
		
			[image: Cover of Sonny and Tess by Nova Weetman]
		
	
		

		
			

		
		
			[image: Photo of Nova Weetman]Nova Weetman lives in Melbourne with her family. She has written for TV and is the author of many middle grade and young adult novels. The Secrets We Keep was shortlisted for the Readings Children’s Book Prize, the Speech Pathology Book of the Year Awards and the ABIA Awards. The sequel, The Secrets We Share, was a 2018 CBCA Notable Book and won the KROC Kids Reading Oz Choice Awards, NT – Best Fiction for Years 7 to 9. It was also shortlisted for the Speech Pathology Australia Book of the Year Awards. Nova’s middle grade novel Sick Bay was a CBCA Notable Book and shortlisted for the ABIA Awards. In 2022, The Edge of Thirteen won the ABIAs Small Publishers’ Children’s Book of the Year and was a CBCA Notable Book: Younger Readers. In 2023, The Jammer was a CBCA Notable Book: Younger Readers and shortlisted for the ABIAs Book of the Year for Older Children. 

		
	
		

		
			Also by Nova Weetman

			Middle Grade

			Outlaw Girls (with Emily Gale)

			The Jammer

			The Edge of Thirteen

			Elsewhere Girls (with Emily Gale)

			Sick Bay

			The Secrets We Share

			The Secrets We Keep

			A Hot Cold Summer

			Play the Game

			Change of Heart

			Young Adult

			Everything Is Changed

			Frankie and Joely

			The Haunting of Lily Frost

		

	
		

		
			

			
				
					[image: Title page: Sonny and Tess by Nova Weetman]
				
			

		
	
		

		
			

		
		
			Dedicated to all the lovers of hot chips

		
	
		

		
			
			1

			Sonny

			
			My Uncle Frank is singing a moody jazz song from the 1970s. Something about crying in the rain. His voice is rich and melodic but sort of loud for a warm Friday afternoon, although none of his customers seem to mind. Maybe they come in hoping to hear him joyfully nailing lyrics from more than forty years ago as he sings along to the radio and loads the fryer with baskets of frozen chips and potato cakes. 

			I prefer not to sing aloud when I’m working in the shop. I might hum quietly but usually I can’t remember the words anyway. These songs are from another time, and I only know snatches of them from when Dad used to play records. He’s not really a music listener now. He says it interrupts his thinking. But Frank can’t operate without it. He reckons music keeps his heart beating.

			‘Why don’t you take off?’ Frank says as I wipe down the metal benches for the hundredth time today. 

			‘I’m not going to argue,’ I tell him. 

			I’ve been working since ten this morning, so I’ve put in the hours. Because I’m not starting at the new school until next week, I’ve been hanging out in the shop most days. Frank probably wouldn’t admit it, but I think he likes the company. And it’s not as if I have anywhere else to be. 

			I lift my favourite faded black t-shirt and sniff the bottom. No matter how many times I wash it, it still smells like cooking oil. I don’t mind working here, but I hate it when my clothes stink. As I undo my oil-stained apron and ball it up, Frank holds out a box of dim sims and potato cakes, rattling them in front of my face. 

			‘Hmm, I’d prefer money,’ I say, grinning at him.

			‘Yeah, yeah, I’ll pay you. Your generation is so money focused. Do you want the food or not, boy?’ he says.

			Frank has called me boy for as long as I can remember. Sometimes I tease him that he’s forgotten my name, but I learnt ages ago that it’s just his way of showing affection. I asked him once why he chose boy as my nickname, and he said he grew up eating Sunnyboy icypoles after school – the joy of finding free stamped on the inside packet had never left him. They don’t make Sunnyboys now, but that doesn’t stop Frank romanticising them. He is stitched together with nostalgia.

			I grab the box of food because even if I don’t eat it all, my friend Tin will. There’s never much food at his place. ‘Thanks, Frank. I’ll see you later.’

			Fighting my way through the bright red plastic strip curtain that hangs between the shop and the stairs up to the flat, I toss my apron into the tub so it gets washed at the end of the day. Sometimes I put a load on, but if I’m honest, it’s my Aunt Marion who mostly hangs it out. 

			My bike is inside, leaning against the wall, so I have to hold the back door open with my hip and drag the bike out, balancing the tray of dim sims and potato cakes. It’s not the most elegant manoeuvre, but once the bike is out I can let go of the door and it will slam shut behind me. 

			I should have tipped the food into a paper bag, but I’m hungry and can’t wait. Tin often rides without his hands on the bars, but I’m unskilled in that department so I lift the entire box up to my mouth with one hand and lean down to bite into a dim sim, steering my bike with the other hand as I bump over the bluestone paving towards the road. The problem is I don’t have any more hands to deal with the dim sim, so it’s hanging out of my mouth as I ride around the corner onto the street.

			I wobble hard as my front wheel hits the kerb. There’s someone walking in front of me, and I try to yell out, forgetting about the dim sim in my mouth, which shoots out in their direction while I crash to the side of them and come down hard, scattering fried goods all over the footpath. 

			‘Are you okay?’ 

			A girl is rushing over to where I’m sprawled on the ground. She kneels down, tucking her hair behind her ears so I’m staring into her chocolate-brown eyes. Then I realise my leg is tangled in the wheel of my bike, and I try to sit up instead of lying on the concrete. ‘I’m better than my pre-dinner dinner,’ I say, waving my hand at the fried food on the footpath. 

			‘You know you spat a dim sim at me,’ she says, picking up the scattered potato cakes and tossing them back into the cardboard tray I’m still clutching. 

			I can’t tell if she’s offended or being playful, so I opt for an earnest apology. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.’

			

			‘I’m a vegetarian. I take that sort of behaviour seriously,’ she says, still straight-faced and giving nothing away. 

			‘No danger of any meat being in them. It’s all cabbage,’ I tell her. 

			‘Ew,’ she says.

			‘A vegetarian who doesn’t like cabbage?’

			‘Not deep-fried cabbage.’ 

			‘They’re actually really tasty.’ And to prove it I grab the one that’s rolled closest to me and take a bite. ‘See, even covered in footpath dirt, it’s delicious.’

			‘They’re all yours.’

			I pull my leg free of the bike wheel and slowly stand up. Without saying anything, she holds the bike so I can straighten up and brush the dirt from my grazed knee. ‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘I’m Sonny.’

			She smiles and I notice her dimples. I must be staring too hard because she glances away fast. 

			‘I’m Theresa, Tessa, Tess. Different names depending on how much trouble I’m in. Teachers call me Theresa. My parents call me Tessa and friends call me Tess, and I answer to all three.’

			‘Hello, Theresa, Tessa, Tess,’ I say. 

			‘I think your bike needs fixing,’ she says, pointing to the buckle on the frame, which I hadn’t noticed. I need my bike. It’s how I get around – without it, I’m going to be walking everywhere. 

			

			The bike was my birthday present from Dad when I started high school. It’s a hybrid racer so it rolls fast but the tyres aren’t too narrow, which means they don’t get stuck on tramlines. It’s bright orange so I can always find it in a pack. I wouldn’t have chosen the colour myself, but Dad thought it was hip. His word, not mine. And I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I’m not really into being hip. The bike is also precious because Dad made a big deal about buying it from the shop for me, and usually he’s strictly a second-hand man. 

			‘Oh … that could be … expensive,’ I say. 

			‘There’s a repair place not far from here,’ she says. ‘Down on Walter Street. You know it?’

			I shake my head. ‘No. I haven’t lived here long.’

			She starts trying to explain where the bike shop is, and before I can process what I’m doing, I blurt out the words, ‘Can you show me?’ 

			I’m not sure why I ask her. Maybe I’m tired of talking to adults and I want to chat to someone my own age who isn’t Tin. Or maybe it’s her dimples and her messy brown hair. 

			‘Um, actually, I was going in to ask about the job,’ she says, waving her hand towards the fish and chip shop. ‘Well, actually I’m supposed to be buying cheese for dinner, but then I saw the job …’

			I don’t bother reading the handwritten sign in the window – I was the one who stuck it up yesterday. It’s crooked and spattered in cooking oil because my hands were dirty when I taped it onto the glass.

			‘Oh, right. You want a job?’

			She nods, and for a second I’m tempted to tell her that it’s Frank’s shop. And that I work there too, but if I do then it might be the end of our conversation, and I’m not ready for that. 

			‘Can you show me where the bike shop is, and then we can walk back here. I know the owner of the shop. I’ll put in a good word,’ I say.

			She narrows her eyes at me like she’s trying to work out if I’m telling the truth. Or if I’m a serial killer. 

			‘And I’ll shout you some chips when we come back.’

			She pulls a face that says I’m making things worse. ‘You want to pay me?’

			I wave my hand and realise it’s quite sore from hitting the ground. ‘Let’s start again! Could you please show me where the bike shop is and then we can walk back here, and I can introduce you to the owner and buy you some chips.’

			‘This isn’t some ploy?’

			‘I promise I don’t go around crashing into people just to make them walk me around town,’ I say, with what I hope is my finest smile. 

			And she laughs. It’s light and sweet, and I want to make her laugh again, but I can’t think of anything funny to say. 

			‘No, it’s probably not a great way to make friends,’ she says. ‘Hang on, I’ll text my mum.’ She pulls her phone out of her pocket. 

			Unlike Tess, I have an old flip phone – Marion gave it to me when she upgraded. It’s not that bad, but my music choices are limited, and I can’t flick through social media when I’m bored. 

			While Tess focuses on sending a message, I notice her t-shirt. It’s an ancient grey one with red cursive writing and a sketchy picture of three faces. It’s obviously been washed so many times it can barely hang together, and it reminds me of something Frank would wear. It’s too big on her, which is sort of cute, and I wonder if it belongs to someone else. 

			‘We talking minimum chips?’ she says.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘That won’t cut it. Has to be a family serve.’

			I decide to attempt a joke. ‘You have children?’

			‘Six,’ she tells me, not missing a beat. ‘And we love chips.’

			‘It’s dim sims all the way for me,’ I say, relieved she didn’t baulk at my humour. I haven’t had as much experience socialising as other people have. My primary school years were interrupted with trips for Dad’s work, so I was always stepping in and out of friendships. It’s left me lacking confidence in some ways. Which is part of why I’ve decided to return to school so late in the year. I figure it’s better to slide in at the tail end of the year when nobody is aware of the new guy.

			Tess is shorter than me and I try to walk next to her, rather than out in front like I often do because it’s hard taking small strides. As we walk, we chat, and I’m surprised how easy she is to talk to. 

			‘Favourite subject?’ she asks.

			‘Maths,’ I say without thinking. 

			‘No. Really?’ 

			I laugh. ‘Actually, maths is my thing. Wish it was something cooler like art or music, but sadly I am all about the equations and the long division.’

			‘My teacher is always telling me to remember the remainder … Half the time I invent one so I have something written on my page.’

			‘She’s probably just a bad teacher,’ I tell Tess.

			‘Well, obviously I’d prefer to think that was the case. I hate people thinking I’m bad at things. You know?’

			I shake my head. ‘No. I’m pretty sure I’m bad at heaps of stuff and it doesn’t bother me. Not unless it’s something I like doing.’

			

			We stop at the corner and wait for the pedestrian lights to change before walking on. ‘Like what?’ she says.

			‘Beating my uncle at guessing the song title when we’re listening to the radio.’ 

			‘That’s essential. Can’t be beaten on music.’ 

			‘Exactly, glad you understand! What’s your favourite subject?’

			Laughing, she says, ‘The holidays?’ Then she frowns for a second like she’s thinking seriously. ‘I don’t have one. I’m fine at most subjects, but not brilliant at anything. One of those ordinary people, I guess.’

			‘Oh …’ I want to tell her she’s not ordinary, but it sounds a little too much given we just met. 

			‘I mean, I like sewing but I can’t do that at school.’

			I nod, suspecting it’s how Tin feels about guitar. 

			And then she says, ‘Everyone’s very capable in my house. It’s exhausting. What about your family?’

			I can’t mention Mum leaving because people always react awkwardly. ‘It’s complicated.’

			‘I love complicated!’

			‘My family’s … scattered,’ I say, because I’m not sure how to explain things. We wait on another corner for the lights to change and, while we do, we talk about music. It’s my way of changing the subject to something safer. Tess tells me she’s into punk and folk music depending on the day. 

			As we cross the road, she points out the bike shop ahead of us. I find myself slowing slightly so that we take longer to reach it. When we do, Tess stops and says, ‘Well, we’re here.’

			I roll my bike forward and back, wondering if this means she’s about to run. ‘I’ll drop it off. Do you mind waiting?’ 

			‘Um, no, because I want my chips! And I want the job!’ she says, grinning at me like she finds the whole thing funny. 

			‘I’ll just be a minute …’

			I carry the bike into the shop, weaving through the display models and heading towards the back. I can’t quite believe there’s a girl waiting for me outside. 

			I’m only half-listening as the man in the shop tells me he’ll try to do the repairs cheaply, using old parts, and somewhere in my brain I register that all the money I’ve managed to save from working with Frank will disappear with this bill. But I’m buzzing with excitement when I turn back to the front of the shop and see Tess through the window. I sort of expected her to be scrolling on her phone, but instead she’s reading a book. And I pause for a moment so I can watch her read. 

		
	
		

		
			
			2

			Tess

			
			Sonny is watching me from inside the bike shop. I try to focus on reading, but I have no idea what is happening in this story. The book isn’t even mine. It’s only in my bag because Jemma gave it to me at school today. One of her dads read it and thought my mum might like it. Sonny has the vibe of a reader, so I flicked through and picked a random page, hoping it would seem like I read all the time. But what if he has read it and wants to talk about the metaphors or something. 

			I could suddenly remember that I’m needed somewhere and leave. But I don’t want to. I want to stay. I want to keep talking. I want to walk next to him, watching him try to slow down so that he can match my speed and tell me things about his life. 

			

			Actually, I just want this Friday afternoon to keep going forever in a loop, like it’s a film stuck on replay. 

			My phone beeps, dragging me back to reality. I know it will be Mum, wondering why I’m taking four million hours to walk less than a kilometre to the shop to buy cheese. I slip the book into my bag and take my phone out and send off a quick text. 

			Soz. B hr 

			I’m not sure if that makes sense or even if I’ll be another hour, but I’m hoping Mum understands what it means because I don’t want to spend any more time messaging her. 

			I try to imagine what would happen if my friends walked past and saw me with Sonny. They’d probably be surprised. I’d be listed as girl least likely to date in a yearbook if we had such a thing. It’s not that I don’t think about this stuff, it’s just that I have no idea how to do it. I don’t talk to boys. Except Angus in my English class, but he doesn’t count. 

			I wedge my phone back into my pocket as Sonny steps outside and pushes his hair out of his face, and I try not to smile. But it’s hard because a hundred smiles are bubbling up and all I want to do is beam them at him. 

			‘Can they fix it?’ I say, hoping that talking about bike mechanics will stop whatever wildness is growing in my body. I’m also hoping that if I start the conversation first, then he’ll forget about the book. 

			‘Maybe … hopefully,’ he says, concentrating on the ground. 

			‘They will. That’s what they do, isn’t it? Fix bikes? So, they will,’ I tell him, wondering if my logic is helping. 

			He nods. ‘Thanks. Yeah. They will.’

			He steps close and I turn so that we are facing back the way we came. Something’s shifted. I’m not sure what, but now I’m self-conscious, aware of him in a way that I wasn’t before. We both launch into a question and then laugh nervously, and then speak again in stereo.

			‘You go,’ he says. 

			‘Oh, I was just going to ask if you live near here.’ 

			‘It’s complicated,’ he says. 

			I’m not sure what he means by complicated but it’s the second time he’s said it. And I’m not really thinking about where he lives because I’m now aware that our arms are almost touching. 

			‘Do you have chicken salt on your chips?’ he says, dragging me back to the moment. 

			‘Of course.’

			I see how blue his eyes are, then pretend to notice something on the road that’s captured my attention. 

			‘Sauce?’ he asks.

			

			‘Never.’

			‘Gravy?’

			I shake my head. 

			‘Vinegar?’

			I laugh as I swing back towards him. ‘Makes the chips soggy. Only salt, chicken salt or double salt,’ I say. ‘And if Mum heard me say that sentence, I think she’d pack me off to boarding school. She doesn’t add salt to anything.’

			Sonny pulls a face. 

			‘Exactly.’

			We reach the edge of the cluster of shops, passing the hairdresser. 

			‘Frank used to get his hair cut in there,’ says Sonny. 

			‘Who’s Frank?’

			‘My uncle.’

			I peep in and see the broom leaning against the wall, and a pale blue mug waiting on the bench, like the owner finished work one day and never returned. ‘It’s pretty empty now.’

			‘Yeah, hasn’t been open for a month or so. Think the name was a problem. Hair Today, Gone Tomorrow.’

			‘It sounds like a threat,’ I say. ‘Or a warning. Who cuts Frank’s hair now?’

			‘He’s growing it. You’ll see,’ says Sonny. 

			

			I don’t understand what he means. And I’m about to ask him but we reach the fish and chip shop. I check the ad is still up in the window. 

			‘You’d think they could have printed something out. It’s not very professional, is it?’ I say, pointing to the sign.

			Sonny laughs. ‘It’s homely.’

			‘That’s one word for it. Right. Wish me luck,’ I tell him.

			‘You’ll be fine. I promise,’ he says, like he knows something I don’t. 

			Colourful plastic strips hang down like a curtain over the shop’s doorway, keeping out flies. Sonny gathers the strips to one side so that I can walk in. I pause, suddenly shy. ‘Maybe you should stay out here?’ 

			But there’s a sharp knock on the glass from the inside. A man with messy dark hair is standing beside the fryer and grinning at us.

			‘That’s Frank,’ says Sonny behind me. ‘My uncle.’

			As everything starts to click into place, I turn around. ‘Your uncle owns the shop?’

			Sonny nods. ‘Told you I’d put in a good word.’

			I step inside into a wave of hot oil and vinegar. Some old song is playing on the radio and the man cooking chips is singing along. He’s a little out of tune but his voice sounds friendly. There are more people waiting than I first realised. The seats are all taken, and a little kid drives a plastic truck up and down the floor in front of his parent. 

			‘You back already, boy? Can’t stay away?’ says the man. 

			Sonny grins at me. ‘Tess, this is Frank. Frank, this is Tess,’ says Sonny. ‘I crashed my bike and Tess helped me take it to the shop.’

			‘You helped the boy?’ Frank says.

			It takes me a second to work out he means Sonny. ‘Um, yeah.’

			‘Number ninety-three,’ Frank calls out. A customer walks up to take their parcel and they chat for a minute about some cricket game. 

			‘By the way, I work here too,’ says Sonny, as he goes behind the counter and drops handfuls of frozen chips into a basket, which he plunges into the oil bath. 

			‘Oh …’ I swallow hard. ‘Right.’

			‘Actually, I put the sign in the window,’ he says.

			Embarrassed, I force a smile. ‘It’s lovely. Gorgeous sign. Very handmade.’

			He grins again and turns back to the chips. ‘Four handfuls make a family serve,’ he says to me.

			‘Only four?’

			He tosses in a few more. ‘Six kids might need a few extra.’

			

			‘They might need a potato cake too,’ I tell him. 

			‘Yeah, they might,’ he says, adding one to the basket. 

			Frank spins back to flip over fish cooking on the large hotplate, and then slides it into a white box, adds some lemon and wraps the lot in foil. He moves effortlessly, almost like it’s a choreographed routine. He seems to wrap several bundles in a matter of seconds, calling out numbers and saying goodbye to customers. I watch as he wipes his brow with the back of his arm. It’s warm on this side of the counter in front of the giant fan, so I can’t imagine how hot it is standing over boiling oil.

