. I told him I’d been down the street saying goodbye to Jazzie.

			Like always, we only filled half the boot with our stuff. And like always, Dad made peanut butter sandwiches for the drive. And like always, I headed for the back seat behind Dad until he gave me a sad look and ushered me into the front. Into Mum’s place. 

			We’ve eaten all the sandwiches and we haven’t even left the city.

			‘Coast or inland?’ Dad says as we head towards a turn-off.

			‘What’s quicker?’

			‘Inland,’ he tells me, opening his window to let some air in. Not that it makes much difference. The temperature inside the car is about as hot as outside. Jasper’s air con has never worked. In fact, I think it’s a miracle that Jasper is driving us at all. He seems to be stuck together with duct tape and hope. 

			‘Then coast,’ I tell him. I’m in no rush. I like the in-between. 

			Dad doesn’t answer because Joni Mitchell joins us on the radio. It’s Mum’s favourite: ‘Big Yellow Taxi’. Dad sings the first few lines, and then I hear his voice crack on the words. Driving doesn’t seem to stop his tears. He reaches over for my hand and squeezes it. I know he’s trying to connect with me, but I don’t want to be sitting up front, listening to Joni sing without Mum to accompany her. 

			I fidget. Mum always slumped back with her feet up on the dashboard, but I’m not her. And this is the longest trip we’ve taken since she was diagnosed. Usually, I’d be sprawled across the back, window down, half listening to the chatter up front. Mum would pass me treats every now and then. Dried mango, a fresh peach, a square of soft chocolate, melting in the heat. 

			The song finally ends, and I can take a breath and tune out. 

			My roller derby team wanted me to come to their end-of-year party, but I dodged it. Told them we were leaving next week, so by the time they gather in the dirty old warehouse we called our training home, I’ll be long gone. It’s not that I don’t like them. I do. But now I’ve stopped skating, I’m not sure they’ll still like me. 

			Dad must have sung along to a hundred songs by the time we detour past the Big Prawn somewhere outside Byron Bay. He knows most of the words, and the ones he doesn’t, he sort of mumble-sings. 

			We don’t stop, but we slow enough for me to see the curled red-and-orange shape with its beady, black eyes. Dad has a story about the prawn and how it was nearly demolished, but the townspeople saved it. He loves things like that. Anything old that’s rescued. Mum used to call him a sentimentalist. And he’d smile in that way of his, and then tell us another story about something that was better before. 

			We keep driving, and I stare out the window at the beaches and the houses, and it doesn’t seem like hours have passed when we cruise into Coffs Harbour and stop outside the Big Banana. 

			‘We’re not staying here, are we?’ I say, my words sharp and rushed.

			Dad turns the car off, and I swear that Jasper sighs loudly as he’s allowed to rest under a tree. 

			‘Thought we could. For old times’ sake,’ Dad says.

			‘Not here.’

			‘But your mum loved the Big Banana. Remember?’

			I have a photo of the three of us out the front. Mum’s in her red dress, and we’re all grinning wildly at the camera, the banana a slice of yellow in the background. We came here more than a few times. Stayed over on the way to interstate derby games. 

			There are too many memories. 

			‘Not here,’ I say again.

			Dad takes a minute, but then he nods. ‘Okay. But I need a drink, Fred. You thirsty?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Let’s stretch our legs,’ he says.

			I follow him out of the car. We don’t bother locking it. Never have. In some of the small towns we’ve lived in, we never even bothered locking the house. Dad always says if people are desperate enough to break in, then they can have whatever we’ve got. Which, to be honest, isn’t much. My derby gear was the most impressive thing I owned, and now it’s play equipment for fish.

			I follow Dad into a milk bar, the bell ringing over our heads.

			‘Grab whatever you want,’ says Dad, heading for the fridges. Usually, we’d be on a budget but not this time. 

			I hunt for the bottles of juice. 

			‘I’m getting a pie. You want one?’ Dad says, already loaded up with a soft drink and a packet of chips. The pies look shrivelled and sad under the heat light of the display. 

			‘No thanks,’ I tell him. 

			Instead, I carry my glass bottle of orange juice to the counter and grab the lone banana and a red apple from the cane basket filled with fruit that has seen better days.

			Dad pays and everything is shoved into a plastic bag before we can say we don’t need one. I can’t work out how to give it back, so I pick the lot up by the handle. Dad is already two bites into his pie when we push open the door and head outside, into the sunshine.

			‘Think this has been in the warmer since last week,’ says Dad, wiping crumbs from his face.

			‘They are never good, Dad,’ I tell him.

			He squeezes the sauce packet so that red goop covers the pie. ‘Road trip essential, Fred.’

			The banana is too warm and too sweet, but I eat it anyway. We never waste food. I toss the skin into the bin near Jasper and make a start on the apple. It’s not much better.

			‘We can go on some rides if you like?’ Dad says, like we always spend money on fun fairs. 

			‘No,’ I say. If I didn’t know better, I’d think the pie has affected his brain.

			‘I don’t want to rush this, you know?’ Dad says. 

			The apple core makes a tinny noise as it hits the wall of the bin. 

			‘How are you holding up, Fred?’ Dad leans close for a hug. I duck under his arms and open the car door. He pretends he was heading to the bin, and I watch him finish the pie, toss the packet, and wipe his face with the bottom of his blue singlet. He lowers his cheap mirrored sunglasses over his eyes, and all I can see when I look at him is a version of me reflected. 

			‘Ready, Freddy?’ He’s always making rhymes with my name. He has stacks of them. 

			I slide into my seat. The vinyl is cracked and hot under my legs. I wind down the window and hope Jasper’s had enough of a break to make it to the next town. 
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			By the time we arrived in Newcastle, it was sunset. We ate fish and chips on the beach, and Dad found a cheap caravan park that had an onsite van we could take for a night. I didn’t sleep very well in my single bed, kept hearing noises outside. Dad snored and even that wasn’t enough to make me feel safe.

			Now we’re on the road again. We’ve managed to make it through Sydney and we’re on that long stretch of coast road, snaking through little towns. We’ve passed a couple of op shops, which we’d usually stop at, but I know Dad is trying to make it to somewhere called Ulladulla.

			He does pull up outside a bakery somewhere and we buy rolls and Boston buns trapped in plastic bags. If Mum was with us, we’d be eating less sugar and more vegetables. 

			We drive all day. While Dad sings, I watch the landscape change. Jasper puffs a bit but seems to be managing. Hours of windy roads and being overtaken by fancy cars. Dad asks if I’m okay about a hundred times an hour, and I manage not to answer once. What is there to say?

			The caravan park at Ulladulla is on the cliff behind the beach, and Dad lets me go into the van first and pick my bed. 

			The air smells like salt. The beach is down a set of steep stairs and Dad says we should make the most of it and go for a swim. Better than using the communal showers, he tells me with a wink.

			Changing behind the curtain in the caravan, I realise my togs are too small. The material’s blue and patterned with jellyfish bobbing up and down the length of my body. I loved these when I found them in a second-hand shop in Toowoomba. But I was only ten then.

			Now, if I raise my arms, I feel like I’m being cut in half. 

			There’s no point telling Dad. He won’t understand. 

			I pull a t-shirt on over the top. I don’t want anyone to see me like this. My body is changing, and I can’t control what it does. My togs reveal everything. 

			I didn’t bring a towel with me from home, so I’ll have to share Dad’s. We walk through the tail end of the caravan park. It seems quiet. Wrong time of year. Too early for tourists. Maybe nobody travels three weeks before Christmas. They all want to be at home with their people.

			We find the steps down to a little cove. There are no waves, but at least the water looks clear and blue. Dad hurries ahead of me like he’s desperate to swim. He’s like a labrador at the beach, running straight in. I follow, but I’m slower. The water rises around me, and I dive under, closing my eyes so the salt doesn’t sting.

			Dad lurks under and grabs my legs, scooping me up and throwing me high into the air. I used to love that when Mum was here too. He’d pull her under the water, and they’d emerge laughing. But now it seems wrong to have fun without her, so I swim away, floating on my back and looking up at the sky. 

			After a while, a cold breeze forces us both out of the water, and Dad lets me use the towel first. I pull my clothes on over wet togs, and Dad says we should look for fossils before we leave the beach. Apparently, this coast is full of them. 

			I’m not really into rocks, but I can sense this is important to him. I think maybe he wants us to keep sharing moments like we would if Mum was here. I’d prefer to return to the caravan and bury my head in the too-thin pillow under the sheets that have been washed hundreds of times. But Dad looks across at me with his sad eyes, and I see how much he wants me to join in. 

			He meanders up and down the beach, searching the rock platform. I’m not quite committing to the hunt just yet. 

			‘Looks like a mussel or a clam, doesn’t it?’ Dad says, kneeling on the flat, grey rock. 

			‘How old is it?’ I ask.

			Dad smiles up at me. ‘Older than me.’

			‘You sure about that?’

			He laughs. ‘Actually, it’s about two hundred million years old. Give or take a few thousand. Pretty cool you can find something like this on a beach. Don’t you think?’

			‘Really? That old?’

			He nods. ‘That’s what the guy said when we checked in.’

			I run my finger along the ridges, feeling the warmth of the rock. I wish I could pluck it free and take it with me in my box of special things as proof that even when something is gone, an image of it can live on for a really, really long time. 
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			We left Ulladulla in the morning as the sun was coming up. Stopped at a roadside inn for some greasy toasted sandwiches and a refuel for Jasper. Dad made a joke about feeding the car breakfast too. There were no more big things on the drive except the ocean, which seemed to go on forever. At some point we crossed into Victoria and my heart sped up a little. 

			Chocolate milkshakes and salad rolls for lunch from another bakery, and a toilet stop behind a tree. Dad and I are experts at the road trip, and I’m pretending this one is no different. 

			We’ve been driving on the same highway all day. Dad told me it is called the Princes, and I like the name. We’ve managed to navigate our way through the outskirts of Melbourne towards Preston. Wherever that is. Dad knows it well, from years back when we lived here. Mum grew up in Preston and used to jokingly call it De-preston. 

			I was four when we left Melbourne for Queensland. We drove the slow way, stopping at little towns and resting the old car. It wasn’t Jasper, but it was nearly as ancient. I don’t remember much. Mum always said we moved north for work and would move back for people. But we never did because there was always another small town to try our luck in. 

			Brisbane was going to be our lucky place. Somewhere to grow roots and stay. We had a proper lease on the house, and I had my first real friend. Before Jazzie, Mum and Dad were the people I spent all my time with because we were always leaving. 

			Eight months after we moved to Brisbane, Mum was diagnosed and six weeks later she was gone. Hard to love a place that lets you down like that. I’m not sure how Dad and I can fill that house without her. She was the decoration, the flowers, the lamps. Without her, we’re only bumping around the edges. 

			‘You’ll need to dig the map out now,’ Dad says and then hands me a scrap of paper with an address written on it. We never use his phone or any sort of device to navigate. He likes finding places by stopping and asking people or using one of the folded maps from the glovebox. 

			I find the one for Melbourne. Look up the street and work out what square it is in. 

			‘We’re on St Georges Road,’ he tells me.

			I scan the map, looking for clues. 

			‘Got it,’ I tell him. ‘It’s not far.’

			We slow as we hit a busy stretch of road, cars bustling to get somewhere. Dad and I both open our windows and I’m surprised by how hot the air is.

			I’m trying not to think about where we’re going. I’m concentrating hard on the thin lines and squares on the map. ‘Turn left,’ I say.

			We weave through some backstreets for a bit. We pass a large grassy oval, and I can see a skate park hiding at the back. ‘Turn left.’

			Dad flicks off the radio, and it’s the first time we’ve had no background noise all day. It’s quiet in the car without it. 

			‘Second on your right,’ I tell him, my finger tracing the grid of the map as we travel through it.

			‘Don’t tell me which house it is,’ says Dad. ‘I’m testing my memory!’

			He drives slower than I could walk as he scans the possibilities. Then he points to a small white weatherboard on the left. There’s a silver Subaru out the front that looks about as old as Jasper. ‘It’s that one. Right?’

			I check the number on the letterbox. ‘Yeah.’

			Dad pulls up behind the Subaru and, as he turns the key in the ignition, there’s a shudder under the bonnet like Jasper has let go.

			‘That didn’t sound good,’ says Dad.

			‘He’ll be fine. He always is.’

			I refold the map, flattening the creases, and post it back into the glovebox with the others. I’m stalling. 

			‘Let’s go meet your uncle,’ says Dad.

			‘Step-uncle,’ I correct him. 

			I try and smooth down my clothes, but they are covered in sweat and food smears. My legs take a second to stretch as I climb out of the car. I slide my feet into my thongs because the asphalt’s hot. 

			Before we can reach the front door, it flings open and two panting dogs race out onto the grass. Behind them is a man with a walking stick. He’s wearing a buttoned-up cream shirt and long brown pants, like he takes the world more seriously than Dad does. His hair is fair and flyaway, and he looks nothing at all like Mum. They aren’t blood related so that makes sense. 

			‘Hello, you two,’ he says in a quiet voice. 

			Dad rushes him for a hug, and I hear sniffing. I’d never really seen Dad cry until two months ago. Now it’s most days. 

			I hang back, letting the dogs be a fence between us. Keeping his back to me, Dad uses the bottom of his shirt to wipe his face, and the other man smiles at me, and I find a small one for him. I’m relieved that he doesn’t make me hug him. 

			‘Hi, Fred. I’m Graham. And this little fellow is Tom and this is Mary,’ he says, pointing to the dogs.

			‘Hi.’

			‘Come in. The air conditioning is on. There’s water in the fridge and dinner in the oven. I figured you’d be hungry.’ 

			I follow Dad into the house, Mary close behind me, like she is making sure I can’t take off. Dad chatters as he walks, and I take the opportunity to look around. There are two rooms at the front. One has a large bed in it, a wardrobe, a chest of drawers and a couple of ancient maps hanging on the walls. A pile of books balances on the small bedside table. The other room is busy with stuff. A television, a large bookshelf with rows and rows of books, a glass cabinet with knick-knacks like those you’d see in an op shop, and a brown velvet corner couch with giant red cushions. Even though they are cluttered, the rooms look settled and ordered, like everything has been in its place for a long time. It’s nothing like anywhere I’ve lived. Here, there is space for possessions. It doesn’t all have to fit in Jasper’s boot.

			We keep walking through to the kitchen. Graham points out the bathroom and the toilet, and I’m trying not to stare at him, but I can’t help it. He’s not what I expected. 

			I follow them outside, the dogs still trailing me. The backyard is mostly concrete surrounded by a wall of succulents planted in a pebbled garden. 

			‘You can talk to these plants. They like it,’ Graham says. Dad laughs, but I’m not sure that Graham is joking.

			He shows us where we’re sleeping. It was a garage, but he did it up a few years ago for storage. I don’t mind sleeping rough. 

			‘Sorry about the mess, Jake,’ he says. 

			Dad looks around. ‘What mess?’

			Aside from a wall of plastic tubs filled with stuff, there are two mattresses on the floor, with sheets pulled tight over them. One has pale blue sheets and the other dark brown. I wonder if he knows blue is my favourite colour or if they were the only spare sheets he had. I like that the mattresses are so close that if I need, I could reach out and touch the snake tattoo slithering around Dad’s arm.

			Dad is thanking Graham for having us, and it sounds so formal. We’re only here because we brought Mum home. 
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			It’s sometime in the middle of the night. The summer rain is sprinkling on the tin roof, making a rhythm for Dad’s snoring. I haven’t slept yet. Too many worries are drowning out my tiredness. Dinner was awkward. Dad cried too much. Graham smiled too much. And I had nothing to add. I went to bed first. Pretended that I had a headache and needed to lie down. Pretended I was asleep when Dad finally came to bed. But instead, I’ve been lying here in the hot garage for hours, thinking about all Mum had ever said about Graham. 

			Mum hadn’t seen him for a few years. Think the last time was at his dad’s funeral. She flew down alone for it. Said her stepdad wasn’t worth the money to buy us all a plane ticket, so she only came for a night. She never talked about her stepdad much. But she did love Graham and her birth dad, who died when she was young. She called Graham ‘Big G’, even though he seems much smaller than she was. A few years older maybe, but not strong. Can’t imagine him on skates. And I don’t think he has tattoos running up his legs either. 

			I know that I spent time with him when we lived here, but I don’t really remember it. Mum told me that he loved it when I was born because he’d always wanted children of his own. There’s a photo in Mum’s album of him holding me as a baby, his eyes forced closed by the size of his smile.

			Towards the end when she was really sick, she told me she wanted me to spend time with him. That he would fill in all the parts of her that I didn’t already understand. The thing is, I know everything about Mum. She was always talking, always sharing little moments from her life. I can’t imagine where the gaps might be.

			Dad is farting lasagne smells and even rolling away from him isn’t helping.

			I elbow him in the side. ‘Dad,’ I hiss into the dark.

			‘Mmm,’ he groans. Another fart punctuates the silence.

			‘Dad, how long are we staying?’

			If I don’t have answers for some of my worries, then sleep will never come, and I’ll be like one of those zombie people in a horror film – walking slow with arms extended and constantly needing brains for food. 

			He stretches out, like he’s thinking about answering. I can’t tell if his eyes are open, but the snoring has stopped.

			‘Can we talk about this tomorrow?’

			‘It is tomorrow,’ I tell him, confident it’s after midnight so technically I’m right.

			Mum always said that one of the skills you need as a jammer is patience. It’s about knowing when to strike, about recognising the weak link in the line of blockers and making a dash for it. She said players often go too soon and get blocked. Tonight, I’m playing a jammer’s game.

			Dad swallows, and I hear the thickness of sleep leave him. He rolls over towards me and leans up on his right elbow. 

			‘I don’t know, honey.’

			He never calls me that. It’s always some rhyme with my name, not something cutesy like honey. And I don’t trust it. 

			‘Why don’t you know?’

			‘I think it’s what your mum wanted. She wanted us to get to know Graham and meet some of the people she cared about.’

			‘But why? She’s not here. What does it matter if I know them or not?’

			‘Because Graham is your mum’s big brother. And maybe it will help,’ he says.

			‘Help with what?’

			He sighs at me, like I’m making trouble. But I’m not. I honestly don’t understand how he thinks me meeting new people will change the hurt. I can barely make out his face in the dark, but I bet he has his sad eyes on. 

			‘With grief, Fred.’

			‘I want to go.’

			‘We’ve only been here a few hours. We’re staying for a bit. Okay?’

			I can’t answer him, scared of how my voice will sound if I try to say words. I’ve heard versions of this before. Filtered through the wall where my bedroom was, where Mum and Dad whispered into the night about how long we’d stay in one place. Dad’s a nomad. Always has been. Places don’t mean as much to him as they do to other people, and besides, he wanted to come down here and meet up with people he knew a hundred years ago. When we signed the lease in Brisbane, Dad was edgy, but Mum and I played house. She called it nesting. 

			I don’t want to nest in Graham’s garage. 

			I could toss up a hundred different objections, but once Dad makes up his mind there is no changing it. There was the time we drove to Cairns for the best seafood dinner, even though it took a day and a half. The time we went for a surf in a thunderstorm. The time he wheeled Mum all the way to school so she could see me in the school play when she was hooked up to various medications and the sight of her like that among those other parents made me want to slam through them all, scattering them like fresh-meat skaters who can’t stay up without clutching the wall. 

			‘Are you okay?’ he says quietly.

			‘Stop asking me,’ I snap.

			‘It might be good to talk, Fred,’ says Dad.

			The rain falls harder, but it’s still not as heavy as Queensland rain during the wet season. The thing is, we’ve moved so many times that I don’t know where I want to be. With Mum, I wanted a home. And Brisbane was going to be that. But Brisbane was Mum, and Brisbane was derby. Except for Jazzie, I don’t have that security anymore. And Brisbane is people’s sad faces when they see me in the street. Here it’s all about the past. And that sucks too. Maybe I don’t belong anywhere now. 

			After Mum went, I didn’t cry. But now my eyes are prickling, and I clench them as tight as I can to stop any tears leaking out. I don’t want Dad to comfort me. I don’t want him to make me feel better. I want to stay angry. 

			It doesn’t take long before the snoring starts up. I slip out of my bed and open the door to meet the rain that spills down onto me.

			I step out into it. Look up at the sky, at the drops racing each other through the air, and let the sky do my crying for me.
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			The sun is bleeding in through the skylight, making the room too bright for me to sleep. Dad’s still snoring on his side, so I get up in my crop top and shorts. I creep around to where Dad’s suitcase sits and fling open the lid. I’m looking for one of his blue singlets. The ones that smell like the building site where he used to work. Like dirt and tomato sauce. I slide my hands in, and they hit something hard and plastic feeling. Like a box. Then I realise what it is. It’s Mum. In the urn. 

			I pull away like my hands have been burned. I thought Dad left Mum in the car, tucked safely in the boot. I didn’t know he’d brought her inside.

			I snatch up the first singlet I can find and make a dash for outside, pulling the singlet on as I walk and tying it up at one side, so it doesn’t look like a dress. 

			Mary pads through the house to the back door so that we’re looking at each other through the flyscreen. She’s much bigger than Tom, with a black face and a white stripe down her back. Tom’s cat-size and dusty brown. Mary’s all dog. And she’s tough looking, like she could play derby at state level. 

			I’m not ready to face another person, but I’m hungry and I can’t stay outside with Dad’s snoring forever. I suck down all my feelings like Mum always said I shouldn’t do and open the door. Mary licks my leg as I squeeze into the kitchen, and I rub behind her ears. 

			‘The water just boiled. Teabags in the caddy,’ says Graham. 

			He’s at the pale blue Laminex table. It’s like something you’d find in a retro shop. He’d said it belonged to his dad. There are a few other things in the house that were his too. 

			‘How do you know I drink tea?’

			‘You’re a March. They always drink tea,’ he says.

			‘I’m not a March. I have Dad’s surname.’

			Graham nods. ‘That’s a technicality. I bet Sarah taught you a love of English breakfast.’

			He’s right, she did. Dad doesn’t drink tea, but Mum used to. We had a red pot we found in a little shop in Townsville. It travelled with us for years. 

			‘Do you drink tea?’ I ask him.

			He nods. ‘She taught me as well. The cups are in that cupboard,’ says Graham, pointing behind me. 

			Without really looking, I take one down, but then notice it has a picture of a dog’s face curved around the outside. 

			‘That’s the Tom cup,’ says Graham. ‘I used to have the full set. The three cats, two dogs, and all the fish, but two of the angelfish have broken.’

			I check the other cups. I can see Mary and one of the cats. And a school of fish cups to one side. 

			Despite my mood, the faces of so many animals make me almost smile. ‘Oh.’

			Graham laughs softly. ‘You probably think it’s a bit odd. I get them made at a shop. They print photos onto cups. Onto anything probably, but I don’t really want to wear a photo of Mary on my shirt.’

			I don’t know what to say, so I drop a teabag into the cup. Mum used to laugh when I made tea. Said it was more about the sugar. I try and leave the bag in for a little longer this morning, so it looks more brown than white, but I still add three heaped spoons of sugar.

			‘Your mum used to take sugar too,’ he says as I sit down on the opposite side of the table. 

			‘No, she didn’t,’ I snap. 

			He smiles. ‘When she was your age, she did.’

			This must be one of those gaps in my knowledge. ‘I don’t want to talk about Mum.’

			I see him nod and wonder if I’ve offended him. Like I did in Brisbane with the people who kept wanting to tell me how sad they were that she was gone, or how much we looked alike (a lie). One lady cried when she saw me in the park, as if the sight of me was too much for her and she couldn’t cope. 

			As if Mum was hers to cry over.

			‘Are you hungry? I have Weet-Bix and brown sugar,’ he says.

			I pull a face. ‘Soggy cereal, no thanks.’

			He smiles. ‘I have three Weet-Bix every morning. Ever since I was fourteen.’

			‘Don’t you get bored?’

			Graham shakes his head. ‘I like routines. What about you?’

			‘Routines or breakfast?’

			‘Both,’ he says.

			‘I’ve never really had a routine. We move around too much.’ 

			Graham concentrates on his breakfast. ‘Is that hard?’

			‘Sometimes. I haven’t been to school much. Other than this year,’ I say. 

			Once, we moved three times in six months. Mum used to write out maths equations for me and test my spelling on the fold-out table in the caravan. 

			‘Well, I bet you know things other children don’t,’ he says. 

			‘Do the varieties of mangoes and avocados count?’

			He laughs. ‘Absolutely! And what about breakfast?’

			‘Used to be crumpets,’ I tell him.

			‘Used to be?’

			‘Haven’t had them in a while.’

			He nods. ‘White, not wholemeal?’

			I nod. 

			‘Like your mum,’ he says. 

			I slurp my tea rather than answer. Graham picks up his dishes and carries them to the sink. He moves slowly without his walking stick, and I see him rub his lower back as he waits for the water to run hot. Like Dad, Graham was a builder. But he had a bad fall and broke his back. Dad said he now works in an animal shelter. I guess that explains all the pets.

			‘What are you going to do today, Fred?’

			I give him a loose shrug. 

			‘What would you do if you were in Brisbane?’

			‘Probably see my friend. She has a pool and a freezer full of iceblocks.’

			‘Sounds like a good friend to have. Does she have a name?’

			‘Jazzie,’ I tell him. 

			‘Musician?’ 

			‘No, her name is Jacaranda. Like the trees, but we call her Jazzie.’

			Graham smiles and wipes his hands on the tea towel before threading it through the rail at the front of the stove and straightening it. 

			‘Your dad said you don’t have a phone, so I drew you this,’ he says, sliding an envelope-sized sheet of paper across to me. There are crisscrossed streets drawn in fine black lines, with little details dotted around. A red cross marks Graham’s house, and the park is shaded green. Nobody has ever drawn me a map like this. I’m used to Dad’s scribbled notes or Mum’s more grammatically correct ones.

			‘Oh,’ I manage, giving all my attention to the map.

			‘Thought you might want to go exploring. Now you can find the shops and the park and anything else within walking distance,’ he says. 

			Sometimes my parents would make me walk to the shops and buy milk when we arrived in a new place, but they never made sure I wouldn’t get lost.

			I take the map from the table, holding it by the very edges, so as not to smear the lines with my fingers. The sight of it makes me blink fast. 

			‘Thanks,’ I manage. 

			‘Well, I’m off to work. The cats need a lot of patting,’ he says.

			‘Is that your job?’

			‘I find foster homes for animals. But it does involve quite a bit of patting too. You can come visit one day if you like,’ he tells me. 

			‘Maybe.’

			He nods at me as he passes, and I notice Mary stand up and follow him. 

			‘I’ll see you later, Fred.’ He stops in the doorway and looks across at me. ‘Have a good day.’

			Mary trots after him down the hall, her paws tapping on the floorboards. I can hear Graham chatting to her as they walk, and I wish I’d asked him why he called her Mary. It’s such a rubbish name for a dog. 
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			I’m using Graham’s map, which I’ve folded carefully to fit in my pocket. The more I use the map, the more details I notice. Funny things, like a tiny gnome drawn on the street, or a large black dog. As I pass these houses, I realise they are real details drawn in miniature to mirror what’s in the front yards. 

			When Dad offered to take me with him to meet someone, I told him I’d rather go exploring on my own. It’s what I always do in a new place. Mum used to call it scoping. She’d point out the direction of the heart of the town and tell me to scope out all the good bits and report back. 

			Dad said he thought Graham would be happy if I took the dogs with me, so I have. Or rather, they’re taking me. I’m trailing behind.

			Back in Brisbane, we lived up high. The air was damp, and clothes didn’t always dry when they should. But it was green and lush and there was so much space. The light in Queensland is different. And the smells. My favourite was the trees heavy with frangipani. 

			Here it feels flat, like everything is closing in. There’s too much concrete and not enough grass. In Brisbane we rented a house towards the top of Mount Gravatt. It was nothing special. An old white weatherboard that had seen better times, but it had a large backyard with a Hills hoist, an avocado tree that never fruited, and no fences. We weren’t on the side of the road that had the view of the valley, but we could still see the city from our front door. 

			Mum loved that house. I remember when she found it online. We were staying in a caravan park outside Cairns, and I went with her to the library in town to use the internet. It was the first place she found online, and she sent the real estate agent an email telling him we’d be there by Thursday and not to rent it to anyone else. 

			I wonder how the house is doing without us. And if the neighbours will remember to check the mailbox and water the grass every now and then. Dad told them we’d be back before Christmas.

			At the sight of the big oval, Mary pulls on her lead to cross the road. I tug Tom along because he’s looking a bit tired. His legs must be half the length of Mary’s. Her mouth is open and her tongue slops out one side like she’s licking the air. Then she must smell the footballs being kicked on the big grass oval because she turns and dashes straight through the gate, pulling me along with her. I follow, telling her to keep to the path and hoping she understands. Some kid yells something from the oval, and I turn to see them boot a footy long enough to make the goals. They yell and run in circles like they’ve won, and before I can look away, Mary leaps off the path, rips the lead from my hand and sprints for the grass. 

			‘Mary!’ I scream. But she’s off, chasing balls.

			At least Tom is still squatting beside me. ‘What do I do, Tom?’

			He pants an answer, but it’s no help. I don’t speak dog. 

			Mary runs straight through the middle of the football game and up towards the skate ramp. I pull on Tom’s lead and head across the grass after her, trying not to think about the fact that maybe I should have left the dogs at home.

			Up behind the oval, I can hear a bunch of kids laughing as they watch someone do a trick in a skate bowl. I used to avoid skate parks. Derby skaters aren’t always welcomed by kids on boards. But it doesn’t matter now – I’m wearing thongs. 

			Expecting a bunch of skateboarders, I’m surprised to see a couple of kids on rollerskates. They seem to be practising plough stops and t-stops. They’re smooth too. 