			‘Frank, Tess is here about the job,’ says Sonny. 

			Frank studies me for a second. ‘Need someone over summer,’ he says. 

			‘Great,’ I reply.

			‘How old are you?’

			‘Fourteen in five weeks,’ I tell him.

			‘You’re a bit young. You’d have to get a parent to fill in some forms.’ 

			I’m trying not to think about my parents right now. I’m pretending I don’t have parents, or at least I don’t have parents who are going to say no to whatever this is. 

			‘Okay,’ I say, amazed that it seems this easy to apply for a job. 

			

			He turns around to deal with the grill, and then leans down under the counter like he’s trying to find something. 

			‘Here,’ he says, straightening up and handing me a couple of forms. ‘Get them to fill those in and bring them back and we can talk. That okay?’

			I nod, folding the forms and putting them in my bag. 

			‘Happy to talk to them if they want,’ he says. ‘Basically, to employ anybody under fifteen, a business needs a permit. I pay slightly above award, but Sonny works hard.’

			‘I work so hard, I should be paid so much more,’ says Sonny, from over his shoulder. ‘And I’ll train you.’ Then he laughs. ‘How terrifying is that?’

			I imagine him loading up the fryer and the two of us watching the chips cook. I can feel my cheeks growing pink at the thought of standing close to Sonny.

			‘Those chips are burning,’ says Frank, nudging Sonny. 

			‘No, they aren’t. They’re perfect,’ Sonny says, lifting the basket out of the oil with both hands. He lets it hang for a few seconds so the oil can drip, and then flips the chips onto sheets of butcher’s paper. 

			‘You want to shake the salt?’ He hands me the yellow shaker and I turn it upside down, straining to reach over the counter. I bang the bottom of the shaker so that a thin layer of golden dust floats out over my food. 

			‘Um … stop?’ Sonny says, sounding concerned.

			But I keep going. Frank glances over and says, ‘Chicken salt is better for your arteries. It’s made of celery. People think it’s made of chicken but it’s not.’

			I imagine Mum listening to this conversation and coughing so that she can interrupt. 

			‘What was your name again?’ Frank says.

			‘Theresa Reynolds, but people call me Tess,’ I tell him as he holds his hand out. He inspects it and wipes it on his apron before holding it out again. 

			‘Actually, we don’t shake hands anymore, do we?’ he says.

			I shrug. The only time I’ve shaken someone’s hand was at the hospital where Mum works. 

			‘Your generation just gives each other a thumbs up.’

			I smile. ‘You sound like my dad.’

			‘If you want the job, it’s yours. I’d rather someone Sonny knows than a complete stranger,’ Frank says. 

			‘Um … I’m sort of a stranger,’ I tell him.

			‘You helped him,’ he replies. ‘That’s enough for me.’

			‘Frank, she hasn’t even applied yet,’ says Sonny, manoeuvring around his uncle. 

			‘I’ll ask Mum tonight,’ I say, picking up the parcel from the counter.

			

			‘Well, he’s a good boy and you could do worse,’ says Frank.

			I blink once. Twice. Unsure of exactly what Frank is saying, but feeling like my cheeks are going to combust. Even Sonny is surprised and forces out a laugh, as Frank turns back to deal with a hamburger that is spluttering everywhere. 

			Suddenly it all feels a little overwhelming and I’m not sure what to say. 

			‘Um … I’d better go … Mum …’ I say, clutching the chips too tight, like they’re precious cargo. 

			‘Okay, see you soon,’ says Sonny. 

			‘What?’

			‘When you bring the forms in,’ he says, smiling at me. 

			‘Oh … yeah …’ I start backing out of the shop like I’m moonwalking in some 80s music video, and then make a dash for the door, getting tangled in the plastic strips and ramming into a burly man with tattoos who is trying to enter the shop. He glares at me, and I duck around his arm, apologising, and hurry out into the heat of the afternoon. 

			I’m like Cinderella without the slippers or the dress or a fairy godmother. Okay, I’m nothing like Cinderella at all. I’m just a girl with a stain of embarrassment on her cheeks and a bundle of hot chips wedged under her arm, who wishes she’d been cooler as she left. I wonder if Cinderella ever regretted wearing those glass slippers. Perhaps in the alternate version, she fell down the stairs and broke both ankles. In case I’m about to fall catastrophically too, I dodge the pavement cracks as I head for home, hoping that Mum will have left for work by the time I arrive because, otherwise, I’ll have to explain the very large order of chips. 

			I rip a small hole in the end of the parcel, and a puff of steam follows. I drag out a chip that is too hot to eat and rest it on the paper. I might have a job. It’s thrilling and terrifying, and not helped by the thought of working alongside Sonny and accidentally brushing against his arm as he lifts the basket of chips out of the hot oil. This is not the time to think about Sonny. 

			The chip is still hot, but I can’t wait so I nibble anyway, the skin inside my mouth puckering from all the chicken salt. The fact that Sonny cooked these chips makes them taste even better. I keep eating them all the way to my house and, as I’m about to walk up the path, I remember that I forgot to buy the cheese for dinner. 

		
	
		

		
			
			3

			Sonny

			
			Last night I spent hours hunting for Theresa Reynolds on social media, using my laptop because my phone isn’t capable of such things, but there were so many of them that I gave up. Even after discounting all the women who had cat businesses or yoga practices, or seemed to live in far-off places, there were still too many to research. I don’t know enough details about Tess to find her online. Just that she has brown eyes and messy hair and wears old band t-shirts and shorts. I was hoping she’d come to the shop today with her forms for the job, but so far she’s stayed away. 

			I’ve been living above the fish and chip shop for almost a month. It’s not like living in my old house. The place where I grew up. Where the kitchen wall has a series of pencil lines mapping my height. Where I learnt to ride a bike along the concrete in the backyard and where I broke my first bone when I fell from the Hills hoist and snapped my wrist. The house is still ours, but Dad, who’s a geologist, has taken a short-term job on site, so now I’m here.

			Here where you come in through the shop, acknowledging the strangers waiting for their orders, and then go up the stairs to unlock the red door that leads to the home that Frank and Marion have made. They don’t have children, and so they say they like having me around. It means I have three parents to live with, instead of one, and a never-ending supply of dim sims and potato cakes. I’ve stayed here before, but never for this long.

			Frank and Marion have always been part of my life. Particularly in winter. If our footy team, the Doggies, are playing at home, then the four of us always train into the city to go to the game. None of this sitting around and watching it on TV. We like to be there. And we like to yell. Loud. 

			I’m not even much of a fan, but I always wear the scarf Mum knitted me when I was little, and I join in all the cheers. Frank’s voice is the loudest. I swear that sometimes the umpires can hear him calling out from where we sit in the second-last row of the bottom stands.

			

			Dad’s not one for junk food, so he brings his own thermos of something hot and healthy, which he has to open on the way in past security to prove he isn’t smuggling in weapons, one pot of soup at a time.

			Frank is all about the pie and sauce. Traditionally he’ll order two pies, four sauce packets and sometimes a hot dog to wash it all down. I sit somewhere in the middle. Happy to share Dad’s humble feast if there’s enough, and if not, then a bucket of chips will work too.

			Going to the footy isn’t really about the sport for me. It’s about sitting between the two men who watch out for me. Dad, who raised me on his own after Mum left, and Frank, who has taken me in for a week or two whenever I can’t tag along with Dad. They’re the most unlikely of brothers. Dad’s skinny and strong, taller than me by a whisker, while Frank has built his body on a lifetime of fried foods. Even their hands are different. Frank’s are like dinner plates, large and callused, covered in nicks and burn marks from years spent over the fryer. And Dad’s are soft. Softer even than Mum’s are, from what I can remember. 

			She doesn’t live in Australia anymore. She moved overseas and remarried when I was almost eight. They had two kids, who are my half-siblings, but I don’t feel any real connection to them. I see Mum every eighteen months or so when she flies home or flies me over. Going there is the worst. She lives in this tiny pocket of England, a village somewhere, and I’m sure if I was visiting in less awkward conditions, then I’d love drinking cups of tea in the high street and scrambling around the stone walls, but it’s strained between us. I think she feels guilty but would never admit it, and I feel like an inconvenience with an accent her children don’t quite understand. 

			Dad used to worry that I’d disappear with her instead of staying here. But I never would. The Dooley men are tight. Dad’s older by two years, but Frank is more like the big brother in some ways. He’s a straight talker. Kind but gruff. He has no interest in polite small talk but is always up for a word of advice. He likes telling me what to do with my life. Dad is gentle and quiet. He doesn’t pepper me with questions like Frank does and, if we’re at home together, we can hang out and say almost nothing for a whole day.

			‘I thought Dad was coming for dinner,’ I say as we sit down to eat that night. He’s meant to be back from the site for a couple of days. 

			I can sense Marion observing me from across the table. We have the same black hair, except for her grey streaks, and sometimes when we’re out together, people assume she’s my mum. She never corrects them and neither do I. 

			‘He rang,’ she explains. ‘Said he’s stuck out bush …’ 

			It never surprises me when Dad stays away, but sometimes I wish he’d turn up when he says he’s going to. I know Marion is trying to break the news gently and so I nod, pretending I already know. Dad should have phoned me instead of making Marion the message bearer.

			‘That’s right. He texted me,’ I lie. 

			From the frown she gives me, Marion knows I’m lying, but why pick the scab. It’s not like Dad doesn’t have form for disappearing. Not often, but enough. You’d think that after my mum disappeared to the other side of the world, Dad would be a little bit more sensitive about vanishing. But he doesn’t seem to understand that I’d like at least one parent to be around. 

			‘He’ll be back soon,’ says Frank. ‘He’s probably gone hunting for a special rock. I keep telling him there’s a stall at the market that sells whatever he’s after.’

			Frank enjoys teasing Dad. His favourite ribbing is that Dad doesn’t need to tell people he’s a scientist, because they can guess from his olive-green shorts and brown t-shirt. And it’s true. He looks like someone who is more at home with dirt, spiders and rocks than with people. 

			‘I hear we might have a new worker,’ says Marion, obviously changing the subject.

			Before I can stop myself, I smile. ‘Yeah.’

			‘She’s about your age?’ Marion says, and I know she’s hunting for clues. I’ve managed to avoid mentioning Tess, even though I wanted to. 

			‘She’s fourteen in five weeks.’

			Marion laughs. ‘That’s very precise, Sonny.’

			I shrug, like the conversation is nothing, but I’ve sort of secretly been hoping that Frank would ask me about her. He hasn’t. 

			‘Frank said she was lovely,’ says Marion. 

			‘Yeah …’ I reply, twirling spaghetti onto my fork, wondering if Frank actually said the word lovely. I can’t imagine him describing anyone like that.

			‘She must be lovely if you remembered how old she is,’ says Marion with a smile, and I shrug again. Unlike many adults, Marion doesn’t overwork the moment – she knows when you’re telling her to back off. ‘And how are you feeling about school?’ she asks.

			‘Fine. It’s only four weeks until the end of the year,’ I say. ‘I can manage that.’

			Originally, I wasn’t planning on changing schools. I did start year seven at the high school near my house, but then Dad and I went away for months for his work. I didn’t want to try to slot back in when we came home, so I tried online schooling, and it was okay. But I’m still scarred from the pandemic when everything was online, even PE classes with a sports teacher trying to encourage year-two kids to use a skipping rope in their lounge rooms, so I’d rather never study online again if I don’t have to. 

			Dad was fine for me to teach myself until the end of the year, but when I caught up with Tin a few weeks back, I decided to try his school. We met at kinder but then he moved when we were at primary school, so we only saw each other occasionally. He lives near the fish and chip shop now and even drops in to see Frank sometimes – the two of them bonded hard over complicated guitar riffs and how little music I know. 

			It probably doesn’t make sense starting at a new school this late in the term, but at least I can practise my maths and hang out with Tin every day. And when I move back home after Dad finishes his job, I can easily catch a bus to this school if I decide to stay. 

			‘I’m sort of excited about being in a classroom again,’ I tell Marion. ‘And being around people.’ 

			‘I bet you are. You know how I feel about Zoom,’ she says, laughing. As a social worker, Marion still spends some of her days seeing clients over video chat, and she always celebrates when she can meet them face to face. 

			‘More?’ she asks, not waiting for an answer, but scooping extra spaghetti into my bowl. 

			‘Actually, I’m pretty full,’ I say.

			‘Thought teenage boys were meant to eat all the time,’ she replies, pushing the bowl across the table so I know I have to finish it.

			‘He ate a stack of potato cakes in the shop,’ Frank says, pouring himself a glass of milk.

			‘Was it quiet tonight?’ Marion asks.

			‘Yeah,’ he replies. ‘Should have closed hours ago.’

			‘Nobody eats junk food on a Monday. They start the week trying to be virtuous,’ I say, parroting something Frank repeats at least once a week. 

			Marion laughs. ‘You’re spending too much time together. You’ll be singing like him next.’

			I shake my head. ‘Never. All those old songs.’

			Frank gives me a look across the table. He pretends to be offended when I tease his musical taste. ‘Not so old.’

			‘Hungry, Frank?’ Marion says.

			‘I’ll eat the boy’s leftovers,’ he says, eyeing off my bowl.

			I twirl one more forkful of spaghetti to satisfy Marion and push the bowl across to Frank, who pounces on the spaghetti and starts shovelling it in. A familiar song starts on the radio and Frank glances up at me. I’m trying to remember the name, but it’s a murky flash, and the words are dancing around in my head. Frank bangs his hand down, as if the table is a buzzer, and calls out, ‘“Bad, Bad Leroy Brown” …’ 

			‘I knew that one!’ I say, mad that I didn’t pick it first. ‘Dad used to sing it to me when I couldn’t get to sleep!’ 

			‘Too slow,’ says Frank, grinning. ‘Didn’t you lose last night too?’

			‘Yep, and the night before … Maybe if you changed the radio station so they didn’t only play songs from the last century, then I’d have a chance.’ 

			Marion nods. ‘Them’s fighting words, Sonny. You know how seriously Frank takes his music.’

			‘Your pop used to sing this song to us too,’ says Frank with his mouth full. He joins in on the chorus, his voice loud in the small kitchen. ‘Said Jim Croce was the best there was. I reckon he’s right.’ 

			‘Not sure I agree,’ I say, wanting to wind Frank up because we have these arguments most nights.

			‘You going to say Taylor Swift is a better lyricist?’ he says.

			I laugh. ‘I’m not a Swiftie, but she’s okay.’

			

			‘The old songs had meaning,’ Frank insists. ‘Timeless lyrics that told a story.’

			‘I’m pretty sure new songs do that too, Frank,’ I say, thinking of some of my favourites.

			‘Not the same.’ Using a chunk of bread, he mops up the last of the sauce in the bowl and stands up to do the dishes. 

			We argue about music more than we talk about anything else. As much as I rib Frank about his taste, I know I’m lucky to live with someone who lives for music as much as I do. Tin’s parents never play music, and if he wants to listen to anything then he has to play it in his room out the back with his headphones on.

			‘My turn to wash,’ I say.

			‘You dry,’ says Frank. 

			‘Well, I have book club, so I’ll love you and leave you,’ says Marion, planting a kiss on the top of Frank’s head, and squeezing my shoulder. 

			After she’s gone, Frank leans over and turns the radio up, and we stare at each other, waiting for the ads to finish and the next song to come on. Two bars in and I yell, ‘Billy Joel.’

			‘Double points if you can name the song.’

			‘Um … “Rocket Man”,’ I yell.

			Frank laughs and flicks the tea towel at me. ‘Elton John sings “Rocket Man”, not Billy Joel.’

			

			‘Oh, all those ancient guys sound the same!’

			‘It’s “Piano Man”,’ says Frank, launching into the first verse. Of course, he knows every word and his voice wraps around the song as he sways from side to side, scrubbing the saucepan clean. 

			‘Maybe you should join a choir,’ I tell him.

			Frank pulls a face. 

			‘You have the voice for it,’ I say, meaning it. 

			‘Some people are supposed to sing in public and others are supposed to sing for themselves.’

			‘You sing for customers.’ I think of how Frank will often start up at the fryer and one of the regulars will join in. 

			‘That’s different.’

			But he keeps singing and I’m pretty sure he’s louder now than he was. Perhaps he secretly likes imagining himself as a rock star.

			

			My room at Frank and Marion’s is tiny. It’s next to the bathroom and you can hear the shudder of the taps when someone is having a shower. But I don’t mind the noise, and I like being tucked away close, so that if they’re talking in the kitchen then I can hear their voices, even if I can’t make out what they’re saying.

			The room has just enough space for a king single bed that we moved from home and a pile of clothes on a wobbly rack close to the wall. I have a few books and a lamp Marion gave me, but all my real stuff is still at Dad’s. This is only temporary. An adult reminds me of that at least once a day. Not in an upsetting way, but more to make me feel okay about the fact that I’m not home. The thing is, I’m happy here, unless it’s a string of forty-degree days and the fish and chip shop heats upstairs to a temperature that’s impossible to control with air conditioning. Then I’d rather be anywhere else. 

			I open my window and slide the screen wire up so I can wriggle onto the roof of the shop. I haven’t told Frank and Marion that I sit out here sometimes, but I’m pretty sure Frank knows. He’s canny like that. There isn’t much that slips past him. I like leaning back on the warm corrugated metal and stretching my legs, with my bare feet hanging over the edge.

			It’s late but not so late that the street is completely quiet. Cars are still driving along, and occasionally someone walks past with their dog, without realising I’m watching from one floor above. There aren’t many visible stars tonight. It might be light pollution from the city. Or maybe dark clouds are waiting to storm, and I can’t make them out. 

			Once, when I was up north with Dad, a local Elder told us about the stars talking, and how his people use the patterns of stars as maps to navigate Country. I lay awake for ages that night in my swag, trying to read the sky, wondering what the stars were telling me. 

			Dad has always been interested in the earth, and where he looks down, I look up. When his work takes him to remote parts of Australia, I don’t mind going with him, and I’ve seen some extraordinary places on our trips. But now I’m at high school, it feels more complicated. Dad says he’ll find a more permanent job back here, but I know he’s not really a man who sits. He’s tried working at a desk in the city before, and he missed the dirt and the rocks and the open space. 

			And even if he never admits it, I think he misses Mum. I know I do.
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			Tess

			
			It’s Sunday afternoon and, instead of going to the movies with my friends, I’m trying to lose three-fifths of my family in the stationery aisle of the world’s saddest chain store. I’d be trying to lose the fourth fifth too but Mum isn’t here. 

			I haven’t told Jemma about meeting Sonny, or about being offered a job. I was going to tell her as soon as I came home on Friday night with enough chips to feed half the street, but Mum sent me back down to the shops for the cheese I forgot to buy, and by the time I was ready to text Jemma I was confused about what to say. Maybe Sonny was just being friendly, and it meant nothing that we walked to the bike shop, or that he stared intently into my eyes, or that we both liked chicken salt. 

			

			My biggest fear is that it was one of those fleeting encounters and, unless I lie to my parents and take the job, I’ll never see him again. Obviously, I could spend a lot of time ordering chips in the hope that he’ll be working. I haven’t ruled out that option yet. 

			I did keep a scrap of paper from the fish and chip parcel. I dated it and stuck it on my wall. Nobody else will understand what it means, but I will.

			The twins are fighting so loudly over something that I can hear their voices and Dad trying to calm them down. I’m hoping that nobody guesses they belong to me, and if I keep moving then maybe they’ll all forget I’m here and leave me behind. 

			I’m staring at the pens in an attempt to work out which black fine liner would be best for English class when Jake skids around the corner on a trolley, almost crashing into the display of lunchboxes. I catch a green-dinosaur one before it falls and stop him with my foot.

			‘Get off,’ I say. He’s standing on the back bar of the trolley and using it like a skateboard. 

			‘Hurry up, Tess,’ he says.

			‘I’m trying to find the perfect pen.’

			I pull the lid off another one and scribble on the notepad provided. The nib is too thick. I don’t know why it matters. It’s not like I write much anyway. But I love finding the right pen to use.

			

			‘This is so boring. I’m supposed to be at the park,’ says Jake, rocking back and forth on the trolley like he’s preparing to ram it into the display. 

			‘I found the sports socks,’ says Dad as he rounds the corner, carrying pairs of socks, which he drops into the trolley. ‘Jake, can you stop disappearing.’

			‘I hate those ankle ones,’ says Jake, peering over the trolley at the socks.

			‘If you stay with me then you can pick your own,’ says Dad.

			‘Can I get a new drink bottle?’ Raff says, gazing at the display.

			‘You don’t need a drink bottle. You don’t move enough to need one!’ Jake says.

			I snatch up a green one with a spotted giraffe painted on it and hold it out to Raff. ‘This is perfect for you.’

			Jake laughs and reaches out to high five me, but I am not that juvenile. 

			‘Leave me hanging, Tess,’ says Jake.

			Raff ignores us both. He grabs a large metal bottle from the shelf and adds it to the pile in the trolley. 

			‘Seriously, do I have to be here for this?’ I say, wondering why I’m being dragged along on a shopping trip with my brothers when I don’t need sports socks or drink bottles. There are a million things I could be doing today, and they don’t include this. 

			‘It’s nice to be out as a family,’ says Dad. 

			I laugh. ‘Um, Earth to Dad, Mum isn’t even here. She’s at work. Again.’

			Dad shakes his head at me like now is not the time. Now is never the time. Mum works seven million hours a week and we have to pretend that she doesn’t. Sometimes I even forget what she looks like. 

			‘What else do you boys need?’ Dad asks. 

			‘I want different socks!’ Jake says, racing off with the trolley. I watch as he almost collides with a woman and her kid. 

			‘It’s okay, Tessa,’ says Dad. ‘Is there anything you need?’

			‘World peace?’ 

			‘Seriously, honey. Any t-shirts? Shorts? New bathers?’

			‘Not from here, Dad. This is all child-labour rubbish, remember?’ 

			Dad sighs. But it’s true. If I was allowed to buy the sorts of clothes I wanted to wear, they’d come from the vintage shop near school, not a mass-produced chain store. 

			‘I’d better go after your brother before he destroys the place,’ says Dad. ‘Keep an eye on Raff.’

			

			Anyone would think Jake was about three and not about to hit double digits. Raff turns to me to ask something about something, and I stick my earbuds in and crank up the punk song I’m listening to before he finishes speaking. He tugs on the cord and one of my earbuds falls out.

			‘What?!’ I bark at him. 

			‘Whoa, why are so you cranky?’

			‘Because I could be watching an inappropriate horror film right now and stuffing my face with popcorn instead of talking to you,’ I say.

			He raises one eyebrow in a perfect arc. He’s always been able to do that. It used to drive Jake and me mad because neither of us can. 

			‘Should I get two pairs of shorts or one?’ Raff asks.

			‘Why are you asking me?’ I say.

			His cheeks redden and I immediately wish I’d been kinder. 

			‘I just thought you might have an opinion,’ says Raff. ‘You stay here and stare at the pens.’ As he walks away, I force myself not to follow him. It’s not his fault that I’m here as a surrogate parent. 

			I push my earbud back in and start testing red pens. Everyone else has just drawn dashes and lines on the practice pad, but I start making letters, and then words. 

			

			Help me, I write. I change pens and write the same thing over and over in as many different colours and thicknesses as I can. I’m so focused on filling the test pads with as many versions of Help me as I can that I only vaguely notice a woman in a blue uniform hovering nearby. 

			It’s only when she reaches across me and rips off the top sheet of the test pad and then shakes her head at me that I notice she’s ripped off every top sheet on every test pad and removed all my best work.

			I write Help me in green. She plucks the pen from my hand and slides it back into the display. And then she mouths something at me, but I can’t hear it because the song I’m listening to has reached its chorus and the singer I love with the piercings and the ripped t-shirt is screaming lyrics that silence everything else. 

			I smile politely and tap on my earbuds to indicate I haven’t heard a word, and then scan the shop for a sign of Jake and the trolley. A flash of a red sports top speeds around the end of the clothing aisle and I scurry away from the pens, hoping I won’t be followed.

			I’m really just a part-time rebel, a junior in challenging the establishment. Some of the kids I go to school with would have stayed and fought the good fight, and probably ended up drawing Help me on their own arm to have their say. But as Jemma always says when she’s in full therapy mode, I’m a first-born and I’m desperate for approval. 

			‘Can we go?’ I ask Dad as I walk over, turning down my music.

			‘Yes!’ Dad says. ‘Let’s get out of here, Tessa, before they buy the whole shop.’

			‘Or destroy it,’ I say. 

			Dad laughs, and for a second I can ignore the twins. I even attempt to start a conversation about the art elective I’ve chosen for year eight, but then Jake dumps a whole armful of stuff from the trolley onto the check-out and derails my moment.

			‘Be careful!’ Raff says, trying to push Jake out of the way. And Jake bumps him with the trolley. 

			‘Boys, come on. Enough,’ says Dad.

			The check-out guy glances at Raff’s and Jake’s faces before he starts scanning all our stuff. 

			‘My brother’s got twins,’ he says to Dad.

			‘Poor thing,’ I say. 

			‘She’s kidding,’ says Dad.

			‘Am I?’

			‘Headphones out, Tessa. You too, Raff. This is a family bonding-buying trip,’ Dad says.

			‘My music is off. They’re just in my ears so they don’t drag along the floor,’ I say.

			

			‘Drag them into your pocket then,’ he tells me.

			The man on the check-out is swiping item after item and loading them into boxes. 

			‘Can you drop me at the park, Dad?’ Jake says.

			‘Thought we could go out for milkshakes,’ says Dad.

			There are groans from Jake and Raff, who both have things to do. I say nothing, wondering if Dad will suggest that just the two of us go.

			‘Okay, okay, yes, I can drop you at the park. And yes, Raff, I can drop you at Heidi’s.’

			‘No milkshake then?’ I say.

			‘We can make some when we get home,’ says Dad.

			‘Make some? With our magic milkshake machine?’ I say. Maybe he’ll shake the carton and then pour me a glass of cold milk. 

			The check-out guy has packed everything into cardboard boxes and tells Dad his kids have spent over three hundred dollars. I wait for Dad to say something, but he just pays, and the guy laughs about the cost of kids, and talks about how much his brother spends on dressing his twin girls in identical clothes.

			‘Grab a box, kids,’ says Dad.

			Jake lifts the heaviest one and balances it on his head, even though Dad tells him to carry it properly. 

			‘It’s not my stuff,’ I say. 

			

			‘Tessa … please,’ says Dad. I reach for the smallest box and tuck it under my arm.

			‘You’re just like the three bears,’ says Dad as we head outside to the car. 

			‘I’m Papa Bear!’ Jake says, in his usual competitive way. 

			I walk past them. It’s stinking hot already. Dad opens the boot and Jake tosses the box in casually, so things spill everywhere. 

			‘Jake!’ Dad says as Raff places his down carefully.

			The boxes barely fit because there is still stuff to go to the op shop that nobody has dropped off. 

			‘I’m in the front!’ Jake yells.

			But I walk around to the passenger door and glare at him until he moves. He starts complaining about how it’s not fair that I always ride shotgun just because I happened to be born first. 

			‘There has to be some advantage to being your big sister,’ I tell him, pushing past and climbing into the car.

			A boy with floppy hair is weaving through the parked cars, followed by a woman who I assume is his mother. It sort of looks like Sonny, and I can feel my heart speeding up. I strain to see his face. The woman swings the shopping bag, which crashes into his legs, and he laughs and turns just as there’s a sharp kick to the back of my seat.

			

			I peer around to see which twin is responsible and Jake grins at me. I reach over and slap his leg.

			‘Ow! Dad, Tess hit me,’ says Jake.

			Dad starts preparing his typical speech about how we should be more respectful of each other, but I’m too preoccupied with finding the boy who might be Sonny. I hunt the car park for a glimpse of him. But he’s vanished. 

			And then a bright red truck-thing drives past us and, even though I can’t see clearly through the windows, I’m sure it’s him in the passenger seat. And if Jake hadn’t distracted me, then I’d know for sure. 

			I watch as the car pulls out onto the road and drives away. And I turn back to glare at Jake, who sticks his tongue out like he doesn’t care a bit. 
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			Sonny

			
			For the brief time that I attended high school earlier this year, I wore a uniform. Grey pants and a pale grey shirt and a purple blazer with chocolate brown trim. The pants were itchy, and the shirt didn’t fit properly because we found it in an op shop, and nobody wanted to wear a blazer in a Melbourne summer, but it made me feel safe. Like I belonged. Like I could nail down one thing that was expected of me. 

			The new school doesn’t have a uniform, and without it I’m a little lost. Tin messaged me last night and told me to dress casually, as though he was worried I was about to rock up in a three-piece suit. It’s true that I don’t care about fashion the way he does. Mostly I slop around in baggy shorts and second-hand t-shirts, things that can survive being out in the bush when we wash them in a river or in a billy of water we’ve warmed over the fire. 

			But rather than reassure me, Tin has made me more aware that I’m an outsider. 

			After digging through the two drawers of clothes I brought with me, I still can’t find anything suitable. 

			‘Help, Marion!’ I say as I walk into the kitchen. ‘What should I wear?’ 

			Marion’s sitting at the table with a pot of tea steeping in front of her. She always does the crossword on her phone before she leaves for work. Sometimes she asks me to help, but I’m rubbish at word games. Numbers are my thing.

			‘Does it matter?’ she asks. 

			‘Well, Tin told me to dress cool, but casual. What does that mean?’

			‘Frank!’ she calls out.

			‘He’s gone downstairs with a pot of coffee,’ I tell her. ‘And I’m not sure he’ll be much help in the clothes stakes!’

			She grins at me. ‘It’s true that the man gave up on fashion many years ago. But it’s not true that he can’t help with cool clothes. Follow me.’

			‘Um, okay …’ 

			‘Don’t say anything until you’ve seen his wardrobe,’ she says, switching on their bedroom light. Their room is both clean and messy. There’s nothing on the floor but there are piles of books balanced next to Marion’s side of the bed and a collection of espresso cups next to Frank’s. On the walls are paintings that Frank rescued from his parents’ place when they died, including an abstract red and black one that I always loved when I visited as a kid. I used to call it the fire painting. 

			‘I don’t think Frank’s clothes will fit me,’ I say, quietly alarmed that Marion thinks we’ll find anything suitable in here.

			But she ignores me and slides open the wooden wardrobe door and shifts the hangers along so that she can dig out stuff from the back. She holds up a shirt. It’s checked with short sleeves and metal buttons. 

			‘He doesn’t like throwing anything out. These are the clothes he bought when we first started dating – in the late 1980s,’ she says, laughing. ‘Wrangler jeans, old Levis … all the brands that you young people wear! Vintage clothes, Sonny. And Frank was skinny then, so they’ll probably fit you.’

			I peer into the darkness of the wardrobe. There are hangers with jeans and shirts and jackets. ‘It’s like a museum.’

			‘Help yourself. He might keep them but he’ll never wear them again, so somebody should enjoy them. Don’t you think?’

			

			Frank spends his days getting around in a pair of faded black tracksuit pants and an equally faded t-shirt with his blue apron tied tight over the top. I’ve seen photos of him from when he was younger and he was sharply dressed, with floppy black hair like mine. Now his hair is long at the back and receding at the sides, but he still has the smile. He’s just more careful about when he uses it. 

			Marion helps me find a pair of baggy denim jeans like the ones that Tin wears, a couple more checked shirts, and a camel-coloured drill jacket with a zip up the front that she says should see out the week. 

			‘Will Frank mind?’

			Marion laughs. ‘Of course not. You go and get changed and I’ll make you some toast.’

			I don’t have a mirror in my room, but I put on one of the shirts and the jeans. They fit me perfectly. It almost feels like I’m starting school for the very first time in new clothes, without any idea of what I’m walking into. Tin offered to meet me on the way, but he’ll be riding, and my bike is still in the shop, so I told him to wait outside the school instead. 

			As I head back to the kitchen, Frank is walking up the stairs. He has the coffee pot in his hand. 

			‘You still here, boy?’

			‘Yep. Going now,’ I say. ‘What do you think?’ I hold out my arms and turn slowly. 

			

			‘Very … sharp,’ he says. 

			I grin at him. ‘Recognise anything?’

			Frank pats his stomach. ‘Can you believe those pants once fitted me?’ 

			‘I’ve seen photos.’

			Frank follows me into the kitchen to make more coffee, ranting about some car that has double-parked out the front. Marion is plating up a mound of toast with avocado and fresh tomato on the side.

			‘Eat that and I’ll drive you,’ she says to me. 

			Frank eyes the plate. ‘You can’t eat all that, boy.’ 

			‘He needs real food so he can concentrate today,’ Marion tells him. 

			Frank loads one of the pieces of toast with tomato and eats it standing up over the sink. 

			‘The food isn’t for you, Frank,’ says Marion. 

			‘I can walk,’ I tell her. 

			‘Not on your first day. That phone of yours can’t tell you which direction to go in, so you’ll probably get lost.’

			The school is only about a kilometre from the shop and it’s basically a straight walk, but I don’t argue. I think Marion likes looking after me as much as I like being looked after. I shove some toast in my mouth before Frank finishes my breakfast and listen to them talking about the new freezer part being delivered downstairs. 

			

			‘I’ll just do my teeth,’ I say, jumping up and heading for the bathroom. I’m not sure why I’m so nervous. I’ve dipped in and out of school for large chunks of time over the past six years, so beginning again is nothing new. Not really. And at least I have Tin to show me around.

			In the bathroom I stand up on the edge of the bath so I can check my outfit. I can only see strips of the jeans and the shirt, but I look okay. I think. My hair needs a cut, but I like how it hangs down over my face and gives me somewhere to hide.

			‘I made you lunch,’ says Marion from the doorway, holding out a paper bag. 

			Frank calls out from the kitchen. ‘You never make me lunch!’

			Nobody has made me lunch since I was six. That was when Mum first moved out. Now Dad forgets to even buy food for the house, so making lunch is definitely not on his radar. I stuff the paper bag into my backpack before I have time to get emotional. 

			‘There’s enough for Tin too if he’s hungry,’ Marion says. 

			‘He’s always hungry,’ I say, following her down the stairs. 

			It only takes about four minutes to reach school. Not even enough time to choose a couple of songs and listen to them. But enough time for me to begin doubting my decision to start at a new school. 

			Marion double-parks outside the front gates. Now that we’re here, I don’t want to climb out of the car. ‘I’m nervous.’ 

			Marion leans over and touches her hand to my cheek. It’s the sort of thing I always imagine a mum doing. ‘You’re supposed to be nervous. But at least you scrub up okay.’

			I laugh at how she says it. She never tells me what to feel or do. She just finds a positive to throw on top. I take a breath and open the car door, sliding out and into the warm air. There are kids everywhere, streaming towards the big open doors. Some are on bikes. Some are on foot, and some are being dropped off in cars. 

			‘Oi!’

			It’s Tin, waving at me as he locks his bike to a metal bar, and I head across the road. 

			‘I like the fit,’ he says, eyeing off my jeans. 

			I’m dressed almost identically to Tin, except his sneakers are cooler than mine. We’re both in baggy jeans from the last century and a checked cotton shirt with metal buttons and short sleeves.

			‘It’s all Frank’s!’ I say with a laugh, expecting Tin to join in. 

			

			But he nods instead. ‘Yeah, not surprised. He’s a man of taste.’

			‘Just because you two like the same music doesn’t make it good,’ I say. 

			‘You wouldn’t understand, Sonny.’

			I roll my eyes at him but he’s too busy securing the lock on his bike to notice. I tell Tin that we have to go to the administration office first, so we walk in through the sliding doors and Tin points out the office to the left. It’s a row of glass windows like something out of a gangster movie with the bank tellers all in a line. 

			I wait at the first window, my stomach starting to whirl. There are kids walking through the building like they own it. After a minute or two, a woman sits down across from me and slides open the window. I explain that I’m new.

			Hearing my name, she types something into her computer. ‘You’re in 7D, Samson.’

			‘That’s my class,’ says Tin behind me.

			‘Can we change my name to Sonny? Is that okay?’

			She shrugs. ‘You can change your name to whatever you like, but it’s Samson in the system.’

			‘When I enrolled, I told them …’

			‘Get a parent to call,’ she says.

			Whenever people in charge say things like that, I want to point out that not every kid has a parent. And even if we do, our parents might not live with us, or be remotely capable of basic administration tasks. I’ve been filling in forms for myself since Mum went overseas. Dad barely remembers to do his tax. 

			‘I’ll get someone to give you a tour, Sonny,’ she says, and I regret thinking bad things about her. At least she used my preferred name.

			‘I can show him around,’ says Tin.

			The woman is smiling, but not as much as I am. The last thing I want is an official teenage tour. ‘You don’t have a locker yet,’ she says. ‘You won’t get one until year eight. Too late in the term now.’

			I wonder if I’ll still be here in year eight, or up north with the dingoes. The woman slides the glass closed, ending my orientation. 

			‘Welcome to the jungle,’ says Tin. 

			Walking through the school, Tin points out all the important features. Where the canteen is, which toilets to avoid and, finally, which locker is Tin’s. He has a top locker. Not sure how he managed that. ‘You’ll have to shove your stuff in. I never clean it.’

			As he opens his locker, balled-up paper, food wrappers and schoolbooks threaten to fall out. ‘I might just carry my bag,’ I say.

			‘Heaps of room,’ Tin promises me. He wedges things in and then lifts my bag and pushes it on top. It fits – sort of. 

			‘We have maths first,’ says Tin, groaning.

			‘Perfect!’

			‘Not sure we can be friends, Sonny,’ Tin replies, navigating the stream of kids coming into the building. It’s nothing like my previous school. This school is on a small footprint of land with four levels and stairs to get to the different classrooms. It’s built from large grey concrete blocks and decorated with huge student paintings on the walls. But it has the same familiar teenage smell. 

			None of the numbers for the classrooms seem to make sense, so I trail along behind Tin down the corridor towards room 310. If I had to find my own way I’d be lost. Tin heads to the back of the class and I take the seat next to him. Maths has always been my best subject, so normally I’d sit up the front in double maths, but today I don’t want to sit alone. 

			The teacher tells us to continue working through the chapter on probability. I don’t have the book, so I have to share Tin’s, but he seems more interested in drawing his way through three pages of guitars than in solving equations. As the maths teacher heads down the aisle towards us, I elbow Tin and nod in her direction. He shrugs like it doesn’t matter.

			

			‘Samson, are you keeping up?’ she asks. ‘We have our end-of-year test next week.’

			I nod. ‘Yep, all good. But actually, do you mind calling me Sonny?’

			She tells me I should inform the office that I want my name changed on the records, and I resist explaining I’ve already done that. 

			‘And Tin? Why are you drawing? You’re already behind,’ she says.

			‘Exactly,’ says Tin, who keeps scribbling the outside of his guitar. 

			I wait for her to argue with him, but she continues wandering past the desks, stopping to check work.

			‘Do you want help?’ I whisper. 