			I want to look away but can’t. Instead, I watch as the one in the green helmet turns and glides up and down the stretch of grey graffitied concrete, weaving with tight wheels. The smaller kid has long plaited hair poking out the bottom of their helmet and is rocking back and forth on skates, yelling instructions. 

			It’s like a magnet pulling me closer. The words I’ve heard all my life: Single knee. Switch knees. Small weave. Big weave. Toe stop. Mum’s fingers lacing her old, white Red Stone skates with the glistening red wheels onto my feet. Her hands under my armpits as she held me up, her voice as she called instructions to me as I skated around the empty concrete schoolyard. 

			I’m still lost in Mum and only half notice Mary run straight into the path of the skater with the green helmet. He tips forward and wobbles, but manages to right himself. 

			He rubs Mary’s back and laughs as she licks his hands. If I was the old me, I’d chat about derby. Scope out if there was a junior league around. Because I moved so much, the old me got pretty good at making small talk with other skater kids. But the old me is lying on the bottom of the Brisbane River. 

			I call Mary’s name, but she’s too busy being loved by the skater to listen. The kid looks over and notices Tom parked beside me and then goes back to patting Mary.

			‘Mary? That’s a funny dog’s name,’ he says.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Is she a lab?’

			‘I dunno.’

			The skater rolls slowly closer, tugging on Mary’s lead so she follows. He’s all kitted up. Expensive gear too. Not hand-me-down knee pads stuck together with tape like mine were. Loose plain black t-shirt and baggy denim shorts. Tallish like me or maybe a bit smaller. Hard to tell with the wheels. 

			He stops on his toes as he reaches me and holds out the lead. I wrap it around my hand so Mary can’t escape again. 

			‘What’s the other dog’s name?’ 

			‘Tom,’ I say. 

			The skater smiles. ‘Two dogs. You’re lucky.’

			‘They’re not mine.’

			‘Did you steal them?’ He laughs like everything is funny. 

			‘No, just borrowed.’ 

			The kid watches me like he is trying to work me out. ‘Haven’t seen you here before.’

			Making friends is so much harder when you can’t talk about derby. I’m stuck on what to say. I look at the ground because it’s too complicated to answer. 

			‘Sammy, come on!’ the other skater calls out.

			The kid grins at me. ‘That’s me. And this is Anonymouse.’ He slips his hand into his pocket and pulls out a small brown mouse. 

			Without meaning to, I let out a surprised snort. And then laugh at the sound. The kid joins in. For a second, it’s almost like the old me is back. 

			‘You carry a mouse around!’ 

			‘She won’t hurt you,’ he says as he rubs along the mouse’s spine with his finger. ‘She’s tame. And clean.’ He slips his mouse back into his pocket. ‘Anonymouse also loves skating.’

			I’m guessing he’s named his mouse for derby, but I’m avoiding that topic. 

			‘You like mice?’ he says. 

			Thinking about the plague story Dad used to tell, I pull a face. He grew up on a farm in Far North Queensland and one year the fields were covered in squirming mice bodies so thick it looked like a brown wave had passed across the paddock. 

			‘I’m guessing that’s a no?’ Sammy sounds more amused than anything. 

			‘Sorry.’

			‘That’s okay. The world is split into those who do and those who don’t. Have you got a name?’

			‘Fred.’ 

			‘Tom, Fred and Mary – sounds like a band,’ he jokes. 

			The other kid calls out for Sammy again, and he spins away and skates down the grey concrete. I can tell he’s scanning the ground for gumnuts and little stones. One is enough to cause you to fall. Skating outdoors is hard. Especially if you want to skate fast and you don’t know how to correct a fall. 

			Mum taught me. Showed me how to change my wheels for outdoors ones so I’d have less chance of falling. If you’ve never skated before, then you probably think there is only one type of rollerskating wheel. But there are actually hundreds, all different in size, hardness, shape and even in material. You have to pick one that’s suited to the style of skating you will be doing. Wide wheels have more grip, so they are good for speed. Artistic skaters use narrow wheels because they manoeuvre more easily. Derby wheels are usually fifty-nine or sixty-two millimetres tall. And then there are all the colours. My derby wheels were lime green, and my outdoor wheels were black. They are probably a very murky brown now from sitting at the bottom of the Brisbane River.

			I should leave, but I watch Sammy as he slides into a corner and turns sharp, his wheels neatly parallel and making the familiar screech that means he’s dragging the rubber into a stop. Looking down at my thongs, I wiggle my toes, trying to lose the memory of the feeling of wearing skates.

			‘You skate?’ he calls out, like he can sense how itchy my feet are.

			‘No,’ I tell him. The old me would settle in for some war stories comparing injuries and rattling off our match highlights. The new me takes a step backwards towards the path, tugging on Tom’s and Mary’s leads.

			‘You should,’ he says with a grin before spinning around and skating fast down towards the small ramp. ‘I play roller derby. And we’re always after new recruits.’

			He curls himself low and slides up the ramp and down the other side, before heading back towards me. He starts skating side to side, lifting one foot up. I wonder if he’s showing off, or just practising. 

			‘I’m a blocker. It’s my job to stop the other team’s jammer getting through,’ he says.

			I would have picked him as a jammer, but I’m not going to tell him that because then he’ll know I understand derby. 

			Watching him grin on wheels makes me remember the buzz of strapping on skates and feeling free. Of hunting out a car park in a new place with Mum, and chasing each other up and down the smooth concrete, laughing as we whipped around corners so fast our wheels marked black lines on the ground. I need to move. 

			‘Hey, Sammy, I have to go. Dogs are getting hot.’

			He shrugs. ‘Your loss. I was about to explain plough stops.’

			Sorry for your loss. Sorry for your loss. Sorry for your loss. I stopped opening the cards. Dad tried to display them in the house, but I knocked them over and laid them in a pile. Little feelings scrawled in pen supposed to patch us up somehow. What a waste. 

			I turn away from Sammy and the mouse. Mary doesn’t want to leave, and I tug hard on her lead to make her follow me. 

			‘See you around,’ he calls out. ‘I’m here most days. So is Anonymouse!’

			‘Okay. Bye,’ I say and keep walking. There’s a fizzing pressure building up inside me, like I could smash into a body if there was one to smash, just to release it. 

			Behind me, I can hear the skaters talking, and I wonder if I’m the subject of the conversation. But as I reach the grassy edge, the sounds of small weave, big weave, one knee are back, and I hear Mum’s voice patiently explaining each instruction to me. 
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			Dad’s out when I get back. Graham too. I have the house to myself. Except for the eyes watching in most rooms. A giant tank of fish and a couple of skinny cats with names almost as uninspired as Mary and Tom. Dad said Graham has pets for children. When he leaves the house, he turns on the radio sometimes so they aren’t lonely. 

			The house is calm, like it’s taking a rest. Dad has left me a note on the kitchen bench. His handwriting is neat, but it doesn’t meet up. It’s a bunch of letters all standing alone. He jokes about how he never finished school and he never got his pen licence, so it’s like the sweet, careful lines a little kid might do.

			Gone to see someone about some stuff. Back for bol. xx

			We always eat spaghetti bolognese on Sunday nights. It’s been a tradition for as long as I can remember. It’s one of the few things Dad cooked better than Mum, and after she was diagnosed it crept into many meals, with some interesting Dad-style additions. He adds kidney beans and calls it chilli. Adds rice to make fried rice. He hasn’t tried turning it into a dessert yet, but I wouldn’t rule it out. I did tell him that I don’t mind eating the same thing night after night, but he shook his head and told me he wanted to make an effort.

			I know it’s about Mum. It’s all about Mum. 

			One of Graham’s cats slinks around my ankle. I let my fingers trail along its fur, until it grows bored and scoots off looking for something to scratch. 

			In one house we lived in, up the coast a bit from Brisbane, where the light shone in through the kitchen window and made shapes on the floor, Mum and I would skate while we cooked dinner. It was graceful, like a sort of rolling ballet as we moved around the room, picking things up and returning them to the fridge. Dad worried about the landlord finding scuff marks on the lino floors, but it still made him smile when he came in and found us chatting and skating and circling each other with the ease and grace of two people born with wheels for feet.

			Graham’s cupboards are stocked high with pet food. There’s not much human food, but there are a dozen packets of my favourite crackers stacked on top of each other. Perhaps Dad told him I liked them. Or maybe Graham does too. I pull one down and tear the end open with my teeth. The crackers pop out in a rush and some fall, shattering as they hit the ground. I pick them up before the cats can get to them. 

			Then I sit down on the cool, shiny floor and eat.

			There’s something about the fake chicken flavour that makes me think of Jazzie. It’s been four days since I saw her and because I don’t have a phone, I can’t message her or chat late at night in the dark while Dad’s sleeping. Dad said I could use his phone but that feels odd, so instead I park her in my Brisbane memories along with Mum. I’m used to leaving places behind. Perhaps it’s not that hard to do with people too. 

			I hear Dad’s voice outside. He must be talking to Graham. But then I hear a laugh and it’s not Graham’s. It’s light and frilly. I stare at the front door, waiting to find the owner. 

			When Dad sees me on the ground, he hurries towards me like he thinks I’m hurt. ‘Fred! What are you doing down there? Are you okay?’

			I’m too busy watching the person sneaking in behind him to answer. She’s small and muscly, and I’ve never seen her before in my life. But she places a hand on Dad’s shoulder, and I want to hurl something at her to knock her loose. 

			He steps out the way, letting her past. Her face is lined with laughter. In another house, on another day, I might smile and jump up and edge towards her. But she’s standing with my dad, and that isn’t right.

			‘Brought someone to meet you,’ says Dad. He’s in his work clothes. Blue singlet. Blue shorts. Boots. He’s always in his work clothes. Even when he’s not working.

			‘Hi, Fred,’ says the woman. She delivers a smile to me, like it’s a present. 

			Dad is staring, waiting for my manners to return. He doesn’t like it when I’m surly.

			‘Hi,’ I say, finally. 

			‘I knew Sarah,’ says the woman. ‘Used to skate together. Back in the day,’ she says.

			I shoot my head up, catch her face. ‘Really?’

			She nods. ‘Yeah. Years ago. Before you came along. Down here in Melbourne town. You look like her.’

			We look nothing alike. Mum was dark-haired and olive-skinned. She had brown eyes that sparkled. I’m all Dad. Dirty blonde hair and blue eyes. My skin is tanned but only because of the Queensland sun. It’ll fade down here, and soon there will be no sign I ever lived anywhere else. I don’t know why adults think it’s comforting to hear something when it’s not true.

			Reaching me, she leans over, like I’m an injured dog. I wait for her to pat my head, but instead she bends down, and I hear her knees click and grind like Mum’s used to sometimes. 

			She kneels in front of me. ‘I’m Maxine,’ she tells me. ‘Maxxed Out.’ 

			Her derby name. We all have them. It’s one of the first things I did when I joined the Townsville club. Spent hours with Mum thinking up different names. We had a list. Freddy Krue-grr, like the horror film; Freddie Mercury, like the singer; and Better off Fred. A solid derby name should be slightly scary, and that’s why I went with Fred or Dead.

			I rummage through all of Mum’s stories. Derby names are hard to forget. Once you’ve heard them a couple of times, you have a cobbled-together idea of who they belong to. 

			‘Yeah, Australian team,’ I say, remembering one of the stories.

			Maxxed Out smiles. ‘That’s the one. Twenty points behind. Ended up winning.’

			Where other kids had bedtime stories about fairies and elves, mine were derby stories about broken teeth and lifelong friendships.

			‘Sorry about your mum,’ she says, and her voice is soft. ‘She was the best.’

			I sneak a little look at her face. Notice a bunch of silver chains around her neck. The lipstick leftover from a morning smear. Hair that is greying around the roots. She’s all muscle, like Mum was. Lean and edgy like nothing can reach her. 

			‘Max is going to stay for dinner,’ says Dad, joining us. He bends down and nudges my shoulder. ‘That okay, Fred?’

			Noticing that Dad shortened her name, I shrug. 

			‘We can talk about your mum. Compare stories,’ says Maxxed Out. ‘I bet I have some beauties you haven’t heard.’

			‘I’ve heard them all,’ I say.

			That earns me one of Dad’s stern looks, but I don’t care. If he’s going to bring people around, then they need to know that Mum isn’t theirs to talk about. 

			But Maxxed Out smiles like I’m one of those sweet kids who parents love meeting. And I wonder what it will take to offend her. 

			As Dad fills up the largest saucepan with water for spaghetti, I hear Graham’s key in the front door. I’m relieved he’s home. Between cutting up cucumbers and tomatoes, Maxxed Out keeps smiling at me, and it’s a little creepy. 

			I follow Mary down the hall to greet Graham, who seems overwhelmed at all the attention. He drops his bag in his room and tells me he has a present for me. It’s a flannelette shirt that is still in the packet. Size L. He blushes when he slides it into my hands, apologising that it’s on the big side.

			‘It was the only one left. I hope the colour is okay.’ 

			It’s red and black checks and real soft, like the underside of Mary’s belly. 

			‘Oh,’ I say, surprised. Presents usually only arrive twice a year in our house. Christmas and birthdays and even then, they are small, and often found, objects.

			‘Last night you seemed a bit cold, and you said you didn’t bring a jumper to Melbourne. Can get chilly here at night sometimes, even in summer.’

			I don’t need to unbutton it because it’s more like a dress than a shirt. I slide it over my head. It’s a bit too warm but it smells new, and nobody has bought me new clothing in a long time. 

			‘Does it suit me?’ I ask, my voice small.

			‘It does indeed!’

			From the kitchen, Dad starts singing a Paul Simon song he loves. Graham laughs at the sound and asks me to help him feed the animals before dinner. He shows me how many pinches of food to give the fish, and it makes me think about the picture book Mum read to me when I was little where the fish outgrows everything and ends up in the town swimming pool because the little boy didn’t listen to the pet shop man telling him to never feed the goldfish more than one little spot.

			We head through the kitchen to feed the cats, and Graham chats to Maxxed Out. Seems they met a long time ago too, back when Mum was first skating. 

			Sensing she’s about to be fed, Mary makes sure the chat doesn’t continue for too long. She starts nudging Graham with her head, moving him along towards the back door. Relieved, I slip out after them. 

			Hearing the dry food pellets spill into the bowls, three meowing cats appear and start galloping towards us like it’s their last meal. Graham tells me they always choose the same bowl to eat from. I like how predictable they are. Not like people. 

			‘What did you do today, Fred?’

			‘I took the dogs to the park,’ I tell him, proud that I can say I was helpful.

			‘Both of them?’ Graham says.

			‘Dad said it would be okay.’

			‘Yeah. It is,’ he says. But I watch him head across to Tom and fill up his water bowl and check him over like he’s making sure nothing happened. 

			‘They were fine. Honest,’ I say.

			‘Bet Mary loved it,’ says Graham. ‘I usually put boots on Tom if I take him out. His paws are rather sensitive.’ 

			‘Okay. Sorry.’

			I tug on my new shirt, wanting it to cover all of me, to swallow me up. I’m not sure if Graham is mad at me. 

			‘No, all good. Thanks for thinking of them,’ he says. 

			‘Dinner’s up,’ yells Dad from the back door.

			Usually I’d hurry towards spag bol, but not tonight. I follow Graham slowly inside and wash my hands at the sink while Dad fusses around the table. 

			Maxxed Out has taken the blue seat on the left where I’ve been sitting. Dad sees me trying to work out where to go and manoeuvres me into his chair, next to her. 

			‘Your dad sure can cook,’ says Maxxed Out. 

			‘Not really – this is it,’ I tell her.

			‘My Ally would love this,’ she says. ‘You’ll have to meet.’

			I know I should ask about Ally, but I’m not going to. Instead, I watch Graham twirl his spaghetti around and around his fork. 

			‘Maxxed Out has a daughter your age,’ says Dad. 

			‘But she doesn’t play derby,’ says Maxxed Out.

			‘I don’t either.’

			Dad looks confused. ‘Yeah, you do. You won your finals.’

			‘Your mum said you’re a jammer,’ Maxxed Out says.

			‘When did she tell you that?’ 

			‘Oh, we spoke quite a bit in the last few weeks. I wanted to come and visit, but it was so quick.’

			‘That’s right, Mum told me.’ I’m lying. Mum never told me she was in touch with anyone down here. I stab a lump of bolognese sauce that is usually sweet and salty but tonight tastes dry and hard. 

			‘I’ve been trying to get Ally to join Fresh Meat. Even got her a top made with a derby name and everything. Ally-Tricity. What do you think?’ says Maxxed Out.

			‘Yeah. Good.’ I sound like a robot, answering mechanically, not wanting to give anything away. 

			I skated for a month with Fresh Meat in Gladstone when I was seven. Technically too young, but Mum fudged my age. Said I was ready to join the fresh new batch of skaters learning derby for the first time. But then we left, and it was back to Mum teaching me. 

			‘What’s your derby name?’ she asks me. 

			‘I don’t have one.’ It’s at the bottom of the Brisbane River. 

			‘It’s Fred or Dead,’ says Dad. 

			Maxxed Out smiles. ‘That’s right.’

			I pour water into my glass from a red jug and wash down a mouthful of dry meat. I did have a derby name. And I was a jammer. Played for six months with the juniors at the Brisbane Rangers after we settled in Mount Gravatt. We were almost undefeated. Mum was our coach sometimes. Her and Trippy Tarka. 

			But I left all that behind. 

			‘The end-of-year fundraising bout is coming up. There’ll be demonstrations and a scrimmage. Merch for sale and a sausage sizzle. You guys should come,’ says Maxxed Out. ‘It’ll be a big day!’

			‘No thanks,’ I say, trying to calm my heart.

			‘Great idea,’ says Dad, who then offers to oversee the barbecue. She jokes about not serving burnt snags and they both laugh.

			‘We’ll be gone by then,’ I say. 

			Mum wanted us to come down, stay with Graham for a bit, and then leave. Not hang out for derby bouts. 

			‘No, we won’t. Jasper took a turn today,’ says Dad, with a blob of sauce on his chin. I watch him as he wipes his face with the back of his hand.

			‘Jasper’s always on the verge of something,’ I say. ‘He’ll be fine.’

			Dad shakes his head. ‘Not what the mechanic thinks. Bad time to be getting parts.’

			Maxxed Out nods. ‘With the summer holidays and Christmas coming.’

			I can’t be still here at Christmas. It doesn’t seem right. My first Christmas without Mum in a place where I know nobody but where people think they know me. Mum sent us down here because she wanted me to learn something about her past, but I can’t find her on streets I don’t remember. 

			Graham turns and looks at me. ‘We can get a tree. Make it nice.’

			‘You can have Christmas with us, Jake!’ Maxxed Out says, grabbing Dad’s hand. 

			I stare at her fingers on his wrist and wait for him to move his hand away. But he doesn’t. What is with her? Mum’s only been gone for twelve days. 

			I stand up and head for the sink, scraping most of my dinner into the bin.

			‘Fred, I bought ice-cream,’ Dad says as I turn around. 

			I give him a one-shoulder shrug. ‘Not hungry.’

			And I head for the wire door, banging my way outside to the hot summer night and no more conversations about derby. Behind me, I hear quiet whispery voices like everyone is trying to work out how to deal with me. And everything hurts like I’ve taken a bad fall on wheels.
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			Even though we’ve only been gone less than a week, I’m finding it hard to remember details about Brisbane. The smell of the air, the light in the mornings, the view from Mum’s bedroom window. And it’s not that I want to forget – it’s that each time I try to snag a memory, it fades before it’s properly in my head. 

			This morning, I tried to stay in the drifting moments, to see if I could find my way back, but my legs were restless and fidgety, and I couldn’t stay still. 

			I’m up before the sun again, and I leave Dad and the dogs sleeping and creep out into the morning air. I don’t know what time he came to bed. 

			Three chairs are still in a half circle on the concrete patch out back, marking the place where the adults sat. I bump them into a different arrangement, so they look like they don’t belong to each other anymore. 

			I bang in through the back door into the kitchen and find Graham eating Weet-Bix at the table. 

			‘Morning, Fred,’ he says, without looking up from his bowl.

			‘Morning.’

			‘Kettle’s hot,’ he tells me.

			I take down Mary’s cup. I want to be fair. No favourites. 

			‘You want one?’ I ask.

			‘I’m good. Thanks.’

			The kitchen has been cleaned and last night’s dishes lean in a neat row in the drying rack beside the sink. I take the blue chair and sit near Graham. He’s scraping up the last of his breakfast. 

			‘Going to be a hot one,’ he tells me.

			‘Really?’

			‘Don’t be deceived by the cool morning. Can you make sure our friends have water?’ 

			I like that Graham calls the animals his friends. 

			‘Yeah. Sure.’

			‘Not the fish, though. They have enough!’ He blushes as he smiles. 

			I smile back. Graham’s jokes seem small and careful, like he doesn’t want to risk anyone not finding them funny. 

			‘I got those crumpets you like. They’re in the fridge.’ 

			‘Oh. Thanks,’ I say, a little surprised he remembered. 

			Graham carries his bowl over to the sink and starts cleaning it. He never leaves dirty dishes anywhere. ‘I didn’t know what you have on them, so I got honey and jam,’ he says, carefully arranging his clean breakfast dishes on the rack. 

			My parents were never very good at cleaning. They would make a big noise about starting and then something would distract them and they’d wander off, coming back days later to finish folding the washing or emptying the compost.

			‘Thought you might like to come to the shelter this afternoon. Visit some of the animals?’

			It’s not like I’m doing anything else, so it would be a bit rude to say no. Graham places a map at my elbow. ‘It’s not far. I’ve marked it with a dog bone. I’ll be at work all afternoon. Drop in if you like. And don’t forget to water the fish,’ he says as he heads down the hallway. 

			I slide the map closer. This one has a few road names written in clear, black-blocked letters and a series of arrows showing me how to get to the animal shelter from Graham’s house. I notice the black dog bone. I fold the map and slip it into the pocket of my flannelette shirt. 

			I find the crumpets in a packet on the top shelf of the fridge. He bought the white ones. Same kind that we used to buy. Breakfast of champions, Dad would say. Mum would add, Breakfast of chemo patients. It was one of the few things she could stomach when she was having treatment. Everything else made her sick. Sicker.

			It was my job before school to cook two for her and two for me. She liked them spongy and soft, only lightly toasted. I liked them crisp at the edges, the top almost brown. One with honey. One with raspberry jam. Both with butter that would leak through and coat our fingers, so we’d have to lick them before touching anything.

			I used to plate them up on a tray that we bought at an op shop in a country town on our way to a derby meet. Carry them through the house to the room at the back where we’d made a bed for Mum. She couldn’t sleep next to Dad when she was having treatment. She was too sore. And he snored, loud and rumbling, keeping her awake. 

			I haven’t had a crumpet since she died.

			Dad wanders in, wearing his singlet and shorts and finds me staring at the packet. Shuffles me out of the way and uses his clumsy fingers to rip at the plastic seam. Pulls out two crumpets and drops them into Graham’s fancy one-push button toaster. 

			We stare as the crumpets disappear down. As they heat. As the morning opens around us and we wait.

			There’s a faint ding and the crumpets slowly emerge. Doughy like Mum liked. Dad takes one out. Pushes the button again for the other to descend. He leaves me to watch as my crumpet cooks and he sets the table. 

			My crumpet pops up, with an almost-burnt rim. I drop it onto a plate, unsure what will happen when I make it to the table. Dad has already cut his down the middle. Half with jam, half with honey. He doesn’t like crumpets, so I know this is an effort. For me. Or for Mum. Or maybe even for him.

			‘You don’t have to eat it. If it’s upsetting,’ says Dad. 

			My hand is hovering like it’s frozen on the honey jar, unsure what to do now. ‘It’s fine.’

			‘Here,’ he says, taking the plate and cutting my crumpet too. I let him, my stomach aching to shove both halves in. 

			I manage a bite, but it’s all wrong. Dad and I both stare at the crumpet halves, like we are waiting for her to come and finish them. 

			I slide the plate away. 

			‘Fred, you have to eat something,’ says Dad. ‘What else would you like? Spaghetti on toast? There’s some left from last night.’

			‘No thanks.’

			‘Toast? Or I can make pancakes? Couple of boiled eggs? What about a banana?’ 

			‘I’m not hungry,’ I say.

			He reaches for my hands. ‘We can walk to the shops. Grab breakfast.’

			‘We don’t do that,’ I say.

			He smiles. ‘But we can.’

			‘No, Dad.’ 

			Dad is always the ideas man in our house. He comes up with plans and wants us all to run with them. When I say no, he deflates like I’ve taken all his air. 

			‘I’m going over to Max’s house. You want to come?’

			‘Now?’

			‘Yeah, she needs some stuff done. Said I’d help,’ he says.

			‘Can’t she pay someone?’ I say.

			‘Why, when I’m here and I can do it for nothing?’ 

			Dad is always helping people. As soon as I started at the school in Mount Gravatt, he was on the phone offering his services. He built some flower beds and painted the fences. He would have become the permanent odd jobs person if Mum hadn’t needed looking after.

			‘Did Maxxed Out ask you? Or did you offer?’

			He shrugs. ‘Can’t remember. What does it matter? I like Max. Don’t you?’

			‘Don’t know her.’

			‘Fred, I know you’re hurting.’

			I stare at him, saying nothing. I know he hates it when I do that. 

			‘Remember when your mum and I would have a staring competition?’ He smiles like the thought is close. Then I watch his eyes flash with sadness, and I know he’s about to cry. 

			‘Is Jasper really sick?’ I ask. 

			‘He’s blowing black smoke. Won’t get us back.’

			‘Go to another mechanic,’ I say.

			Dad reaches for my hands again, but I pull them back, not wanting to be touched. 

			‘This guy’s cheap …’ 

			‘How long, Dad?’

			Dad shrugs, turning the plate so I have a different view of the crumpets. ‘Have to wait for the parts. Maybe early January. Sorry, Fred.’

			I sigh, long and loud. 

			‘Max invited us over for dinner one night this week. You can meet Ally,’ says Dad. ‘You need someone your own age to hang out with.’

			‘We’re not here to make friends, Dad.’

			‘We’re going to dinner, Fred. It’d be rude not to.’ Then he bites into my crumpet like he knows I’m not going to eat it. ‘And I like being around people who know your mum,’ he says.

			‘Knew. Knew her. She’s … not here.’

			This brings his eyes up to mine and it’s sharp, the way he looks at me. 

			‘Past tense and all that, Dad.’

			‘You can’t keep brushing it off, Fred. You have to talk about it.’

			‘No, I don’t.’

			After Mum went, Dad hugged me so tight that my tears drained down through my body. I didn’t cry when people at school said sorry, or when derby friends left steaming pots of Mum’s favourite curries on the doorstep. I didn’t even cry at her funeral. It’s like I’m empty. A shell. The old Fred is at the bottom of the river. Gone.

			‘I’m fine, Dad,’ I say, wanting him off my back. 

			‘What about derby? You have your case with you. Do you good to have a skate.’

			I realise that Dad doesn’t know my gear is in the river, which means he doesn’t know how serious I am about not playing anymore. He thinks I brought my skates to Melbourne. 

			Mum didn’t only love roller derby because of the skating. She loved it because of the risk, the people and the history. She loved wiping black paint under her eyes and heading onto the track like she was going into battle. She loved that it was a contact sport, with the same rules as the men’s teams. And she loved that it included anyone who was good enough to play. When I started, I didn’t really understand all the history. I just liked skating fast and slamming into people. But Mum insisted that I understood where the game had come from and what it meant to the players. She made me do a project on it for my home-schooling, and I spent hours in the Cairns library researching. I remember reading about the famous players, how the game started as a speed-race and changed into something tougher and more physical. 

			And I remember how it feels to skate. 

			‘I’ve given up derby,’ I tell him. 

			‘You love it,’ he says, reaching again for my hands. 

			‘I don’t.’

			‘Max said—’

			‘I don’t care what she said.’

			It’s never been Dad I’ve talked to about serious things. He’s the fun one. The one who brings home trays of fresh mangoes from the side of the road and drives a hundred kilometres to swim on the world’s most deserted beach. 

			‘Fred, derby is in your blood.’

			His words are soft, and his eyes are all misty again like he’s preparing to cry. It makes me want to slam him with my shoulder, move him out of my way so that I can pass. I jump up quickly, avoiding the hug I know is coming. The chair teeters for a second and then crashes back into the wall. 

			I hear him sigh loudly as I bang open the wire door, and the sun blinds me for a second before I blink rapidly, and the hundreds of succulents come back into focus. 
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			At first, I wasn’t sure what the little silver stars were on Graham’s map, but now I’m walking past a string of houses covered in Christmas decorations I realise he’s drawn them where giant inflatable snowmen and wobbly green trees stand in front yards. 

			At the corner, I turn left, following the small arrows. Graham has sketched a bike symbol on the main road, but there’s no bike shop. There’s not even a bike locked up out the front of a house, so I’m not sure what it could mean. 

			I keep walking.

			As well as the dog bone, he’s marked the animal shelter with a red cross for the vet. The maps are his way of telling me what’s important. Details he thinks I should notice. 

			I fold up the map and tuck it into my pocket as I reach the shelter. In the foyer there’s a plastic Christmas tree with about three decorations on it. It looks like someone started and then forgot what they were doing. Two people are sitting with empty cat carriers, and I wonder if they are about to adopt, or if they are here to see the vet.

			The man at the counter looks up and smiles. He’s wearing a shirt printed with small dog faces, and I’m pleased that Graham only has mugs with animals on them and not clothes. 

			‘Is Graham around?’ I say, realising I don’t know Graham’s surname. 

			‘Take a seat. I’ll call him for you,’ says the man.

			‘Thanks.’

			Neither of the cat carrier people look up as I take a seat in the corner. They are both scrolling on their phones, totally absorbed. Dad would have something to say about that if he was here.

			The door with private written on it swings open, and Graham jams his walking stick in it before it shuts. He pokes his head around and smiles when he sees me. 

			‘You found me okay, then?’ he says. 

			‘Thanks to your map.’ Then I remember the bike symbol and I ask him about it.

			‘Your mum had a fall on that corner. Almost slid under a car. I had to carry her home because her knee was all banged up.’

			‘Oh.’ I keep forgetting these are her streets. The places where she walked. The map feels bulky in my pocket in a way it didn’t before. 

			‘Come through, Fred,’ says Graham.

			I’m not really used to visiting people at work. Sometimes I’d drop in at the Mount Gravatt supermarket where Mum had a few shifts, and she’d buy me a chocolate bar and tell me about some of the funniest customers she’d served, but that didn’t feel like this. Graham has an actual office with a desk and a door and a computer. He has a swipe card with his photo and name on it, and he runs it through the security slot to take me outside to where the animals are kept.

			Graham explains that most of the animals aren’t here very long and so they are kept in a long line of cages. The cages aren’t as pleasant looking as I’d expected – a bit like living in a tiny caravan for months on end but without Mum’s decorations. 

			As we walk past, some dogs press their faces up against the metal, and Graham bends down to rub their heads. He tells me that most of his job is finding someone to foster the animals, but occasionally they aren’t taken. And if the shelter can’t find a home for them, they are put down. 

			‘That’s why I have Tom, Mary and the three cats,’ he says softly. ‘I couldn’t bear the idea of anything happening to them.’

			‘Does it happen often? That they are …’ I can’t bring myself to say the words.

			‘Not really. We can usually find a home. And most of us who work here have quite a few rescue pets!’

			On the outside of the cages are handwritten signs with the names of the animals. It makes me think about Sammy and his mouse.

			‘Do you have rescue mice?’ 

			Obviously thinking I’m making a joke, Graham laughs. ‘No rescue mice. Only cats and dogs.’

			I wonder where Sammy found his mouse. Maybe he bought it from a pet shop. 

			‘Do you want to meet my favourite kitten?’ Graham says.

			‘Okay.’

			Graham stops outside a cage with furry bodies rolling on top of each other and a larger cat asleep in the corner. ‘This is our newest family. We’ve found homes for all of them. Except this little guy.’

			He unlocks the cage and reaches in to lift out one of the kittens. It’s brown and white and fits in his hands. He shows me how to hold it, and it wriggles against my skin.

			‘He’s the runt of the litter, the smallest. If nobody wants him, then he’s coming home with me!’

			‘Really?’

			Graham nods. ‘Until we find somewhere more permanent. Once the mum goes, he will need a bit of looking after.’

			‘Doesn’t the mum go with the kittens?’

			Graham shakes his head. ‘No. Separate houses, but it’s not like with humans. They aren’t as attached, so they’ll be okay.’

			I know he’s trying to reassure me, so I shrug like it’s fine. The kitten nips my palm, and it tickles more than hurts, but I yelp at the surprise of it. 

			‘It didn’t break skin, did it?’

			‘No. He was only playing, I think.’

			Graham shows me how to rub under the kitten’s chin and as I do, he starts purring quietly. 

			‘You’re a natural, Fred.’

			‘Wonder what Dad would say if I took him home.’

			‘Might be a bit hard driving him back to Brisbane,’ he tells me. 

			‘Yeah.’

			He slips his hands underneath the kitten and returns him to the cage. As we stand at the gate watching, the kitten curls up against his mother and tucks his paws up. The other kittens are still playing, but the runt and the mother look pretty attached to me. 

			‘Want to meet my other favourite?’

			I smile at how excited Graham sounds. I can imagine him adopting more and more animals until there’s no room left in his house for him. 

			‘She came in last week,’ he says, leading me past more cages. ‘Her name is Lady.’

			‘Like Lady and the Tramp?’

			‘I guess,’ he says. ‘Although this one is an old greyhound. Used to race. We don’t get many of them because there’s an organisation that works with rehabilitating racing dogs. But this one is special,’ he tells me. 

			We reach Lady’s cage. Graham calls her quietly and she takes a second to clamber up to her feet. As she walks towards us, I notice she’s missing her back right leg. 

			Graham unlocks the cage and lets her step outside to greet us. She’s skinny and shivery and she ducks her head as he rubs down her nose.

			‘She lost the leg last month. Still learning to adjust. Bit like me,’ he says with a smile. ‘But she manages pretty well.’

			‘Does she have somewhere to go?’

			‘Yes. Family signed the papers today. She needs her vaccinations and then she’ll be all set,’ he says. 

			‘You don’t want her to go, do you?’

			He smiles at me. ‘Is it that obvious? I want the animals to find homes, but I also get a bit attached while they’re here. And Lady and I have bonded.’

			She stands perfectly still while he rubs along her back. ‘Sometimes I get to see them again when they come in for vet visits,’ he says. ‘That’s the best.’

			I kneel so that I’m face to face with Lady. She places her head on my knee and sighs deeply.

			‘I know how you feel, Lady,’ I say quietly. 

			And she licks my hand as if she wants me to know it’ll be okay. 
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			There’s no sign of Dad when I wake up the next day, but Graham is wiping down the benches when I head into the kitchen. I take down a fish cup from the cupboard and drop in a teabag. Steam is drifting out of the kettle, which proves my theory that Graham keeps it freshly boiled for me. 

			‘Your dad has gone to paint,’ says Graham, handing me the sugar.

			‘Figured.’

			‘And I have to go to work,’ he says. ‘You can come with me if you like? We can always use an extra.’

			‘No, it’s okay. I’ll find something to do.’

			Graham asks me if I know where the milk bar is. 

			‘Is it anywhere near the skate park?’

			‘Not far. It happens to sell icy poles,’ he says. 

			I smile and slurp my tea. ‘You mean iceblocks?’ 

			‘Queenslanders! You probably say potato scallops instead of potato cakes too!’

			‘Yes. And togs instead of bathers.’

			‘Well, in my day icy poles cost about twenty cents so hopefully this will be enough,’ he says as he pulls a five-dollar note out of his wallet and places it on the table, along with a folded square of paper. ‘And there’s a map in case you get lost.’

			My fingers reach for the map. I’m starting a little collection of them in my box of special things. 

			‘Can you keep an eye on the dogs today? It’s going to be a stinker,’ he tells me.

			‘Mum used to say that.’

			‘I remember,’ he says. ‘I stole it off her. Along with a pair of sneakers and a couple of mixed tapes.’ Graham looks at me and then starts explaining what a mixed tape is, but I already know. 

			‘Yep. We had a tape recorder in the caravan. Dad used to buy tapes in op shops, and he found some that people had made each other,’ I say.

			‘Wish I had Sarah’s tapes now. Most of that sort of stuff went in the skip when she left. My dad threw it all out,’ Graham says. 

			‘Oh.’ Mum never told me much about her stepfather. If she ever shared childhood stories, they were about her birth dad. All I know is that after Graham’s mum died his dad married Mum’s mum, and that it wasn’t the happy family they’d hoped for. 

			‘My dad wasn’t sentimental at all,’ says Graham. He tells me about how he tried to rescue odds and ends from the skip. Things like his grandmother’s favourite blue glass vase and his mum’s childhood books. 

			‘Enough reminiscing. I’d better go,’ he says and rubs my shoulder affectionately as he passes. And I’m surprised that it doesn’t annoy me. 
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			The skate park is almost empty. There are two kids on scooters, practising on the small mounds, and a couple of teenagers hanging in the bowl. They aren’t skating. They are sitting on the spray-painted ground, legs crossed, laughing at something on a phone.

			‘Where are your dogs?’ a voice says behind me. 

			I turn and see Sammy skating towards me. 

			‘My step-uncle’s dogs? At home.’

			‘Best thing about Anonymouse. She fits in my pocket,’ he says.

			Sammy’s in baggy shorts and a loose t-shirt. He has that same friendly face as the first time I saw him. I watch his wheels on the concrete, the neat trail he skates as he marks out his territory. My muscles are coiled whip-tight like they can feel what he feels, the glide of his legs as they weave back and forth and around the edges of the concrete path.

			I find myself wondering if I could outskate him. If my skills are better. If my turns are sharper. If my jumps are higher. And for a second, I forget that I’ve quit derby.

			‘Have you got a skateboard?’ Sammy says, weaving backwards while I walk. 

			‘No,’ I say. ‘Only feet.’

			‘Come to watch?’ 

			I shrug. I’m not sure what I’m doing here so at least it’s honest. 

			His wheel must roll over something because he wobbles and teeters forward, crashing into me. My hands grab for his arms and squeeze, gripping him to stop him tumbling. I half catch him and half don’t, and for a second, I think we’re both going down. But he manages to right himself. 

			‘Whoa! Sorry,’ he says, jumping clear. 

			I’ve never been this close to a boy. Not unless I count one of Jazzie’s annoying younger brothers. 

			‘You shouldn’t skate backwards on this. Too many gumnuts and stones,’ I tell him. 

			‘Yeah. You’re right. Glad I didn’t fall. Anonymouse would have been squashed!’

			He reaches into his pocket and retrieves his mouse, checking it’s okay. It seems fine. It squirms across his hand, and he holds it out to me. ‘Want a hold?’

			‘Nah. Thanks.’

			‘I sell them. If you’re ever interested.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			He skates alongside me, his wheels making big weaves on the ground so that he can slow to a walking pace. We’re running out of concrete, so we head to the ledge where there’s room for us both to sit. 

			Sammy unclips his helmet and drops it on the ground. His hair is long and thick, and he pushes it back off his face. 

			‘I’ve had Anonymouse since she could barely open her eyes. That’s when you take them if they are wild mice. Then they see you first and bond to you and never try to leave.’

			‘You caught it?’

			‘Yeah. Down at the creek.’

			‘That sounds cruel,’ I tell him, imagining him sneaking up and plucking a baby from a nest.

			‘No. They get loved. I make sure of it when I sell them.’

			‘Who buys them?’

			‘Kids at primary school. You should come to the creek one day and see how I catch them.’

			‘Maybe.’

			His mouse pops its head out of his pocket, and Sammy opens his backpack and takes out some crumbs. ‘You want to feed her?’

			‘Not really,’ I say, pulling a face that makes Sammy smile. 

			‘You hungry?’

			‘Always,’ I say.

			‘Me too. I come prepared.’ He pulls out two rather squashed sandwiches and a plastic tub full of cubes of watermelon and holds it out so I can help myself.

			‘Why do you sell mice?’

			He taps his skates together. ‘This stuff is expensive. My parents can’t afford it, so I save up. Buy it myself. I bought skates that were too big because I didn’t want to grow out of them too quickly—’

			‘But your toes need to almost graze the end,’ I say, without thinking. Most people would think derby skates should fit like shoes, but they should sit snug on your toes.

			He looks across sharply. ‘Yeah, how did you know that?’

			‘The internet.’ I shrug and take another cube. 

			‘You also knew I shouldn’t be skating backwards on the concrete because of the stones. Only a skater would say something like that.’ 

			He’s right. I toss up telling him the truth. I could lie. I could leave. But it’s easy talking about derby and Sammy has a whole box of watermelon cubes to share. Besides, it might be nice to hang out with someone now that I don’t know how long I’ll be stuck here. 

			So, I tell him about playing derby in Queensland, but I don’t mention Mum or throwing my skates into the river. We talk about derby turns and great plays and we eat the rest of the watermelon and share the sandwiches, which are salad. I pull the lettuce out before I start. 

			‘Why did you say you didn’t skate the other day?’

			‘It’s complicated. Why did you start?’

			‘Because I was rubbish at footy,’ he says. ‘And cricket. And basketball. I tried all of them. Nobody ever passed to me. One day I saw a kid on skates and thought it looked like fun. There’s a junior club down the road, near my house. It made sense.’

			Derby is full of kids like that. Kids who’ve wandered in looking for something different to the usual sports everyone else plays. ‘You any good?’

			‘Not bad,’ says Sammy. ‘You?’ He bumps against me lightly and says, ‘I’ll take my skates off. You can have a turn. I’ll see for myself.’

			I shake my head. 

			‘Come on.’

			‘No.’

			He rolls his eyes at me like I’m lying, and I bump him back but it’s harder, and he looks a bit shocked at the contact. ‘Blocker, then?’

			‘No. I was a jammer.’

			‘Have a skate, Fred. Go on. Don’t be scared.’

			‘Jammers aren’t scared. I don’t skate anymore.’

			‘How can you give it up?’ Sammy says, sounding shocked.

			‘I just have.’

			He nods, but I can tell he doesn’t quite understand. 

			Derby is one of those sports that once you start, very few people seem to leave, unless they have an injury. 

			Remembering Graham’s money and keen to change the subject, I say, ‘Do you want to come to the milk bar with me? I have enough for two iceblocks.’

			I’ve made a few temporary friends this way. Buying them treats from the caravan shop with coins I’d scrounged from Dad. 

			Sammy laughs. ‘You’re going to buy me a block of ice?’

			I roll my eyes at him, trying to remember Graham’s word for it. ‘Icy pole, then.’

			‘I don’t eat sugar,’ he says.

			‘Oh, okay.’

			He laughs. ‘As if. Come on, the milk bar’s pretty close.’

			I follow Sammy down past the oval and onto the footpath. He skates slow. I walk fast. And we’re almost the same speed. He tells me about starting high school and how he won’t be allowed to take his mouse with him even though he used to smuggle it into primary school sometimes. He seems happy to talk, which is lucky really, and I manage to dodge all the questions about why we’ve come to Melbourne. 

			We use Graham’s map even though Sammy knows where the milk bar is. He likes Graham’s tiny iceblock detail on the spot where the milk bar stands, but we can’t work out what the box drawing is near it. There’s nothing but a car park and a couple of trees. 

			‘It’s like some special code,’ says Sammy.

			‘Yeah. He marks the important things.’

			‘Maybe the box used to be here. In the old days,’ says Sammy.

			It feels hotter than Brisbane today, but it’s that dry heat that sucks all the air from your lungs. There are a few overhanging trees that I slide under to try to make the most of the shade, but by the time I reach the corner, the shirt Graham bought me is clinging to my back. I sort of regret wearing it now because it’s so hot, but I don’t have anything else this baggy.

			The milk bar is nothing flash. One of the windows has tape across the corner like it’s been broken too many times. I push open the door and set off a little bell. I can’t see anyone behind the counter, so I head for the freezer.

			Sammy skates behind me. 

			‘Lemonade for me,’ says Sammy, pulling one from the freezer.

			The plain lemonade ones are the cheapest. They were Mum’s favourite. She ate them right up to the end. Sometimes they’d melt down her hand before she could finish them, and I’d bring her a damp cloth to wipe her skin.

			Knowing that I can’t watch someone eat a plain lemonade iceblock and not vanish into the past, I pluck the packet from Sammy’s hand and replace it with something fruity. 

			‘Get this one instead,’ I tell him.

			‘Why?’

			‘They look better. And they’re more expensive so they probably taste better too.’

			He doesn’t argue, and I take the iceblocks to the counter. The lady is hidden behind a screen of lollies and gum. I can make out the top of her head. She takes my note and gives me coins for change. 

			‘Thanks.’ 

			‘Where’s your hat? Very high UV today. Tell your mum she needs to buy you a hat,’ the woman says.

			I wonder if people always assume you have a mum. It happened at school once too, right before the funeral, with a replacement teacher. Jazzie had to tell them that Mum was gone, and the teacher blushed for an hour afterwards. 

			I don’t say anything to this woman because then Sammy will know too. And he’ll ask questions or look at me differently. I wish Jazzie was here to step in and save me again. 

			Instead, I swallow hard and shove the iceblock at Sammy as I walk out of the milk bar. Outside, I head straight into the heat of the sun. I know if I stay here then I’ll burn, but maybe I want to sizzle and fry. Maybe I want to decide what’s good for me for a change. Or maybe I don’t care. 

			‘You okay, Fred?’ Sammy says.

			I rip the wrapper off and jam it into my pocket.

			‘There’s a bin over there,’ says Sammy.

			‘It’s fine.’

			‘Can we sit under the tree? It’s really hot,’ he says.

			I end up following Sammy to a spindly-looking tree with a patch of shade at its base. Our iceblocks start melting faster than we can lick them.

			‘Race you to the end!’ he says, biting the top and chewing it. The sound makes me squint. I can’t chew ice.

			It takes him about a second until all that is left is a small chunk balancing on the wooden stick. He holds it on his hand and lets Anonymouse lick it. 

			‘Cheating! You have help,’ I say, even though I still have half an iceblock on my stick. There’s no way I would win even with the help of a tiny mouse.

			‘I’m only sharing.’

			‘Why a mouse?’

			‘Wasn’t allowed to have a dog.’

			‘Me neither,’ I tell him. ‘We move around too much. And they cost money to keep.’

			‘Now you’ve got your uncle’s dogs,’ he says.

			‘Step-uncle.’

			‘Same-same. At least you get to hang out with them. I’m going to have twenty when I move out.’

			The thought makes me smile. ‘My step-uncle works at an animal place. He fosters. He has cats too.’

			‘I don’t like cats. They’d eat Anonymouse.’

			‘I like her derby name by the way,’ I tell him.

			‘Me too. I like imagining that she’s a really fast jammer ducking through the pack,’ he says. 

			‘Do lots of kids play derby down here?’

			He shrugs. ‘A few. A couple of my friends from school. When did you start skating?’

			‘When I could walk.’

			Sammy raises his eyebrows like he’s impressed. ‘Derby royalty. We should go for a skate this week.’

			‘I don’t have any skates,’ I say, trying to tell the truth. 

			‘I can probably borrow some for you. If you want to come?’

			I stand up, brushing the dirt from my shorts. ‘Nah, it’s okay. I have to go.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Promised I’d look after the dogs. It’s hot.’

			Sammy takes a minute to clamber up because he’s trying to keep his skates from touching the dirt. He shuffles down onto the asphalt and stands up that way. 

			‘I’ll be at the skate park in the morning. Maybe I’ll see you then,’ says Sammy, with a smile. 

			‘Maybe.’

			I make a big deal of taking Graham’s map out. I like the feel of it in my hands, and it means I can avoid watching Sammy as he skates off down the road, calling out to thank me for the icy pole.

			‘Iceblock!’ I yell after him. 

			I hear him laugh as he disappears around the bend, and the sound almost makes me grin. 
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			When I come home from the shops, the house is still and warm. The rooms are dark because Graham closed up the blinds before he left for work to keep the worst of the sun out. I flick on the air conditioning in the living room and stand in front of the vent for a second, trying to cool down.

			As I fill up the water bowls for the animals, Mary hears me and trots over for a nuzzle. She dips her head down, her tongue wildly lapping water, sending it everywhere as her tail wags against my leg. The cats are probably hiding from the sun, curled up somewhere under the house where it’s cool and nobody is asking them to behave.

			But Tom doesn’t come when I call him. 

			I go looking and finally find him in the garage, lying on my mattress. Maybe he’s been here all day. It’s not a good place for Tom to lie because there are no fans and no air con, and the roof is tin. I rub his back, and he sucks in a long deep breath and then sighs, like he’s thanking me. 

			He needs water. 

			I bring his bowl to him, but he doesn’t even lift his head. I run to the kitchen for a spoon and hold it up to his mouth. He makes a few messy attempts, and most of it lands on my blanket, but he drinks a little before dropping his head back down onto the mattress. 

			Towards the end, I’d spoon water into Mum’s mouth too. Sometimes slip a piece of ice in and she’d suck on it. Her lips were so dry that I used all my birthday-present watermelon lip balm trying to keep them from cracking. 

			‘We’re moving inside, Tom,’ I tell him.

			I slide my arms under his belly, feel his shuddering chest. I stand up and try to raise him with me but, even though he’s small, he’s heavier than I expected. There’s no way I’m going to be able to lift him, let alone carry him to the house.

			If Dad was here, he could help. He used to scoop Mum up and carry her from room to room when she was too weak to walk. 

			I head outside to the backyard that is all succulents and stone gardens. Tom’s a reasonably small dog and he’s very compliant. I look around for a way to move him, but there’s nothing. Not unless I place him inside the recycling bin, but I’m not sure how I’d tip him out.

			Then I have a thought. It’s not perfect, but it might work. 

			Mum’s skates are in the suitcase of things Dad brought down from Brisbane. At the time he said they belonged with us, but I’m not exactly sure why he packed them. He brought her derby top too. 

			I open Dad’s suitcase and look for something I can poke around with so that I don’t have to touch the urn again. I use my thong and flick it at the clothes on the top. I head for one side and see the flash of red wheels at the bottom. I reach in and pull them out fast and close the case even faster. The laces are loose and, for a second, they tug me back to that last derby game, the final she played where a bone snapped in her leg and the X-ray showed the reason for the pain she’d been in for months. 

			I move away from that day, not wanting it to crowd into my head. I’ve spent ages forgetting it. I’m not going to let it back in now. 

			‘Okay, Tom, I’m not going to hurt you. We’re just going to go for a little adventure.’ I lift his back half and slide one skate underneath him. He doesn’t seem to mind much. 

			‘I have to slide the other one under your chest. That okay?’

			When Mum was sick and too sore to answer questions, the nurse who came kept talking to her anyway. Like she knew that if she stopped, Mum wouldn’t feel like a person anymore. I hated it at the time, the constant chatter about nothing much. 

			But now I find it helps. I reassure Tom as much as I can as I haul him onto the other skate. He paws me with his front foot, and I’m not sure if he’s objecting or telling me it’s all right.

			‘We’re going to take it slow. Okay?’

			I grab hold of the laces from the front skate, hoping the laces of the back skate don’t tangle up in the wheels as I pull. Facing Tom, I stay crouched down and shuffle slowly backwards as I tug.

			He shifts a little and sighs. I tug again. The wheels are turning and we’re moving. It’s slow and hot as I reach the doorway. There’s no lip on the edge of the doorframe so we slide outside easily.

			Graham has kept the concrete path swept and there are only a few little stones to pick up as we keep crawling towards the house. The back door isn’t far, but there is a slight metal ridge to navigate. I’m not sure yet how we’ll manage that.

			‘You’ll be inside soon, Tom. In the cool air. Much more comfortable than the hot tin shed,’ I tell him.

			I kick at the flyscreen door with my left foot and pull Tom to the opening. I tug harder at the laces, but the wheels won’t give. I can’t get them to go over the metal strip. 

			‘I’m going to push, Tom,’ I tell him as I scurry around to his back, but the screen door shuts behind me and now I can’t push Tom through the door. 

			It’s hot and Tom is whimpering. I dash to the door and throw it open and then run to Tom’s head and try to push, but of course the door shuts again. I look around for something to keep it open. There’s a succulent in a pot and I slide that in front of the door. 

			Tom lifts his head and starts to wriggle on the skates, and his back half slips to the side so that the skate rolls free, and he slumps onto the concrete. He yelps as his hind legs touch the ground. The sound is awful. 

			I yell the worst swear word I know. Then I jump up and stomp around the concrete yard. This isn’t working. Nothing’s working. I can’t even move Tom out of the sun. 

			I can’t look at his face because I feel like he wants me to fix things and I can’t. There’s so much fizzing through my body and I need it to leave.

			I punch the t-shirt hanging on the line and it swings back at me. It doesn’t help with all the fizzing. Nothing does. 

			Tom can’t stay here. Lying half on a skate and half off. In the sun. 

			I slide the skate in place again. This time I lift the wheels a little bit over the edge of the metal rim, and then I dash around to his head, and I move the wheels under him so that they turn. 

			The wheels rock forward. My skin is sweaty, and I throw off the shirt so that I’m in my tank top. Tom doesn’t care what I’m wearing as long as we make it out of this in-between place we are currently stuck in. 

			His back half is inside, and I give another push of the front wheels and they roll over the step. He shoots forward and across the linoleum floor of the kitchen, stopping a few centimetres short of the dining table.

			I did it. I moved him inside. I laugh and for a second the fizzing is gone.

			‘You skated, Tom!’

			He lifts his head, and I swear that he smiles at me. 

			[image: ]

			It seems Mary is as worried about Tom as I am because she hasn’t left his side since I managed to move him into the house. I’m at the dining table, waiting for Graham to come home. Tom is lying on the floor near his bed in the kitchen. He hasn’t moved at all since I took the skates away. 

			It’s hard seeing him like this. He’s like a fresh-meat skater who has fallen and doesn’t know how to stand up. 

			Mary whined for a while and then curled up near him, and I have been sitting here with the remainder of the packet of chicken crackers, glancing every twenty minutes at the clock that ticks over the bench. I keep thinking about Graham checking him over when I told him I’d taken Tom to the park. 

			Graham is usually home by now. He’s very precise. Finishes work at five, walks out to his car and comes in six minutes later. Unless he’s doing the grocery shopping with his set of enviro-bags that he packs everything into at the supermarket. Dad is always coming in with armfuls of loose shopping, balancing badly and crash landing onto the table. It’s one of the many ways they are different. 

			It’s nine minutes past five. My bare feet are impatiently tapping on the cool linoleum floor. I’m never usually this still.  

			Mary lifts her head and looks down the hall, like she can hear something I can’t. A second later, a car door shuts somewhere outside. I slide my arms back into the flannelette shirt because I don’t want anyone seeing me in my pale grey tank top that Mum bought me weeks before they found the cancer. 

			Mary beats me to the front door, the two of us racing along to open it for Graham. We almost feel like jammers, crashing into each other and jostling for the front position. Before Graham can even step inside, I’m already talking, spilling words over him.

			‘Whoa, Fred, slow down. Let’s put the kettle on,’ he says.

			Mary bumps into me as she trots back towards Tom, like she wants to be the one to tell Graham how sick he is. Graham places a bag of shopping on the bench but doesn’t unpack it. It sags to one side, and an apple rolls out as he hurries over to Tom. 

			‘I think Tom’s sick,’ I say, stating the obvious.

			‘Has he been like this all day?’

			I nod but then realise Graham can’t see me because he’s crouched down with his dog. ‘Yeah, for a while anyway. I came home from the park, and he was outside on my bed. It was hot out there, so I put him on Mum’s skates and brought him in …’

			Graham swivels to look at me. ‘On skates?’

			‘Yeah, so I could pull him along. I didn’t put them on his feet or anything.’

			‘That’s a relief, Fred. I don’t know that Tom would be much of a skater.’

			I know I should be relieved at his joke attempt, but it makes me feel more crushed. I sink down onto a chair at the table and watch Graham check over his dog. He seems to take ages looking at Tom’s hind legs. 

			‘Think there might something in his paw,’ says Graham. ‘When you went to the park the other day, did he stand on anything? Glass? A thorn?’

			‘I don’t think so.’ I tug on my shirt, wanting it to cover all of me, to swallow me up. I’m not sure if Graham is mad at me. Maybe this is my fault. 

			‘It might be a grass seed. Want to help me take him to the vet?’

			‘Okay,’ I say, but I’m not sure how I feel about taking Tom to see a doctor. 

			Graham straightens up and rubs his back. It must be hard for him crouching down like that. ‘He’ll be fine, Fred. Okay?’ 

			I try and hear the truth in his voice. Like I hunted through Dad’s words when Mum broke her leg. He was an expert at dodging questions and smothering fears. He would wrap me in a hug and tell me things would be fine. Until they weren’t. 
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			While we wait for the vet, Graham tells me about when Mum cut her hair off with a pair of kitchen scissors and when she tried to make her own dress and the seam popped the first time she wore it. 

			‘She wasn’t very good at sewing,’ I tell him, thinking about when she hemmed my school skirt when we moved to Brisbane and it was all wonky. 

			‘No. But Sarah was very good at making me laugh,’ he says softly. ‘And some days I’d laugh so hard I would snort.’

			‘Really? I can’t imagine you snorting.’

			‘I am an excellent snorter, Fred.’

			Then I remember the map. ‘What was the box on today’s map?’

			‘A phone box. We all used them before mobile phones!’ he says, with a grin. ‘Your mum used to prank call me sometimes from it. That made me snort!’ 

			I can’t imagine Mum prank calling anyone. That’s more Dad’s thing, but I take the story and tuck it away, planning to add the map and the iceblock stick to my box of special things later.

			We’re perched on plastic chairs with Tom lying across our laps. His short hair is itchy on my bare knees and he’s warming up my skin. I try not to move because I don’t want him to be uncomfortable, but he’s heavy and his bones are pushing into me. 

			We’re at the animal shelter where Graham works because the vet is open after hours. He said hello to the lady on the counter when we came in. Introduced me as his niece. I’ve never heard him say that before. I’ve never thought of belonging to him in any way. 

			Dad’s family are all in Western Australia, and Mum didn’t talk to her mum much, so it’s always only been the three of us. It wasn’t until I met Jazzie that I learned about having a large family. She had so many extras in her life. Her gran lived with them, and there were always cousins and aunties and others hanging around. 

			When we arrived, the lady at the counter offered me a Christmas shortbread dusted in icing, and I wish I’d taken more than one. I haven’t had any dinner and my stomach aches in that hungry way. There are a few others waiting to see the vet, mostly people with small carriers and meowing cats. 

			‘Tom came from here,’ says Graham. ‘He was a rescue about five years ago. My first after the accident. He saved me.’ Graham pauses. ‘Maybe we saved each other,’ he adds.

			‘I’ve always wanted a pet.’ 

			Dad used to tell me that I could pretend the native animals were my pets. But goannas and pythons aren’t much fun to play with. And you can’t exactly take them for a walk. It makes me wonder about Sammy and his pet mouse. 

			Graham looks across at me. ‘Well, now you have twelve,’ he says. ‘I’m sure they’d like to know they belong to you too.’

			A girl who doesn’t look that much older than me calls Tom’s name. Graham says hello to her and then tells me that she volunteers after hours for a school subject. 