			Tin shakes his head. ‘I’m counting down the days until I can drop maths,’ he says. ‘Only three more years to go!’ 

			‘Actually, it’s three years and four weeks.’

			‘Thanks, Sonny. Good of you to remind me.’

			I lean across and study the wall of guitars on the page. ‘I like that one,’ I say to him. 

			‘Of course you do.’

			‘What does that mean?’

			‘It’s flashy. No style. No depth to the sound,’ he says. Obviously, these are not just any old sketches but real guitars that Tin has drawn many times. When he’s not outside on his bike, he’s inside playing music, with a guitar balanced on his knee, and teaching himself some new riff.

			‘I’m admiring the drawing of the guitar, not the guitar itself,’ I say.

			‘No, you’re admiring the aesthetics of it,’ he says, sounding disappointed. ‘Has Frank taught you nothing?’

			I smile and turn back to my textbook, writing out equations with the pen Marion bought me on the weekend. 

			One thing I do know is that I have to stop making comparisons between schools, but at my old school songs blared over the PA to mark the end of the day and the beginning of lunch and recess. I always liked imagining that the principal was in her office mixing it up to some 90s classics. But this school has a bell and it’s loud and shrill and, at the first sound of it, people move fast.

			‘It’s recess,’ says Tin. ‘Canteen?’

			I tell him that Marion packed enough food for both of us, and he grins at me. ‘You are so lucky.’ 

			There’s only one corridor to the lockers so it fills pretty quickly, and everyone seems happy enough to push their way through. I try to stand back and wait but then I realise everyone will keep bundling past and I’ll literally be the last man standing. Even Tin has scurried off to his locker. Sensing a small break in the bodies, I duck past an armpit and squeeze through a gap so that I’m next to Tin. 

			‘Grab the food. Let’s get out of here,’ he says.

			I’m using the backpack from my old school, complete with logo and fancy purple trim along the edges. I shove my hand in and find the paper bag and pull out some foil-wrapped parcels. ‘Here, lucky dip,’ I say, handing them to Tin. 

			At least everyone is moving in the same direction, like trout swimming downstream. Or maybe it’s upstream. I’ve never been sure. Anyway, we join them, staying towards the outside lane. A girl slips in front of me as I reach the stairs, and I follow her down two flights. For a second, I wonder if it’s Tess, and I’m about to call out her name, but then she reaches the first floor and takes a sharp right and I’m so busy watching her back that I trip as I hit the next step. I grab at someone’s shoulder to stop from falling, and they glare at me as they pull free. 

			‘Sorry,’ I say, and as I right myself I try to see where the girl is. But she’s gone. Disappeared into the crowd. 

			‘You right?’ Tin says as we reach the ground floor. 

			‘Yeah, but reckon your school needs some traffic lights.’

			‘Use your elbows, Sonny. It’s the only way,’ he says, making me laugh. Tin is the gentlest person I know. 

			‘Hey, do you know someone called Theresa Reynolds?’ I ask Tin.

			He shrugs. ‘This is a big school. What year?’

			I think about her age. ‘Year seven or eight, I guess.’

			‘I don’t know many people. I’m not exactly friendly, Sonny.’

			I was hoping he’d tell me they were besties, or that she was in one of the music ensembles he was in, but given I don’t know what school she’s at, it was a long shot.

			He drags me off to a shaded area behind the main building where kids are sprawled on the ground and whatever seats they can find. Tin rips open one of the foil parcels: juicy ripe berries shine up at us. He holds the parcel out to me, offering me some, and soon our fingers are smeared with purple and red. Then he tears at another parcel, and inside is a bunch of carrot lengths all similarly sized, with slices of cheese interrupting the orange. 

			‘Did Marion cut these herself?’ he asks, like it’s beyond him that somebody would prepare food for him. 

			‘I guess. I can’t see Frank doing it!’ We both laugh at the image of Frank filling a lunchbox with healthy snacks. 

			

			‘I love carrots and cheese together,’ says Tin, grabbing more. 

			‘Me too.’

			‘Marion’s the best,’ he says, his voice dreamy and lost.

			He already knows how I feel about Marion, but I nod anyway, aware of how lucky I am. And when we both reach for the same carrot, Tin snaps it in half and grins as he shoves the bigger piece into his mouth. 
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			Tess

			
			If you want the world to know something quickly, then tell a teenager. They can spread information faster than the internet. Sure, it may be embellished a little, missing vital details, or possibly even entirely untrue, but that’s not all that different from the internet. 

			And if it’s gossip that you’re after, we deliver. 

			According to Maya, who heard from Saskia, who was told by Levi, who learnt it by walking past the administration office before school and overhearing someone mention it, there’s a new kid in year seven. Strange time to start – on a Monday four weeks before the end of the year – but there you go. The kid’s name is Samson. His surname hasn’t made it through yet. Or at least not to me. But I do know that he’s tall. And apparently he was expelled from his last school, but nobody knows why. Yet. He only started yesterday, but I’d bet that everyone in year seven already knows about him. 

			We aren’t technically allowed to have our phones at school during the day, but we have laptops, so we can still send messages. And we do. Which is how I know that Samson is an old friend of Tin Jeffers’ and that he’s slotted into Tin’s class, which is 7D. I’m in 7A. There’s no meaning to the letters. It’s not like I get As or anything. As if. 

			I haven’t actually seen Samson yet: there are nine hundred other kids flooding the hallways, so spying anyone new is tricky. I’m hoping to clap eyes on him soon. Such a strange expression – clap eyes. Dad says it all the time. He’s always wanting to clap eyes on homework, or on a dishwasher being emptied. Like he can’t believe it until he sees it. 

			‘Theresa?’

			I realise Ms Burns is saying my name and half the class has turned to watch me. 

			‘Um, yes?’

			‘What’s your origin story? I’ll give you another minute to think.’

			Origin story. Yes, that’s right, she said origin story, like we’re all comic-book characters with complicated back stories that led us to uncover our superpowers. 

			

			Usually, I love to talk in English, to argue with Angus about the book we’re studying, or to whisper with a friend about our plans for the weekend, but I have nothing interesting to offer in terms of an origin story. 

			I don’t have a middle name. 

			I don’t have some incredible talent for sport or music. 

			I’m average height, and my hair is brown but not glossy chocolate brown like Jemma’s, just dull brown and mostly tied back because I’m lazy. 

			My teeth are straight, but they have a gap that I hate.

			I’m old for my year because my parents made me repeat kindergarten, worried my fine motor skills were not as advanced as the others. That’s what you get from having a mum who’s a doctor, and a dad who left his job in accounting to become an occupational therapist. 

			I’m actually quite relieved I repeated kindergarten because that was where I met Jemma. She was also old for the year, but that was because she’d been living overseas with her family and had only just returned. She has a much more interesting origin story than me. But that’s hers to tell. Jemma and I are both turning fourteen soon. In fact, my birthday and Christmas are crammed into the same week. I wouldn’t recommend it. You get one set of presents that double as two, but nobody is honest about it. 

			Unfortunately, the most interesting thing about me isn’t even about me. It’s the fact that I have identical twin brothers who are four-and-a-bit years younger than me, and four-and-a-bit times more annoying than the average younger sibling. Or maybe they are nine times more annoying because there are two of them. But I don’t want my high school class knowing about the twins. This is my place, where I can be known just as Tess Reynolds.

			On my first day of primary school, we had to introduce ourselves to the prep class in one of those icebreaker-style exercises teachers seem to love. One kid banged on for so long about his dog who had apparently rescued his brother from drowning that the teacher had to ask him to take a breath. When it was my turn, instead of talking about my real family, or my non-existent pet, I told a detailed story about being a nurse in the war. Worried that I was telling tales, my poor confused teacher called my parents in for a chat. Dad laughed and put it down to my extraordinary imagination, believing that one day I would be a star in English. 

			Sadly, he was wrong. I’m definitely not a star in English. I’m almost at the end of year seven and I’ve muddled through a couple of average essays and a presentation on what makes a sentence sing, although I still couldn’t tell you the answer to that. And as far as my imagination goes, the only time it seems to fire is when I have to talk about myself in front of a class. 

			My brain is whirring through one wild invented fact after another, like the nurse story is about to happen again. 

			‘Theresa? Don’t overthink it,’ says Ms Burns. 

			But overthinking is what I’m known for, so it’s a bit late for that. In an attempt to stop my classmates staring at me as they wait for an answer, I blurt out the first thing that pops into my head. ‘I’m related to one of the Beatles,’ I say. 

			‘Really,’ says Ms Burns, sounding a little sceptical. And even though I know it’s not true – well, it’s probably not true – she doesn’t, so I’m not sure why she doesn’t believe me. 

			‘Dad told me,’ I add, feeling my cheeks blushing as I duck my head while the other half of the class turns to stare at me like they’ve never seen me before. 

			‘Which Beatle?’ Angus yells.

			Luckily, I am saved by the bell, and I couldn’t be more relieved. I smile at Angus and start packing up my things, hoping I’ll find a way to skirt around my origin story over the next four weeks. And then, by the time the summer holidays are over, surely everyone will have forgotten. I may not be an English star, but I am endlessly optimistic. 

			

			My locker is in the middle of the wall of grey metal lockers and for some reason it’s in the top row, even though I’m not particularly tall. I’ve never understood why they don’t assign lockers based on height. Jemma has a bottom locker, and she is one of the tallest in our year level. Someone is always trying to recruit her for basketball, like it’s the only thing tall people can do with their time, and she’s always laughing them off. She hasn’t played competitive sport since she quit Irish dancing in year three.

			I grab my sad ham roll and the even sadder bruised apple that will end up as school compost instead of home compost and slam my locker door shut, determined for once not to be the last to the meeting spot near the basketball courts. Jemma is always the first one there. I don’t know how she manages to escape class earlier than everybody else. Clutching my lunch, I hurry outside to where Jemma is lounging along the strip of shade next to the gym, with her legs coiled so she doesn’t trip any of the basketball players. 

			‘So which Beatle are you related to? And why didn’t I know about your famous connections?’ Jemma says as I plonk down on the warm concrete. 

			Today she’s wearing a floaty white spaghetti-strap dress with her long dark hair plaited loosely, effortlessly cool as always, making me wish I hadn’t worn my dad’s old t-shirt and a pair of too-big denim shorts, again. This may be the fourth day in a row I’ve worn the same clothes to school. I think it’s environmentally friendly if I wear the same clothes every day because it cuts down on washing, but I’m not sure anyone else sees it like that.

			‘Already? Class just finished.’

			She shrugs. ‘Angus walked past before you arrived.’

			‘Of course he did. Well, hopefully everyone will forget by tomorrow,’ I tell her. 

			‘Oh yeah, the Beatles aren’t still big, are they?’

			I roll my eyes at Jemma because she’s right. It was much worse than five-year-old me pretending I was once a nurse. ‘I just panicked. I don’t have an origin story …’

			‘I don’t think an origin story means you’re related to someone famous. I think it can mean anything. Like you were born in a different country, or you like eating chilli straight from the jar,’ says Jemma.

			‘I do like eating chilli straight from the jar. It would be better than this.’ I hold out the squashed stale roll. ‘One sad slice of ham. The parents refuse to believe I’m vegetarian.’

			‘Because you aren’t vegetarian.’ 

			‘Just a technicality!’ I say, making her laugh. 

			‘Here, I’ll eat it,’ she says. ‘You can have mine.’

			Jemma’s lunches are edible artworks. Sometimes they are packed in a series of metal tins that connect with clips, each one holding something beautiful and colourful like berries and cucumber slices and squares of cheese. And sometimes, like today, her lunch is inside a pale pink thermos. She never has squashed bread rolls like I do, or apples that have seen better days. One of her dads, Marcus, is a chef, and he’s all about variety and taste.

			‘All yours,’ I say, handing her the roll. Then I lift the lid of the thermos and lean into the smell. ‘Yum. You sure?’

			‘Yeah, I don’t do leftovers! But there’s salami,’ she says sarcastically.

			‘We both know salami doesn’t count.’ I’m only a casual vegetarian, enforced more at home than anywhere else. Partly because I know it irritates my mum. ‘So,’ I tell Jemma, ‘I want to get a job.’ 

			‘A real job?’

			‘Yep. I know it’s unlikely.’

			‘Does your mum know?’

			‘Not exactly …’

			

			Jemma makes a desperate squeaking sound. She has this very honest relationship with her dads, and she never seems to fudge information. She endlessly worries that I’m not telling Mum the whole story. ‘There is no way your mum will let you. She needs you home to help with the boys.’

			‘I’m almost fourteen. She can’t keep me home forever! I’m like Rapunzel,’ I say.

			‘Rapunzel with shoulder-length hair.’

			It’s true that my hair isn’t as long as Rapunzel’s, or as strong, and I can’t imagine anyone climbing it. ‘Yeah, well, I’m locked in the castle. Metaphorically at least.’

			‘It’s not that bad,’ Jemma says.

			‘For you, maybe. I don’t want to spend all my holidays babysitting the twins! Imagine how many baskets I’ll shoot. And how many times I’ll have to listen to Raff play the same boring bass line. I’ll have the worst FOMO.’

			Jemma laughs again. ‘Stop being so dramatic.’

			‘Speaking of dramatic, what did I miss at the park?’ I ask. 

			Jemma dives into a story about Maya and Steph competing to see who could shove more extra-hot chilli chips into their mouth. My time at the park is always cut short because I have to pick up the twins from school on Fridays, so instead of mooching around at Sparkly Bear with my friends, pooling our pocket money for a six-pack of cinnamon doughnuts to eat in the park before we all head for home, I loiter for fifteen minutes and then sprint to the primary school. 

			I don’t mind missing out on the doughnuts, but I do mind missing out on the laughs. And the gossip. I tried telling Mum that I didn’t want to have to collect the twins every Friday, but she doesn’t seem to understand that there are better things to do when you’re nearly fourteen than hang out with your little brothers. 

			‘Maya won, of course. Steph had to drink from my water bottle after only six chips,’ Jemma tells me. Some days Maya and Steph join us for lunch, but they are both over-committed, rehearsing with two choirs and one of the orchestras, so mostly it’s just me and Jemma. 

			‘So, have you seen him yet?’ Jemma says. 

			‘Who?’ 

			‘Samson Dooley!’

			Dooley. Obviously, Jemma is much better at gathering intel than me. Teenagers might be experts at spreading information but there’s still a pecking order to who finds things out and when. 

			I shake my head. ‘No.’

			‘He’s really cute,’ Jemma says with a giggle I haven’t heard before. ‘Tall and dreamy-looking with dark hair.’

			This would be the perfect time for me to confide in her about my crush too. But saying it aloud changes it. I’m not sure why I’m being so secretive. Jemma and I mostly tell each other everything and it’s not like she would tell anyone. She is the best secret keeper around. I want to tell her. I want a reason to say his name, but I think I’m worried that if I talk about it then I’ll jinx it and it will never be anything other than me giggling to my friend about some boy who spat a dim sim at me.

			So, true to form, I aim for a subject change. ‘This is delicious pasta,’ I say. 

			‘It’s not a delicious ham roll,’ says Jemma, nibbling the edges. 

			‘I did warn you,’ I reply, clutching the thermos in fear that she’ll make me give it back. 

			‘So, Maya told me that Samson was expelled because he started a fight in the canteen and broke someone’s nose,’ says Jemma. Maya is the queen of gossip. Not in a cruel way, just in an intel-gathering sort of way. 

			I pull a face. I’ve never seen a fight at school. Not a physical one. ‘I heard he cheated on a test. Or fought with a teacher.’

			‘No,’ Jemma insists. ‘He broke someone’s nose.’

			

			‘How does Maya know?’

			Jemma shrugs. ‘Tammy told her.’

			‘Who’s Tammy?’

			Our conversations are often like this. Circles of unfinished threads that frustrate Jemma because somehow I never know who she is talking about. Where I am strictly a one-girl best-friend type, Jem is a collector of the new. 

			‘She’s in our class,’ says Jemma. 

			Our class. The words sting for a second. Jemma and Maya are together and I’m in a different class. Sometimes it bothers me because they talk about people who I only know through them. But then I remember that Jemma and I have been best friends for nearly ten years, and we’ve weathered all sorts of drama.

			‘Do you think he’s single?’ Jemma says, stretching her legs out so her feet are across the line of the basketball court. 

			‘Who?’ I say, just to annoy her.

			Jemma glances over. ‘Samson, of course!’ 

			‘Are we still talking about him?’ I say. 

			‘Theresa! This is my future boyfriend you’re mocking.’ She reaches over to snatch the thermos from me. 

			‘Oops,’ I say, as she peers inside before tipping it upside down and shaking it.

			

			‘You finished it?’ She sounds surprised. 

			‘Sorry. This vegetarian sure does love salami!’ 

			Rolling her eyes, she tosses the mostly uneaten ham roll at me. ‘Well, I really wish you loved ham instead.’
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			Sonny

			
			I’ve only been at the new school for three days, but the rumours about me have been growing all week. Tin said not to worry because it will all blow over by the time year eight starts. He’s probably right. I heard kids talking in my English class about a girl who’s apparently related to one of the Beatles, so maybe they’ll lose interest in me soon.

			I head to the bike rack to wait for Tin, who has a meeting with his music teacher. Because my bike is still at the shop, Frank pulled his old racer out of retirement. He even pumped up the tyres. It’s not the smoothest ride but it means I don’t have to walk to school, which is a plus, and hopefully mine will be fixed soon. 

			A tall girl wheeling a bike brushes past me, bumping into my shoulder. She slows down and apologises. 

			‘All good, I have another one,’ I say lightly, shuffling back a step so she doesn’t roll her bike over my foot. 

			She laughs. ‘You’re new, aren’t you?’ 

			‘Is it that obvious?’ I say, pretending to check what I’m wearing. I’ve been expecting more people to chat to me, but so far very few people have. Tin assures me it’s because they think of him as a bodyguard. 

			We chat for a minute about the best foods to eat in the canteen, and then she tells me to avoid the pasta on a Thursday because according to school rumours it’s never actually cooked and someone broke a tooth once. I’m not sure that’s likely but I figure she’s just being friendly, so I go with it.

			Then she says, ‘I’m Jemma. Samson, right?’

			I’m about to correct her, to explain that I like being called Sonny, when I hear Tin yell, ‘Nice ride.’ I turn to see him zigzagging towards us through the crowd of kids leaving school.

			‘I’d better go,’ says Jemma, swinging her backpack onto her shoulder. 

			She heads off, and Tin thunders to a stop right next to me. ‘Was it something I said?’ he asks. 

			‘Dunno. Do you know her? Her name’s Jemma?’

			

			Tin shakes his head. ‘You’ve been here two minutes and you’re already making friends,’ he says. ‘Must be the shirt. Makes your eyes pop.’ 

			I laugh. ‘What does that even mean?’

			‘Honestly, sometimes I feel like you’ve been stuck in the outback for too long. Oh wait, you have.’

			Rolling my eyes at him, I ask if we’re going to the creek. Tin shrugs. It’s not like we have many options. If it’s not the creek, it’s his place, or the fish and chip shop, but there’s not much to do if we hang out there, and if Frank spots us then he’ll put us both to work. 

			Tin unlocks his bike first and then I kneel down and scroll through the numbers on my lock. It’s a u-bend one that is almost unbreakable. Nobody would guess the combination because it’s my mum’s birthday. 

			Tin cruises out onto the street and I slip in behind him. There are always hundreds of people trying to get away after school, and the trick is to go slow and not fight the crowds. Tin only rushes when it suits him. He’s like an ancient turtle setting his own speed.