			I help Graham lift Tom, but then he carries him without me, and I wonder if he really did need me to come or if he invited me to make me feel wanted. We head down the corridor. There’s red tinsel hanging in a little clump above the door. It looks like it has been living in a shed since last year. 

			We follow the girl into a small, white room that has a long, shiny metal table in the middle. 

			‘Lie Tom down here. Jenny will be in soon,’ says the girl as she heads out of the room. 

			There are jars of pet treats and a set of small scales on the long counter. A couple of Christmas cards balance next to a dog toy. Graham is whispering to Tom, rubbing along his back and keeping him calm. 

			I hover, worried that I’m in the way. 

			‘Your mum didn’t tell me how sick she was,’ says Graham, not looking up. ‘I would have come if she did. I would have liked to have said goodbye.’

			I don’t say anything. My words are all swimming around inside me, not ready to be launched. 

			‘She was always so independent,’ he says. ‘She used to hitchhike when she was a teenager. Drove her mum mad. Whenever I could, I used to pick her up.’

			Graham seems lost in the past for a second, but I can’t think of Mum existing before me. It means there are whole chapters to her that I’ll never know. 

			A woman dressed in a long white lab coat bounces into the room like she’s come to save us from talking any more about Mum. She has glasses hanging on a chain around her neck, and her hair is back in a ponytail.

			‘Hello, Graham,’ she says, sounding happy to see him, and then walks straight over to the metal table to say hello to Tom. She asks some questions and examines Tom’s leg with a headtorch that must magnify things as well as light them up. 

			‘Sorry, Fred,’ she says, as if she’s suddenly realised that I’m in the room. ‘I’m Jenny. I work with your uncle.’

			I nod at her and fidget on the spot, my body charged and ready to move. 

			‘There’s definitely something in that paw. Probably a grass seed. We’ll need to do an X-ray to see how far in it went. You didn’t see him stand on anything, Fred?’

			Realising that Graham must have told her earlier that I’d taken Tom to the park, I squeeze my hands as tight as I can, feeling my nails push into my palms. Graham answers for me. ‘No. She didn’t.’

			They lift Tom down so that Jenny can test his walking, and as they place him on the ground, he whimpers when his back leg touches the tiles. The sound Graham makes is almost as bad. 

			The fizzing feeling is spreading up from my legs. I need to move, but I can’t. I’m like a bottle of drink that someone has shaken up but not opened. And the longer I stand here, the more the pressure is building. 

			Jenny starts explaining the options, but I’m not really listening. All I hear is her saying they’ll need to give him an anaesthetic to remove whatever is in his paw. I’m not hanging around for that. 

			‘Fred? Are you okay?’ Graham reaches for my hand, but I’m shaking. ‘Come on, let’s head out. Jenny can handle this without us,’ he says.

			His hand is warm in mine, and I let him pull me along, down the corridor, out through the front doors, where he unlocks his car and helps me in. The fizzing starts fading, and now I’m just tired. 

			Graham’s car is about as old as Jasper but, unlike ours, the backseat is clean, there aren’t food clues lining the floor, and the air conditioning actually blows out cold air.

			Graham indicates and swings the car around in a large looping U-turn. He flicks his vent of cool air so that I have both directed at me; it’s the sort of thing Mum would have done.

			When it was still the three of us, Mum would have her feet up on the dash, painting her nails, the windows down because the air con had broken, Dad singing along with the radio in his deep, sad voice, and me in the back watching them, melting and happy. But Graham doesn’t sing while he drives. 

			We turn again and I look out the window, trying to work out where we are going. Then I see the milk bar. We’re almost back at Graham’s house.

			As we pull up outside, Graham stops the car and I reach for the door, but before I can clamber out, he grabs my arm. ‘Fred, Tom will be fine. Okay?’

			I manage a nod, but I avoid looking at him. 

			‘It’s a tiny grass seed. This isn’t like your mum. And none of this is your fault.’

			‘Okay.’

			‘I’ll go back to the vet while Tom has the grass seed removed. And then I’ll tuck him in for the night. He’ll be home tomorrow or the next day. You can help me look after him.’

			‘Okay.’

			‘And when he’s better, you can show me how he skated,’ Graham says, with a smile. ‘I bet Tom would like to do that again.’

			I know he’s trying to be kind, but it’s not really making me feel any better. Tom is having an operation because I took him to the park. Nothing changes that.

			I climb out of the car, mumble a thank you and shut the door. Graham is still smiling at me, and I try to smile back, but I suspect it looks more like a grimace than anything else. 

			I’m hoping Dad’s home. And I’m really hoping he’ll ask if I’m okay. But it’s Mary who comes to the door when I unlock it. And it’s Mary who walks away again when she realises that I’m alone, that Tom isn’t with me. 
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			I’ve emptied out my case and tried on every top I brought with me. I was wearing a baggy old singlet but when I reached up, I found some fine hairs growing under my arms, so now I’m wearing a too-small t-shirt. I’ve grown more than I realised because it pulls tight in all the places that I don’t want it to, and if I tug it loose, it tightens up again.

			My body is changing, and I can’t control what it does. A few months back, Mum had the talk with me. Like she was worried she’d leave and I wouldn’t know everything I needed to. I didn’t tell her I knew most of it already. Jazzie told me when we were sitting up on the corners of the monkey bars back in week two of meeting her. The versions were a little different. Jazzie wasn’t so sure on some of the details, and Mum tried harder to explain using all the correct words like menstruation. I had to look it up later in the dictionary. It’s a fancy word for period. But I can’t think about that now. I’m not sure what I’ll do when it happens with Dad instead of with Mum. I don’t know how I’ll tell him. Or even if I will.

			I haven’t seen Dad much this week, but he’s arranged dinner tonight at Maxxed Out’s house. I feel like I’m being set up on a date with Ally. He’s all buzzy about the idea of me making friends with Maxxed Out’s daughter. 

			I know Mum used to worry about me not hanging out with kids my own age. It was part of the reason she chose Brisbane – it had a junior derby team that I could join. And I liked my teammates, but most of our time was spent skating and practising drills, so we didn’t talk that much about stuff outside derby. 

			I never really minded hanging out with my parents, but when I met Jazzie I realised it was different having a friend my own age. Someone who understood.

			And now I’m not sure where I fit. It will be strange going back to Brisbane as the kid without a mum. Everyone knows. Even kids I’ve never met would have heard. I hate the awkward conversations with people who pretend everything is fine. And I hate the conversations where people tell me how sorry they are. 

			I throw myself down on the warm sheets and grab my box of special things. I add Graham’s hand-drawn map and the iceblock stick. Mum’s letter is folded inside the box, asking us to bring her to Melbourne. 

			It’s a little box of sadness, things guaranteed to make me remember, make me ache, make me cry if I had any tears. My favourite things are the silver rollerskate on a chain that became too loved to wear in case it broke. And Mum’s not-quite-wedding wedding ring that she slipped off her hand when chemo thinned down her body and made everything sore. They never actually said ‘I do’, but Dad bought that ring up in Townsville years back, after the cane toads hopped across the campground, their skins black, singed from the burning off in the national park, but still going strong because nothing much could stop them. We had ice-creams on a beach and the sun melted them faster than we could eat so they dripped down our hands and onto the sand, and Dad said some words about how their love was as indestructible as a cane toad and presented Mum with the ring.

			There’s some stuff Jazzie has given me too. A woven friendship bracelet that snapped. A polaroid picture of the two of us that is muted and out of focus. And the wrapper of a sherbet bomb from her eleventh birthday. It was the first kids’ party I’d ever been invited to. We’d always moved around so much that parties weren’t really on my radar. 

			Jazzie will be whipped up in Christmas preparations. She told me about all the baking she does with her mum and aunties, and how they decorate not only a tree but the whole house in tinsel and homemade strings of painted pasta that have been chewed over the years by their dog. 

			I left her a present in her letterbox. Just a little something to say thanks for her friendship. A chatterbox with funny things on each of the panels, things like: Walk on your hands for five minutes and Climb a tree in thirty seconds. Things I know she’ll do anyway. 

			Next year we’re going to different schools, which means we won’t see each other as much. Mum always said that you didn’t need to be with the important people to know how you felt about them. I hope she’s right.

			I’ve read Mum’s letter before. A couple of times. But I unfold it again, pleading with it to surrender itself to me and explain the clues that I don’t understand. 

			To my Fred, 

			The best little jammer I know. Time to find your special place. You might want to start at mine. I love you, Fred or Dead. Always will. 

			Love, Mum.

			I don’t know where my special place is. Maybe I don’t have one. I don’t even know where Mum’s is. Frustrated, I refold the letter.

			My tummy is churning like it does sometimes when I’m nervous, and I’m hoping Dad will forget about me and go out alone. Then I hear him singing some old song and I quickly close the box of special things and push it behind my pillow, so he doesn’t notice it. I’m not ready to share. 

			Expecting Dad to be in the same old Dad clothes, I’m surprised to see that he’s changed out of his singlet and into a shirt I’ve never seen before. He’s combed his hair and shaved the stubble that has been growing since we came to Melbourne. Even from the doorway, he smells different. Not like sweat and instant coffee, but like soap and shampoo. 

			‘Are you ready, Freddy?’ 

			‘Yeah.’ Then I tug on the t-shirt again. ‘Should I wear something else?’

			Dad laughs. ‘Fred! You know me better than that. Wear what you like.’

			‘But you’re all fancy,’ I say, worrying this is about Maxxed Out. ‘Is that shirt new?’

			‘Yeah. Bought it today. Do you like it?’

			‘Not really. I like your blue singlet.’

			‘Time for a change,’ he says lightly, but it’s not light to me. ‘You should buy some new clothes too. There’s an op shop down the street. Here’s a lobster,’ he says, placing a twenty-dollar note on the side table. ‘Come on. Let’s go. Don’t want to be late.’

			I drag myself up from the bed. ‘I’m not feeling great, Dad. Maybe I should stay home.’

			‘Is it your head, Fred? You’ll be fine.’ 

			I roll my eyes at the name rhyming. ‘Maxxed Out won’t care if I’m there or not. It’s you she wants to see.’

			Dad looks at me and laughs. There are curves hugging the corners of his mouth where he’s smiled so often his face has forgotten how to look miserable. ‘She’s making burgers. Come on.’

			‘It’s too hot to walk,’ I say, remembering that Jasper is living at the mechanic’s in Coburg until they can find the right parts.

			‘Well, you don’t have to. I have Max’s car. She lent it to me to go to the hardware store today. We have to pick her up on the way,’ says Dad. 

			‘From where?’

			‘Down the road,’ he says. ‘And Graham drew me a map, so we won’t get lost!’ Dad says, holding it up. It’s not as detailed as some of the others, but it still has all the intersections and cross-streets. 

			Maxxed Out’s car is newer than ours. And it’s locked. There are no wrappers on the seats, and the floor looks like it’s been recently vacuumed. Dad seems too big for it, though, like his hands are taking up half the steering wheel.

			He passes Graham’s map to me before he pulls out because it’s my job to navigate. I tug on my t-shirt again, wishing I’d worn the flannelette shirt and sweated all night instead. 

			‘How are you feeling?’ 

			It’s the first time he’s asked me today. I don’t know why he keeps trying because I never answer properly. I press the button on the window and watch mine go down. It’s smooth and fast and it doesn’t chug like Jasper’s. 

			‘You seem to be getting along pretty well with Graham,’ says Dad.

			‘I guess,’ I say, not wanting to dismiss Graham because that would seem disloyal, but also not wanting to give Dad the idea I want to stay any longer than we must. 

			‘What did you do today?’

			‘Nothing much.’

			‘Now that you’re meeting Ally, maybe you can hang out with her sometimes,’ says Dad. 

			‘It’s okay, Dad. I don’t need you arranging friends for me.’

			‘But you might like her.’ Dad’s voice sounds sad, like he doesn’t know how to help. I don’t know how to help either, so we are two helpless sides of what used to be a triangle. 

			‘Yeah.’

			Dad smiles like he’s happy he was right, and I tell him to turn left. I haven’t seen these streets before, but I think we’re still close to the milk bar. 

			He turns down another small street and pulls into a car park. We’re out the front of a large warehouse. There’s a bunch of cars parked in a loading bay near a rusted metal roller door. 

			‘Come on. Not leaving you here,’ says Dad.

			‘Why?’

			‘Because.’

			Sighing, I unclip my seatbelt and climb out of the car. I’ve been allowed to wait outside shops since I was about eight. Maybe it’s not only the shirt that’s changed.

			Dad pushes open the door, and I hear people yelling and cheering inside. It takes my brain about one second to realise what I’m seeing. 

			Skaters. Maybe twenty of them. Different bodies. Different sizes. Like always. Decked out in pads and helmets. 

			Chairs are scattered around the edge of a blue-painted concrete floor. The familiar black lines mark the borders for the track. It’s a warehouse like the one we trained at in Brisbane. Probably even has towels on the floor when it rains. 

			They are running jams. I can’t look away, but I don’t want to watch. I feel fingers curl around my arm, and I see Dad’s hand, his face. My mouth is groping for words, but I can’t find any. He tricked me. 

			‘What are we doing here, Dad?’ I hiss the words. 

			But he smiles at me, like it’s an innocent detour. ‘Thought you’d like to see Max play.’

			I’m about to tell him what I think of his plan when Maxxed Out looks across and notices us. Her helmet is electric blue. Like Mum’s was. She waves and leaves the track to skate over to where we stand half in and half out. 

			‘Hi,’ she says. 

			Dad lets go of me so that he can hug her, and she makes a joke about how sweaty she is. He laughs and agrees. It’s all so friendly. 

			There’s a flash of rage through my body, and my head feels like I’ve taken an elbow to the face. 

			‘You coming in? We’re finishing up, but you can jam for us if you like.’ 

			I shake my head. 

			Dad looks down at me like he senses my hesitation, his face all open and caring. ‘Might make you feel better. Having a skate?’

			‘No.’

			‘Let’s watch then. Five minutes,’ he says. 

			I know his five minutes. They can end up five hours if he dives into a conversation. I let him tug on my arm and pull me forward. I let him direct me to a chair, drag me down onto it. But I keep my head down. I can’t look up. I can’t look at them. Out there. 

			‘Fred, it’s okay. They’re just skating,’ says Dad.

			Just skating. Like Mum was when her leg snapped. I clench my jaw, trying to stop the fizzing. 

			Dad nudges me softly with his shoulder. ‘She’s good, isn’t she?’

			And despite myself, I look up. At the tail of the jam, Maxxed Out smashes her way free and takes the points. Even though this is only a training session, they skate hard. As Maxxed Out skims the corner, she flicks a grin at us across the warehouse, and I’m sure Dad straightens up a little. 

			The fizzing is moving up my legs. Like it did at the vet’s. But Dad doesn’t notice. He’s too busy watching the wheels turn.

			‘You a skating expert now?’ I snap. 

			Dad gives me a look. ‘I have seen more than a few games, Fred.’ 

			They line up again, and I let my head drop back so I’m staring at the ceiling. There’s a big water stain right above me. 

			‘Don’t you miss it?’ Dad asks.

			‘Do you think the roof is about to collapse?’ I say, pointing up. 

			‘They probably need their drains cleaned,’ he says.

			‘Don’t offer to do it. Okay?’

			I’m being serious, but Dad smiles at me, which makes me madder.

			I can’t concentrate on the stain because of the sounds of derby. The yelling, the wheels scraping on the polished concrete, the cheers as someone breaks through the line of blockers. I watch as Maxxed Out and the other jammer muscle their way past strong women. They don’t race each other because it’s drills; they chat as they glide around the corner, one skate out in front with the front wheels propped high. The first time I managed to do that, I thought it looked so impressive. 

			It’s the end of the practice. The skaters huddle together like we used to. Then break apart and grab their drink bottles as they keep talking. Their skating is smooth, graceful, like the wheels are moulded to their feet. Some of them head over to the bank of seats so they can take off their gear.

			But Maxxed Out heads for us. She spits her mouthguard free and tucks it up under the edge of her shorts. 

			Dad laughs. ‘I can never get used to that habit,’ he says. 

			‘There’s lots of wheels out the back if you want a skate, Fred,’ she says to me. ‘I know you’re not playing derby, but I thought you might like a lap or two.’

			Every part of me wants to lace on skates and feel the rush and make the fizzing go away. ‘I’m going outside.’

			This time, I don’t let Dad jolly me into staying. I weave through the plastic chairs and head out. I’ve spent more time watching derby than most kids have watched TV. Mum used to joke it was my screen. My video games. 

			I perch on the edge of the gutter, my legs out of the sun. The faint outline of my old scar is still there. The skin is slightly pinker. The sound of suitcase wheels makes me look around. A couple of players are leaving, pulling their gear behind them. They call out goodbyes and head for their cars before returning home to their other worlds. Work, kids, life. Derby is where they come to forget all that. 

			But for me, derby is the place that makes me remember what I had. Derby is the place that makes the pain worse. 
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			I haven’t really spoken since we left the warehouse. Maxxed Out parks on the street, and I assume her house is close. Dad is making her laugh as we climb out of the car. I’m trying not to watch them and instead spy a house that is dripping with Christmas lights. There’s a large plastic candy cane and a gingerbread man popping out of the rose bushes. I’ve never spent Christmas without Mum. Even though we didn’t stay in one place for very long, we always left a note out for Santa and two carrots for the reindeer. We always hung an orange net for a stocking and made round shortbread biscuits for our friends. 

			Dad doesn’t do traditions like Mum did. 

			‘It’s this one,’ says Dad, pointing to a small blue-and-white weatherboard on the other side of the road. Of course, he knows where it is. He’s fixing the place up. 

			There are dying sunflowers drooping along the front fence, and the letterbox seems to be hanging on by a nail. As I push open the gate, it groans and sags towards the ground. Everything looks a bit tired. Dad has a big job ahead of him. 

			Maxxed Out unlocks the front door. 

			‘Ally is probably in her room. Come in,’ she says, heading into the house. Even though it’s still daylight here for hours, the house is dark and narrow. I can’t get used to the long days of summer light. In Brisbane, it would be fading now. 

			‘Sorry about the mess. I never get around to fixing things,’ says Maxxed Out, pointing at the corridor wall that seems to be multi-coloured. ‘I started painting this last year! Your dad is going to finish it for me.’

			She laughs, and I hate that I can imagine her with Mum. They have the same lightness about them. Maybe that’s what Dad sees too. 

			‘Ally?’ she says into a room.

			My body is tight as I wait for someone to appear. I tug at my t-shirt again, but I know that it will glue back to me. 

			‘Hi,’ calls a voice. 

			‘Fred, this is Ally,’ says Maxxed Out, like it could be anyone else.

			‘Hey,’ I manage and then swallow. I’m sure they can all hear me gulping and trying to clear my throat because it sounds so loud in my head.

			‘I’m going to have a shower. I’ll call out when dinner’s ready,’ says Maxxed Out.

			I watch Dad’s back as he moves away from me, wondering if he ever feels out of depth like I do. Because we never really settled anywhere, going to people’s houses wasn’t something we did regularly. Even in Brisbane. We hadn’t been there long enough. Only eight months before Mum got sick. I used to go to Jazzie’s sometimes, but we were at school together and she lived down the street.

			‘Dad?’ I say as he’s disappearing through the doorway at the end of the corridor. He turns and gives me a smile and it’s like once he steps through that door, I won’t ever see him again. 

			‘You can come in,’ says Ally. 

			I take a breath, a big, lung-filling breath like I’m about to slam through a wall of blockers, and walk in.

			Her room is busy with stuff. There are tiny fairy lights around her window and a bookshelf crowded with things. Her beds are bunks, like she’s forever having sleepovers. And a desk runs along the wall. She’s sprawled on the ground, leaning against a bright orange beanbag.

			After I’ve finished checking out her room, I try to take lots of quick mental snaps of her so that I can form a picture. Long brown hair. Muscled and small like her mum. She’s wearing a sleeveless top, so maybe she has no underarm hair yet or maybe she doesn’t care. She looks younger than me.

			‘Mum said you’ve quit derby.’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘How come?’

			I shrug at her. I’m not telling her that stuff. I’m standing awkwardly in the middle of the room. I’m not sure what to do next. I’m not exactly Dad when it comes to making conversation. 

			‘I wouldn’t let you in if you still played,’ she says lightly. ‘I hate derby.’

			I cross my arms over my chest because my t-shirt is making me uncomfortable. ‘Me too.’

			‘Well, then, you can sit down.’ She slides a cushion across the floor, and I sit cross-legged onto it, careful not to bump against her knees. 

			‘You know my mum will try to convince you to play again.’

			I shrug. ‘Can’t. My stuff is in the river in Brisbane.’

			She pulls a face. Maybe she’s surprised. ‘You tossed it in?’

			‘Yeah,’ I say, wondering why I’ve told her. I haven’t told anyone. Not Jazzie. Not Dad. Not Graham. I’m sure Dad thinks my gear is still in my case.

			‘Pretty extreme. How come?’

			That, I’m not ready to answer. I shrug, hoping it’s enough to stop her questions. ‘Why do you hate it?’

			‘I just do.’

			I guess it’s her version of a shrug. Not quite telling me anything. We face each other, but we’re deliberately looking at the space around us. 

			‘Worst ever injury?’ she asks me.

			I’m not sure if she’s being serious or not, so I look up and she wriggles forward so she can watch me.

			‘Broken little finger. I snapped the knuckle joint, so it was pointing at a right angle.’

			‘Any photos on your phone?’

			‘No,’ I tell her. I do have a photo, but it was on Mum’s phone. She took me to the emergency department. We giggled about how my finger was heading in the wrong direction. Until I realised it meant ten weeks away from skating and that I’d have to sleep in a splint. 

			‘Mine was a popped kneecap. I was in a skate bowl and I came off. Worst pain I’ve ever felt!’ she says, stretching out her leg like it hurts to talk about.

			‘From skating?’

			‘On a board. That’s my thing,’ she says.

			‘What happened?’

			‘Mum popped it back in. Can you believe that? Said she’d done it a few times at derby games. Didn’t even take me to see a doctor!’

			I can believe it. Mum was forever diagnosing our injuries, treating bruises and sprains. The only reason she took me to emergency for my finger was because I couldn’t feel it at all. It was like it didn’t belong to me anymore.

			We chat for a bit about injuries until Maxxed Out calls, ‘Dinner’s ready!’

			I let out the breath I’ve been holding and leap up off the floor like I can’t wait to leave Ally’s room. It’s not her that I’m avoiding, it’s this conversation. I don’t want to talk about playing derby or quitting derby, or anything to do with derby.  
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			I’ve eaten two burgers and a pile of salad. Dad is mopping up all the roast potatoes, piling them with salt and sauce like he hasn’t eaten in a while. 

			Maxxed Out’s kept the chatter going. Asking questions and telling stories I don’t want to hear. Mum stories. Some I’ve heard before, and some I haven’t. She talks about the big wins. The games when Mum starred as a blocker and stopped the other team’s jammer from passing. She asks me a question about skating, and I’m aware of them all watching me, so I slide my finger through the blob of tomato sauce on my plate, painting lines of red.

			‘Mum would die if she couldn’t skate,’ says Ally. 

			My head flicks sharply to the left like I’m in a horror movie, and I stare at her. She blinks as she realises what she’s said. ‘I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry.’

			‘It’s okay, Al,’ says Maxxed Out, reaching for her daughter’s hand and squeezing it. ‘And you’re right. Skating is who I am. The same as Sarah.’

			Hearing her say Mum’s name is strange. I haven’t heard it much since the funeral when the celebrant used her name a few times. With Dad it’s always your mum. But what she’s saying is true. Derby was everything to Mum. 

			‘She used to call me a derby widow,’ says Dad. 

			Maxxed Out laughs. ‘Before kids, it was all we did. Worked to pay for new gear and then skated the rest of the time. I can understand how you might feel like you’re in second place,’ she says.

			I’d never thought about that. Dad has probably watched more derby bouts than pretty much any other person alive. He used to go with Mum to her bouts long before she had me, and then when I came along, he was driving us to double the games. 

			And Dad doesn’t skate.

			Not a wheel. Not a lace. Not a single sweep of a foot. Apparently, he tried way back when they first met. They were on a date, and he laced his plank feet into a pair of hire skates, which are always questionable because they’ve been worn by so many others. The skates didn’t quite fit and the laces were too loose, and he clung to the carpet-covered wall like he was on an ocean liner and worried about falling overboard. Mum took his hands and skated backwards, trying to coax him along, but he nearly collided with a tiny kid on blades and that was it. That day, he vowed he’d never do it again. He never took to cycling either, so I think it’s something to do with a lack of balance or a fear of wheels. 

			But he knows all the rules. Like when my foot has crossed the black line and I’ve been fouled and my point doesn’t count. And when the blocker has pushed against me too high, and the referee has blown the whistle. He knows the lead jammer can end the jam, and the points are only scored after the jammer laps the blockers after first breaking through. 

			He can tell when the fall is a bad one because the other skaters make a wall so the audience can’t see, and everyone bows their heads out of respect until the injured skater leaves the track. But he can’t tell when someone breaks their leg from metastatic cancer and not a crash. 

			‘I remember giving Sarah her derby name,’ says Maxxed Out. ‘Twenty-one years ago.’

			‘Where did you two meet?’ Dad asks. 

			‘Outside the museum,’ I say sharply. 

			I can’t believe Dad doesn’t know this. Or maybe he does and he’s making polite conversation. It was Mum’s story. She heard about a bunch of skaters who used to do slalom courses on the spread of concrete and one day she went along. Mum joined her first derby team because of that meeting. Used to say that Maxxed Out was responsible for the love of her life. Not counting Dad, of course. Although maybe if she was made to choose, then derby would have won.

			‘Yeah, that’s right. Outside the museum,’ says Maxxed Out. ‘We spent so much time there.’

			I listen to the two of them talk about how they came up with Scarer. I’m trying to give Dad the look. The one that says it’s time to go, but he’s finally finished his dinner and is leaning back in his chair, and I know that means he’s settling in for a chat. I should have expected it. He’s always like this. Gathering up new friends in each place we visit. 

			Someone once invited him to be the best man at their wedding after knowing him for only three days in a campground. And another time he was invited home for dinner after going to the shops for butter. Mum told me to love that bit of him, and mostly I do. But sometimes, like tonight, I want to leave.

			But Dad likes talking about Mum. He likes telling stories about her. How she could eat a tray of mangoes faster than anyone he knew. How she always found work in the new towns we tried. She’d take on anything. Supermarket check-out. Answering the phones in a hairdressing salon. Serving fish and chips down on the wharf. We still have all the uniforms. Hanging in her cupboard in Brisbane. 

			As Maxxed Out starts on another anecdote from before, Ally coughs loudly. 

			‘Mum, no more derby. You promised.’

			‘Yeah, you’re right. No more derby,’ says Maxxed Out. Then she laughs. ‘Actually, I have something to show you. Last thing.’

			I watch as she leaves the table and heads off down the corridor. Dad reaches for my hand, but I dodge and grab my glass, pretending I need water.

			When Maxxed Out comes back she slides a large, black velvet-covered book down in front of me. The words Photo album are written across the middle in gold lettering, and I know what this is. Mum had one too. The glory shots. The derby highlights.

			Maxxed Out opens the cover before I can stop her. And there’s Mum. Mouthguard in, black lines painted under her eyes, and that grin that meant they’d won. This is back when she was young. When she was healthy.  

			There’s a team of smiling faces. Mum in the middle. Beaming like she did when she played. I slam the album on them. Maxxed Out manages to snatch her hand away before it’s snapped shut in the pages of her book.

			‘Fred,’ says Dad sharply.

			‘It’s okay, Jake,’ says Maxxed Out. ‘This must be hard for her.’

			He nods and I’m disappointed in him. It’s like he’s letting Maxxed Out parent both of us. The last thing I need is a replacement mother. The room drops to quiet and even the sound of some jazz singer on the stereo isn’t enough to fill it. 

			‘Al, are we going to paint your room too?’ Dad says. And I wonder about him shortening Ally’s name. It’s like he’s getting ready to move in. 

			‘Sure.’

			‘You can add it to the list,’ Dad says.

			‘The very long list,’ jokes Maxxed Out. ‘I’m going to have to repay you somehow.’

			‘Burgers are a good start,’ says Dad as he stands up and begins clearing the table. I’m now wondering if he’s been taken over by an alien. He doesn’t do cleaning. He might paint houses and fix holes in walls, but washing plates isn’t his thing.

			‘Your dad is so helpful, Fred.’

			‘Is he?’

			Maxxed Out stands up and clears the last of the dishes. ‘He’s finished my room. Do you want to see it?’ 

			‘Your bedroom?’

			‘Yeah, I painted it dark moody blue,’ Dad says from the kitchen. 

			‘Looks gorgeous,’ says Maxxed Out as she stacks all the cutlery near the sink, and Dad makes a joke about being the resident cleaner. They stand too close. Him in his new shirt and her in her strappy summer dress. 

			Maybe it’s not me they are setting up on a friendship date. Maybe it’s something else. I know Dad loved Mum, but I also know he’s not one for being alone. And he’s being super friendly, even for him.

			I need to get out of here. I slide out of my chair and head for the hallway.

			‘Bathroom’s the other way, Fred,’ Dad calls. 

			But I keep walking. Out the front door. Onto the footpath. 

			And my heart is slamming hard inside my chest like it used to before the whistle went. 

			‘Fred!’

			Maxxed Out is hurrying across the yard towards me. She moves like Mum, fast and darting. 

			But I’m faster. 

			I half expect Maxxed Out to chase after me, but nobody does. When I reach the corner, I pull Graham’s map out from my pocket and take a second to work out where we are. It’s not far between the houses, so I start walking. 

			By the time I make it back, I’m sweaty and uncomfortable and I want to rip the stupid t-shirt off and chuck it in the bin. I don’t have keys because Dad has them, so I knock. It takes ages for Graham to open the door, and by the time he does I’m starting to deflate, like a day-old balloon at a party. 

			‘Air conditioning’s on in the front room if you’re hot. And I have some ice-cream. Do you want a bowl?’

			Nodding, I tumble inside and flop down on the couch. One of the cats moves away like they are unimpressed that I’ve disrupted their space. I hear Graham talking to someone down the hall and I wonder if he’s calling Dad to let him know that I’m here. 

			There’s a nature documentary playing quietly on the television, and the fish are slowly circling in their tank. The noises are all low and humming and they are somehow reassuring.

			‘I hope you like Ice Magic,’ says Graham, handing me a bowl of chocolate-covered vanilla ice-cream. ‘It was your mum’s favourite when she was still at home. You have to crack the top with your spoon.’

			I watch him tap the back of the metal spoon across the chocolate mound. And I do the same. The hardened chocolate shell shatters into pieces, and I stick a shard into my mouth, letting it melt on my tongue. 

			‘We don’t have to watch this, if you’d prefer something else,’ says Graham, pointing the remote towards the television. 

			‘It’s okay,’ I say.

			And it is. Watching some old man talk about the eating habits of a lizard while I make my way through the largest bowl of ice-cream I’ve ever had. The cat that deserted me settles on Graham’s lap, and as he rubs her back, she starts purring, and the sound makes me sleepy.
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			The next morning, I find Dad sitting outside under the Hills hoist with washing hanging around his head. He has a plate of toast on his lap, and the sight of it makes my stomach roar. He spies me trying to sneak past and sweeps a sheet aside so that he can see more than my legs. ‘Pull up a pew, Fred.’

			I could make a run for it, but this conversation will happen at some point, so I may as well rip the bandaid off and get it over with. I drag one of the chairs through the layers of washing, right into the middle where Dad’s legs are stretched out.

			Sitting down, I help myself to a triangle of toast. Peanut butter and butter. He always cuts his toast in two triangles, but never his sandwiches. Mum used to tease him about it. I wait for him to go first. He hates tricky moments like this. Almost as much as I do. 

			‘Max invited us to spend Christmas with them. Graham too. I said yes.’

			‘Don’t I get a say?’

			He shakes his head. ‘You’re twelve.’

			We were staying in Eumundi this time last year. Dad had found some work building a new gym at the primary school, and we were crashing in someone’s spare granny flat. We were only there a month or so, and Mum and I would skate each afternoon in the supermarket car park. On Christmas Day, we drove to Rainbow Beach and swam for hours, getting tossed around by the waves. For lunch we ate bread rolls filled with cheese and cucumber and drank warm lemonade, and I helped Mum bury Dad in the sand.

			‘Can’t we leave before then? Go somewhere new?’ I say, taking another piece of his toast. 

			‘Jasper won’t be ready for at least two weeks. And I’m not either. I like being around people who knew her, Fred. It helps me.’

			‘Good for you, Dad.’

			He looks across at me, perhaps surprised by how sarcastic I sound. Maybe Mum was the glue between us and now she’s gone things will start to spread apart.

			‘You can’t leave people’s houses like you did last night. It’s rude,’ he says. ‘I know you’re hurting. So am I. And Max was a big part of your mum’s life. She’s hurting too.’

			I watch the sheets rippling in the hot air because I don’t want to look at Dad.

			‘Last piece?’ Dad says, holding the plate out to me. I snatch it up before he can ask again. 

			‘I’m heading to Max’s to paint. You should come and apologise. And I want you to come to the fundraising bout next week. It’ll be great.’

			‘I’m not watching a bunch of derby players, Dad.’

			‘Come on. I’m going to cook sausages. Help them earn some money,’ he says.

			‘Why are you spending so much time with her?’ I say, with a mouthful of peanut butter and cheap white bread.

			‘I’m painting her house.’

			I swallow hard, wanting my words to make sense. ‘Do you like her, Dad?’

			Dad leans down to place his plate on the ground, and he pulls his mouth into a clumsy smile. ‘Yeah, honey. I do.’

			‘But—’ 

			‘She’s great, Fred. Reminds me of your mum.’ He stands up and I know it means he’s building up to a hug. It’s his language. He was famous for his hugs in our little family. Before, they always held us together. But they don’t really help. They can’t cure cancer or stop the hurt. 

			‘No. She’s nothing like Mum,’ I say, dodging his thick builder arms and launching into the washing, like I’m back on skates and I can outmanoeuvre anyone. Mum’s only been gone for weeks and he’s already moving on. 

			I slam my way into the garage and throw myself down on my bed, scaring the cat that is soaking up the sun. 

			‘Fred!’ he yells, but I don’t hear his footsteps on the concrete, meaning he isn’t coming to see if I’m okay. He hasn’t even asked me today, and now he needs to. Instead, he calls out that he’s going and then I hear the screen door shut. 

			I reach for the cat, hoping she’ll comfort me. But she stretches out and swipes my hand with her paw, and I pull away before she can scratch me. 

			It seems I’m even fighting with the cats. 
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			When I arrived at the skate park, Sammy was waiting for me. He was wearing sneakers instead of skates because he said that he knew I was coming, and to prove it, he showed me the biscuits he’d baked. 

			We’ve eaten four giant chocolate-chip biscuits between us. I hadn’t realised how hungry I was. 

			‘Last one. It’s all yours, Fred,’ says Sammy. 

			‘I can share.’

			‘Nah, I ate ten when I was making them. I feel a bit sick! Anyway, I want to show you the creek.’

			The biscuits are full of butter and chocolate chunks and leave sticky marks on my fingers that I lick off as we walk. It’s not far to the creek from the skate park. About a ten-minute walk to one of the little paths that skirt the edge. 

			‘Do you come down here much?’ I ask him.

			‘Yeah. All the time. Mum doesn’t like it. But I tell her I’m at a friend’s house and she doesn’t ask too many questions,’ he says, throwing me a grin over his shoulder.

			It’s a scruffy creek. Thin and unmanaged in some parts and then open and running in others. We’re on a narrow track to some special place Sammy always goes. He’s whistling as he walks, and I’m listening to the sounds of the birds and the dogs and other kids. It’s cooler down here than on the streets near Graham’s house. 

			Sammy stops at the base of a thick branch that has fallen and lies across the water. It joins both sides like Mum did between me and Dad. 

			Without saying anything, he steps up onto the butt of the branch.

			‘What are you doing?’ I ask him.

			‘Crossing over.’

			He points to the murky shallows of the opposite creek bed. 

			I shake my head. ‘Nope.’

			‘Come on, Fred. I do it all the time,’ he says. ‘You can’t cross after the rain because the bark is slippery. But in summer it’s so dry that you won’t fall.’

			He takes a couple of steps. ‘The magic is over this side.’

			He grabs my hand. It’s like being charged with something electric. I pull away, but the feeling is still there. I’ve never held a boy’s hand before. 

			‘I can do it,’ I say, testing the branch with my foot. 

			Without wheels on, Sammy is smaller than me and lighter. But the branch is thick, and it can probably hold hundreds of us. Only, I don’t want to slide off the side and into the creek. 

			The branch makes me think of Jazzie. There was no tree she couldn’t reach the top of. I would start out with the same fearlessness as her, but about two metres from the ground I’d find a solid place to perch until she was ready to come down. 

			The only time I ever felt brave was on wheels.

			I follow Sammy, who tells me to focus on his back. He’s right. The bark is hard underfoot and it’s not slippery at all. I’m slower than he is. About six steps behind. He makes it to the other side and jumps down into the mud. 

			‘Welcome to the wilds,’ he says, with a grin.

			I jump down behind him, relieved to be on the ground. 

			‘Nobody comes over here. Especially not adults.’

			I’m not sure why we have come. There are trees and branches pressed up around us. There isn’t a cleared path for us to walk along. But Sammy ducks down and heads under the scrub. 

			‘You can’t tell anyone what you’re about to see,’ he says in a silly voice as he disappears into the green.

			Laughing, I agree. I try and push back the scrub so that I can duck under and follow Sammy. It scrapes along the skin on my arms. It’s like a little nature gate because once I’m through, I see that Sammy is in a clearing. 

			He’s crouched down in front of a metal-looking contraption. I bend down to see what it is. It has caged sides that are tied together with coloured string.

			‘What is that?’ I ask him.

			‘A trap. I made it,’ he tells me.

			‘To catch your mice?’

			He lifts the front of the trap up carefully. I see it’s like a foil tray that he’s shaped to hang down. He looks inside the trap and then slides his hands in. I swallow hard. I’m not sure what he’s about to show me and I really don’t want to see anything dead. 

			With his fingers gripped onto the end of a tail, he turns slowly, and I see a small brown mouse hanging upside-down, its tiny feet scrabbling in the air like it’s trying to escape. It’s so small that I don’t feel disgusted, but I don’t like its pink eyes staring at me.

			‘They don’t get hurt, do they?’

			Sammy looks horrified. ‘No. I love mice. They’re like … family.’

			‘Oh,’ I say. 

			‘Don’t look at me like I’ve lost it. Obviously not real family. Pet family. You know,’ he says.

			I think of Graham and his tribe of creatures. The fish that he talks to at night after dinner, that he believes have individual personalities. 

			‘Yeah,’ I tell him. 

			He scoops the mouse into his hands and holds it still between his fingers. ‘Can’t let it go because it will flee very fast. Their top speed is about thirteen kilometres an hour. Faster than me unless I’m on skates!’

			I laugh at the idea of Sammy racing a mouse. 

			‘This one is for a girl on the derby team.’

			‘Is it legal?’

			He shrugs. ‘It’s rehousing. I’m not hurting them. They probably get eaten down here anyway. There’s all sorts of feral cats and rats. And I love mice. I’m pairing them up with a good home.’

			Sammy is as skilled at twisting things as Dad is. By the time he’s finished presenting his argument, I find myself helping him hold open a cardboard box to transfer the mouse to its temporary home. He takes the box from my hands, and I notice the small air holes that he’s punctured along the top. The mouse is scratching around inside, probably protesting about its new home.

			‘It’ll settle down in a minute. I put a bed of dried grasses and some snacks in there. They don’t really mind it after the first few minutes,’ says Sammy. ‘I tried to get a job as a paper boy, but nobody really reads the paper anymore. And I like this better anyway.’ 

			I follow Sammy out of the clearing and back through the magical tree door to the mud patch. Then I realise we need to transport the mouse box across the giant log to the other side of the creek.

			But Sammy doesn’t seem bothered. He clambers straight up onto the edge of the branch and holds the box high. I can hear him whispering to the mouse through the roof holes and I wonder what he’s saying. Even while carrying the box, Sammy is much faster than I am, and I try to remember not to look down and to keep focusing on the other side of the creek. There are a bunch of kids gathered, and I wonder if Sammy knows them.

			He doesn’t leap off the end this time, probably because he doesn’t want to rattle the mouse. Instead, he clambers down carefully, and I speed up a little, feeling more confident on the branch.

			I hear the biggest kid ask Sammy what’s in the box. He tells them it’s a mouse. The kid starts laughing, causing the others to join in. I dash across the last few steps and jump off, landing right next to Sammy, pleased to be back on the path side of the creek.

			‘Show us, then,’ says the kid, who is about my height. There are five of them. All wearing shorts and t-shirts like us. 

			‘We have to go,’ I say, yanking Sammy by the arm. Packs of kids like this make me wary, because of a group who used to patrol the playground back in Townsville. Mum stepped in once when they were hassling me. 

			‘Nah, I want to see the mouse,’ says the kid, stepping closer and blocking our way.

			‘Too bad,’ I tell him because Sammy seems to have swallowed all his words. ‘Our dad is waiting up there and we have to go.’

			Two of the smaller kids move aside so that we can pass, and I feel like we’re free, but as we step outside their circle, the leader pushes Sammy in the back. He falls hard, dropping the box. The lid tumbles off and a stream of grass clippings scatter onto the ground. The kid starts laughing. 

			The fizzing comes fast. Up my arms and down my legs. I don’t like the feeling. It’s like I’m not in control. Like my wheels are loose and I can’t take a corner without skidding and hitting the wall.

			‘Find it, Fred,’ says Sammy, frantically searching for the mouse. But of course it’s scampered off into the bush. 

			The kids take off down the path. Without thinking, I surge forward, slamming into the back of the leader and sending him sprawling into the others in front. The pack of them tumbles. The big kid rights himself and whirls around, his expression angry. I stand my ground. He doesn’t scare me. 

			But maybe he does. A little. 

			He’s moving closer, and I’m not sure whether to run or fight. Then a man rings a bell on his bike behind where the group of kids are, and we all shuffle across to let him past. He’s leading a group of four kids on bikes, a couple of little ones way behind, like stray ducklings who can’t quite keep up. 

			The last wobbly one bumps into my shin, and I lean down to help him. I hear the other kids all calling to the big kid that it’s time to go. By the time the family of five have collected their last duckling, it’s only Sammy and me left on the path.

			‘Whoa,’ Sammy says to me as I walk back to where he’s dusting the dirt from the outside of the slightly squashed cardboard box. 

			‘Yeah,’ I say, my heart still skittering along at a strange speed. ‘Are you okay?’ I ask him.

			‘Are you?’ he says, with a worried look on his face.

			I think for a second and then start nodding. ‘Yeah. Yeah, I am.’ 

			‘I’d hate to jam against you!’ Sammy says. ‘That was scary.’

			‘I don’t really know where that came from.’ The fizzing is leaving me, like I’ve slammed through a line of blockers. I haven’t pushed into someone for a while. I didn’t realise I was missing it. 

			‘Well, it was pretty awesome,’ says Sammy. 

			I smile at him, a little embarrassed. ‘Was it?’

			He nods. ‘Yeah. I hate kids like that.’

			‘Me too.’ 

			Sammy bends down to scoop up the grass clippings and shoves them back into the cardboard box. ‘Looks like I’m going to have to catch another mouse.’

			‘Come on. I’ll help you set the trap.’

			‘I’m not paying you,’ he says.

			‘You can pay me in biscuits,’ I tell him.

			‘Deal.’

			And this time as I cross the creek, my feet feel steady on the branch, and I’m the one walking fast.
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			When Graham brought Tom home from the vet that afternoon, we made him a little bed on the couch in the front room. Graham said that Tom wasn’t sick anymore, but we had to keep him still until the stitches came out. If I noticed Tom chewing on his stitches, then I had to tell Graham and he’d bring a bucket home from work that we could attach around Tom’s head to stop him. 

			I didn’t like the idea of that, so I was checking on Tom every ten minutes or so, until Graham told me I had to stop. He suggested that maybe I could take Mary for a walk, so now I’m heading to the op shop with a Graham map and the twenty dollars Dad gave me to buy clothes. I think it’s Graham’s way of telling me he trusts me to help with the dogs. 

			At first, Mary wasn’t too sure about leaving Tom. She whined on the floor at his feet, and it reminded me of when Mum was sick and Dad made me go to school on days when I wanted to stay home and bring her things. Graham had to shake the lead before Mary would stand up, and even then I had to drag her through the front door.

			Now, though, she’s cracking along in front of me, moving so fast the lead is pulled tight and I have to work hard to keep up. The blood in my thighs is pumping fast, and I can feel the muscles straining. I’m out of shape. Derby training was hours of drills and skating each week. I’ve barely walked up a single hill since arriving in Preston.

			At the lights, I yank Mary’s lead sharply and tell her to stop. She’s panting, and I might have to share my water bottle with her when we arrive at the op shop.

			I haven’t been along this road before. It’s not very pleasant. Trucks speed along the four lanes, and the air is thick with pollution. Graham’s map agrees. It says ugly and industrial in tiny black cursive writing. 

			I let Mary lead as we reach the right turn, and the path flattens out. Graham has marked this street too: Pretty. And it is. Well, maybe not pretty like I’m used to. There are none of those wooden houses up on stilts that we call Queenslanders. Or spreading ancient Moreton Bay fig trees waiting to be climbed. But at least the footpath is wider, and the trucks have mostly gone.

			Drawn on the corner of the streets is a tiny thumb. I wonder if it’s Graham’s way of telling me this is where Mum used to hitchhike. I press my thumb down on top of it and imagine Mum’s hand gripping mine. Then I look around for something on the ground to add to my box. There’s a bottle top. An ordinary red one. But I slide it into my pocket, letting the edges press against my hand. 

			The op shop is marked with a pink dot on the map. I plonk on a little bench out the front and take out my water bottle. It’s an old derby one from a championship Mum played in Adelaide once. It means I can squirt water into Mary’s mouth, as her tongue is hanging out and she’s panting hard. She tries to bite the nozzle and then slicks her slobbery tongue across the top before I pull it away and give it a wipe on my t-shirt. I undo the top and drink from the bottle because I don’t really want to share Mary’s germs. I loop her lead around the metal handle on the edge of the bench seat. 

			‘Stay here, Mary. I won’t be long.’

			She sits down on her back legs and seems happy enough for me to leave. I did check it was okay with Graham to tie her up and he laughed. When he fostered her, she had been constantly tied up on a farm. Apparently, she couldn’t follow instructions, so they never trained her properly. To keep her away from the other animals, they chained her up for most of the day. 

			Then he brought her home and started training her, and discovered she was one of the smartest dogs he’d ever met because she took to instruction so quickly. Unless she spies a ball. Now he can take her to the shops and tie her up for half an hour while he does the shopping, and she never barks or whimpers. She always trusts that he’s coming back for her. 

			A little bell dings as I walk into the op shop. I’m not even sure where to start. I haven’t shopped for clothes on my own before and it makes me miss Jazzie more than usual. She loves trawling through second-hand places and finding gems, says that things are always better if they’re unique. Makes them cooler if nobody else has them too.

			I head to the handwritten sign down the back corner that says Children’s. A lady is seated at the counter, doing a crossword in a magazine. She doesn’t look up as I pass, which suits me just fine. 

			There are two racks of clothes, so tightly packed that I can barely look through them. One side seems smaller, so I stick to the ones I think might fit. I grab a bunch of t-shirts and a black hoodie and a pair of blue tracksuit pants. Everything seems to be marked at four dollars, so I might even have enough for some lunch too. I carry the clothes to the changing room, which is more like a cupboard with a frilly sheet hanging down to stop anyone seeing in.

			I strip off quickly and catch a glimpse of myself in the full-length mirror. There’s no long mirror at Graham’s. He just has the bathroom mirror, and all I can see in that is my face and shoulders, unless I jump up and down to try to see a bit more. 

			I have tiny boobs that stick out all pointy. I look away from them because it seems strange to think they belong to me. They weren’t there when Mum got really sick. Now they are. Now there is a new part of me that she hasn’t seen.

			I turn away from myself. If she isn’t here to see this, then I can’t let myself see it either. I’ll remember me as I was the day she went. Twelve and a third with my hair chopped short, my emerald-green school uniform on, and a cut on my left knee where I’d fallen playing netball at lunch.

			I slip the first t-shirt on. It has a black pen stain down one side, so I ditch it and move on to the next. One of the others has a hole under the armpit, but three are okay. My favourite one is faded black with orange stitching, and I like the softness of the cotton. I toss it on the floor and then try on the other things. The tracksuit pants reach only halfway down my calves, so I must have grown taller than I realised, but the hoodie is good. With the hood pulled up, nobody would really know it was me and there’s something reassuring about that. 

			Instead of putting my own top back on, I wear the faded black t-shirt out of the changing room. It’s loose and floppy and it doesn’t show off my chest in the same way my old one does. 

			Returning the rejects to the rack, I carry the others to the counter and force the lady to look up from her magazine. She has diamanté-crusted glasses perched on the edge of her nose and coral lipstick that doesn’t quite cover her lips. 

			‘How much for these?’ I say, holding up the clothes. I explain that the one I’m wearing also needs to be paid for. 

			She thanks me for being honest and then says, ‘Three down, a house on wheels. Seven letters.’

			It takes me a second to realise she’s asking me to help with her crossword clue. ‘Um … caravan?’

			Her eyebrows shoot up high and she looks back to the magazine to check. I watch her blue biro make its way across the page, filling in the letters, and I feel strangely pleased I could help. I’m always good with wheels.

			She slaps the magazine down on the counter. ‘I’ve been trying to get that all morning. Now I can make my tea.’

			‘Oh …’ I say, pushing the clothes a little closer so that she understands I want to pay. 

			‘You can have the lot for ten dollars. They’ve been on the rack for months. Discount for helping me.’

			‘Thanks,’ I say. 

			She grins. ‘Come again. I’m here Tuesdays.’

			After Mum went, people gave Dad and me all sorts of things. Like somehow a new packet of coloured pencils would help with the loss of my favourite person. I never liked the feeling of it, even though Dad told me to say thanks and accept whatever was being gifted. He said it was people’s way of doing something because they often didn’t know what to say. But this is different. I’ve never met this woman, and she doesn’t know anything about my mum, and she’s giving me a discount, not a present. 

			Croaking out another thanks, I fold the clothes up and shove them into my backpack and hurry out of the shop before I can be dragged into any more crossword clues. I’m not sure what happens if I don’t answer correctly. Maybe I have to pay double. 

			Mary stands to attention as I approach, and I bend down to ruffle the fur around her face. I have some money left over, so I unloop Mary’s lead and walk her towards the traffic lights because I’m not ready to go home yet.

			The footpath is busy. I dodge out of the way for a man pushing a pram, and another on a bike, and a couple of kids about my age who check me out as they pass. It’s that scan up and down where you know you’re being assessed, and you know you’d do the same if you were with your friends, but somehow when you’re on your own it feels icky.

			I focus on Mary and cross quickly at the lights. The other side of the street is all cafes and food places. There are tables dotted outside, and I walk behind Mary so we don’t take up too much space. 

			I’m looking for a place to buy a milkshake when I hear my name being called. I turn around and see Ally walking towards me, carrying her skateboard. She’s in a pair of slouchy long shorts and a long, oversized t-shirt. We could probably squeeze inside it together.

			‘Hey,’ she says and holds out her hand for Mary to smell. 

			‘Hi.’

			‘What are you doing?’

			I shrug. ‘Op shopping.’

			‘Did you find anything good?’

			I tug on the t-shirt I’m wearing. ‘This and a couple of other things.’

			‘I do that too. Immediately wear the stuff I’ve bought.’

			‘I think it’s clean,’ I say, sniffing the bottom and making Ally smile. 

			‘I’m buying a present for my friend. Mum’s around here somewhere too.’

			I scan the street over her head, hoping that Maxxed Out doesn’t appear until I’m long gone. ‘But my dad is at your place,’ I say. 

			Patting Mary, she looks up at me. ‘Yeah. He’s always there. He’s doing my room today. Pale blue. Hope it looks good. He’s so cruisy. You’re lucky.’

			Jazzie used to say that too. Her mum likes to check on things like homework and brushing teeth. ‘I guess.’

			‘It’s only ever been Mum and me and she can get a bit intense sometimes.’

			‘What about your dad?’

			Ally shrugs. ‘Sperm donor. Mum’s gay. Always knew she wanted a kid and got me. She won big time!’

			‘What?’ My brain is trying to process things, and I start to feel embarrassed.

			‘Yeah. Mum’s gay. So?’ Her voice has changed. She sounds sharp, like she’s ready for battle. 

			I shake my head. ‘I thought … well …’ 

			I’d rather not explain what I imagined was going on, but I can tell from Ally’s expression that I’m going to have to. ‘I thought your mum and my dad—’ 

			Before I can finish my sentence, Ally snorts with laughter. ‘As if!’

			She looks so amused at the idea that I laugh too. But I can’t help thinking about everything Dad has said about Maxxed Out. I wonder if he knows that she’s gay. He said he liked her, so maybe I need to tell him. Maybe he’ll be hurt.

			‘Is that why you left the other night?’ 

			I shrug and shift my backpack around. 

			‘Fair enough. I’d feel weird too …’ she says. 

			I’m surprised by how open Ally is and how much she blurts out. She tells me that her mum had a girlfriend for a while, but it didn’t work out, and now it’s the two of them again. 

			‘I love Mum, but she wants me to do everything with her, like derby. That’s why I won’t play. It’s good if we do different things.’

			‘My mum would have hated it if I hadn’t played.’

			‘Yeah, sounds like she was hardcore,’ says Ally.

			‘She loved it.’

			‘Mum was really sad to miss the funeral.’

			‘I pretty much missed the funeral too. It’s like a giant blur.’

			Mary is obviously bored by our street conversation and starts tugging on the lead, telling me she’s ready to go. I ask Ally if she knows anywhere that sells milkshakes, and she points out a place on the other side of the road.

			‘Salted caramel is the best. I’ve tried them all. Don’t tell Mum. She only eats healthy food!’

			‘If you don’t tell her about …’

			‘Deal. Although, I think she’d find it pretty funny.’

			Ally smiles as she drops her skateboard on the ground. I watch as she balances one foot on the board and scuffs the other, dodging people heading towards her. 

			I’ve tried riding skateboards. It’s not my thing. With skates, the wheels belong to my feet. With a board, you can climb off at any moment. But I’m still surprised how much watching Ally makes me itch to be back on wheels.
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			The smell of chops makes Mary bark and claw at the back door to be let out. I open it, and spy Graham in his favourite black apron surrounded by wafts of smoke. Mary dashes past me, and I hear Graham greet her as she bounds over to him. 

			‘Hope you’re hungry, Fred,’ says Graham.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Bring out a couple of plates and the sauce. We can eat out here,’ he says. 

			Balancing plates and cutlery and sauce on Graham’s striped plastic tray, I kick open the back door and carry the lot across the concrete to the little table he’s constructed from an old packing crate. Three foldable canvas chairs circle the table, but one of the cats has curled up in one. 

			‘Bit on the crunchy side, I’m afraid,’ says Graham, piling my plate with sliced potatoes crisscrossed in black lines.

			‘Yum,’ I tell him, feeling my stomach roll with hunger. 

			‘I cut up some carrots and cucumbers. They’re in the fridge. Do you mind?’

			I dash back inside the house to grab the Tupperware container of veggie sticks. Graham seems determined to make sure I eat vegetables every day. If it were up to Dad, vegetables would be something only eaten in other people’s houses.

			‘You’d better watch Mary,’ says Graham as I return to the makeshift dining table. ‘She’s eyeing off your chops.’

			We sit on the wobbly chairs, our dinners balanced on the wobbly table. Graham likes sauce as much as I do, so our plates are covered in red. 

			Graham uses cutlery, but I pick a chop up by the bone and start chewing. Mary gives me her best pleading face, and I apologise that she can’t share.

			‘How was your day?’

			I think for a second. Graham deserves that. He’s not somebody who is in a hurry for a quick answer. ‘It was okay.’

			‘That doesn’t sound great.’

			I shrug. ‘Have you ever met anyone with a pet mouse?’

			Graham tells me that he knew a boy who had a pet rat and it used to come to school with him. He’d hide it in the pocket of his blazer and keep it busy with snacks so the teachers didn’t find out.

			‘I don’t really like mice much, but maybe it’s nice having something in your pocket you can talk to whenever you like. Do you think?’ I ask him. 

			‘I think any pet is a comfort. Doesn’t matter what sort.’ 

			‘Did you save some for me?’ Dad says, banging through the back door in his big work boots. 

			‘On the grill,’ says Graham. 

			Dad looks sweaty and hot, like he’s come straight from a building site. Seems like a million hours since I saw him this morning. He leans down and kisses my head, stealing a potato from my plate and shoving it quickly into his mouth before I can stop him. 

			‘Dad!’ 

			He grins at me and grabs one of the chops from the barbecue. ‘Finished painting the lounge room and Ally’s bedroom today. Both look amazing.’

			Hearing him talk about being at Maxxed Out’s house, I try to work out if he’s telling me something in code. But then he wipes his greasy mouth with the back of his hand, tips the cat out of the chair, sits down, kicks off his boots and reaches across to grab another chop. 

			I keep watching him, trying to read his body language. 

			‘Good day, Fred?’

			I slide my potato through a bath of sauce. ‘It was okay. I saw Ally down the street.’

			‘Yeah, she told me.’

			Perhaps she told him about other stuff too. ‘What did she say?’

			Dad shrugs and grabs another two chops, one in each hand like he’s arming himself for battle. ‘That she showed you where to buy a caramel milkshake.’

			‘Oh, yeah.’

			‘Actually, Fred, I have something for you,’ says Dad. ‘Back in a second.’

			As he stands, the cat leaps back up to fill the empty chair. Graham smiles like he expected it. The cats are always making the most of recently emptied spaces.

			‘Do you want another chop before your dad finishes off the lot?’

			‘No, I’m good. Thanks.’ 

			He shakes the container of carrots and cucumbers at me, and I take a handful. Mum used to trim vegetables in the same way. 

			‘For you, Fred,’ says Dad, appearing with a pair of black derby skates. ‘Hopefully they fit.’

			My head is screaming no as my hands are reaching for them. They’re Bonts, like the ones Mum skated in, but not falling apart and taped together like hers were by the end. 

			These Bonts have a Velcro strap across the ankle and a short boot that sits snug around your foot. And they are sitting in my lap like the poison apple in Snow White. I know if I slide my feet in, then I’ll stand and test them out and if I do that, then I’ll be skating.

			‘Did you buy them, Dad?’

			He laughs and upends the cat again. ‘Kidding, aren’t you? They’d cost more than Jasper’s engine!’

			‘Maxxed Out?’ 

			‘Yeah, but she didn’t buy them. Knows someone who’s sponsored. Had a spare pair.’

			I think about this for a second. The wheels are new. The boots are too. No scuffs. No marks. These are expensive. I lift the tongue and check the stamp on the inside. Women’s 38. 

			‘How come they’re my size?’ I sound like a suspicious detective, but this is all wrong. Nobody has a spare pair of new Bonts lying around that happen to be in my size. 