			The creek runs down near the primary school that Tin went to. He knows the area well, like a giant playground he’s grown up in. The first time he took me, I wasn’t very impressed. It smelt pretty bad, like a swamp in parts, and there were people jogging impatiently, glaring at us on our bikes. But the second time he took me, he showed me the secret places where the kids go: the rope swing that hangs on the opposite side that takes you right out and over the creek; under the bridge covered in graffiti, where car wheels roll overhead and the noise amplifies; and inside a teepee that someone has made out of branches and sticks. 

			Tin turns left at the intersection, and I follow him. We ride along the footpath because the traffic is bad. It’s always bad at this time of the day, with cars pulling into the bike lane and cutting us off. It only takes about ten minutes to ride to the creek from school, and soon we’re flying down the short hill and towards the pedestrian bridge. The ground is hard because it’s been hot, and the creek level is lower than usual.

			I don’t bother asking Tin where we’re going because we’re like homing pigeons returning to the familiar – we mostly hang out by the rope swing, eat our snacks, skim some rocks if we can find some flat ones, and then head home. But I do unclip my helmet and slip it off because it’s hot and the breeze is nice in my hair. We ride across the narrow pedestrian bridge that makes a clunking sound as our tyres run over each board. And then we skirt the edge around the side and down to where the swing hangs. We’re the first ones to arrive, which means we can use the swing for half an hour or so until the primary school kids show up. Sometimes there are so many of them that, even though we’re older, we leave.

			Tin dumps his bike on the grass, and I lean Frank’s against a tree. I’m used to taking care of my orange bike and being careful not to scratch the paint because it’s one of the few new things I own. Although Frank’s bike has been banged around, I can’t help but treat it well too. 

			Tin launches himself at the swing and grabs the bar with his hands. I sit and watch as he shoots out and over the river, and then back again, leaping free of the water and landing near me. 

			‘I will never get tired of swinging on things,’ he says, going again. 

			‘What about when you’re old?’

			‘Nah,’ he yells, halfway across the water. ‘I reckon that’s Dad’s problem. He’s so miserable.’

			‘Is there anything he likes?’

			‘Jars of anchovies and cream buns.’

			‘Together?’

			‘Nah, but it might help if it was.’

			Tin’s dad is mostly in a chair in front of the television at home. He was injured at work. I don’t really know the details. Tin doesn’t talk about it much. 

			‘You getting up?’ Tin says, tapping his foot on mine.

			‘Can’t be bothered,’ I say, laughing.

			‘Come on, your turn. Primary school kids will be here soon.’

			I clamber up. When I first used the swing, Tin forgot to tell me that if you don’t jump out enough at the beginning, it doesn’t swing you back to the right side and you have to drop off into the freezing, filthy creek and then swim back over. I don’t make that mistake today, and after swinging four times out and back, I’m grinning as widely as Tin is. 

			‘You’re right. Never get tired of it,’ I say.

			Tin tells me about the elaborate plans his family have for camping along a river somewhere. ‘Basically, Dad sits in his chair and fishes all day, and Mum does all the work. Not much different from how it is at home. But at least I’m in a tent on my own,’ he says.

			I think back to the last time Dad took me camping for a holiday and not for work. We were staying in one of his favourite national parks, and he kept finding rock samples and chipping little pieces away with a tiny hammer. I wandered off on my own until the ranger found me and brought me back. That must have been just after Mum left. 

			

			‘Can’t imagine Frank camping,’ I tell Tin. I’m glad he likes Frank as much as I do. Even if it’s mostly because Frank respects guitarists.

			‘Reckon he’d get bored. He needs things to do,’ says Tin. ‘You going away?’

			‘Nah. Well, maybe. It depends on Dad’s work. If he’s back by January, then we might take off camping somewhere. But it’s always hard to know how long he’ll be away.’

			I can sense Tin trying to gauge what to say. He never makes me talk or explain things. He just waits it out, knowing that if I want to tell him something then I will. Eventually, he settles on one word: ‘Nice.’

			‘Yeah, I guess,’ I say, but even as I do, I’m not sure. Sometimes it’s hard being adrift, not having a permanent place. 

			Tin kicks at the dirt and sends up puffs of brown dust. ‘Mum said I had to get a tutor,’ he says.

			‘What for?’

			He rolls his eyes. ‘Gee, thanks, Sonny. You saying I’m not very smart? Need a tutor for everything?’

			‘As if.’

			‘It’s for maths,’ he says. ‘Of course.’ 

			Tin’s talent is guitar. There is no song he can’t play. Even the teachers are impressed. But I know sometimes he worries that he’s not academic. That’s another reason he likes Frank. My uncle doesn’t care about that stuff. He just cares about music and if people are good. 

			‘Do you mind? Having to get a tutor, I mean.’

			I watch as he thinks about the question. ‘Nah, not really,’ he says. ‘But I think Dad does. I think he wants me to be better.’

			I’m not sure what to say. I’ve never felt that from my dad. In fact, sometimes I wish he’d pay more attention to me, even if it meant hassling me about school or marks or my future. 

			Tin and I sit on the edge of the creek for a while longer until we hear the sounds of the tribe of primary school kids bashing their way along the path. It’s not that they make us leave, it’s that we don’t like sharing this spot. Feels kinder to head off before they arrive so they can enjoy it without us too. 

			We grab our bags and our bikes and start wheeling them in the other direction. As we walk, Tin starts telling me all the rumours he’s heard about me at school. By the time we reach the path, my head is spinning.

			‘Expelled?’

			Tin nods. ‘Yep, for starting a fight or for cheating on a test or for stealing someone’s skateboard from their locker or—’

			

			‘Wow. Who came up with them?’

			Tin grins at me. 

			‘Really? You told people I started a fight?’

			‘Yeah. You’ve really improved my reputation, Sonny. I figured they were going to make stuff up anyway, so I may as well have a bit of fun.’

			‘Is that why nobody talks to me?’

			‘Nah, it’s cos you’re hanging out with me,’ he says, and then laughs. ‘Let’s go see Frank. I need chips.’ 

			‘It’s Wednesday. He’ll make us do the bins if we turn up now.’ 

			Tin shrugs. ‘Then I want pickled onions too.’

			‘Nobody wants pickled onions. You can probably have the whole jar.’

			‘Great. Race you there,’ he says as we reach the top of the hill. He swings his leg over his bike and pushes off along the path. 

			‘You’ll be put to work,’ I start to say, but he’s already ridden off and is waiting for me at the corner. 

			As I catch up to Tin, he hands me one of his AirPods, which I wedge into my left ear. 

			‘You can’t ride off. If you do, the music will cut out on you,’ he tells me. 

			‘I know, but can we go fast? It’s really hot.’ 

			‘I’m going to play you something I’ve been working on,’ he says, ignoring me as he presses play and heads off down the bike path. 

			

			I ride as close to Tin as I can, listening to the guitar riff and the melody that he must have written. I didn’t know he’d started writing music. I thought he was just playing other people’s. 

			By the time we arrive at the shop, the song is finishing. As Tin locks up his bike on the pole outside, I start to tell him how good it is. 

			‘It’s not finished,’ he says. ‘You can’t say anything until it’s done.’

			‘Okay. But it’s still good. Really good,’ I say.

			He shakes his head at me, then reaches over to pluck the AirPod from my ear and adds it to the case. ‘Reckon we can get fed before we work?’

			I hold the door open and bring Frank’s bike inside. There aren’t many customers. Just a couple of blokes chatting to Frank about football season, which isn’t due to start for months. 

			‘Tin,’ Frank says. ‘Long time.’

			Tin grins across the counter as Frank tosses him an apron and tells him he’s got some jobs that need doing. I carry the bike through the shop and hold the plastic curtain strips to one side so I can take it out to the stairs that lead to Frank and Marion’s apartment. 

			‘You want a job over summer, Tin?’ Frank says. 

			I hear Tin explain that he can’t because they are going away for holidays. I know Frank’s desperate to find someone because summer is always busy, but he wants someone he knows. He has this thing about trusting people. I thought Tess would be back, but maybe we did scare her off. Or maybe she doesn’t like the idea of working with me. 

			‘How was school, boy?’ Frank asks as I walk back into the shop. 

			‘Okay. Seen one, seen ’em all,’ I tell him, earning a smile. 

			‘You want to clean out the fridges or scrape down the grill?’ Frank says.

			‘Fridges,’ I say, thinking about the clothes I’m wearing. If I clean the grill, oil will end up all over me, and these clothes feel like the right sort of skin to wear to a new school. I don’t want stains ruining them just yet.

			‘Can we eat first?’ Tin asks.

			‘Teenagers,’ Frank says as he bends down to grab a bunch of potato cakes and chips to toss into the basket. ‘Suppose you want paying too.’

			‘No. Just a couple of dimmies,’ says Tin.

			Frank’s always been easy around Tin. Maybe it’s because he’s not actually anyone’s father, but he treats us the same as he treats anyone. A song comes on the radio, and I can tell he’s clearly wondering if I know what it is. I don’t, but that’s nothing new. The radio is programmed to only play the 1970s in the shop.

			

			‘Tin? You get an extra dim sim and a piece of fish if you can tell me who sang this song,’ says Frank.

			‘Grilled fish?’

			Frank laughs. ‘Top shelf. Sure.’

			‘Easy, it’s a classic. Bill Withers,’ Tin says. ‘I’ll tell you the song for a soft drink!’

			‘Go on then.’

			‘“Lovely Day”,’ says Tin.

			Delighted, Frank claps Tin on the back. ‘You sure know your music.’

			‘I’m just going to get started on the fridges then …’ I say, as Frank and Tin start unpacking the chorus line of some song that was not even written when Frank was born. If it was anyone other than Tin joking around with Frank, I might feel left out. But Tin shares the secret spots on the creek with me, and I share my fifty-year-old uncle with him, and somehow it seems like a fair trade.
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			Tess

			
			The forms that Frank gave me to fill in more than a week ago are still sitting on my desk. I haven’t decided what to do with them. I know I need to ask Mum first about the job, but I’m terrified she’ll say no. And then what? I was sort of hoping Mum would do one of her occasional cleaning sprees and find the forms on my desk and then we could have an honest and robust conversation. Mum lives for those. But she hasn’t been up here in a while. A bedroom inspection means climbing the stairs, and because she’s always at work, she doesn’t have time for that. 

			She’s been known to pull on the rubber gloves and clean my room. Once, she threw out all the papers on my desk (probably after she’d read them), changed my sheets so they were plain white ones, and (the worst act of all) picked up my clothes from the floor and hung them up so I couldn’t find anything. 

			So far at least, she hasn’t removed anything from my walls. 

			My bedroom is often referred to as Tessa’s cesspit, Tessa’s floor-drobe and, on a particularly generous day, Tessa’s rodent-infested disaster. Aside from the fact that Mum relishes overusing my name, she also likes control. Where she sees mess, I see brilliantly curated stuff that explains immediately who I am. I have a musician wall, which is currently a shrine to the folk singer Joni Mitchell. It’s covered with posters, sheet music and lyrics that I’ve written out in my best handwriting. This was the Hendrix wall for a while, but I left him behind when I discovered Joni’s voice. 

			The wall with the window is a stretch of white space. I like keeping this blank just in case. It’s my waiting-to-be-filled-with-inspiration wall, but so far there hasn’t been much inspiration.

			The wall behind my bed is covered in photographs of my friends, Polaroids and other snaps that we’ve taken over the years, and whenever I have doubts about what I’m doing, this is the wall that reassures me. This is where I see the people who have chosen me, rather than the ones who put up with me because we’re related. 

			

			And the fourth wall is all me. It features a long line of photographs across the middle – those small ones you get at the beginning of each school year. The ones that cost your parents too much money, but they always insist on paying for them because they want a record of you staring at the camera, maybe smiling, showing the gap in your teeth or a bad haircut, wearing your uniform if you have one, and being trapped in an institution. I have nine of these photographs across my wall, with room to add the rest. They start with me at kindergarten, cute with scraggly hair pinned back with a sparkly butterfly clip I still have somewhere. The middle years document the wilds of primary school as my hair changes, my face grows freckles, and my expression becomes less of a grin and more of an attempt at sophisticated smiling. And last in the line is this year’s photo, taken at the beginning of year seven, when I was excited and bubbly and ready to take on the world. 

			I’m less excited about school these days, but I’ve been told that happens to the best of us as we hurtle towards year eight. I like seeing where I’ve been and imagining what’s still to come. I’ve started planning for next year when I stand against the blue backdrop set up in the gym and wait for my turn to be snapped by the lady with the dyed-red hair and the miserable assistant. I’m hoping by then I will have seconds in my ears, and that I’ll have learnt how to put on make-up in a way that doesn’t make me look like I’m going trick-or-treating, but that’s proving harder than I thought.

			My room is the one place nobody can enter unless they knock first. That doesn’t even happen in the bathroom in our house. Someone, usually Mum, will burst in, apologising if you’re sitting on the toilet, but then hurrying you anyway. There are five of us living in this double-storey house. And we share one bathroom and one toilet. The parents are downstairs. And the twins are next door in their room, a pit of stinky socks and musical instruments, framed by matching single beds with Star Wars doona covers they have long outgrown. 

			The most annoying thing about living upstairs is that the kitchen is downstairs. And Mum doesn’t let us eat in our rooms, so I can’t even stockpile snacks. Mum is all about rules that only she breaks. Rules about eating breakfast before leaving the house, which I’ve never seen her do. Rules about early to bed on a weeknight without technology in our rooms, which I’ve never seen her do. And rules about how much time is to be spent with family, even though she works all the time and we don’t see her for more than about ten minutes a day. Okay, so that’s a slight exaggeration, but I’m thirteen, eleven months and almost one week, and exaggeration is what I live for.

			‘Theresa,’ Mum shouts. Obviously, I’m in trouble if she’s using my full name. 

			‘Yeah?’ I yell back.

			‘Can you come downstairs please?’ 

			I snatch my phone up and text her. Y?

			That’s bound to cause a reaction because she hates it when I text from my bedroom. 

			My phone beeps. Down. 

			Just one word. Mum has truly mastered the teen way of speaking. My science teacher told us that if anyone wanted to know how language was changing, they just had to listen to a bunch of teenage girls talking to each other. Apparently, the way we bend language and have no respect for its rules means we are at the forefront. I’m sure the boys in our class loved hearing that. 

			Sighing, I roll out of bed. As I walk past the twins’ room, I see Raff sitting at his desk with his bass guitar balanced across his knees, headphones on, and plucking some song. He’s lost in the music and, for a second, I envy him. 

			I can’t play music like Raff. I’m desperate for an acoustic guitar because I could learn tabs and all the folk songs I love, but Mum says I’ll play it for a month and then it’ll end up against the wall, gathering dust. I actually think it’s her way of saying that Raff’s the talented one, and there’s no room in our family for another musician.

			I’m not even off the final step when Mum starts talking at me. She’s sitting at the bench, a mug in front of her, scrubs on because she’s off to work soon. My theory is that she likes going to work more than she likes being with us. 

			‘You need to feed the boys tonight,’ Mum says. 

			Her glasses are perched on the end of her nose, and she has her serious face on. I often wonder if Mum’s patients are intimidated when they arrive at the emergency department at midnight, screaming in pain, and they’re met with this expression. 

			Given that she’s not even asking, and just telling me, I squawk. ‘I’m going to Jemma’s. It’s on the fridge!’ 

			‘Sorry, honey, but you’ll have to change it.’

			‘No! That’s not fair,’ I say. 

			Mum stands up and walks around the bench to rinse out her cup and add it to the dishwasher. She loves clean surfaces. ‘It’s not fair that I’ve just been called in either.’

			‘We were going to do homework together. We have a project due,’ I say, trying to find a new way around an old problem. 

			

			‘Homework?’ She raises an eyebrow as well as any teenager, and certainly as well as Raff. 

			I find answering a question with another question is a great strategy for dealing with my mum. So, I say, ‘Where’s Dad going?’ 

			‘Out,’ says Mum. She’s a committed fan of the short answer. Why waste words when one will do? 

			I follow her into the kitchen. ‘Mum, you’re ruining my social life! It’s not fair.’

			I’m forever being asked to ditch things because of the boys. They aren’t my children. But it doesn’t matter how much I complain: Mum is not going to listen. I’m stuck here whether I like it or not. Unless I sneak out and, so far, I’ve been too scared to do that. I keep imagining all the things that could go wrong if I did. 

			‘Did you have to make me come downstairs just to tell me I wasn’t allowed to go out?’

			‘I’m not having a conversation over text message, honey.’

			If Mum isn’t calling me Theresa, then honey is her other name for me. Like somehow her use of a sweet nickname takes away from her serious tone. 

			I may as well make a snack while I’m here. Save me another trip down the stairs. I open the fridge and hunt around for something edible. There are jars of pickled things that Mum insists will improve gut health, but I don’t think even she eats them. There’s some hummus that smells like it was made last century, and a few limp carrots that really need to be transferred to the compost. But nothing snackable. Not even some grapes or watermelon. 

			I find an old packet of English muffins wedged in the back and sniff the top of one. 

			‘I’m sure you won’t die if they’re a little stale,’ says Mum, who hates it when I check use-by dates or ask if food is okay. ‘But maybe cook some eggs instead of eating empty carbs.’

			Wedging two suspiciously crusty muffins into the toaster, I say, ‘I live for empty carbs.’

			‘The boys need proper food too.’

			‘They can feed themselves.’ I was making my own meals at their age. I’m not sure why they’re any less capable just because there are two of them.

			‘It’s not a big deal, Theresa. When you make yourself some dinner, just make enough for them too,’ Mum says, and then starts suggesting various proteins and healthy foods that I can prepare. 

			‘Vegemite toast then?’ I say.

			Mum rolls her eyes at me. I thought it was teenagers who were supposed to do that to their parents, not the other way round. ‘Theresa, please.’

			‘So, you want me to cook dinner, have stimulating conversation, stop the fights and clean up. Let’s call it three hours. At fifteen dollars an hour times two. How much is that?’

			Mum stops wiping the bench and frowns at me. ‘You tell me.’

			Quick multiplication is not my thing, so it takes me a second. ‘Um … ninety bucks. But I’ll give you a discount. Let’s say seventy-five.’

			A laugh bursts out of Mum’s mouth. ‘I’m not paying you to take care of your brothers.’

			I stare at her, wishing she was someone I could argue more effectively with. But she’s not. I never win. We’ve had this argument before. Often. And I always lose. 

			Jake walks into the kitchen and opens the fridge, leaning in like he has to climb inside to work out what he can eat.

			‘Mum, did you have a job when you were fourteen?’ I ask, deciding now is the time to wade into that discussion. 

			‘I did,’ she replies. ‘Picking up prescriptions for people from the chemist.’

			‘Maybe I should get a job,’ I tell her.

			‘The boys need you.’

			Jake laughs, his head still deep in the second shelf, where the cheese is.

			‘I’m pretty sure they don’t,’ I say. ‘That right, Jake?’

			

			He nods because he knows I will pay him back later if he doesn’t. Mum reaches around Jake and takes out the yoghurt. She closes the fridge door and hands him the tub with a spoon. ‘Well, I need you. To help out when your dad and I are at work.’

			‘I want to get a real job, Mum. In a fish and chip shop.’ 

			Mum scoffs like it’s a ridiculous idea. ‘Fish and chips? What on earth for?’

			I sigh loudly. ‘Just because you don’t eat fried foods doesn’t mean everyone doesn’t. I don’t care if it’s not a fish and chip shop. It can be a medical supplies place if that makes you feel better. I just want a job.’

			‘Maybe in a year or so,’ she says. 

			‘Just over summer,’ I plead. ‘I want to earn my own money.’

			Mum checks her watch, which means she’s probably about to leave. She’s always about to leave. ‘To buy what? Junk food?’