			Dad shrugs and grabs another chop, ripping into it with his teeth. If Dad could eat only one food for the rest of his life, it would be meat on a bone. ‘Luck? I don’t know. You going to try them on?’

			I shake my head. ‘Not right now.’

			Dad sighs, and the sound is heavy and long, like I’m being a drag, like I’m letting everyone down. ‘Come on, Fred. I’m sure your other skates are getting too small.’

			I shrug. ‘Probably. They’re in the Brisbane River.’

			‘What?’ 

			I stare at Dad and wait for him to get it. It doesn’t take him long. ‘You chucked them in?’

			I shrug. ‘Yeah. All of it.’

			He is shaking his head, like he can’t quite believe it. ‘Why?’

			‘I had to.’

			Expecting him to be furious at the cost and the waste, I’m a bit surprised when he stands up and inches closer to me, his arms spread wide for a hug. He drops the chop bone onto my plate, and his face softens like he’s about to cry. ‘Oh, honey.’

			Graham says something about going inside to check on Tom, but we all know it’s his way of escaping, and I wish I could escape too. 

			As the screen door bangs gently on its hinges, Dad bends down to wrap his arms around me, and I almost let him, but then I blurt out, ‘Do you know Maxxed Out is gay?’ 

			He stands up and drops his arms like he’s forgotten he was about to hug me. 

			‘Ally told me,’ I say. 

			I look up at Dad, hoping to read his expression, but he backs away and plonks down into his chair, scaring the cat, who was circling his legs, waiting to make her move. ‘I know, Fred. We used to double date when your mum and I first started going out.’ 

			‘Really?’

			He nods. ‘Why are you telling me?’

			‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

			Dad shrugs. ‘I didn’t think it mattered.’

			But then he narrows his eyes as stares at me closely, trying to work out exactly why I’ve told him. ‘Oh,’ he says. ‘I get it now. That’s why you were so strange with Max.’

			Wishing I’d said nothing, I try and explain. ‘Well, you were always there. I just thought—’

			‘Because I wanted to give you space, Fred. And Max lets me talk about your mum. Half the time I sit at her kitchen table and cry,’ he says, clutching his head so all I can see is hair and his big dinner-plate hands. 

			I can’t believe I’ve been so wrong about this. It feels like I’ve caused a massive crash on the derby track because of an illegal bump. And the thought of anyone knowing makes me flush red with shame. 

			Dad looks up at me, his eyes blurry with tears. ‘Fred, I’ve loved your mum since I met her … I can’t believe—’

			‘I’m going inside to help Graham with Tom,’ I tell him, standing up. 

			I scrape the food from the plates so that I can stack them in a clumsy pile and carry the tray carefully across the concrete to the back door, with Mary jogging along beside me, like she also needs to get away from Dad and his hurt. 
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			I’m on Tom duty this morning because Graham had to go in early and arrange a foster for a new family of puppies. And I’m assuming Dad is at Maxxed Out’s house because he’s not here. 

			Sitting on the floor with Mary, I run my hand along Tom’s back, patting him until his eyes close and he starts making funny little mumbling sounds. Mary lays her head down on the floor so that she can watch, like she’s checking in on Tom and if I’m treating him right. 

			As I stand up, there’s a wet feeling in my underpants. I don’t need to wee or anything, so it’s not that. 

			The bathroom is as clean as the rest of the house. I snib the lock on the door in case someone comes in, even though I’m the only one home. I slip down my shorts and undies. There’s a pale brown stain on the cotton. I try to wee and then wipe and there’s a smear of pinkish stuff on the toilet paper. 

			I think it’s my period. This is how Jazzie described it. A little bit sticky and brown. She said she didn’t have real blood for a few months. I don’t know what to do. I don’t have any pads or anything. Mum wanted to buy them, but she was too sick by the time we had the talk. I never asked Dad to buy them because I didn’t know how.

			I sit on the toilet, feeling tears prickling up. My face is itchy like it’s full of salt water. I haven’t cried about Mum, but now I’m going to cry about this. I try to stop. Try to pretend it’s like when I got hurt in derby and I managed to suck all the pain down so that nobody knew how bad it was. 

			But the tears push their way out. It’s all snotty and messy. I don’t want to cry in the toilet at someone else’s house. 

			I want Mum. If she was here, it would be okay. She’d make me a hot water bottle and cuddle me on the couch, and we could watch television together. 

			I make a little folded wad of paper to slip into my undies. Then I wet some toilet paper and wipe my face, hiccuping the last tears away. I blow my nose and check myself in the mirror. My eyes don’t look red or anything, so maybe nobody will know that I’ve been crying. 

			I unlock the door and slip out. I don’t know how long the toilet paper will work as a temporary pad. What if I bleed through it? I can’t buy pads. I don’t have any money and I don’t want to see the lady at the milk bar. Besides, I don’t know what to buy. Tears start up again, and I close my eyes tight to stop them. 

			Then I have an idea. It’s not perfect, but it’s the only one I have. My thongs are where I left them, and I slide my feet in and pull the door closed behind me.

			Now I need to remember which way to go. 
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			It seems to take ages to walk there, but finally I’m standing outside the weatherboard house, ready to knock. I’ve made up a whole little speech on the way here so that I’m prepared. 

			Maxxed Out opens the door. She has an orange headscarf tied around her hair and a pair of overalls on. She smiles when she sees me, and it seems genuine. 

			‘You here to see your dad?’ 

			I shake my head. ‘No. I came to see you.’

			One eyebrow goes up like she’s surprised. Then she waves me inside. Dad is working his magic with a paint roller on the hallway wall, and he stops when he sees me, his usual words tumbling out of his mouth. ‘Everything okay, Fred?’

			Maxxed Out grabs my shoulders and steers me past Dad. ‘She’s come for a cup of tea. You keep working.’

			He forces a nod as we pass, but I can tell he’s listening. 

			I step free of Maxxed Out’s hands. I’m not keen on being touched by her or anyone else right now. 

			‘Ally’s not here,’ says Maxxed Out as we reach the kitchen. She fills the kettle and places it on the stove as I head over to close the door because I don’t want Dad hearing us. 

			Maxxed Out tells me to take a seat, but her stools are covered in fancy fabric, and I’m worried that I might leak through the pad I’ve made. I tell her I’m happier standing. 

			She scoots around the kitchen, making tea and sliding a plate of biscuits onto the bench in front of me. They’re top-shelf ones, chocolate covered. We never have biscuits like this at home. I wait until her back is turned before I eat a whole one in two bites so that I can eat another when she’s watching.

			She passes me a mug of black tea and tells me to add my own milk and sugar. I pile about four teaspoons of sugar in and then stir. 

			‘Looks like Ally’s attempt at tea,’ she says with a smile.

			I should wait until it’s cooled a bit, but I drink some anyway because I’m trying to stall. Now that I’m here in her kitchen, looking at her across the bench, my cheeks are flooding with embarrassment.

			‘You sure you don’t want to sit?’

			‘I’m fine.’

			‘Did you come to talk about your mum?’

			I shake my head. ‘No.’

			‘Oh. About derby?’

			‘No.’

			Maxxed Out blows across the top of her tea. I remember Mum saying it didn’t help to cool it down, but it was still part of the ritual. ‘Sorry, Fred. Of course there doesn’t have to be a reason for you to drop in. It’s nice to see you.’

			‘I think I got my period,’ I say. Once I say the words, they sound so foolish. 

			‘First time?’

			‘Yeah.’

			She smiles at me, and I really hope she’s not about to give me some grown-up chat about becoming a woman or something. ‘Do you need pads?’

			I nod and look down. 

			‘They’re in the bathroom. I always buy them when they’re on special, so we have heaps. Do you want me to pick one for you?’

			I nod again.

			‘Okay. I’ll leave it on the bench in the bathroom. And I’ll pack some up for you to take home.’

			‘Thanks.’

			‘Do you know much about periods?’

			I know she’s trying to be helpful, but this is verging into Mum territory. ‘Yeah.’

			‘Okay. Do you want me to talk to your dad?’

			I shake my head. 

			Maxxed Out reaches for the hand that isn’t holding onto my mug of tea. She gives it a squeeze. ‘It’s better he knows. Then he can make sure you have money to buy pads and stuff. Does he give you money for things?’

			‘If I ask.’

			‘I’ll talk to him.’

			Maxxed Out disappears into the bathroom and comes back with packets of pads. She explains how to use the ones with wings, and I can feel my whole face burning as she does. I dash into the bathroom and change my homemade pad for one of the white, silky ones she’s left out for me. 

			Looking in the mirror, I expect to look older. But my face still looks pale and sad, my hair is still short, and my eyes are still the same murky blue they’ve always been. 

			Maxxed Out has wrapped the packets of pads in a paper bag for me to take. She tells me how often to change them and that I can’t flush them in the toilet. She tells me about the first time she had her period – she was wearing a white skirt and her friend had to lend her a jumper to wrap around her waist because everyone could see the mark on the back. 

			I eat another chocolate biscuit. 

			‘You’re supposed to eat chocolate when you get your period,’ she says lightly, sliding the plate closer to me. 

			‘Thanks.’

			‘You know your mum was going to call you Tallulah, but we couldn’t think of a good derby name for that!’ Maxxed Out laughs. 

			I thought I’d heard most of Mum’s stories, but I haven’t heard this one. I thought I was Fred because of her dad who died when she was little, not because it was a name that had derby potential. 

			‘What if I hadn’t liked derby?’

			Maxxed Out flicks me a raised eyebrow, and it reminds me of a look Mum used to give me when I was asking questions that amused her. 

			‘She skated up until she was eight months pregnant with you. You had no choice, Fred.’

			‘But I’ve quit.’ 

			‘I quit a few times too. I always go back. Eventually. Most derby players quit at least once. Maybe you could make your comeback at the demonstration game on the weekend? It’s our big fundraiser. Your dad is cooking sausages.’

			I slide my feet off the rest on the stool and let my legs swing in space, imagining them on wheels. 

			‘I started playing derby because I was always getting in trouble with the police. I was angry back then and derby meant somewhere safe to express it. You know?’ she asks me.

			‘Yeah. Kinda,’ I say.

			She smiles. ‘Best family in the world.’ 

			I think about how Mum used to say that too. And it’s true, I always felt like I belonged, even when I didn’t know anyone. I could always talk about derby. 

			‘I haven’t skated since Mum broke her leg, except for the funeral. But that was weird.’

			She nods. ‘She told me you’d stopped, but she wanted you to keep playing, Fred.’

			‘Did she?’ My words are sharp. She never said anything to me, and I can’t believe she would discuss this with someone else. 

			‘That’s what she said. That it had rescued her more than once and maybe it would help you too.’

			I think about Mum’s letter. About telling me to find my special place. Maybe that’s what she meant. 

			‘Did the Bonts fit?’

			‘Haven’t tried them.’

			‘They’re from your mum,’ she says quietly. ‘She sent me the money. Ordered the wheels separately.’

			‘What?’ My voice doesn’t sound like mine. It’s too loud. But this is all wrong. Mum didn’t have secrets. Not from me. 

			‘She knew you’d outgrown your old ones. And she thought these might help get you skating again. She wanted to leave you with something.’

			I shove in another chocolate biscuit, needing something to do with my hands. ‘Why didn’t she give them to me herself?’

			Maxxed Out shrugs. ‘I don’t know.’

			‘I knew they weren’t someone’s hand-me-downs. They’re my size. Custom built. Would have cost hundreds,’ I say.

			‘They did.’

			I clench my jaw, hard. I can’t process the idea that Mum organised new skates for me and didn’t say anything. And now she’s not here to ask. I grab the brown paper parcel. ‘I have to go. Thanks for the stuff.’ 

			‘Why don’t you stay? Ally will be back soon. I’ll make some lunch,’ she tells me.

			But I’m already up and moving down the hallway. 

			Dad has inched further down the wall. The paint fumes are strong, and I try and block my nose as I move past. Dad half hugs my arm as he keeps moving the roller up and down. I duck under him and escape.
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			In the morning, Graham and I eat breakfast like we always do. He has his soggy Weet-Bix with brown sugar and milk, and I start making my cup of tea in one of the animal mugs. 

			‘Cup of tea, Graham?’ I say, expecting him to say no. 

			‘Actually, I will,’ he says, holding up his cup. He has an angelfish today. ‘No sugar, though.’

			‘Sweet enough,’ I tell him, earning a blush.

			This morning feels like a four-spoons-of-sugar day, so I heap half the jar into my cat cup and stir. I slide Graham’s cup down and sit opposite him. 

			‘Lady left yesterday. The family seemed nice. They had a little boy who brought one of his stuffed toys to give Lady as a present,’ says Graham. 

			‘What about the kitten? Anyone adopted her?’

			‘Not yet, but there’s still time.’

			Tom makes a funny little popping noise, and Graham and I both look across to check that he’s okay. Then Graham sniffs the air. ‘Was that a fart?’

			I laugh. ‘I think so. Smells bad!’

			‘Let’s go and feed the cats. Get out of here,’ says Graham, reaching for his walking stick, which is leaning against the wall. ‘Can you carry the food? My back is playing up.’

			I lift the bag of feed and carry it outside, following Graham. ‘Can I ask you something about Mum?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘I know she met Maxxed Out at the museum and that’s why she started skating, but I want to know why she went in the first place. Do you know?’

			‘I think it had something to do with my dad,’ he says as we sprinkle cat food equally across three bowls. ‘He wasn’t a very nice man and he was particularly hard on your mum. They didn’t get along at all.’

			The cats circle my ankles, heading for their breakfast. Graham and I are watching them instead of each other. It’s easier to hear this stuff if I don’t have to look at him while he tells me.

			‘I was already sixteen when we moved in with your mum and her mum. It was okay for me. But your mum was only your age. She was pretty feisty and she hated being told what to do,’ he says. 

			I chance a little peep at his face as he says this, and he’s smiling like he remembers it clearly. 

			‘When she turned fifteen, she talked a man into giving her a tattoo. That butterfly one on her shoulder. My dad hated it, and the fighting was worse than ever …’

			He stops talking, and I wonder if the memory hurts or if he’s trying to find the right words to use. I want him to spill everything, but I’m playing my jammer’s game and staying patient.

			‘I think she heard that there were free lessons at the museum, that women got together and skated. So, she bought a pair of second-hand skates and went along.’

			‘And met Maxxed Out?’

			He nods. ‘Max was a few years older and running from stuff too. She helped your mum learn how to channel all that fight into playing derby. That’s how your mum explained it to me. I used to go and see her play sometimes. Had to take her to emergency more than once. Broken wrist. Smashed-up knee. But she loved it. Said it saved her.’

			Mum never told me the details. Maybe she wanted me to believe her family was better than it was. Maybe she got sick before she could me tell everything. My eyes prickle, and I bend down to stroke one of the cats as they chew up their hard nuggety food. My hand rubs along their spine, causing hair to float free as it sheds. 

			The cat arches and moves away from me, like I’m stopping them from concentrating on their food. 

			‘She hates being patted, that one,’ he says. ‘Too wild when I inherited her. Thought I could tame her, but nothing worked. Now I let her be.’

			Without looking at his face, I slip my hand into Graham’s, hoping he understands it’s a silent thank you. 
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			Sammy has a phone, so we didn’t need one of Graham’s maps to navigate. Instead, we caught a tram, which I’d never done before because we don’t have trams in Brisbane. 

			We found a couple of seats at the back, and I sat on the window side while Sammy pointed things out along the way. He showed me his old primary school and where the best dumpling place was. While he talked, he fed Anonymouse tiny scraps of food, because she popped her head out of Sammy’s pocket and he was worried that if somebody noticed her we’d be booted off. 

			The tram rocketed its way down St Georges Road towards the city, which Sammy said was for me, because usually it crawled through the busy streets and took forever. 

			Sammy let me pull the cord on the tram so that it stopped at the corner of Gertrude Street. 

			And now we’re here. 

			Outside the Melbourne Museum.

			I’m almost skipping as we cross at the lights. There’s a huge concrete space that is heaving with people on wheels. The ledges, slopes and stairs are being used. 

			When we were at the creek, I didn’t tell Sammy why I wanted to come, only that I’d never been to a museum before, which he seemed to believe. On the tram, he told me he had his skates in his backpack.

			My period isn’t very heavy, but I worry that Sammy can tell I’m wearing a pad. Or perhaps he senses that I’m different than I was.

			I pretend we’re headed for the giant glass doors of the museum, but really I want to sit and watch. I think this is Mum’s special place. The place she discovered skating for the first time. This is where she wanted me to come. I keep thinking about what Maxxed Out said. That Mum didn’t want me to give up skating, and I wonder why she didn’t tell me that. Or maybe she tried to, but I wouldn’t listen. I kept thinking there’d be more time. Time for conversations to be parcelled up and finished before she went. Time for her to tell me the secrets she’d kept. Time for her to leave me instructions on how to grow up without her. But there wasn’t. It seemed like one day she was there and the next she was gone. 

			‘So much better than a skate park!’ Sammy says. 

			He slows to watch a set of skaters whipping through a slalom course. They turn sharply around the cones, scraping the sides and not weaving too wide. 

			Grabbing his t-shirt, I pull him forward, wanting to reach the middle and not hang around the edges. We dodge a couple of skaters who wobble their way past in fancy boots with Cuban-style heels. They’re wearing shorts and singlets and no helmets. As we pass, one of them trips on their own front wheel and hits the ground hard. Sammy winces. 

			‘Bet they’re regretting being too cool for knee pads,’ he whispers.

			‘Yeah, that would have hurt.’

			I try and imagine how Mum felt when she turned up all those years ago. Maxxed Out said it was a small bunch of skaters then. Maybe a dozen. All women. 

			But now there are hundreds. Almost everyone is on wheels. A line of skateboarders is doing flip tricks from the grey concrete benches, and rollerbladers are curving their way around the outside of the path, chatting as they glide. 

			‘Do you want to sit out here and watch for a bit?’ I say to Sammy.

			‘Yeah! I’m not a big fan of the museum. All that dead stuff,’ he says.

			I realise that Sammy doesn’t know about my mum, and it’s strange being with someone who is so cavalier with the word. 

			‘But I’ll go in if you want to,’ he says. ‘I’m trying to be a good tour guide.’

			We find a spot on the concrete bench that isn’t being used by skateboarders, and Sammy takes Anonymouse out of his pocket. He starts explaining to the mouse all the tricks that the various skaters are perfecting. 

			‘You probably don’t remember when you started skating, but I remember my first derby class,’ says Sammy. ‘Both feet slid forward, and I fell back and cracked my head on the ground.’

			‘Ow.’

			He nods. ‘Yeah. It really hurt. Had to have a week off before I could face returning.’

			I’m used to chatting injuries. It’s not so much a competition among derby players as it is a way to bond. Sammy asks if I mind if he skates for a bit before we go in. 

			‘Sure,’ I tell him, knowing I would have felt the same if I still skated.

			While he straps on his skates, I watch the crowds, trying to find Mum in all the people. But I keep seeing her sprawled on the ground of the derby track trying not to cry. Maybe it was wrong to come here, to search for Mum in the past. Maybe I’d be better off pretending derby never happened. 

			Sammy pushes off, gliding into the mix, his hands clutched behind him like he’s on a rink. Skating around the corner, he disappears out of sight, and I return to watching the new skaters who are walking on their skates more than gliding on them. It’s hard learning to skate without a wall to grab or collide with. It means you need faith in your feet and your balance and whoever is teaching you. 

			Mum took me to different rinks in different cities, all with carpeted walls and bad eighties soundtracks blaring through crusty old speakers. We’d skate out holding hands, and she’d whip me fast around the corner and then let go. She was always the best skater there, gliding around, dodging the fallen, and lapping me. I caught up with her again after a few laps when she slowed on the corner to toss me a smile and then she swept off, taking that corner like she was shaving it. It’s true that over the next couple of years I fell. More than once. Broke a finger. Turned my ankle. Bruised my hip when I landed on my own wheel. But the time I was on wheels on that summery day in Cairns, with Mum in her cut-off denim shorts and me in my striped leggings, that was the day the skating bug bit. 

			I almost have her in my head: long hair and muscled legs. But she’s gone again. Faded into the sick mum who couldn’t stand without help. 

			Sammy ploughs to a stop right in front of my toes and drops down next to me. He tells me a story of a skateboarder who landed in his path and Sammy had to jump so he didn’t skate straight into him.

			‘Want a turn? It’s great.’

			I think of what Maxxed Out said about Mum wanting me to skate. I think about what Dad said about it being in my blood. I almost agree to sliding my bare feet into Sammy’s sweaty skates and taking a lap. But the thought of skating without Mum stops me. And I’m not even sure why. 

			‘Nah. I’m good.’

			‘You ever going to tell me why you don’t skate anymore?’

			‘It’s a long story.’

			Sammy leans back and stretches out his legs and pulls a box of sandwiches from his backpack. ‘I made lunch. No lettuce this time.’

			I smile at the thought that he noticed me pulling it out last time. ‘Thanks,’ I say, taking a sandwich. I bite into the soft white bread. Then take a breath and gather up my words. ‘Mum was a derby player.’ 

			‘She gave up too?’

			‘Yeah. She died a few weeks ago,’ I say.

			The sandwich he’s holding doesn’t make it to his mouth. I look away from him and focus on the fresh-meat disaster who has taken another stack. 

			‘Whoa,’ he manages, after what feels like ages.

			‘You’re the first person I’ve told. Everyone else knew without me saying anything.’

			‘Gosh, Fred … Gosh.’

			I wait for him to tell me he’s sorry, which seems so pointless. Of course, people are sorry. If they weren’t, then they’d be sociopaths. But I don’t need to hear it. I’d prefer them to say nothing. 

			‘Blocker or jammer?’ Sammy says, and I could almost hug him, if he wasn’t a boy who I don’t know very well. 

			‘Blocker.’

			‘All the best people are. No offence,’ he says. ‘Derby name?’

			‘Scarer.’

			He smiles, and he has a bit of carrot stuck in his teeth. I don’t tell him. 

			‘For Sarah?’

			I nod. 

			He tells me his name is Slammer Sam, and I can tell he wants to say something about Mum dying but can’t work out how. 

			‘She learned to skate here,’ I tell him, surprising myself. 

			‘Bet she was never as clumsy as those two,’ he says as one fresh-meat skater grabs onto the other for balance and ends up bringing them both down.

			I smile at the sight of the skaters laughing as they try to untangle their wheels so that they can stand up. ‘I don’t think anyone was ever as clumsy as those two!’ I say.

			‘I was.’

			‘Really?’

			Sammy nods and hands me another sandwich. ‘Yeah. I was rubbish for about a year, but I kept going back. I don’t know why. I think I liked that nobody ever made me feel like a loser for falling over. They helped me up or skated past me and got on with it.’

			‘Yeah, Mum always said derby never judges,’ I say. 

			‘Dad doesn’t count it as a real sport. Not like football. You should hear his thoughts on having a mouse as a pet! I’m a bit of a disappointment.’

			I can’t imagine being a disappointment to my parents. That’s one thing I’ve always known. That they love me. They don’t want me to be different or smarter or anything other than who I am. 

			‘But Anonymouse is the perfect pet!’ I say, because I don’t know how to tackle the other stuff. 

			Sammy grins at me. ‘I sense a change of heart, Fred.’

			I shrug. ‘Maybe.’

			Sammy leaves me the rest of the sandwiches and takes off again for another few laps. I wait for him, watching, trying to remember what it’s like to skate. 

			Hearing Sammy’s story makes me think about what Graham said. That Mum started skating because of Graham’s dad. That Maxxed Out started skating because of her life. But I started skating because it was in my blood. They all had their reasons. I had genetics.

			This is the place where Mum found her thing. I look around for something to mark it, something I can add to my box. There’s a stone near my foot. A tiny, smooth stone that would send Sammy flying if his wheel skated over it. I pick it up and slide it into my pocket. It will remind me of today. 
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			Tom’s paw is healing nicely, according to Graham. Mary must agree because she’s stopped lying at his feet and is back to playing with him whenever she can. Right now, she’s annoying him in the kitchen, and he’s patiently whining at her to back off. He still isn’t quite his old self. 

			‘Fred! Come and help,’ yells Graham from the front door.

			Heading down the hallway, I can’t even see Graham. All I can see is a giant green Christmas tree, half wedged through the front door. 

			‘It’s stuck,’ he says from outside.

			It takes me longer than it should to realise he wants help, because I’m stuck too. I haven’t been this close to a real Christmas tree in forever. Maybe never. The smell is strong and rich, and I want to breathe it in over and over. 

			‘Grab the trunk and pull,’ he says. 

			I slide my hands around the sticky bark and tug on it. Pine needles fly as the doorframe shaves the branches. I keep pulling.

			‘Well done, Fred!’ Graham says as the pointed top finally enters the house and he can step inside. ‘Maybe I should have listened to the man. He said this was quite large. You should have seen us trying to get it into the car!’

			I swallow hard at the thought of Graham filling his car with this. It’s heavy and hard to carry alone. I’m not sure how he managed it with his walking stick. I know he’s doing it for me. 

			‘I thought the front room would be the best,’ he says. ‘Agree?’

			I nod, no words surfacing. We manoeuvre the tree through the doorway and into the lounge room. We rest it in the corner, leaning it up against the wall. It almost touches the ceiling. 

			‘I bought a stand. It’s in the car. I’ll go and get it and then we can decorate.’

			The tree probably doesn’t need me to hold it up, but it’s better if I have something to do. I worry that I’ll make a run for it if I can’t trick myself into thinking I have to stand here gripping the prickly trunk. 

			‘Okay, you lift it,’ says Graham. ‘I’ll slide this under.’

			He has a green plastic base with metal rods that poke into the middle of the trunk and screw in to stop the tree moving. 

			‘Come on, Fred! Muscles,’ he says, laughing.

			I struggle, and the tree wobbles for a second like the whole thing is going to tip onto Graham’s head, but I manage to straighten it up and we drop it down into the stand. 

			‘I love that smell!’ Graham says as he tightens the rods and tests the tree is secure.

			‘Me too.’

			‘I’ll go grab the decorations. You get a jug of water, and we’ll give this a drink,’ he says.

			It’s like Graham knows I might take off. He’s trying to keep me busy with jobs. I fill up a jug in the kitchen, and Mary trots with me back over to the tree. Graham has a large plastic tub full of colourful, sparkly things. 

			‘Lights first?’ he asks me.

			I shrug. ‘I’ve never decorated a real Christmas tree.’

			‘Been a while for me too. My grandma always had a tree. These are mostly her decorations. Your mum used to come with me to visit her and we’d help decorate.’

			Sometimes I forget that Graham’s mum died when he was young too. Graham tells me about his grandma as he untangles the lights and starts draping them around the tree.

			‘Was she the one with the shortbread biscuit recipe?’

			‘She was. We loved Grannie Annie’s biscuits.’ Graham smiles. ‘Did your mum make them?’

			‘Yeah. Every year.’

			‘Right, tinsel?’ He tries to pull out the red tinsel, but it’s all tangled. He lifts the mess of sparkles, and we both laugh. 

			‘I’ll try,’ I tell him. 

			‘I’ll get some snacks. Can’t decorate a tree without snacks.’

			I hold the prickly wad of tinsel in my hands. I’m not sure I can do this. Pretend things are okay. Put up a tree. Decorate. 

			Mum won’t ever see this. She won’t open a present or eat a bowl of Christmas cherries cold from the fridge. She won’t see me growing as I head into a new year, galloping towards thirteen and high school.

			I drop the tinsel on the ground as Graham walks back in holding a tray. There’s a mango cut into cubed cheeks and some biscuits in a bowl. I look everywhere but at him. I know if he can see my eyes, then he’ll see I’m struggling with all this. Maybe he can already tell. 

			‘You eat, I’ll untangle the tinsel,’ he says, handing me the tray.

			I have no choice but to take it. And I am hungry. And the mango looks the same as how Mum used to do it, when she’d slice into the flesh, then push the back of the skin so the little squares popped up and you didn’t need a plate.

			‘The biscuits are from a packet. I’m not much of a baker,’ says Graham.

			I sit down on the couch with the tray resting on my knees and get to work on the mango. 

			‘Graham, can I ask you something?’

			Tangled up in tinsel, he nods. ‘Of course.’

			‘What was your first Christmas like?’

			I want him to keep hanging the tinsel, so I don’t have to look at his face. 

			‘Without my mum?’

			‘Yeah.’ I knew he’d understand. 

			‘Not great. Grannie Annie gave me too many presents, and Dad didn’t give me any. I spent the day missing her. I still do, Fred, and it was a long time ago.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘But it does get less painful. And one day you realise it’s been a while since you thought about them.’

			‘I’ll never do that,’ I say. But it’s true that I worry Mum will start to fade. That I won’t remember how her voice sounded when she told me stories. Or how her laugh made Dad and me want to join in. But most of all, I worry I’ll forget her face.

			‘It’s not a bad thing, Fred. It’s good. It means you’re sad and you’re still grieving, but you’re also living. Right now, it’s like you’re waiting for the plane to take off . You’re in this strange in-between,’ says Graham. 

			I watch him stretch up with his walking stick to tuck the tinsel on the hard-to-reach branches and think about what he’s said. I’ve never been in a plane, so I don’t know if this feels like that. 

			Graham has managed to move most of the tinsel onto the tree and now he turns around and says, ‘Ta da!’ 

			Despite being lost in Mum, I smile. ‘You’ve missed  a bit,’ I say and point out an undecorated patch.

			He tugs on the tinsel and tries to fill the hole. 

			‘Did you want any mango?’ I say, realising that I’ve eaten all of it. 

			‘No. I don’t like them much.’

			‘Really? How come?’

			He shrugs and picks a bauble out of the box. ‘I don’t like the texture. Or the mess,’ he says. ‘Your mum and I were pretty different. I guess it’s because we weren’t biological siblings.’