			‘No. My things. For me. Like clothes,’ I say.

			‘You’re thirteen. You don’t need more clothes.’ 

			‘I’m fourteen in four weeks. And I do,’ I tell her. ‘Can’t you remember being my age? I want to buy a vintage skirt. It’s not just about eating junk food, Mum!’

			‘You can sew. Make one.’ 

			‘With what?’ I bark the words. It’s never as simple as she seems to think it is. I can’t make a skirt out of nothing. 

			‘Find some old clothes to cut up. Be inventive,’ she says, like we have racks of vintage clothing just waiting for me to adapt. ‘I know it’s hard, Tess, but we’re a family—’ Mum gets halfway through the speech we’ve all heard a million times. 

			‘Yeah, I know. Sacrifices.’ I knew Mum would say no. I can’t believe I even bothered to ask. 

			‘This yoghurt has mould,’ says Jake, inspecting the tub.

			‘Theresa will cook you something,’ says Mum.

			I squawk again. ‘I’m not a live-in servant!’ 

			Mum laughs and leans forward to try to hug me. I dodge and duck out of her reach. I don’t want to be paid off with a cuddle and some pocket money for snacks. I want her to listen to me. 

			‘Would you ask me to take care of the twins if I wasn’t a girl, because Jemma thinks—’ But that’s as far as I get before Mum interrupts and tells me to have a good night. 

			The muffins pop up in the toaster. I stare at them. I don’t even like muffins. Perhaps I could leave them where they are and make a strong teenage statement about oppression and double standards, but I’m hungry and if I don’t eat now then I’ll have to come downstairs again later.

			

			So, I load the muffins with as much butter and honey as they can absorb, knowing that if Mum hadn’t already left for work, she’d be horrified at my afternoon snack of choice. And knowing that makes me bite into the crusty, stale dough, dripping honey on my chin.

			Tiny acts of rebellion, one muffin at a time. 

			‘Can I have one?’ Jake says, eyeing off my snack.

			‘No! Make your own. The packet is there,’ I say, pointing to the dried-up muffins. 

			‘But Mum said …’

			I hiss at him and snatch up my plate. 

			‘You’re not allowed to eat upstairs,’ says Jake, when he realises where I’m going. 

			‘Mum’s not here. I’m eating in my room!’ I tell him as I reach the steps. 

			He decides he’s going to eat in his room too if he can find something worth eating. But for once, I’m not helping on that front. 

			‘Wanna play cards, Tess?’ Jake calls after me. 

			I know I should share my food with my brother and play two hours of cards, beating him with each hand until I feel slightly better about my life, but I actually want to forge Mum’s signature, brush my hair, change my top, and hopefully catch a glimpse of Sonny as I hand the forms in. Mum told me to be inventive. This is on her. 

			

			‘Give me an hour,’ I say. ‘I have to drop something off. Dad’s here if you need something.’

			‘Can I come?’ 

			I turn back from the stairs and watch him in the kitchen. He’s holding a jar of peanut butter and a spoon. ‘Protein. Mum would be impressed,’ I tell him.

			He shrugs. ‘Nothing else to eat.’

			‘If you stay here for half an hour, I’ll bring you back some potato cakes. Deal?’

			‘Deal!’
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			Sonny

			
			Saturday nights in the shop mean regulars wander in early in the evening, and hungry one-offs come in later. One-offs are what Frank calls the customers he never sees again. He’s polite to them, offering a little story or a joke about something. There’s always just enough conversation to make them feel they’re part of things. He says it’s how he’s stayed open while fast-food places have threatened to take over. 

			But it’s the regulars he lives for. They are part of his day. He stores up anecdotes to tell them, and always remembers stories they’ve shared. Frank knows many of them by name, and I’m learning. 

			There’s Jimmy who has three young boys all with the same mops of dark hair and wild grins. He’s a single dad, and he only has the boys every second weekend, but he comes in on Saturdays regardless. On the weeks he has his boys with him, Jimmy lifts one up to the counter to pay, another up to the counter to take the ticket, and the third to collect the wrapped paper parcel when we call the order. Jimmy is much younger than Frank, but they chat about music and football like they’re the same age. Frank thinks Jimmy has sad eyes because he spends the fortnight wanting to see his kids and then, on the weekend they’re around, he’s counting down the hours until they leave again. I’m not sure that’s true. I think he just has sad eyes, but Frank likes reading things into people’s behaviour. 

			There’s a teenage girl and her younger brother who come in a little later on a Saturday and they buy dim sims and potato cakes. Frank always throws in an extra couple for them. Apparently they’ve been coming for years. Frank knows their grandma. Knows that she’s in a home now and they stop by the shop on their way to visit her. 

			But Frank’s favourite customer, not that he’d ever admit it, is an older man called Thomas who uses a walking stick. Thomas always arrives at 7 pm on a Saturday and he’s the only person I’ve served who actually eats his meal in the shop. Frank keeps a white plate just for him under the counter, which he makes me wipe down before he serves the grilled fish, a simple salad of lettuce and tomato without dressing, and a large handful of chips. Thomas uses cutlery too, and he never says much. Each week, I watch as Frank rests his hand on Thomas’s shoulder and says something I can’t hear over the music playing and the fans spinning, causing Thomas to smile in a lopsided way. I tried asking Frank about Thomas once, but he shrugged and went back to cleaning the grill. He says he won’t surrender the stories of these people until I’ve worked here as long as him. 

			‘Two burgers with the lot,’ I shout, repeating the droopy-moustache man’s order. 

			Behind me, Frank is singing an old Sinatra song as he slaps the patties of meat down onto the grill. I split the buns open and leave them on the counter, ready to be filled. There’s a lull in service. It happens sometimes. A busy wave and then everyone leaves, and we have to wait for the next rush, so I wipe down the counter and tidy the sheets of butcher’s paper.

			When the bell over the door rings, I glance up to see who is coming in, and I blink like I have something in my eye. Then I smile and worry that I’m being too friendly, so I stop, and then I worry that I’m being unfriendly, so I smile again, and then fix my gaze on the counter. I rock on my feet, words stuck in my throat. 

			‘It’s … you,’ I say, and make myself look into her face. Her eyes are browner than I remembered. And she has a strip of freckles dotting her nose. 

			She brushes her fringe off her face. ‘Yep, it’s me …’

			I try another smile and hope it’s working. ‘Hi.’ 

			‘Hi,’ she says. ‘I brought the forms in.’

			As she slides them onto the counter, I realise she’s only come about the job. Maybe that’s all this is. I nod, like I’m fine with that. Of course, that’s why she’s here. 

			‘Great. Um, Frank … Theresa’s here.’ 

			Frank upends the basket of golden fried foods onto the butcher’s paper and yells over my shoulder to check if the customer wants chicken salt or plain.

			I’m trying to think of something to say to Tess so that she doesn’t slip away after handing her forms to Frank. But Frank gets me to finish wrapping the order as he starts asking her when she can work. I hear her say she can’t work most Fridays because she has to babysit her brothers, and they agree on Saturday afternoons, from four to seven. Frank tells her that next week will be a trial shift to see if she’s suited to the job.

			Biting my lip so I don’t grin inanely at the idea of spending every Saturday afternoon with Tess, I focus on chatting to the man with the moustache, who has returned to collect his burgers. 

			‘Wrap some potato cakes up, boy,’ says Frank. ‘And some chips. There are some in the basket.’

			I know better than to argue with Frank when he tells me to do something. It’s not often that he parents me.

			‘Make sure you salt them properly,’ says Frank. I hear him talking to Tess about how much salt to add, and I wonder what she makes of him. Then a song comes on that he knows and I don’t, and he drifts back to the grill to cook the next order. 

			‘Thanks,’ says Tess as I wrap the parcel. ‘I promised my brothers I’d bring home food.’

			‘Why don’t you have a break, boy?’ says Frank. ‘Go for a walk. It’s a nice night. You need some air.’ 

			I avoid eye contact with Tess because I worry that she’ll see I’m blushing. Frank is obviously trying to send me out into the night with her, and I’m not sure if that’s something she wants. I decide to go outside and then find a reason to walk in the opposite direction to Tess. I don’t want it to be awkward when we work together. 

			Frank tells Tess that he’ll see her next Saturday, and I follow her out through the coloured plastic strips that hang down over the front door, scooping some across so that Tess doesn’t get trapped in them. Outside, the air is murky and still, and I shuffle my feet, scuffing my sneakers against the concrete. 

			‘I’m walking this way,’ Tess says, pointing down past the old tree on the corner. 

			‘Right …’ I don’t know if she wants me to walk with her. I can’t look up in case Frank is watching. ‘Um, I don’t—’ I start to say.

			‘Come on,’ she says, and heads off along the footpath, leaving me little choice but to follow. It takes me a few steps to slow down enough so we’re walking at the same pace. 

			‘Chip?’ she says, ripping open the end of the parcel and offering it to me. 

			‘Frank would be happy. He always worries about customers who can make it home without starting on the chips.’

			‘No danger of that,’ she says, sliding out a few chips. ‘You know, you still have your apron on.’ 

			I glance down to see the blue cotton fabric smeared with tomato sauce and oil. ‘Oh …’ I pull on the string at the back and slide the apron over my head, balling it up so I can carry it as we walk. Tess laughs at me, and I grin.

			‘Frank’s great, isn’t he?’ she says. 

			‘Yeah, he is.’ 

			‘Why does he call you boy?’ 

			

			I explain the icypole reference, and then tell her, ‘It’s his way of being affectionate. Like a private nickname that only he uses.’ 

			And I wait for her to ask about me living there, but she doesn’t. I jump in with a question about her brothers, and she tells me they’re twins. 

			‘Jake’s permanently attached to a basketball, and Raff is never seen without a guitar pick. Even when he doesn’t have his guitar, it’s always there. I guess they both have their security blankets.’

			‘I have two half-siblings who live in England. I don’t really know them though.’ As the words tumble out of my mouth, I’m surprised that I’ve said them. I never talk about that part of my life. Not even to Tin. Tess asks me if it’s hard not seeing them, and I shrug. 

			‘You’re going to say, it’s complicated, aren’t you?’ she says.

			I’m surprised that she remembers me saying it, and I nod. ‘A little. But also I don’t really know what it is. It just is. If that makes sense.’

			‘Yeah, it does,’ she says, gazing up at me. 

			We reach the corner where the old tree has draped its branches across the road and pushed its roots up, making the footpath lumpy in places. Frank keeps warning everyone that one day the council will come and cut it down, but so far the locals have won the fight for it to stay. As we cross the road, Tess’s arm bumps against mine. 

			‘Sorry,’ she says.

			‘It’s okay.’

			And she laughs. I join in, not even knowing why but just that maybe it would take some of the storm out of the air. And then her phone beeps, and she scans the message. 

			‘I’d better run, it’s my dad,’ she says. 

			‘Okay.’

			‘Okay,’ she repeats, smiling. And I turn away because it feels too much. 

			‘I’ll see you Saturday.’

			‘Bye, Sonny,’ she says. Before I can really say goodbye, she hurries off down the road, leaving me outside a house with a dog that has started barking like it wants me gone. 

			

			I can’t relax. I’m not sure if it’s because my room is still swampy and over-warm with leftover heat from earlier in the week or if it’s because I keep thinking about Tess. I’m not exactly trying to think about her, but she keeps drifting into my head. 

			There’s a beep from my phone and I have to hunt through the mess of bedsheets to find it. It’s Dad. He’s back in range and sorry he missed dinner last week. He doesn’t say much. But he’s sent me a photo of a lump of rock. My phone doesn’t display photographs very well so it’s a bit hard to tell what it is.

			I text back: Igneous?

			He probably won’t answer. But at least I know he’s okay. Sometimes I wonder if he’d prefer to live with rocks than with people. 

			I lean down and grab the cardboard shoebox that I keep under my bed, sliding it out and lifting it onto the mattress. I only brought a few special pieces with me when I moved here. They’re wrapped in tissues and wads of toilet paper. And they’re mostly from Dad. Rocks he’s found in remote places. Some he’s left raw and unpolished with sharp edges, and they’re like any old rock you’d find in a park somewhere. They need Dad to decipher them. 

			But a couple have been buffed by the machine he keeps in the garage at home. The machine takes away all the layers of sediment and polishes what’s underneath, so it shines and sparkles with promise. My favourite is a knobbly lump of smoky quartz that’s cool and smooth to touch. When you hold it up to the light, you can see brown wispy swirls and disjointed lines like veins. He found it near Mooralla in Gariwerd, and gave it to me just after Mum left. I’m not sure why. He said it wasn’t precious enough to be worth much money because it’s too small, but it’s always been special to me. It’s almost like someone has filled it up with smoke and then sealed it off so the smoke has nowhere to escape. I think I felt like that when Mum left, like I was filled with bubbles of sadness that took a long time to fade. 

			Frank leans his head around the corner of my bedroom door. ‘Boy? Ready for ice-cream?’

			I roll off my bed and slip the smoky quartz into my pocket. ‘Always,’ I say, following him out to the kitchen.
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			Tess

			
			I’m perched at the desk in Jemma’s bedroom surrounded by a sea of red and white gingham fabric. We often sew at her place on the weekends, but it’s been a while. I’ve been trapped at home with the twins, and I guess she’s been branching out with new friends, which I’m trying not to think about. It’s not the only thing I’m ignoring. Every time I imagine working in the fish and chip shop, my stomach starts churning. I’m not sure if I’m nervous about the job, or about Mum finding out that I forged her signature, or about Sonny. It’s probably a combination of all three. 

			The waistband of the skirt I’m trying to sew keeps getting stuck under the machine, and all I’ve managed to do is stab myself with a sewing needle and sew the same part so many times that it now resembles a big clump of panic. 

			‘You’re talking to yourself,’ says Jemma.

			‘I’m not,’ I say.

			‘You are. Something about a seam that isn’t working. Can’t believe your mum let you take her dress. It looks vintage.’

			‘Hmm …’ 

			Jemma makes that desperate squeaking sound of hers. ‘Tess? Does she know you’re cutting it up?’

			‘Not exactly,’ I say. ‘I’m being inventive. Mum’s word, not mine. I invented my way into her room, and now I’m inventing a new skirt from some old dress I found shoved at the back of her wardrobe.’

			In my defence, it was wedged behind a lab coat that she wore at university. The top has tiny straps and a daggy bow, and I’ve never seen it before, so I think it’s pretty safe to chop up. 

			‘What if it has sentimental value?’ Jemma says.

			‘It won’t. You know how Mum feels about old stuff.’

			Where everything in Jemma’s house is collected from elsewhere, scavenged from second-hand shops or carried back from adventures, my house is filled with the new. The furniture is mostly picked out from a catalogue or bought from one of those department stores where once you enter you can’t find your way out. Jemma’s other dad, Lukas, is an art restorer who works at the museum, and he values the story of an object as much as the object itself, but my mum is a brutal culler. 

			Jemma wanders over to check my work. ‘You almost done?’

			‘Think I’m making it worse,’ I say. 

			‘Want me to finish it for you?’

			‘I really do.’

			She grins and makes me shuffle over on the piano stool we sit on when we’re using the sewing machine. Jemma squashes in next to me. ‘Move your foot,’ she says, taking over the pedal.

			I watch as she pulls the fabric out from under the needle and laughs at the wedge of cotton sewn in a clump. She’s a much more patient person than me. I put it down to her inheriting the way her dad Marcus approaches ingredients when he’s cooking. He never seems to be in a hurry, although he says that at the restaurant during a busy shift, he’s a very different person. 

			‘Here, try this,’ she says, handing me the skirt. It now has a hook and an eye so that I can fasten the waistband, and the cotton clump has gone. I shake out the fabric and step into it.

			‘What do you think?’ I say, spinning in a circle.

			

			‘Love it!’ Jemma says. ‘You just need to do the hem.’

			‘Do I, though?’ We both know I probably won’t. Details aren’t really my thing. 

			Jemma rolls her eyes at me and plonks down on the edge of her bed. ‘So, Dad said I can work as a dish-pig in the restaurant over the holidays.’

			‘That’s great,’ I say, genuinely happy for her. I’ve stopped wishing my mum was as reasonable as Marcus.

			She reaches for my hand and squeezes it. ‘Sorry. It’s not fair that I’m talking about working when it’s you who wants to work.’

			‘Actually, I start on Saturday,’ I say. 

			She squeals loudly. ‘At the fish and chip shop? I can’t believe your mum agreed.’

			Jemma has been around my family long enough to know how unlikely this would be. I don’t say anything for a second and she stares at me, her green eyes blinking. 

			‘You haven’t told her, have you?’

			‘Nope.’

			‘Tess, you’ll get caught for sure,’ she says.

			‘I said I can mostly only work on Saturday afternoons, and I’ll tell the parents that I’m coming to your place. Is that okay?’

			Jemma laughs. ‘You know I love a complicated plan to deceive your mum. What can possibly go wrong?’

			What she means is, Mum will find out because she finds out everything eventually. ‘I’ll probably be grounded until I’m a hundred, but I want to try.’

			‘Until then you can live on potato cakes!’ Jemma says. 

			‘And dim sims,’ I say, thinking of Sonny.

			‘Except you’re a vegetarian.’

			‘It’s just fried cabbage,’ I say, parroting Sonny. It feels right somehow, mentioning things he said even if I don’t mention him. ‘And the guy who owns it, Frank, he seems nice.’ I tell her about the handwritten sign and how Frank sings while he cooks. And then I can’t stop myself because there’s too much fizzing around inside and I have to tell someone.

			‘Frank’s nephew works there too,’ I confess.

			‘Oh yeah?’ Jemma says, leaning back on the bed. 

			‘Mmm …’ I don’t know how to come out with it. Not really. I hope that because she’s known me forever she’ll guess what I’m not saying. It takes her a few seconds but then she rolls over so she can look at me. And I see her thinking.

			‘How old is he?’

			A smile is coming. I can feel it. I try to suck it in, to stop it, but then I’m beaming at her, and her eyebrows rise, and she leaps up. ‘Really? You kept this from me? I can’t believe you!’

			‘There’s nothing to tell. Not really. He’s just cute, that’s all …’

			‘How cute?’

			I nod. ‘Really cute.’

			She pulls a very Jemma face. Like she is bursting with joy for me. And then she pummels me with questions like bullets firing into the air. I try to answer. I start with how we met, which she declares is ‘very rom-com’. 

			And then I tell her the things I remember. Most of them, anyway. That he lives upstairs with his aunt and uncle and I’m not sure why but that he said it was complicated. I use my fingers to indicate that it’s a quote, and Jemma laughs. ‘Nice detail, Tess. Eye colour?’

			‘Blue. Bright, bright blue. Like the sea.’

			‘The sea?’

			I shake my head, embarrassed. But it’s true. His eyes don’t stay the same blue. They change depending on the light.

			‘Tall?’

			I nod. ‘Reckon he’s even taller than you!’

			‘So, he plays basketball?’ she asks, and we both crack up because of all the times Jemma’s been asked to join a team.

			

			‘He rides an orange bike. Not sure about basketball.’ I realise I have so many things to talk to him about. 

			‘When did you meet him?’

			‘Few days ago,’ I say, keeping it vague because I know if Jemma realises I’ve been holding on to this for over a week then she’ll be hurt. 

			‘Can’t believe you have a crush, and you didn’t tell me straightaway. This is big news,’ she says.

			‘Um, you make it sound like I never have crushes.’ I pull a face at her. ‘What about Tommy? And Lucien? And Lex?’

			Jemma snorts. ‘They don’t count! You didn’t even have boobs then!’

			‘I have crushes.’ I sound so defensive. It’s like Jemma thinks I’m still six. ‘I just don’t always talk about them.’

			‘But when I talk about boys, sometimes I feel like you’d prefer I didn’t.’

			‘That’s not true!’

			‘When I was talking about Samson the other day …’ 

			I shake my head. ‘How can you like someone if you’ve never spoken to them?’ The words tumble out of my mouth before I’ve had a chance to think. And I realise, in horror, how much like my mother I sound. Imagine if I turn into an adult before I’m even fourteen. I need to channel my inner chaos and impulsiveness. ‘Sorry, Jem. You can like him.’

			But Jemma laughs it off. ‘Actually, I did talk to him. At school. I introduced myself.’

			‘Really?’

			She nods. ‘Yep. And he’s even cuter close up.’

			I grin as she blushes. ‘Listen to us.’

			She lies back on her bed. ‘Imagine if we both …’

			I start giggling. ‘I can’t.’

			Jemma reaches up and pulls me down next to her. I’ve stayed over so many times in this room. It’s like being in a garden because Lukas painted leaves and greenery on the ceiling when Jemma was little, and she’s never changed it. 

			‘Sonny’s really nice,’ I say.

			‘Is he? Really nice,’ she says in a sort of mocking voice, rolling over towards me and poking my shoulder.

			I flick her on the arm. ‘He is. He’s funny. And wise.’

			‘Wise? I’m not sure teenagers can be wise.’

			‘I’m wise,’ I say.

			‘No, Tess. I’m sorry to say that is not one of the personality traits I would use to describe you. Dramatic, impulsive, stubborn, determined, outspoken, loyal, but not wise.’

			‘You think I’m impulsive?’

			

			‘Sometimes,’ she says. ‘You just cut up your mum’s favourite dress and forged her signature on a job application.’

			‘It’s not her favourite dress!’ 

			Jemma rolls her eyes. She’s right. I’m impulsive. ‘But if I waited for Mum to say yes to things, I’d be waiting forever.’

			‘Is Sonny the reason you want the job?’

			I shake my head so hard that it feels like my brain is sloshing around. ‘No!’

			‘You sure?’

			‘Sort of sure,’ I say, knowing that he is definitely part of it. But I did want a job before I met Sonny, and I was about to ask at the fish and chip shop when I met him. 

			Jemma laughs. ‘Have you got your fries on him?’ she says.

			‘Stop!’

			Grinning at me, she says, ‘Is he a-peeling?’ 

			‘Enough with the chip puns.’ 

			‘Just fry and stop me.’ 

			I grin back because I can’t help it, and then Jemma starts giggling, and pretty soon I’m joining in, and our shoulders start shaking and one of us snorts as the laughter builds and we can’t stop. 
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			Sonny

			
			When I walk into the kitchen, Marion is cutting up watermelon. I like thinking that maybe she’s timed it for my after-school arrival. Knowing Marion, she probably has. 

			‘You’re back early,’ she says.

			‘Yeah, I rode fast. Frank’s bike is surprisingly speedy.’

			‘That explains your red cheeks.’

			I’m used to riding everywhere because Dad is never around to drive me. Riding home in summer late at night when the light is changing, and the air is still warm, is one of my favourite things to do, but Marion is right about it being too hot this afternoon. I can feel the sweat settling on my back. 

			‘There’s cold water in the fridge,’ she says. There are two fans going, but they don’t seem to be helping. I sneak my hand around and grab a triangle of watermelon from the board. 

			‘Sit down and I’ll put some on a plate for you,’ Marion says.

			‘I’m going to see Dad. He’s home,’ I tell her.

			She lifts the chopping board onto the table and starts filling the kettle to make tea. If Marion’s not at work, then she has a pot of tea on the go for most of the day. Frank likes to tease her about it. Says it’s her English upbringing. ‘You aren’t riding over. It’ll take you an hour.’

			‘I was going to get the bus,’ I say, grabbing more watermelon. 

			But Marion shakes her head. ‘Too hot for public transport. If I drive you, then you can finish the watermelon. And I’m sure your dad will drop you home.’ 

			I watch as Marion spoons tea-leaves into the small silver teapot she always uses, and then tops it up with boiling water. ‘How is your dad?’

			‘Good, I think. Mum emailed last night too. For people who haven’t lived together for nearly seven years they are strangely in sync.’

			Marion carries the teapot to the table and tells me to turn it while she grabs milk and cups. I never drank tea until I moved in here. Now I drink almost as much as Marion does. I’m not sure how Frank has managed to resist. He’s a coffee man. Two espressos for breakfast and a flat white in the afternoon. Reckons it doesn’t affect him. 

			‘Mum wants me to come for a visit at Easter,’ I say. 

			‘And?’ Marion lifts the teapot and holds the strainer while she pours into the cups. 

			‘This watermelon’s good,’ I say, taking another piece.

			Marion laughs, reading my messy attempt at changing the subject. ‘You don’t want to go?’

			‘Not really. It’s never fun.’

			I pour too much milk into my cup because otherwise it will take ages for it to cool enough for me to drink. 

			‘Say no then,’ she says.

			‘Can I?’

			She nods. ‘Of course you can. You’re nearly fourteen, Sonny. She left. You didn’t.’

			Marion rarely criticises my mum but occasionally she’s mentioned little things that makes me wonder what she thinks of her. 

			‘I guess it’s difficult for her to come here …’ 

			Marion sips from her cup. ‘Because of her other family? That’s not really your problem.’

			‘I know. But I haven’t seen her for a year and …’ I don’t talk about Mum much. I can’t talk about her to Dad because it makes him even quieter, so I try not to think about it, which only works until Mum pings an email into my inbox and then her voice is stuck in my head. 

			‘You miss her?’

			I shrug. ‘Yeah. A little.’ 

			When I go to England to visit, Mum and I are the only two in the house with Australian accents. My half-siblings are British and so is Mum’s new husband, which means that even though I don’t really enjoy being the visitor, it feels at least like Mum and I are closer when I’m there, just because of our shared past. 

			‘Are you having dinner with your dad?’

			‘He doesn’t know I’m coming. I thought I’d surprise him.’

			‘Oh,’ she says in a voice that makes me ask if it’s a bad idea. She shakes her head. ‘No, Sonny. It’s lovely. I’m sure he’ll be delighted to see you. It’s been weeks.’

			I eat my way through the rest of the watermelon, piling the rinds up on the side of the board. 

			‘And there’s plenty of lasagne if you need dinner later,’ she tells me. 

			I smile because even if Dad does have enough for dinner, we both know I’ll also be eating a serve of lasagne when I come home. Dad’s dinners are simple at best. An egg on toast. Half a tin of beans. A salad of tomatoes and onion. Frank and Marion always prepare real meals, and they sit down together to eat. But I think if Dad could survive without food, he’d probably try. 

			‘Come on. I’ll drop you.’

			Standing up, I empty the watermelon rinds into the compost bin and follow Marion down the stairs. They park their car out the back of the shop, in the laneway. The door that leads to the shop is closed, but I can hear Frank singing on the other side of it, and Marion laughs at the sound.

			Their car is a fire-engine red ute that has been in their family for many years. The three of us can squash into the front across the bench seat if we have to, but it’s more comfortable for two. Marion lets me pick the radio station when Frank’s not with us. Today I tune it to something he would approve of. 

			While we wait at the lights, I ask Marion about work. She can’t tell me any specifics but I know she works with rough sleepers who need a place to stay. Before I moved in, they often had extras crashing over. Now they have me.

			‘Just call if you need a lift home,’ she says, pulling up outside the single-fronted terrace house that Dad’s lived in forever. I slide out of the car and walk towards the front gate. I’m tall enough now to step over without opening it. The grass needs a mow in the front garden, and the rose bushes along the fence need to be pruned. Gardening was always my job, but I haven’t been here for a month or so.

			Because I’m not staying here right now, I wonder if I should knock on the front door or if I should just use my key and let myself in. I decide to do both: knock once and then unlock the front door. As I do, I hear Marion drive away. She must have waited until she saw me go inside.

			‘Dad,’ I call out as I step into the long, dark hallway. He never has unnecessary lights on. 

			‘Sonny,’ he says in his gentle voice, from one of the rooms. I think he’s probably in his study, hunched over his desk, a piece of rock in front of him. If I had to capture him in an image, that would be it. But as I’m heading down the hallway, he steps out of the lounge room and holds up an apple that he’s eaten down to the core. ‘Just having a snack.’ 

			‘Hi, Dad,’ I say, strangely a little shy. 

			But then I’m close and he’s hugging me with the arm that isn’t holding the apple, and he smells like the earth in his olive-green shorts and brown t-shirt. 

			‘How was your trip?’ I ask. 

			He nods and I follow him into the lounge room. Two walls have shelves overflowing with books, and the other has them piled up on the floor. There never seems to be a system but I bet if I asked for something specific, Dad would know where it was. An old record player sits in the corner but it’s rarely used because, unlike Frank, Dad likes it quiet. 

			‘Amazing,’ he tells me. ‘And school? Is it okay?’

			‘Yeah. Loving maths.’

			His face beams with his one-sided smile. ‘Naturally.’

			‘Are you back for good?’ I say, wondering when I can move home. 

			Dad settles into the brown leather chair that belonged to his parents. The leather is cracking along the ridges, and it’s seen better days, but Frank always says that it’s stitched together with memories. 

			‘Well, not exactly,’ Dad says. ‘I’ve actually been offered a more permanent position.’ 

			I get the sense there’s something he’s not telling me. ‘Geology?’

			‘For the Queensland government. It’s an environmental project. Good people and clean work.’

			As a geologist, Dad tries to only take ethical projects but it’s not always easy, and I know in the past, when we’ve needed the money, he’s sometimes worked for companies he found tricky. 

			

			‘Great,’ I say. ‘So, when will you be back?’

			‘It’s a nine-month contract,’ he says slowly. 

			I open my mouth to say something and then can’t think of the words. I watch him balance the scraps of the apple core on the arm of the chair. 

			‘Nine months but maybe longer. You know how it goes, Sonny,’ says Dad. 

			I notice the silvery patches in his hair. He’s always seemed so strong and youthful that it’s strange to imagine him ageing. I wait for him to ask me to come. 

			‘It’s in the middle of nowhere,’ he continues. ‘Top of the country. You know, that pointy bit. Cape York Peninsula, but not near a town.’

			‘But you’re not going, are you?’ I say. ‘I thought we were going to try and stay here for a bit.’ 

			Dad nods and then says, ‘Yes, but I’ve found someone who’s keen to rent the house.’ 

			‘What?’

			‘It’s a really good job, Sonny. And there’s nothing in Melbourne for me.’

			I leap to my feet because sitting down suddenly feels too closed off and hard. ‘I’m in Melbourne.’

			‘Yes, but you can come with me. We’ll be living on the land, but not in a tent. There are some basic buildings for workers.’

			I’ve spent time on site before. And I’m used to living rough. But nine months is a long time. And Dad’s nine months will probably stretch out to a year or more. When he’s working, he doesn’t have time for me. 

			‘Mum wants me in the UK for Easter. Have you told her?’

			‘No. We don’t …’ He can’t even finish the sentence. Talk. They don’t talk. Not even about me. But if I’m living somewhere remote with Dad, then flying to England becomes more complicated because there won’t be an airport nearby and it will be even harder to organise.

			‘So, when do you start?’

			‘I’ve already started.’

			‘Which means you’ve already decided?’ 

			He tries to explain that it’s an extension of the job he’s been doing, and that this offer only came through a day or so ago, but then he moves on to talking about how vital the work is and, at that point, something cracks for me. 

			I interrupt him. ‘Dad, I’ve just started at a new school. And I like it.’

			Dad leans forward so that he’s within reach, like he’s about to stretch out his arm and grab my knee, but he doesn’t. ‘You can stay until the end of the term, and then next year you can do School of the Air. You’re a smart kid. You’ll be fine.’

			

			‘School’s not just about learning.’

			But I know Dad doesn’t see it that way. He doesn’t seek out friends, or connect with people, except perhaps his brother, but Frank will always be around regardless of how much effort Dad puts in. I need him to understand that we’re not the same. That I need something different from just having my hands in the soil.

			‘What about my friends?’ Okay, so the use of the plural is a stretch, but I do have Tin. 

			‘You’ll make new ones, Sonny …’

			‘With a kangaroo? Or a rock? If it’s as remote as you say it is, there’ll be no kids my age, Dad.’

			I watch as he rolls the apple core between his fingers. I’m surprised he hasn’t eaten the lot. He used to. Seeds and all. When I was little, I always worried that he’d grow a tree in his stomach. 

			Dad never makes me do anything I’m not comfortable with. But sometimes that means I don’t really have a sense of what I mean to him. 

			‘Do you want me to come?’ I ask. 

			He nods. ‘Of course.’

			Of course. Like it’s a given. Only it’s not, is it? Because one parent has already shown me that it’s not. She’s moved away and left me behind and, except for the odd email and an invite to the UK every few years, I don’t seem to be a priority. 

			

			‘I’m going to pack this place up and lock all the precious things in the front room. Everything else I’ll just leave out for the tenant.’ He tries a smile on me, like he’s skirting around something, but my head is spinning with thoughts of leaving. 

			‘Am I like one of your precious things? You can make plans to leave me behind too.’

			Dad’s face is pained. ‘Sonny, no.’

			When Mum moved out, there was no real warning. She just packed up one day and went. And then left the country a year later when she fell in love with an Englishman. I always sort of expected that one day she’d ask me to come and live with her, but she never did. Not that I’d go, but perhaps the invitation would have patched something up in me.

			I swallow hard and watch Dad leaning back in the heirloom chair. His eyes aren’t the same colour as mine, but they are the same shape. Almond. And they turn up slightly at the ends. ‘You might enjoy it,’ he says finally, like that’s the offer, like that’s as good as it gets. 

			I turn to the wall with piles of books and then back to him. ‘I’ll come,’ I tell him because I’m not sure what else to do. 

			And he smiles at me because he obviously thinks it’s enough for now. Or maybe he’s relieved that the conversation can move on. 

			

			‘Great,’ he says. ‘Are you staying for dinner? I was going to boil some eggs.’ 

			‘Actually, I told Marion I’d be home,’ I say. And without really giving Dad a chance to convince me to stay, I head down the hall. 

			Dad follows me out and hugs me goodbye, but then he shuts the door before I even reach the fence. I could wait for the bus, but it’s hot and, without thinking, I send Marion a text. Two seconds later, she replies: Be there in 20. 

			

			Not only did Marion come to collect me, but she also heated up a huge plate of lasagne and sat with me while I ate. She told me stories about her book club, and I shovelled in pasta, not ready to share anything.

			I offered to help Frank downstairs with the night crush of customers, but he said it wasn’t busy enough to warrant two people behind the counter. I’m not sure if that’s true, but I appreciate not having to work in the shop tonight. My head is full of thoughts, and I doubt how capable I’d be. 

			I had the idea that digging through the box of stones might help me decide what to do, so I’ve spread them all over my bed, but they’re just messing with me even further. Each stone I pick up has memories etched into it, like lines mapped from the earth. 

			There’s a knock on my door and Marion calls out my name.

			‘Come in,’ I say.

			I never shut my door when I live with Dad. Maybe because he’d bowl on in anyway, but here, if my door is shut, then Frank and Marion always knock first. 

			‘Do you want to watch a movie?’ says Marion, walking in.

			I know she’s trying to work out what happened with Dad, but as usual she doesn’t push. ‘I’m okay,’ I say. 

			‘You sure?’ She sits on the edge of the bed, clocking the rocks scattered on the sheet. Instead of answering, I pick up one of the rocks and hold it out so that she can feel it. 

			‘Turn it over,’ I tell her. ‘It’s a mantle xenolith.’

			I watch as she flips it in her hand and notices the blob of bright green rock buried in the dark brown basalt. 

			‘What’s that splodge?’ 

			‘The green is mantle rock and it’s made of a mineral called olivine. That’s what gives it the colour,’ I say. ‘The brown is cooled lava.’

			‘From a volcano?’

			‘Yep. Amazing, right? I found it camping in western Victoria. Most of these rocks come from Dad, but that one is mine.’

			‘Your dad told you about his job?’

			‘You knew?’ 

			Marion’s eyes are on the rock as she flips it over and over in her hand. Of course she already knew. Maybe that’s why she drove me. Because she felt sorry for me. 

			‘When Mum left, Dad knew about it for ages before telling me …’

			The room is still as Marion processes what I’m saying. ‘He should have told you first about the job, but perhaps he wanted to talk things through with us.’

			‘Did he? He doesn’t really do that. Talk, I mean. He just announces that we’re moving. It’s never a conversation. It’s a decision he’s made that upends my life. Again.’ 

			I’m aware that my voice is angry, and that it isn’t Marion who is making me feel this, but she’s the only one here to hear it.

			‘Sometimes it just seems like I’m not enough for either of my parents to stay,’ I tell her, realising I’ve felt this way for a long time. 

			‘You know you’re always welcome to stay here,’ says Marion quietly.

			I start wrapping up the rocks in their beds of tissue because I need to do something with my hands. I’m not sure how to have this conversation. I’m not sure what I want. 

			‘Actually, that’s not true …’ she says.

			And now I look up, wondering what she means. She smiles at me. Her blue eyes are crinkling like Frank’s do when he beats me at a music challenge. ‘We love having you here,’ she tells me. 

			Words don’t want to come out right now, so I nod. 

			‘So, what else do you have in that box? Any gold?’ she says, sensing perhaps that I need the subject to change. 

			I shake my head. ‘I used to think you could just flash a metal detector across the land and find a lump of gold worth millions.’

			‘If only, Sonny.’

			‘I dunno. I think it makes the rocks you do find more special somehow. This is my favourite.’ I hand over the smoky quartz. ‘Hold it up to the light.’

			I explain that it reminds me of veins, and Marion agrees. She thinks it’s like holding a leaf up to the sun and seeing all the tiny veins that run out from the middle. 

			‘Sonny, I know it’s hard because you’re only young, but you have to work out where you want to be. And you can always change your mind.’

			

			‘I’m going with Dad,’ I say, wondering why he can’t explain things in this way. 

			There’s a pause while she seems to be trying to find the right response. ‘Your dad is lucky to have you.’

			She leans forward and rubs my arm, and her hand is warm and soft. I swallow because my throat is itchy, and this is all too much. And as if she knows what I’m thinking, she slips her hand away. 

			‘Shall we watch a movie now?’ she offers. 

			Relieved we don’t have to keep talking about where I’m living, I shrug. ‘Is there ice-cream?’

			‘Always,’ she says. And there is. Chocolate for Marion, coffee gelato for Frank and something on a stick for me. 

			‘I’ll be out in a sec. I’m just going to pack the rocks away,’ I tell her. It doesn’t feel right to leave them on my bed. 

			Marion stands and stretches her arms up. ‘You’d better hurry or I’m choosing a rom-com,’ she says as she heads out the door. 

			I wrap each rock and tuck it back into the box and slide the lot under my bed, where it’s safe. 

			I’ve stayed up north with Dad before. When I was about ten and I didn’t long for company. And I know that if I go with him, I’ll find more rocks for my collection, help Dad label samples, and probably end up being the cook on site so he remembers to eat. I’ll wake with the sun and sleep with the moon, and be far, far away from here. It’s not just about missing Marion and Frank, I wouldn’t get to know Tess either. And I’m not sure how I feel about that. 

			‘Sonny! Hurry up. I’m putting on some 90s romance …’ Marion calls from the lounge.

			I scramble over the bed and stand in front of the window, craning to see the sky. It’s thick with clouds so the stars are in hiding, but I know they wouldn’t help me tonight anyway. 
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			Tess

			
			There are some perks to Mum being a workaholic, and one is that she often leaves before I do in the morning. Which means that today I can wear my new skirt without being busted, because I haven’t explained it yet. I’m beginning to worry that Mum’s idea of inventive isn’t quite the same as mine. 