			‘Yeah. She loved mangoes. Preferred them to ice-cream!’

			Graham laughs. ‘Madness.’

			He hangs the bauble on the end of one of the branches, but it slides off and bounces across the ground, landing close to my bare feet. I leave the tray on the couch, grab a biscuit and pick up the bauble.

			‘Some of these decorations are older than me,’ says Graham, holding up a small glass reindeer with a faded red nose. 

			‘Think we have to push them back further onto the branches,’ I tell him.

			‘Mary will probably knock them all off anyway,’ he says. ‘She’ll think they are dog toys.’

			I untie the string on the bauble and knot it over a lump of pine needles. 

			‘You have the knack, Fred. I’ll untie the strings and you can tie them on,’ he says, passing me the next one. 

			I tie the glass reindeer on extra tight because I don’t want it to fall and break. Graham passes them to me, and I try to find the right spot to tie them. We don’t talk much. Sometimes he tells me a little story about one of the decorations, a memory of Grannie Annie buying it or that he particularly loved it when he was a boy. Mostly, though, we work our way through the box, pausing so I can grab another biscuit, and standing back every now and then to check our progress.

			The tree is heaving with colour and texture. There’s only one decoration left. Graham lifts out a slightly droopy looking angel and laughs as he shows her to me.

			‘Grannie Annie made this. Used an old plastic doll and beaded a dress for her. But your mum didn’t like her long hair, so she chopped it off with nail scissors,’ says Graham. 

			The angel’s hair is spiked and blonde. It looks a bit like mine when I wake up in the morning. I try to smooth her hair down, but it pokes back up again, and I laugh. 

			‘Did Grannie Annie get cross?’

			Graham shakes his head. ‘No. She thought it made her even more special.’

			‘How are we going to get her up to the top?’

			‘She can fly, Fred!’

			But he goes to the kitchen and brings back one of the chairs. ‘If I hold it, can you climb up?’

			‘Yeah.’

			He braces the chair for me, and I step up onto the seat, my feet planted on either side. There’s no wobble.  

			I find the stumpy top of the tree and tie the cream ribbon around the angel’s waist, attaching her tightly. She’s a bit crooked but somehow that looks about right.

			I jump down. Graham asks if I’d like to do the honours and turn on the lights.

			He counts down from five, and I flick the switch, and hundreds of little beads of colour flash across the dark green tree. Mary muscles in between Graham and me, and the three of us stand watching as the lights flick on and off, making their own pattern and illuminating the room. 
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			I’m pretty sure that Dad and I have been avoiding each other for the past few days. Since the conversation about Maxxed Out the other night. But this morning there’s no sneaking past him. He’s taken over the kitchen, and even Graham is staying away. I hear Dad before I see him, singing along to something that sounds like Elvis. He doesn’t seem to know the right words but, as usual, that’s not stopping him.

			Opening the back door, I slide behind him to grab a cup down, and he tries to spin me around for a dance. I sidestep to the left and notice loaves of white bread stacked on the kitchen table and slices spilling out of one open packet. 

			‘I’ve buttered nearly two hundred slices of bread,’ he tells me between lyrics. 

			‘Bit hungry, Dad?’

			He grins as I concentrate on making myself a cup of tea. ‘It’s for the fundraiser today. You’re coming, aren’t you?’

			When I don’t answer, he keeps talking, like if he says it often enough then maybe I’ll agree.

			‘Come on, Fred. It’ll be fun. And someone needs to eat all the sausages.’

			He’s wearing his usual blue shorts, but there’s no sign of his old singlet. Graham’s black apron is knotted over a collared shirt. Now that I know he wasn’t dressing up for Maxxed Out, I’m not sure why he’s changed styles. 

			‘Max told you about the Bonts,’ he says. ‘That your mum organised it?’

			‘Yeah, did you know too?’

			He shakes his head. ‘Not until Max told me. Your mum kept a pretty good secret.’

			I shift around on my feet, a pain in my side like I’ve been slammed by a shoulder. 

			‘She should have told me,’ I say, my voice small. 

			‘Yeah. We should have done a bunch of things differently, but we didn’t. We’ve never done this before. I think your mum loved you skating and she didn’t want you to stop.’

			I see my skates sinking into the river. All of it. Gone. 

			‘Maxxed Out already told me.’

			After a second, Dad turns back to the pile of bread and starts buttering more slices. I wait for him to join in with the song that’s started up on the radio, but he doesn’t.

			‘Dad, do you have a special place?’ I ask him.

			I watch him finish buttering the slice he’s working on and start on the next. ‘Not really. I guess it’s more about where the special people are. Like you … and your mum.’

			‘She’s dead, Dad.’

			He looks up, surprised that I’ve blurted out the word. I haven’t exactly said it very often. 

			‘I am aware, Fred.’

			‘Where is she, then?’

			He wipes a smear of butter from his finger onto Graham’s black apron and starts on another slice. ‘In us. You. Me. Graham. Max. Anyone who knew her and loved her.’

			‘Her ashes are in your suitcase.’

			‘Yeah. They are.’

			‘And what are we doing with them?’

			‘I don’t know, Fred,’ he says, his voice soft. 

			He pushes the slices of buttered bread into the bag and spins the end, tying it up and adding the loaf to the stack. ‘Do you have any ideas?’

			‘No. I went to the museum because I think that was Mum’s special place, but you can’t scatter her there. It’s too busy.’

			‘We can keep her ashes for a bit while we work it out. Can’t we?’

			‘I guess. I don’t know. Is there a rule?’

			He shakes his head. ‘No. My dad carried my mum around for years. Sometimes he took her for a drive.’

			I must pull a face because Dad smiles. ‘Yeah, I’m not suggesting we do that either. But maybe we can think about it for a bit.’

			‘Okay.’

			‘How are you going, Fred?’

			‘I dunno.’ 

			‘I’ve been trying not to ask you because I know it gets annoying.’

			‘Yeah, it does,’ I tell him.

			Dad’s phone beeps in his shirt pocket and he doesn’t seem to know if he should check it. ‘One sec, okay?’

			He slides his phone out and reads the screen. ‘Max is on her way. Can we keep talking about your mum later?’

			‘Yep.’

			‘Can I give you a hug?’

			He’s never asked me before, and I’m not sure why he is now. And then I realise that maybe Maxxed Out told him I had my period, and this is his way of giving me space. 

			Instead of answering, I hurl myself at him, and he wraps around me like a bear. I push my face into his chest. A Paul Simon song starts up on the radio and he sings softly over my head, the words echoing through him. And we stand there until Maxxed Out toots her car horn outside the house and Dad pulls away, snatching up twelve loaves of bread and swinging them down the hallway. 

			‘Where’s the bout today?’ I yell after him. 

			He stops near the front door. ‘Same place Max trains,’ he says. ‘You coming?’

			‘Doubt it. Just being polite.’ 

			As he heads outside, he waves the bread at me. ‘There’s ten kilos of sausages if you change your mind.’
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			I’ve walked Mary around the block, changed my sheets, tidied up my clothes and reread Mum’s letter three times. I still don’t know how visiting the museum can help me find my special place, but I stare at her words like they will somehow explain themselves if I look for long enough.

			They don’t. 

			It’s not only Maxxed Out skating today. It’s Slammer Sam and the rest of the juniors who I’ve heard stories about. Derby clubs often have fundraising days at the end of the season. It’s a good way to recruit new skaters, sell old merchandise and show off some tricks on the track. 

			I try to relax on my bed, flipping from side to side, staring at the skylight and wondering what to do. I sit up and reach across Dad’s bed to where the Bonts wait. He must have moved them in here because I haven’t touched them since he gave them to me. 

			I roll one of them back and forth, watching the wheels turn. I rip the Velcro open and wedge my left foot in, my toes just shy of the end. They really are the perfect fit. Like Cinderella before the ball. 

			I lift the other skate closer, and something falls out. It’s a map. One of Graham’s. On the top of it in his beautiful cursive letters he’s written: Sarah’s second family. I smooth it out and see the roads he’s drawn in his careful hand. There’s a line drawing of a derby skate marked on the map above the warehouse. The place where they’ll be skating today. 

			I think it’s Graham’s way of telling me to go. 

			I think about Dad and his twelve loaves of bread, and Mum secretly saving for the Bonts. 

			I slide my foot out. I tie the laces together. Trying not to think anymore.

			Then I sling them over my shoulder. Slide my feet into my thongs and head for the door.
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			By the time I reach the warehouse, my t-shirt is sticking to my back. Even with Graham’s map, it seemed to take ages to walk here in the heat. I’m still not sure what I’m doing here, but now that I am, I pace out the front.

			The roller doors are open. The barbecue is set up. And there are people everywhere. I walk closer, my muscles tight. 

			‘Fred!’ 

			Sammy dashes up behind me. He’s all kitted up in his helmet and pads. He spits his mouthguard out before speaking. ‘Come to see me play?’

			‘Not exactly.’

			‘I’ll take that as a yes,’ he says.

			Then he reaches over to the skates hanging from my shoulder. ‘Fancy. They look new.’

			‘Yep.’

			‘They yours?’

			‘I guess,’ I say.

			We shuffle around each other. Him high off the ground in his skates and helmet, and me in my thongs, feeling hot and sweaty. 

			‘You coming in?’ he asks. 

			‘I think so.’

			I let him go ahead of me because I can still leave if I’m not inside the warehouse. But as Sammy reaches the door, he spins around and tells me to hurry up or I’ll miss the state team. 

			I slip in through the door and then drop into a chair in the back corner. Sammy weaves his way down to the front where the rest of his team are probably waiting. They will be sitting along the edges, watching the bout, trying to take in the moves. They’ll be tightening wheels and strapping on pads and chatting. 

			There are heads blocking most of my view, but I can hear the voices yelling and the skates sliding on the concrete, and I can spy the tops of bodies as they push and slam into each other. The fizzing is spreading up my legs. 

			I stare at the ground, wondering what I’m doing here, back in Mum’s world. I look at the track and then away at the roof and then back at the track and then down at the ground. 

			Maxxed Out is skating. Her knees slightly bent, her shoulders back. Her face is set under her helmet. She’s all muscle and legs.

			The first time Mum took me to her derby practice and let me watch from plastic chairs almost the same as the ones they have here, I couldn’t believe the grace of the skaters. They were all adults, but different ages with short hair and long hair and dreadlocks. There was no one body type. It wasn’t like watching ballet or something. The only thing they had in common was that they could skate. Mum was the coach that night and as she looped around the track, she’d call instructions. 

			The skaters would have to follow her lead. Dropping to one knee and then back up. Dropping to the other and then back up. Doing little jumps as they came around onto the flat. Backwards skating. Zigzags. It was like watching one big, complicated dance. Their feet switching directions, effortlessly gliding on the blue polished concrete floor.

			The whistle blows. The bout’s over. I don’t care who won. People around me stand to clap. I see Dad closer to the front, still wearing Graham’s black apron, even though they haven’t started up the barbecue yet. He’s swallowed up by people. Other skaters. 

			It seems everyone here knows each other like always. The thing about derby is that it’s not like most sports. It’s still growing in Australia, so people often know you, or they’ve heard of you. Even if you’ve officially quit.

			Dad is smiling at someone, and I can tell he’s about to launch into a conversation with them. Sometimes I wish I could be as loose as him, as light and comfortable in a space. But I’m like a coiled ball of string, one that can only be unravelled by someone I trust.

			I watch Maxxed Out skate over and hug Ally, who tries to push her off, probably because she’s all sweaty and puffing. Maxxed Out laughs and hugs her tighter, and I see Mum hugging me, her arms wrapped tight around my shoulders, squeezing me in and kissing the top of my head. 

			Someone yells something on the track and skaters scatter to the sides and everyone spins around to see what’s happening. Sammy seems to be skating fast, shouting at everyone to keep still. 

			Then I see him slide along the ground on his knee pads, heading for the trophy cabinet in the corner. And I realise what’s happened. I slip through the seats to where Dad is standing with Maxxed Out and Ally. 

			‘You’re here!’ Dad says. 

			Maxxed Out spies the Bonts hanging from my shoulder. ‘Ready for a skate, Fred?’

			‘I think Anonymouse has escaped,’ I say. 

			‘What?’ Dad asks. 

			‘Sammy’s pet mouse.’

			Ally starts laughing. ‘Anyone got some cheese?’

			‘I have a muesli bar,’ says Dad, reaching into the pocket of his shorts and pulling out a bent packet.

			I snatch it from him and dash around the chairs to the track. I haven’t stepped onto a track for months, but I tell myself that it’s okay because I’m in thongs, not wheels. 

			I dash over to where Sammy is. ‘Would this help?’

			‘What is it?’

			‘Muesli bar.’

			Sammy grins at me. ‘Thanks, Fred, but I’m not hungry.’

			Kneeling next to him, I open one end and break off a tiny corner. ‘It’s not for you.’

			Sammy holds the crumbs out on his hand, and we both watch under the cabinet for a sign. I can’t help but look up at the stuff that’s gathering dust. There’s a golden skate. A cracked helmet. Team photographs of derby players winning competitions. I wonder if Mum’s in there somewhere. 

			‘Here she comes,’ says Sammy. 

			I look back to where a nose is peeping out and sniffing the air. Slowly the mouse edges further out, until it scrambles up onto Sammy’s hand and eats the crumbs. 

			‘You’re a mouse tamer, Fred!’

			Behind us, the referee blows the whistle. ‘Think your bout is starting,’ I tell him.

			‘Can you look after Anonymouse?’

			‘Me?’

			‘Yeah. My friend was supposed to come, but he texted and he can’t. If she escapes again, I’m in trouble.’ He holds Anonymouse up to me and pulls a pleading face. 

			‘Can I put her in a box? I don’t want to hold her.’

			‘Yeah. You can keep her in my suitcase. But keep it open a bit so that she can breathe.’

			I follow Sammy off the track. He opens his case and makes a little bed out of his spare derby top. ‘Maybe sit down here.’

			The referee blows the whistle again, and Sammy slips in his mouthguard and takes off, leaving me sitting on the ground on the edge of the track with a mouse in a case. This is where I’d be sitting if I was on the team. 

			‘Can I see?’ Ally squats down next to me and pokes her head into the case. The mouse has curled up on the derby top. 

			She asks me how I know Sammy, and I explain that we met at the skate park. She says she knows kids he’s at school with, and that he sells mice. 

			‘Yeah, he catches them.’

			‘Do you reckon he’d sell me one?’ 

			‘Probably.’

			‘Mum might kill me,’ says Ally, smiling at me like it’s an appealing idea.

			I pretend I’m not watching as the blockers take the line and Sammy huddles into the pack. I pretend my feet aren’t twitching as the whistle blows and the jammer skates towards the blockers. I pretend to be interested in the conversation Ally is having with the mouse, but really, I’m watching every move on the track. 

			The other team’s jammer breaks through first and skates fast around the track. Then Sammy’s team’s jammer manages to scrape through, but they won’t catch the other jammer unless they get stopped by the blockers. Around me, people are cheering and yelling. The jammer is fast. They hug the line and take the corner. But the lead jammer passes one blocker, two blockers, three blockers and scores points. The bout is over. 

			‘Thought you’d quit,’ says Ally.

			‘I have.’

			‘You look pretty interested,’ she tells me. ‘Do you think I can pat it?’

			I shrug. I don’t think Sammy would mind. I only want to watch the game. They line up again, and the ref blows the whistle. There are shoulders wedging everywhere. It’s fast and loud, and I can’t really see what’s going on. 

			An elbow goes up. Too high. It seems to hit the jammer in the face, and they go down. 

			The ref blows the whistle. 

			There’s blood on the ground. 

			The skaters huddle around, making a privacy screen. I can’t see the injured skater in the middle of the pack. Everyone watching looks down out of respect. Except me. It’s like with Mum. I can’t look away. 

			‘What’s happened?’ Ally says, craning to see.

			‘Elbow to the face. Either their nose or a busted lip.’

			‘Such a nice, gentle sport.’ 

			The blockers skate the injured skater from the track, past where we are sitting. Drops of blood follow the procession. I keep seeing Mum being carried off by Dad. The bone pushing through her knee. Her face white. Her hand gripping his arm. 

			Sammy skates over to us. ‘Fred, we need you! Poppy might need stitches.’

			‘I’m not a doctor,’ I say.

			He laughs. ‘We need you to play. We’re short a jammer.’

			‘No way. I quit. I told you that.’

			‘Please,’ says Sammy, scooping his mouse out of the case and cradling it on his hand. ‘Last bout until next year. We really want to finish.’

			I shake my head. ‘Sorry.’

			Sammy turns to Ally. ‘You skate? Wanna play?’

			She laughs. ‘Not unless I can ride my board.’

			Sammy turns back to me, sensing I’m his last chance. He drops down on one padded knee and holds his hands together, begging me. ‘Come on, Fred. One more time.’ 

			‘I don’t have my skates.’

			‘Those Bonts, right there?’ Sammy points at the skates waiting next to me.

			My heart is speeding up like it’s starting to panic. ‘I can’t.’

			I leap up and push past Sammy and head for the open doors. This is like Mum’s funeral. All these people watching. Me escaping. 

			I reach the footpath. I’ve left the Bonts inside. I don’t know where I’m going. 

			‘Fred.’ 

			I spin around and see Maxxed Out skating towards me. 

			‘You okay?’

			My breathing is rough. I’m messy. ‘They want me to play.’

			‘Yeah, Ally said.’

			‘I can’t.’

			‘You can,’ she says.

			‘It’s too hard. If I go on the track, then I’ve left Mum behind.’

			Maxxed Out leans a little closer. ‘No, Fred. You’ll never leave her behind.’

			‘But it was our thing. We did it together.’

			She nods. ‘I know. But do you miss it?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Then skate.’

			‘I don’t know how to do it without her.’

			She smiles at me. ‘Maybe all you need to do is put your skates on.’ 

			Before I can answer, Sammy races out towards us, carrying a pile of pads and a helmet. He drops the stuff at my feet. ‘You can use my spare mouthguard,’ he tells me.

			‘Ew,’ I say. 

			‘I’ll clean it,’ he says, ‘if you’ll play?’

			I look at Maxxed Out and then back at Sammy. And then I nod. A small one, but it’s enough to make Sammy grin wildly and skate off, yelling to the team they can finish the game. 

			I pick up the elbow pads. They’re ratty like my old ones. The spares always are. I slide the pads on. They’re soft against my skin. 

			I take a deep breath and blow all the air out. The knee pads fit, and the wrist guards are fine. 

			Maxxed Out picks up the helmet and holds it out to me. ‘Come on. Let’s give those Bonts a workout.’

			Back inside, I hear Ally start to tell her mum she wants a mouse and Maxxed Out explaining all the reasons why that won’t happen. 

			I drop down on the side of the track and slide the skates onto my bare feet and start lacing. 

			Sammy rolls up, holding out a blue mouthguard. ‘I cleaned it!’

			I whack it in my mouth and suck it into place. Maxxed Out reaches a hand down to me and pulls me up. The skates roll under me like they are warming up, like they are beginning to fire, ready for the charge.

			‘Let’s do this,’ says Sammy.

			I clip the helmet under my chin and follow him out onto the track. We’re going straight into a bout. As the fizzing spreads through my body, my feet rock back and forth, waiting for the ref to blow the whistle. 

			My stomach is all squirmy like it always gets before I play. The blockers skate over and start introducing themselves like I’m supposed to remember their names. They form a line as the whistle blows. Sammy’s on the inside. A crucial position because often a jammer will look for a weakness and slide through, coasting the black line and careful not to cross it because they can get a penalty and have to sit in the box for thirty seconds.

			I skate up to the jammer line. The whistle blows. I skate at the blockers. The other jammer does too. We’re both pushing, crashing, slamming into bodies. A hip hits me. I hit back. Then a shoulder. Two legs try and keep me back. 

			Each glimpse of a blocker makes me see Mum. Scarer. Small and strong. Muscled and tattooed, with her smooth brown skin and long brown hair. 

			I haven’t seen her well. Not since she went. She’s been bed-bound and bald. Shaking and thin. Pale and broken. Not moving. Not skating. 

			Now she’s back. Skating with attitude, wheels for feet, body crouched and hungry.

			I can see her. She’s there on the track. Holding back the jammer. Stopping them from breaking through. In Townsville. Cairns. Brisbane. 

			And here. She’s here. On this track. With me. Her arms under my armpits keeping me up. Her voice as she shouts small weave, big weave. Her crossovers as she slices the corners and overtakes me. She’s here. 

			People are yelling, calling out instructions. I tighten everything, my muscles hard and tensed, ready to push back. The other team’s jammer sneaks through. They take off. My team’s blockers wall up, ready to stop the other team’s jammer from passing when they come round the track.

			I keep pushing, but the blockers are solid and won’t let me pass. I keep pushing, looking for a gap, but the other jammer is through. They score four points, and the jam is done.

			I try to breathe. 

			‘Don’t worry,’ says one of the blockers on my team. They huddle in. I’m trying to listen to their strategy. Trying to remember Mum’s words: If you can’t see any gaps, create them. 

			The whistle blows. We line up again. My heart is galloping. My legs are hard and sore already. They haven’t skated for months. 

			This time I don’t skate straight for the middle of the opposing pack. I fake middle, then juke to the in, opening up a gap on the inside line. I run on my toe stops so I’m right on the line. I scrape past the blockers and skate hard, my feet gliding, my thighs burning and my mouth smiling. I coast the corner, come round the apex and head for the blockers. The other jammer is through too and they could catch me if I don’t push.

			I look for how to make gaps. For how to catch the blockers off guard to get past. One is in front of me, holding me back. And I knock them off balance with my shoulder and squeeze past. Two more. Then another. I skate fast. And score. Four points.

			I see Dad waving at me as I skate past. The fizzing’s stopped. Now I’m all blood pumping and a crazy grin. We huddle in as a pack. I listen to the play. I only know Sammy, but there are arms slung around my shoulders like I belong. I tell them the play that Mum taught me. It’s not always just about a jammer breaking through and scoring points. Derby is a team sport. Blockers can also set up points, and the jammer collects them. I need the blockers to help me score.

			We line up. The official calls, ‘Five seconds!’ The whistle blows.

			And it’s on. The other jammer and I both push and shove and try to find a way through. A skate bashes into my shin bone, but it doesn’t hurt. It will later. I use my body, turning and balancing as the blockers bounce into me.

			I look for my teammates. There’s yelling all around me, but I wait for their call. I push towards the outside as my teammates hold the inside line. ‘Now!’ they yell as they push into the opposing blockers, clearing the way for me to duck and snap my hips around to get past. I use my toe stops to spin out of the move and skate past the pack. I’m through. 

			My team yell instructions. I’m off. Blockers are after me. Trying to stop me scoring. Everything is firing in my body. I’m chasing Mum to the line. Fast skating is my thing. I bend low, crossing over my skates as I carve around the track. The other jammer is chasing me now.

			I must pass the blockers one more time to score.

			They are in pairs, trying to move together to stop me getting past. A wheel catches mine and I drop to one knee, almost falling, and then I’m up. And I’m past. Two points.

			Two more to go.

			These blockers are bigger. They own the track. I try one side. Shoving into them. Can’t get through. My blockers are there. Helping me. Pushing them aside so that I can speed up and slide past. 

			And skate.

			As I exit the pack, I call off the jam. We’ve won. 

			Sammy and the others all rush each other for a giant hug. There’s a chant I don’t know the words for. I join them, my arms slung around sweaty skin, physically closer to other people than I’ve been for months. 

			My body hums with the game. 
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			As soon as the bout is over, I skate through the door to the outside. The sun is steaming hot. I spit Sammy’s mouthguard out into my hand and look up into the sky.

			‘Arrrggggghhh,’ I yell as loud as I can into the blue. 

			A flood of adrenaline rushes through me as I take a breath. And another. Like I’m learning to use my lungs again. Like my body is waking up. 

			I run through the game. All my moves replaying in my head like a reel of highlights. It wasn’t my best, but I did it. I played. In borrowed gear and skates that Mum bought me. As I think about my feet, I realise how sore they are. Wearing new skates without socks is about the stupidest thing anyone could do. 

			I squat down and rip the Velcro open. There’s a blister on my big right toe and another on my arch and I push at them, wanting to pop them but knowing I shouldn’t. Mum always told me off for squeezing them. The concrete is warm under me. And my body feels light and loose. There’s a mark on my shin where the skate hit, and I’ll have bruises in places tomorrow. But for now, I get to work on the blisters. 

			‘You can keep it,’ says Sammy, pulling his case over and nodding at the mouthguard.

			‘It tastes like mould,’ I tell him.

			‘I hate that.’

			He sits down next to me and takes Anonymouse out of his pocket. ‘You were right about being good at derby.’

			I shrug. ‘Thanks.’

			‘You can really play.’

			‘Yeah,’ I say, pushing my finger into the blister and watching it pop back out again. 

			Sammy brushes his hair off his face and stretches one arm up. ‘I’m sore.’

			‘Yeah. Me too.’

			We compare scrapes and decide my big toe blister is the winner. 

			‘Is that your dad at the barbecue?’

			‘Yeah.’ I’m relieved he’s busy with the sausages because I’m not ready to talk about skating again just yet.

			‘Wish my parents were here. They’ve only seen me skate once,’ he says. ‘They think it’s a weird sport. And that I’m weird for playing.’

			I don’t know how to answer, so I don’t. I keep working on my blister and slide my nail into it. I must pop the edge because all the oozy stuff weeps out. It’s flat red skin now. Nowhere near as impressive.

			‘We can be weird together,’ I tell him. 

			He smiles at me. ‘Thanks, Fred.’

			Ally walks up from behind us and sits down next to Sammy. ‘Can I buy a mouse from you?’

			‘Sure. There’s a waiting list, but I’ll bump you up.’

			‘How much are they?’

			Sammy looks at me. ‘Are you guys friends?’

			‘I guess,’ I say, because I’ve only met Ally twice and I’m still trying to work out all the rules of friendship. Then I remember they haven’t met, and I introduce them to each other. 

			Sammy turns to Ally. ‘They’re twenty-five dollars.’

			‘That’s a rip-off,’ I tell Ally. ‘He catches them at the creek.’

			‘That’s not all I do,’ he says, sounding hurt.

			‘I don’t care. I want one,’ says Ally.

			‘You need to fill in a form. Parental permission and all that,’ says Sammy. ‘I want them to go somewhere they’ll be looked after.’

			Ally laughs. ‘I’ll have to forge it. She won’t say yes.’

			‘Why?’ Sammy says.

			‘I tried to bring a kitten home once, and she wouldn’t let me keep it. Mum can be a bit of a control freak.’

			‘What about you, Fred? You want a mouse too?’ Sammy says.

			‘No. My dad wouldn’t care, but I don’t like them,’ I tell him. ‘And we’re not staying here anyway.’

			As I tell Sammy that we’re heading back to Queensland when Jasper is fixed, I realise I’ll probably never see him again. And that I’ll miss Graham and the dogs. And even Maxxed Out. We talk about starting high school and what we’re going to do on our summer holidays. Ally and Sammy work out they’ll be at school together next year and as they chat, I grin at the idea that they’ve met because of me. I’ve never introduced people before. 

			‘Maybe we should all meet at the skate park before you go, Fred,’ says Sammy. 

			‘Okay,’ I say. 

			‘I’m in,’ says Ally. ‘Anyone want a sausage? They’ll be cooked by now.’

			‘Are they doing vegetarian ones?’ says Sammy.

			Ally shrugs and heads inside for the food table. 

			Sammy turns to me. ‘You coming?’

			‘In a minute.’

			They both leave, but I stay, my feet stinging, my bruises forming. I feel like I’ve been through a washing machine and come out clean but battered. And it’s the feeling I’ve been missing all these weeks. The feeling of being alive.
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			When I finally head back inside, barefoot and shuffling, Dad has finished cooking and is in the middle of a group of people. He’s laughing at something. He stands about a head taller than the others in the pack. 

			There’s a table set up in the corner with a platter of sausages and loaves of bread and giant squeezy bottles of sauce. 

			Someone’s turned on music and it’s louder than it should be because it makes it hard to hear. But the little kids are dancing to it on the track. No skates, though, because the rules are tight about that. Once the bout is over, skates are off. 

			I notice Sammy is eating a sausage in bread and sitting cross-legged on the ground. He’s talking to one of the blockers whose name I can’t remember. 

			Maxxed Out weaves through the plastic chairs to reach me ‘Your mum would have liked this.’ 

			‘Yeah, she would.’

			‘You skate like she did.’

			‘How?’

			Maxxed Out smiles. ‘Mean,’ she says and then laughs. ‘You know?’

			I nod. ‘She always told me you could be friends with people until the whistle went.’ 

			‘She was ruthless!’

			When Mum strapped wheels to her feet, she was there to play. And play hard.

			‘You know people are going to want to talk to you. People who knew Sarah,’ says Maxxed Out. 

			‘Yeah, I know.’

			‘Is that okay?’

			I think for a second. About how I thought other people’s stories about Mum would crowd out my own. But I’ve found her again on the track, and she’s not going anywhere. And maybe I’ll learn something if I hear their stories too. ‘Yeah, I guess.’

			‘If it’s too overwhelming, start coughing and I’ll save you,’ she says, with a smile. 

			‘Thanks.’ 

			‘Come on, let’s get a sausage first. Someone bought way too many.’ 

			And for once, I let her lead and I don’t feel like running. 
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			Dad’s carrying my skates and I’m skipping barefoot from one shaded patch of concrete to the next. I can’t wear my thongs because the arch blister chafes against the rubber. 

			We’re both quiet. Maybe we’re both lost replaying the conversations we had with people who knew Mum. A couple of skaters told me I skated like her, not that I looked like her, and for once I could believe them. I also heard about the time Mum broke her nose and bled on the track. There were stories of wins and stories of thrashings. Stories of broken wheels and dislocated joints. I didn’t talk much. Tried to listen. 