			For breakfast, Dad made pancakes with all the toppings, but he took so long to cook them that I only had time to eat the first one he flipped. Everyone knows the first pancake is destined for the bin, but I was already running late, so it became destined for my mouth. Jake made some crack about my skirt looking like a tablecloth in an Italian restaurant, and I bit back about him having no style, and then Dad commented on the fact it wasn’t very straight across the bottom. I had to explain it was a work in progress because of course I haven’t hand-sewn the hem yet, but also nobody at my school notices such things. 

			I just like how the material drifts around my legs when I walk. I’ve never had a skirt like this before. Most of my clothes are denim. Jeans in winter, shorts in summer. This feels different. 

			‘You’re flouncing,’ says Jemma as we make our way to the stairs at lunchtime.

			‘Can’t help it,’ I reply, giving the fabric a shake. 

			She grins. ‘Didn’t manage to finish the hem then?’

			‘Perfection is overrated.’

			‘Will you wear it tomorrow?’ 

			‘No, Frank said old clothes. Can’t risk getting oil everywhere.’ 

			‘Do you have to wear a hairnet?’ asks Jemma. We’ve been talking about my first shift. I’ve already told Mum that I’m staying at Jemma’s tomorrow because we have schoolwork to finish. I’m not sure what I’ll do if she’s called in and Dad’s working too. He often sees clients on the weekends. 

			Imagining Sonny seeing my hair stuffed inside a net, I shudder. ‘Oh, I hope not.’ And then I remember that his hair is almost longer than mine. 

			At the stairs, Jemma and I are pushed close as we shuffle down with all the other hungry students, desperate to reach either sunlight or food. It seems that sometimes we’re a little like vampires. 

			‘I need to learn how to do a smoky eye before tomorrow,’ I tell Jemma, who starts laughing, as we reach the bottom of the stairs. 

			‘No. Just be you!’

			‘Maybe a smoky eye is me.’

			‘Every time you try to wear make-up it does not end well. Remember graduation?’

			‘I’d rather not.’ At the end of primary school, I helped myself to Mum’s make-up and, as I arrived at graduation, some of my classmates asked if I was dressed up as a clown because my cheeks were so red and the lipstick was outside my lips. Jemma had to help me with some last-minute emergency face-scrubbing in the toilets. 

			‘What’s in the bag today?’ Jemma asks, nudging the corner of my lunch with her elbow. 

			I open the brown paper and hold it out. ‘Smells like stale bread with Vegemite and butter.’

			‘Yummy!’

			My sandwich is more of a display piece than anything intended for consumption – we both know I’ll be sharing whatever is packed in Jemma’s metal lunchboxes. As we walk, I unclip the largest of the lunchboxes and find four nori hand-rolls stuffed with vegetables and rice.

			

			‘Help yourself, Tess,’ says Jemma in a slightly sarcastic tone. 

			And of course I do, because it would be impolite not to. ‘Did Marcus make these?’

			‘He was up super early this morning because he said I needed something filling. I can’t believe he thinks I would actually manage to eat all of this in half an hour.’

			‘I’m sure he knows I’ll help,’ I say.

			We walk towards our usual spot at the basketball courts. Just before we get there, she squeaks a little and tells me she’ll be back in a second. 

			‘Where are you going?’ I say, but she waves her hand at me and skips off in her shorts and pastel-pink t-shirt, twisting her long black hair into a knot as she goes. I’ve always been jealous of her ability to do that. My hair is too messy and too short for anything but a scrappy ponytail.

			I figure she’s probably found Maya or someone I barely know from her class, so I plonk down onto the hot asphalt and tuck my legs out of the sun. I unclip another of Jemma’s lunchboxes and start on the orange slices.

			I’m three slices in when I hear Jemma’s voice behind me. Wedging the orange skin into my mouth, I turn to her, grinning with a mouthful of peel pressed against my teeth. 

			

			‘Think I need the dentist,’ I say, my words muffled. It’s a joke we’ve been making since year two. 

			And then I realise she’s not alone. She’s standing between two tall boys in baggy jeans. I spit the peel into my hand as the taller one flicks his floppy hair from his face, and I catch a glimpse of those blue eyes. Sonny’s blue eyes. 

			Remembering to breathe, I leap to my feet and brush the dirt off the back of my skirt, smoothing the fabric down. ‘Hi!’ I say, my voice immediately giving away how excited I am to see him. Sonny is beaming at me, his eyes even more sparkling than I remember.

			Jemma goes into introduction mode and says, ‘Tess, this is Samson …’ 

			For a second, I think she means the other boy, but then he jumps in and introduces himself as Tin. I pull a face, confused. ‘Sorry, Samson?’ 

			‘My parents’ idea of a joke,’ Sonny says lightly. ‘I think they wanted a dog.’

			Jemma laughs and starts talking about his name and how unusual it is, but my brain is flinging thoughts around wildly because Sonny is Samson. Samson is Sonny. I want to speak but can’t find the words. 

			And then he grins at me. ‘I thought it was you the other day on the stairs, Tess! How’s it going?’

			

			‘Yeah,’ I manage, aware that everyone is watching me, but it’s like time has slowed.

			It doesn’t take Jemma long to work out something is off. ‘Hang on. You guys know each other?’ 

			I nod, trying to find the right words to explain this situation, noticing that Jemma is staring at me and it’s not her usual expression. 

			‘But, Tess, you never said …’

			‘Probably because she knows me as Sonny,’ he says, slinging his arm around Tin, who looks as out of place as I feel. ‘Tess has three names and I have two.’ 

			In any other situation, I’d be delighted he remembered, but here, now, it’s making things so much worse. 

			‘Hang on, you’re Sonny …’ says Jemma. I can see her eyebrows going up and I really want them to stop, but they are possibly at risk of leaving her face altogether because she’s just realised we have a crush on the same boy. 

			‘Yeah. Tess and I met a couple of weeks ago,’ says Sonny, which only causes Jemma to stare at me even harder because she’s now processing that I told her I’d only just met him. And I’m aware that my face is doing that thing that fish do when they open and close their mouths without any sound. 

			‘A couple of weeks? Really?’ Jemma says to me. 

			I’m finding the ground a much more interesting place to focus on than my best friend’s face, so I’m concentrating on a stick near my foot. And because I clearly still haven’t found my words, Sonny speaks. He’s casual and friendly like he finds the confusion hilarious – he doesn’t know what it all means. He tells them the story of how he crashed into me, leaving out the part where he asked me to walk him to the bike shop for repairs, but keeping in the part where he spat a dim sim through the air. Somehow, he makes it sound less like a rom-com and more like a series of accidental events.

			And now I’m wondering if I invented the charge I felt when we first met. I know I’m not inventing the fact that Sonny asked me to walk to the bike shop with him, or to wait while he went inside. But maybe he’s just the lonely type who likes company. Maybe I didn’t win him over with my charm or messy hair or witty banter. Maybe I was just in the right place at the right time. 

			With a big grin, Sonny checks his watch and says, ‘And I’m going to see Tess at work in about … twenty-six hours.’ 

			Tin butts in here. ‘Hope you know your music,’ he tells me. ‘Frank won’t like it if you don’t.’

			I’m not sure what Jemma is thinking because she isn’t saying anything at all. I risk a glance at Sonny and see those blue eyes staring back. 

			

			‘I have to go and collect a library book,’ I say, in an attempt to escape this mess of a conversation. 

			‘You don’t read,’ Jemma says, ruining the moment.

			‘I read,’ I say, sounding defensive. And I do read – perhaps not as often as I should, or anything worthy of discussion, but I scan the odd magazine when I’m in a waiting room and I read messages from my friends on my phone. 

			Jemma’s always lending me books and it’s true that I don’t often open them. But my intentions are good, and she doesn’t have to drop me in it so publicly. 

			Then Sonny explains that the day we met, I was absorbed in a book outside the bike shop while he sorted out his repairs. Jemma pulls a face at me like she knows it’s untrue, and I’m relieved that she doesn’t make the leap and work out I had Marcus’s book in my bag. 

			I should have said I was going to the toilet instead of the library. For a second nobody says anything. And then Tin bursts out with, ‘I’m going to grab some pizza. It’s usually cheap at the end of lunch.’

			I expect Sonny to go with him, but he doesn’t move, leaving the three of us in an awkward semi-circle. Jemma is now clutching her lunchbox and I’m squeezing my brown paper bag, wishing the ground would crack open and suck me under. I’d even take a rogue basketball hitting the side of my head and sending me off to sick bay. 

			My mouth is doing that fish thing again. I try to find words and all that arrives is a very meek-sounding, ‘So …’

			Jemma is staring at me again. I fix a smile on my face, feeling a little like I did last Christmas Eve when Dad’s family forgot it was also the day after my birthday for the thirteenth year in a row. I wait for her to smile back, hoping we can laugh about this and muddle through like we always do. Instead, she looks down at the ground like maybe she’s also wishing it will crack open. 

			‘So …’ I say again. ‘What do you have for the rest of the day?’ 

			Sonny grins and answers, ‘Maths.’

			‘Your favourite,’ I say. 

			‘You remembered?’

			I nod and plough in further without thinking. ‘Not like I can forget someone who loves maths!’

			And then I realise I’ve said that he’s unforgettable and I don’t know what to do with my face. 

			‘I’d better go,’ Jemma says. 

			‘But lunch isn’t finished.’ 

			‘I have art. It’s my turn to set up the paints,’ she says as she kneels down to clip her lunchboxes back together. I’m aware that Sonny is watching me, and I spring into action, reaching for one of the boxes. But she brushes me off.

			‘I’ll come with you,’ I tell her. ‘Help with the paints.’

			‘It’s fine. Maya will turn up after rehearsal.’

			The bell starts ringing, and students speed up around us. Jemma uses the moment to walk away along the side of the courts.

			‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ I tell Sonny.

			And then he smiles and, for a second, I’m tempted to stay. 

			‘Bye,’ he says as I hurry after Jemma, catching up to her as she reaches the canteen.

			‘Jem,’ I say, sliding up next to her.

			‘I’m going to the art room,’ she says. I’m not sure if I’m imagining an edge to her voice.

			‘I can help … I have PE.’ 

			She stops walking. ‘I told you it was fine.’

			Her voice is definitely cold. No imagination required. I’m not sure how to approach this because confrontation is not my strong suit unless I’m facing off with my mum. And that’s more like a blood sport. 

			‘Oh … okay … why don’t you come over tonight? I can lock the boys in their room, and we can eat ice-cream and watch a movie,’ I say, my voice sounding false and over-cheery. 

			

			She shakes her head. ‘I’m staying at Maya’s.’

			‘Maya can come too …’ 

			Jemma doesn’t answer me at first. And then she says, ‘Nah. We have plans.’

			I feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach. This is not us. We never have these moments. My screensaver is a photo of the two of us from our first day of prep, our little faces squashed together with matching smiles and gaps between our front teeth. We never argue. Not even when we both wanted to dress up as Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz for Book Week in year four. We ended up doing rock, paper, scissors and my rock squashed her scissors, so she helped me find the best costume and she went as the Tin Man. And when I won the prize for best dressed, she cheered louder than anyone. 

			‘Okay,’ I say, the word sort of hanging in the air as Jemma heads for the art room. 

			I’m not sure what to do. My head is whirling. I didn’t know that Sonny was Samson. And I met him before Jemma did. She’s only talked to him for about five minutes. 

			But she’s my best friend. 

			It’s like being trapped in an American film without knowing the ending. Obviously, I have to buy the largest tub of ice-cream I can find on the way home from school and eat it all in bed with a spoon. 

			

			A teacher whisks past, carrying a stack of papers. ‘Class time. Didn’t you hear the bell?’

			I realise I’m the last person standing in the entry hall, and I dash to the stairs, tossing my sad sandwich into the bin on the way to PE. I’m so preoccupied reliving every second of the last hour that I don’t notice my PE teacher glaring at me from the gym doorway until I almost collide with her. 

			‘You can’t play volleyball in those shoes, Theresa,’ she says with a sigh. 

			Usually, I like PE and remember to change into my sneakers and my sports top, but of course I haven’t today, and my locker is on the second floor. Behind me the rest of my class are bouncing balls and arguing about who wants to be on whose team, and the noise is a little overwhelming. 

			‘Um, sorry … I can go to my locker—’

			Shaking her head, she interrupts me. ‘That will take too long. You can score.’ 

			I nod, eager to be given a job that doesn’t require me to race up two flights of stairs. ‘I’ll be a great scorer! I promise.’ 

			‘I’m not sure you can be a bad one. Just wear your sneakers next time.’

			‘I will.’

			‘Hurry up. I’d like to start before the end of class if possible,’ she says, following me inside. 

			

			I swear she waits until she’s close to the back of my head before blowing the shrill whistle that she wears on a string around her neck. I screw my face up at the sound. Everyone stops talking immediately and she divides the class into two rotating teams. And I’m still thinking about Sonny and Jemma when the game kicks off five minutes later. 
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			Sonny

			
			Our teacher kept us in to lecture everyone about sleeping in class, which was due to Tin slumping in his seat with his head on the desk. He managed to miss an entire lesson on statistics. And for once I wasn’t concentrating on the numbers either. In fact, I skipped a whole section in the chapter because I was doodling on the page, drawing circles and shapes. Now that I know Tess is at this school, I can’t stop wondering when I’ll next bump into her. 

			‘Water … or water?’ Tin says.

			We’re in his kitchen and his dad has the television on in the front room. It’s so loud that I can hear the canned laughter even with the door shut. The house is dark. The curtains are drawn, and there’s the hum of an air conditioner working hard to cool the space. 

			

			‘Definitely water,’ I say. 

			‘You don’t know how lucky you are having the shop to raid for snacks,’ says Tin, passing me a mug with lukewarm water in it. I drink it down in one long gulp. We rode home fast and I’m thirsty. I got my bike back this week and it cost me almost three weeks’ wages to have it fixed, but at least the seat is more comfortable than Frank’s bike seat, so I don’t have to pedal standing up.

			‘Do you want a peanut butter sandwich?’ Tin says, opening the cupboard. 

			‘Nah.’

			He turns and grins at me. ‘I can cut the crusts off, Sonny.’

			I laugh. We met in prep because I was pulling the crusts off my sandwich and Tin offered to eat them. He’d forgotten his lunch. He kept eating the crusts from my sandwiches because I never liked them, and we became friends.

			‘I’m starving,’ Tin says as he starts making a pile of peanut butter and white bread sandwiches. ‘You can go outside if you want. I’m just going to check on Dad.’

			Tin has a sort of bungalow in the backyard. He used to have the bedroom next to the lounge, but he told me once that the noise from the television made it hard to sleep because his dad stays sitting in the chair long after Tin and his mum have gone to their rooms, so he decided to fix up the bungalow and move outside. 

			‘Should I say hello to him?’ 

			‘Nah. He’ll be cranky. Afternoons are never good,’ says Tin. 

			Tin’s dad used to pick him up from school sometimes, and I remember being fascinated by the way he’d greet Tin. He’d scoop him up and Tin would climb onto his shoulders and hold his hair and they’d mooch off home like that. It was always so impressive compared with my dad, who would stand at the edges and nod politely to other parents. On our walk home, he would only hold my hand as we approached an intersection so that I didn’t run in front of a car.

			Tin’s dad was huge. Taller than the others, with arms thick like trees. And he had a snake tattoo that wove around his calf. Then he had his accident, and he changed overnight. Now he rarely leaves the house.

			I fill my coffee cup with more lukewarm water and head outside. The bungalow is only a couple of steps from the back door, but once you’re inside, it’s like you’re in another world. Almost all the furniture has come from the side of the road because Tin is an expert at rescuing other people’s junk. He’s hung more posters since I was last here. Three of the walls are so thick with them it’s like a live music venue. 

			I plonk down on the red and white vinyl beanbag. It’s shaped like a giant billiard ball, complete with a number on the side. From down here all I can see are instruments and amps and a bank of speakers looming over Tin’s bed. The wall facing the house has been covered with thick sheets of bumpy foam to dampen the sound when he’s rehearsing. 

			‘Dad’s asleep,’ says Tin as he walks in and shuts the door. ‘I turned the television off, and he grunted so I had to turn it back on. Think he only sleeps when it’s chattering at him.’

			He sits down on his bed. ‘Saved you a sandwich,’ he tells me, holding out the plate. 

			I take one of the triangles and bite into it. ‘Not bad.’

			‘You can’t really go wrong with peanut butter and white bread. Except it gunks your mouth up and makes talking hard.’

			I drink some water and pass the rest over so Tin can wash down the food. Then, with a half-grin on his face, he asks, ‘You going to tell me about Tess?’

			‘Nothing to tell!’

			‘Rubbish,’ he says.

			I shrug and feel my cheeks going red. ‘Um …’

			‘Yeah?’

			

			‘She’s nice,’ I say, and he laughs. 

			‘Is that it?’

			For a moment, I imagine what it would be like in the bush with Dad. We’d talk about rocks and climate and maybe some animals if any bounded our way, but there would be none of this. No awkward questions lobbed at me. And as much as it makes me squirm because I don’t have any proper answers, it also makes my feelings real, and that’s something worth squirming for. 

			‘She’s really nice,’ I say. 

			He nods. ‘And?’

			‘Play me your new song,’ I say, wanting to divert the conversation away from me. 

			Tin reaches over to lift one of his guitars from the stand. He balances the guitar across his legs and tells me that he found it in hard rubbish, brought it home, stripped it back and rebuilt it. ‘It’s got a beautiful sound,’ he says, strumming his fingers across the strings. ‘Never understand why people toss out things when they’ve still got life in them. Does Tess like music?’

			I laugh at his attempt to drag me back into a conversation about her. ‘Who doesn’t?’

			‘My parents,’ he says.

			‘Yeah, true. My dad isn’t much of a fan either.’

			‘They don’t know what they’re missing.’ 

			

			I haven’t told Tin about Dad wanting me to move up north. Except for Marion, I haven’t talked to anyone about it. I take a breath because I want to tell Tin, and then dive in fast before I can change my mind. ‘I’m going bush for nine months. Up north.’

			Tin’s eyebrows shoot up, but he doesn’t say anything. I know he’s waiting for me to tell him more. 

			I shrug. ‘I’ll get to hang out with kangaroos …’

			‘There are worse things,’ he says.

			I shift around on the beanbag, trying to get comfortable. I don’t feel very skilled at talking about this stuff. Tin strums the guitar again, like he’s providing a soundtrack for the conversation, and then asks, ‘But you don’t want to go?’

			‘I sort of like being at school,’ I tell him. 

			‘Who are you, Sonny?’ Tin says, dragging his hand dramatically across the strings, and adding a squeak of sound to punctuate his horror at what I’ve said. 

			And then he grins at me again. ‘But I guess Tess is at school.’

			‘She is not the reason,’ I insist. 

			‘Sure, she’s not,’ he says, reminding me of Frank. ‘Do you have a choice?’

			‘Marion said I could stay with them.’

			Tin nods, like he’s imagining living above the fish and chip shop. ‘If you don’t move in with them, I will!’

			‘Frank would love that. You’d just play music all day.’

			Tin starts noodling around on his guitar, plucking strings into a rhythm. ‘Since Marion’s offered, maybe you should just hang there until your dad comes home. Now you have a girlfriend.’

			I roll my eyes at him. ‘She’s not …’

			‘Yet …’

			Laughing again, I stretch my legs out and say, ‘You going to play your song or what? I have to go cook chips soon.’

			