			We reach Graham’s house. Dad hangs back so I can walk up the path first. Then I shuffle across so Dad can unlock the front door. 

			‘I’ll make you a footbath,’ says Dad. ‘Go and sit on the couch. Those blisters need soaking.’

			Even in the caravan we had a plastic tub that we’d soak our feet in after a game. Dad would always fill it up, check the water wasn’t too hot by sticking his elbow in, and then pour in Epsom salts.

			I head for the couch. I forgot Tom was in here too. He’s still lying across the brown leather, and I squeeze into the wedge at the end. He looks up at me as I sit down. 

			‘Hey, Tom.’

			He doesn’t answer, but he is a dog. I tickle under his chin, and he stretches his head back further, a twitch starting in his leg. I stop tickling, worried that it’s hurting him. 

			And he makes a rumbling noise, like a quiet growl. I start tickling again, and he softens. Tom’s head is touching my leg like he wants to get closer. I keep tickling, my fingers scratching across his stubby short hair.

			I never knew what Mum wanted either. If she wanted company or a drink or painkillers. Or if she wanted me to leave her alone. She stopped talking towards the end, and we had to guess what she needed. That was the hardest bit. Her disappearing. All that blocker anger and strength simply vanished. She was just bones in clothes. 

			I don’t know that I’ve started crying until two spots of wet fall on my hand. I rub at my eyes and then sit back against the couch and let it come. 

			‘Lift your feet,’ says Dad as he walks carefully into the room, carrying a plastic tub.

			I make a little sniffing noise, and he looks up as he places the tub on the ground.

			‘Feet in,’ he tells me. 

			The water is the perfect temperature. My skin stings as the salts touch the blisters. Dad stands up and looks down at the couch like he’s trying to work out where to sit. I sniff again, tears running down my face. 

			There’s no room for Dad. He leans down and hugs me, and it’s awkward but nice, and he smells like barbecued meat and sauce, and I cry a little into his shirt.

			As he stands up again, I see his eyes are all watery and sad, which makes me start crying again. He laughs like we’re both hopeless and we’re crying and laughing and snotting everywhere and Tom barks like he’s joining in.

			‘You got your period,’ says Dad, sounding all soft and sweet. 

			‘Oh,’ I say, looking down at my feet in the tub of water. ‘Please don’t say I’m growing up. I don’t want to grow up. Not yet.’

			‘You’ve got years of growing to go, Fred. But I wanted you to know that you can tell me this stuff. I know I’m not your mum and I’ll never be her, but I love you so much.’

			I manage a nod. ‘Me too, Dad.’

			‘And if you don’t want to tell me about personal stuff, then Max told me about a book to buy. I’ll get that for you. Maybe you can read it,’ he says.

			I know my cheeks are flushing a little, so I nod hard to try to end the conversation. He obviously wants to stop talking about this too because he changes direction completely. 

			‘Hey, I bought mangoes. A whole tray. They were cheap,’ he says. ‘Want some?’

			I sneak a look at him, and he’s wiping his face with his new shirt. 

			‘Yeah. Cut it like Mum. Okay?’

			‘Of course.’

			He heads out of the room, leaving me with Tom. I’m trying to think about all that’s happened today, but I can’t because it’s too much for my head. Instead, I rub Tom’s chin, pleased he seems to have forgiven me for the grass seed lodged in his paw. 
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			I wake Dad up early and ask if I can borrow his phone. He grunts in his sleep, which I take to mean yes. Jazzie’s number is on the back of a bookmark she made me in my box of special things, and I pace around the backyard as I wait for her to answer. 

			I haven’t used a phone much, but as soon as I hear Jazzie’s voice on the other end my body goes all floppy and relaxed. I sit down on one of the chairs near the cactus wall because I figure I’ll be here catching up until Dad’s battery dies. 

			‘Fred? Finally!’

			‘Hi, Jazz,’ I say. 

			‘How are you?’ 

			‘I’m okay.’ 

			I tell her about Anonymouse and Sammy and skating again. Jazzie tells me she bought her school uniform for next year and has to wear a tie. I laugh at that and then realise that even when we do go back, I won’t see her every day like I did this year. Her new school is right in the middle of the city. 

			We talk about Christmas and presents and how hot it’s been. Jazzie tells me she’s been mastering somersaults into the pool, which she does when her mum isn’t looking. 

			We talk until Dad wanders out from the garage, yawning in that over-dramatic way he does in the morning. 

			I promise to call her again soon, and then make her hang up first because I don’t want to be the one to say goodbye. When I hand over the phone, Dad’s eyebrows shoot up when he sees how long we were talking for, but he doesn’t say anything. 

			We didn’t mention Mum on the phone, but I felt her under everything we said. Jazzie knew her well, and she’s my only close friend who did. The derby team knew her as a skater, but Jazzie knew her as my mum. 

			After breakfast, Dad gives me some money to buy Christmas presents, but I’m not thinking about that yet. Instead, I use Dad’s phone to text Maxxed Out to see if Ally wants to go to the skate park. I figure we’ll probably find Sammy because he seems to live there. I have half a packet of bandaids on my feet and some thick socks, but I can still feel the flap of the blister rubbing inside my skate. I’m trying not to think about that either. 

			It takes me less than five minutes to reach the skate park. The Bonts are fast, and even while dodging gumnuts and tiny stones I’m still skating at a decent speed. I remember how my body surged playing the other day, how it felt like I’d been plugged in. I’d forgotten that sensation. 

			The skate park is busy, but there’s plenty of room for me to skate up and down the concrete slab. 

			‘Hey, Fred.’ Ally is scooting one foot along the ground. 

			I skate towards her, pulling up as I reach the nose of her board. ‘Hey.’

			‘Sammy here? I brought money,’ she says.

			‘Really? You’re going to buy a mouse?’

			She nods. ‘Yep.’

			‘What about your mum?’

			‘I’ll keep it under my bed. She’ll never know,’ Ally says.

			‘Bad idea. You should wrap it up and give it to your mum for Christmas. That way she won’t make you get rid of it.’

			Ally grins at me. ‘That’s brilliant!’

			‘I remember Mum did that once with Dad. She wanted some lamp she knew he’d hate, so she bought it for him for his birthday.’

			‘And?’

			‘He still hated it and he guessed that she’d tricked him, but he didn’t seem to mind.’

			She laughs and rocks back and forth on her board. I show her the bruise that has started spreading along my shin like purple paint. We rate it a seven out of ten. 

			‘Wanna race?’ I ask her. 

			She shakes her head. ‘No way. You’ll thrash me. I’ll do tricks. You skate.’

			Weaving backwards away from her, I watch as she takes off for the small ramp. I know nothing about skateboarding, but she looks confident as she heads up the ramp and does a jump from the top.

			‘Anonymouse said you’d be here today!’ Sammy is already on skates too and he dumps his backpack on the concrete ledge.

			‘Mice don’t talk.’

			‘Mine does,’ he says. 

			I watch as he unzips his bag and pulls out a plastic box. ‘I made gingerbread,’ he says, opening the box and offering it to me. 

			‘Mice?’ I say, lifting out a biscuit. It’s a small mouse shape with a currant for an eye. 

			‘Yeah. It’s tradition. I make them with my grandma. She’s likes tradition,’ he says. 

			I bite the head off the mouse and think about Grannie Annie. She didn’t even belong to my mum, but she was the person who taught her how to cook and always let her come round if there was fighting at home.

			‘Yum,’ I tell him.

			‘I made a whole batch. I thought Ally might be here.’

			‘She has money for you. To buy a mouse,’ I tell him.

			‘Excellent. I need a new mouthguard,’ he says, grinning at me and skating off to where Ally is trying a trick. 

			Skating after him, I realise my blister doesn’t hurt. My bruise doesn’t either. The skates feel like they belong on my feet. Everything else is on loan from Maxxed Out until I buy new protective gear. Dad suggested that maybe next time I’m angry about something, I could throw it onto land so we could retrieve it when I changed my mind.

			‘Fred, what colour mouse should I get?’ Ally asks when I reach her.

			‘They don’t really come in different colours. You get what you get,’ says Sammy.

			‘Okay. Sounds good,’ she says, handing over a used sandwich bag of coins.

			‘Coins!’ Sammy holds up the bag and stares at it. ‘Do I have to count it?’ 

			‘I’ll vouch for her,’ I say. ‘I know where she lives.’

			Ally laughs. ‘I broke open my money box for that!’

			Sammy tucks the plastic bag into his pocket and pretends it’s so heavy that it causes him to drop down onto one knee. I watch the two of them mucking around, and then feel a flash of something that makes me remember Mum’s gone. It’s hard to know if I can laugh now or if I should be sad all the time. 

			‘Hey, Fred, wanna race?’ Sammy says, like he senses I’m lost in thought.

			I look up at him. Then nod. ‘Yeah. If I win, the rest of the biscuits are mine!’

			‘You’re on,’ he says, jumping up from the ground and pushing off before he tells me to start. I chase after him, yelling how unfair it is. 

			And he yells back, ‘Get over it! Life’s unfair!’ 

			Forgetting about the gumnuts and the small stones, I drop lower, bending my knees, feeling the bruise on my shin stretch and pull, and I take off after him. 
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			I stayed up late wrapping things. Mum never bought proper wrapping paper. She said it was nicer to use whatever was in the cupboard. But I found a roll of old Christmas paper in a tub in Graham’s garage. He said it probably came from his grandmother’s house, as did the sticky tape that didn’t really stick. Tom watched me place all the presents under the tree. Then I rubbed his chin before I snuck through the house as quiet as a mouse and went outside to bed. 

			I slept strangely. Dad snored and farted spaghetti smells from the dinner he’d made, and I tossed from one side to the other, thinking of Mum. She was always the first one up on Christmas Day. She’d make a pot of tea for the two of us and a coffee for Dad and then she’d sneak into my room and hop into my single bed and snuggle. 

			Together, we’d wake Dad by jumping on him. 

			There were never heaps of presents. Only a few little things they’d found in their travels. And a stocking full of mangoes and avocados and passionfruit. Maybe a chocolate or two. But it was always special.

			Today when I wake up, Dad’s not beside me. The sun is strong and hot through the skylight, and I stay where I am for a second. I’m not sure I’m ready for today. But the tug of Christmas and presents and morning cups of tea drags me up.

			There’s something I have to do before I go inside. I dig into Dad’s bag and pull out the urn. I haven’t held it properly before and even now I’m not sure I want to. It’s a brown plastic urn, with fake wood grain. There’s nothing special about it. Except it holds Mum’s ashes. 

			‘Happy Christmas, Mum,’ I say to it. Then I kiss the top and place it back inside Dad’s bag, covering it over with his things. 

			Dad and Graham are sitting at the kitchen table with a cat on the seat between them. Mary is curled up in the corner, and I can smell eggs. 

			‘Happy Christmas, Fred I said,’ Dad says, leaping up and burying me in a hug. 

			Graham isn’t quite so animated, but he does give me one of his little smiles. I don’t think we’re quite at the hugging stage yet. He hands me a mug of tea and then passes the sugar pot over so that I can spoon some in. 

			‘It’s been a while since I’ve had people in the house on Christmas Day,’ says Graham. ‘The last few years it’s only been the animals and me. I always thought it was the same as any other day, but maybe it’s more than that.’

			‘Sarah loved it,’ says Dad. ‘Even played Christmas music.’

			I’d forgotten Mum’s love of bad Christmas songs. She always looked for CDs when we were in op shops so she could play them in the car. 

			‘I tried to bake Grannie Annie’s biscuits,’ says Graham, placing a plate of burnt-looking shortbread on the table. 

			Dad shoves one into his mouth. ‘Not great, Graham. I’ll be honest.’

			‘Dad will still eat them, though,’ I say. 

			‘That’s true. I will.’

			‘I’m not really sure what the Christmas Day routine is. Do you do presents first or breakfast? I’ve made a quiche,’ says Graham.

			Dad and I both yell, ‘Presents!’

			The three of us head down the hallway with our cups. Mary trails along behind us, and one of the cats slinks off into Graham’s room. There are always cats on his bed, lying in the sun. 

			I reach the Christmas tree first and flick on the lights, so the room is filled with flashing stripes of colour. Mary is nudging Tom on the couch, and we all watch as he slowly makes his way down onto the floor, standing gingerly on his back leg. 

			‘Happy Christmas, Tom!’ Graham says, leaning down and kissing the top of his dog’s head. Tom keeps sniffing around Mary like he’s rediscovering his old friend.

			‘Will he be okay now?’ 

			Graham nods. ‘He definitely will, Fred. And you might even get to take him to the park before you leave.’

			‘Jasper is almost fixed. We might be gone before then,’ says Dad.

			‘Oh,’ I say, rubbing the length of Tom’s skinny frame. He nuzzles into my hand, and I reach down to pick up a present before my eyes prickle and give away everything I’m feeling.

			‘For you, Graham,’ I say, handing him a badly wrapped present. 

			Graham sits down on the couch, and Mary jumps up to share the seat. He peels back some of the sticky tape. 

			‘Rip it,’ says Dad. 

			Graham laughs and pulls at the paper, making a little hole at the top. ‘I like recycling.’ 

			He tips the present out and holds it up. It’s a mug, like his other ones. But this has a picture of Mum, Dad and me on the front. Our faces are squashed together, and we look a bit stretched out and not quite right, but it was the only photo I had in my box of special things. Ally showed me a shop that transferred images, and I had the cup made. 

			‘It’s the rest of your family,’ I tell him. 

			‘Oh, Fred,’ says Graham, sounding teary. ‘Thank you.’

			‘Moving on,’ I say, not wanting the morning to be too emotional. I grab a small present from under the tree and hand it to Dad. 

			He doesn’t fiddle around like Graham did. He rips the paper straight off and tosses it into the middle of the room. I watch him reading the front. It’s a pile of cards, clipped together with a metal ring. He reads the first and then flips the card over and keeps reading. 

			‘It’s vouchers,’ I tell him. ‘I’m going to teach you to skate. Each one is worth an hour-long lesson.’

			‘You made this?’

			‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘You never need anything from a shop. I think Mum would like it if you could finally learn to skate.’

			I expect Dad to be a bit teary and try to hide it from Graham and me, but instead he cries. Big sobbing cries. And then stops, and before I can move out of reach, his arms are so tight around my middle I might break in half. 

			‘You like it, then,’ I say.

			He nods into my shoulder and then lets me go. 

			‘Maxxed Out has some spare skates at the club. You can borrow those,’ I tell him. ‘I was going to make you one too, Graham, but I didn’t think you’d want to learn to skate.’ 

			Graham laughs. ‘Your mum tried to teach me when we were young. It was a disaster and that’s before I broke my back!’

			I plonk down on the couch, pushing Mary’s feet to one side so there’s room for me. ‘Okay, my turn!’

			Dad goes first. He hands me a large parcel, and I decide that opening presents is a genetic thing, so I do it the way Dad always does. I tear. Fast and furious.

			Inside is a set of new pads. Knee pads, elbow pads and wrist guards. I pull at the tags, releasing the pads, and slide them up my legs and onto my knees. They are solid and hard and built for the toughest knee slides. 

			‘I bought you these before I knew you’d thrown your old ones into the river.’

			‘Really?’

			He nods. ‘Yep. Your mum told me that if I was ever stuck for presents, then I should buy you derby stuff. Then she hinted that your old pads were wearing out. Are they okay?’

			‘They’re perfect.’

			Graham tells Dad to pass over the long flat present under the tree. He holds it out to me. It’s beautifully wrapped in green foil with pale blue string tied around the outside and a yellow daisy poking from the top. 

			My fingers are clumsy as they unwrap the trimmings to reveal a long, thin, black book. I open the cover, and inside are pages of detailed maps surrounded by pencil writing. Each page has a heading. On the first it says: Family Home.

			I look from the map to the words and realise it’s the house Mum lived in when she was born. The two-bedroom cottage on the outskirts of the city that her dad earnt the deposit for through his job as a train driver. 

			I turn the page. There’s a long, detailed story around the outside of a drawing of a house, explaining what all the rooms are. I realise it’s the house Graham and Mum grew up in after their families merged. 

			I keep flicking. There’s a map of the museum where Mum learnt to skate. There’s a map of the chicken place where she had her first job. There’s her school, the swimming pool she learned to swim in, the roads Graham took her on when he was helping her learn to drive. Each page is another slice of Mum’s history.

			I hug the book to my chest and swallow hard. I can’t risk speaking because I’m not sure what will come out. I look across at Graham, who is watching me keenly. And I nod at him. And I know that he understands what it means because he made me a map to Mum’s life and filled in all the little details I never knew. 

			Dad has other things for us. Odd presents like a bone for Mary, fancy tea for Graham and a ridiculously large lollipop for me. In my head I want to be done with this part of the day so that I can read the words about Mum. This way, I can find her, even when she feels far away. 

			‘Before you go back to Queensland, maybe we can retrace her steps,’ Graham says to me. ‘Visit all the old haunts. What do you think?’ 

			‘Yeah. I’d like that,’ I say, stuck on his words about going. 

			‘Can I come too?’ Dad asks. 

			‘What about Mum?’ I say. ‘We could scatter some of her ashes in every place. Bring her home.’

			Graham looks at me and smiles. ‘Most definitely.’

			Dad squeezes my knee, and I can tell the tears are on their way. 

			‘Right, I’m going to get started on the potato salad,’ says Dad. ‘I told Max I’d make some.’

			‘Do you know how?’ I’ve never known Dad to cook anything without meat. 

			‘It can’t be that hard. Boil potatoes. Add mayonnaise,’ he says, sounding hurt that I’d doubt him. 

			‘Do you want help?’ Graham asks. 

			‘I thought you’d never ask,’ says Dad.

			‘Come on, then,’ says Graham, holding out his hand for Dad to pull him up from the couch. I stay where I am. While they peel potatoes, I can spend the next two hours reading this family history. Tom must sense that I need the company because, as Graham and Dad leave, he clambers awkwardly back onto the couch and rests his head on my lap, the bristles itchy on my skin. I hold the memory book up in the air and I start to read. 
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			We’ve all eaten so much that nobody can be bothered moving. Even Maxxed Out is still and I’ve never seen that before. The table is covered in Christmas hats and napkins. Dad’s bragging about how great his potato salad was, and Graham isn’t taking any of the credit, even though I know it was him who made the dressing. 

			I’ve changed into the t-shirt that Ally gave me for Christmas. It’s loose and comfortable and much nicer than the ones I bought from the op shop, so I might never take it off. Maxxed Out has talked about derby so many times we all groan if she mentions it. Except I don’t think any of us really mind. I like knowing that Mum is here in this room with these people. That she lives on in their heads and their stories. 

			I haven’t had a Christmas Day like this. Ever. It’s always been the three of us in some tiny town, maybe on a beach, maybe in a caravan. I’ve never feasted at a proper dining table before or exchanged presents with anyone but my parents. 

			‘Mum, I have something to show you,’ says Ally. 

			Maxxed Out looks up and smiles dreamily at her daughter, and it reminds me of a smile Mum would have given me. For a second, I wish. 

			But then I stop thinking about Mum because Ally has placed a tiny brown mouse on the table and it’s licking its tiny paws and Maxxed Out’s face is no longer sweet.

			‘Ally Soleil Brown! Explain yourself!’ 

			‘It’s a mouse,’ Ally says. ‘I thought you could help me name it. You’re good with derby names.’

			Maxxed Out is leaning across the table, staring. ‘Why have you got a mouse?’

			‘They make excellent pets,’ says Graham, winking at me. ‘We see them at the clinic sometimes. Or at least, the vet does.’

			‘No,’ says Maxxed Out.

			‘Mum, it’s Christmas.’

			Dad starts laughing, and Maxxed Out swats him across the arm, which makes him laugh even more. 

			‘Is this Slammer Sam’s doing?’ Maxxed Out says.

			‘It’s all his fault. I bought it from him,’ says Ally.

			Maxxed Out sighs. Graham tries to tell her again why mice make great pets. She shakes her head. 

			‘Fine,’ says Maxxed Out.

			‘Really? I can keep it?’

			Maxxed Out looks up. ‘Yep. But not near me.’

			Ally grins and scoops up her mouse, holding it in her hands. ‘It’s not fully grown yet. It’s so cute, isn’t it?’

			Dad starts telling his story about the mouse plague, but nobody is really listening. 

			‘You’re not quitting derby anymore, are you, Fred?’ Maxxed Out says. ‘You’re going to play when you get back?’

			‘Back to Brisbane? I think so,’ I say, wondering how it will feel to return to the Brisbane Rangers without Mum. 

			‘Did you hear that Jasper is almost fixed, Max?’ says Dad. ‘We can head home this week.’

			Except I’m not sure the only thing keeping us here anymore is Jasper. 

			‘Dad? I’m not ready to leave. Do we have to get back for your job?’

			‘What job? I’ll quit,’ says Dad as he clicks his fingers, making his work disappear. ‘Max can start paying me for my handiwork. We can stay for another few weeks. Get back before school starts.’

			Maxxed Out laughs. But I know Dad means it. He’s forever leaving jobs and finding new ones. 

			‘I don’t mean a few more weeks, Dad.’ 

			Except for Jazzie, I have no reason to go back to Brisbane. And if I save up and buy a phone, then we can talk all the time. 

			I’m aware of Graham and Maxxed Out watching me. Ally too, perhaps, when she isn’t watching her mouse. 

			I know now that derby was the thing Mum loved more than pretty much anything else. Except us. But I also know that these are the people who knew her the best. The people sitting at this table. And I know that she sent me here to work that out. This is my special place. Right here. 

			‘I want to stay. For good,’ I tell him. 

			Dad leans forward, his big arms resting on the table. He looks across at me, over the top of all the Christmas candles and party hats. ‘Here?’

			‘Yeah. With Graham and Maxxed Out and Ally and the mouse,’ I say. ‘Not here in this house. But here in this place. I want a family. I want to be where Mum grew up.’

			‘But what about the house?’ Dad says.

			‘We can pack that up and then come back. We love road trips,’ I say. 

			Graham reaches for his glass of water and drinks it down in one long sip. ‘I know Tom and Mary would really like it if you stayed,’ he says.

			‘And if you stay, you have to stop calling me Maxxed Out, Fred.’

			‘You know I never settle anywhere, Fred. But I guess we can have a go. See how it works out,’ says Dad.

			I grin at him. This is called playing the jammer’s game. Knowing when to be patient and when to make a move. And I’m a jammer. Through and through. 

			‘To home,’ says Maxxed Out, holding up her glass. 

			‘And Sarah,’ says Dad.

			‘And family,’ says Graham. 

			‘And mice,’ says Ally. 

			‘And derby,’ I add, and for the first time since Mum died, I feel almost whole. 
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			[image: ]	There are two teams of five players each: one jammer (point scorer) and four blockers (defence). One blocker is the pivot, who wears a striped cover on their helmet. The jammer wears a star helmet cover, and blockers don’t use any covers. The pivot can become the jammer if the star helmet cover is given to them during the jam.

			[image: ]	A bout is played in two halves of thirty minutes. Point scoring happens during a jam, a play that lasts up to two minutes. During a jam, points are scored when a jammer breaks through the line of blockers and then laps the members of the opposing team. 

			[image: ]	Blockers use tactics, body contact and positions to assist their jammer and block the other team’s jammer from scoring. 

			[image: ]	The jam starts when the whistle is blown. The skaters move around the track as the jammers battle to beat each other through the pack. The first jammer through is lead jammer and they can end the jam at any time. After the first pass, jammers score one point for every opposition blocker they pass. 

			[image: ]	The game is full contact, but tripping, charging from behind, blocking above the shoulder, blocking a player out of bounds, and blocking with the arm above the elbow are all illegal plays. If a penalty is called, that skater is in the penalty box for thirty seconds, and their team must skate with fewer players until the penalised player is released. 
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			The Jammer would not exist if it hadn’t been for the wonderful, inclusive world of my son’s junior roller derby club. He trains in a big old warehouse with towels on the floor to mop up the drips (just like Fred) and has great coaches and teammates. Derby is everything a sport should be: kind, accepting and diverse. Inspired by watching him play, I wanted to tell the story of finding your place when your family has been cracked by loss. 

			I started writing this book in one of our many Melbourne lockdowns, and it was hard when everything felt so uncertain. Emily Gale helped me stay on track. She read multiple drafts and, as always, gave the most excellent feedback. I really don’t know where I’d be without her.

			Just like in derby, a book relies on many people to succeed. A huge thanks to my fabulous publisher, Clair Hume, for supporting me when I delivered a book that was very little like the one I’d pitched. Thanks to editors Kristy Bushnell, Cathy Vallance and Vanessa Pellatt, who helped shape the story with all their usual patience and skill. And thanks to UQP stars Louise Cornegé, Sally Wilson and Kirsty Wilson for helping this book find the right readers. 

			Thanks to early readers Elsie Ralph and Ruby Wiggins. And derby superstars Tara Kennaway (aka Trippy Tarka) and Honey Collider for their skating expertise.

			Designer/illustrator Jess Cruickshank delivered not one but five great covers to choose from. Thanks, Jess, for capturing Fred’s spirit so perfectly.

			Thanks to my wonderful agent, Allison Hellegers, for being in my corner. 

			Thanks to my kids, who have outgrown my books but kindly pretend to care when I show them cover designs and talk about titles. And thanks to my beautiful friends who are always there with a meal and a hug.

			To all the booksellers who help my books find the right home, thank you for everything you do. 

			And finally, thanks to you for reading my words. It means the world.

		

	
		
			

			First published 2022 by University of Queensland Press

			PO Box 6042, St Lucia, Queensland 4067 Australia

			University of Queensland Press (UQP) acknowledges the Traditional Owners and their custodianship of the lands on which UQP operates. We pay our respects to their Ancestors and their descendants, who continue cultural and spiritual connections to Country. We recognise their valuable contributions to Australian and global society.

			uqp.com.au 

			reception@uqp.com.au

			Copyright © Nova Weetman 2022

			The moral rights of the author have been asserted.

			This book is copyright. Except for private study, research, criticism or reviews, as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission. Enquiries should be made to the publisher.

			Cover design and illustration by Jessica CruickshankAuthor photo by Piccolo Angelo Photography

			Typeset in 13/16 pt Minion Pro Regular by Post Pre-press Group, Brisbane

			Printed in Australia by McPherson’s Printing Group

			[image: ]The University of Queensland Press is assisted by the Australian Government through the Australia Council, its arts funding and advisory body.

			A catalogue record for this book is available from the National Library of Australia.

			ISBN 978 0 7022 6542 6 (pbk)

			ISBN 978 0 7022 6649 2 (epdf)

			ISBN 978 0 7022 6650 8 (epub)

			University of Queensland Press uses papers that are natural, renewable and recyclable products made from wood grown in well-managed forests and other controlled sources. The logging and manufacturing processes conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin. 

		

	OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads7.png
*

CHAPTER ?





OEBPS/image/star_from_spine_black.png





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads17.png
*

CHAPTER 17





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads8.png
*

CHAPTER §





OEBPS/image/The_Jammer_title_page_25Jul_adjusted.png
NNNNNNNNNNN





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads24.png
*

CHAPTER 2%





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads26.png
*

CHAPTER 26





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads6.png
*

CHAPTER b





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads18.png
*

CHAPTER I¥





OEBPS/image/Nova-25_Nova's_favourite_bw.jpg





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads23.png
*

CHAPTER 23





OEBPS/image/9780702266492.jpg
‘Nova Weetman is the new-generation Judy Blume.” REBECCA SPARROW






OEBPS/image/aca_logo_horizontal_black_larg-54322131d6cbc.jpg
Australia O
Council
forthe Arts

Australian Government





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads27.png
*

CHAPTER 2+





OEBPS/image/star_from_spine_black3.png





OEBPS/image/star_from_spine_black1.png





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads22.png
*

CHAPTER 22





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads15.png
*

CHAPTER IS





OEBPS/image/star_from_spine_black2.png





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads28.png
*

CHAPTER 2F





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads21.png
*

CHAPTER &)





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads1.png
*

CHAPTER )





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads29.png
*

CHAPTER 29





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads16.png
*

CHAPTER 16





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads9.png
*

CHAPTER 9





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads20.png
*

CHAPTER 20





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads2.png
*

CHAPTER 2





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads11.png
*

CHAPTER )





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

		
		Contents


			
						Author Biography


						Also by Nova Weetman


						Title Page


						Dedication


						Before


						Chapter 1


						Chapter 2


						Chapter 3


						Chapter 4


						Chapter 5


						Chapter 6


						Chapter 7


						Chapter 8


						Chapter 9


						Chapter 10


						Chapter 11


						Chapter 12


						Chapter 13


						Chapter 14


						Chapter 15


						Chapter 16


						Chapter 17


						Chapter 18


						Chapter 19


						Chapter 20


						Chapter 21


						Chapter 22


						Chapter 23


						Chapter 24


						Chapter 25


						Chapter 26


						Chapter 27


						Chapter 28


						Chapter 29


						Rules of Flat Track Roller Derby


						Acknowledgements


						Imprint Page


			


		
		
		Landmarks


			
						Cover


			


		
	

OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads3.png
*

CHAPTER 3





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads.png
*

BEFORE





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads10.png
*

CHAPTER 10





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads14.png
*

CHAPTER It





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads19.png
*

CHAPTER 19





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads31.png
*

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads4.png
*

CHAPTER ‘¢t





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads30.png
*

RULES OF FLAT TRACK
ROLLER DERBY





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads13.png
*

CHAPTER I3





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads5.png
*

CHAPTER §





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads25.png
*

CHAPTER 2S5





OEBPS/image/Chapter_heads12.png
*

CHAPTER 12





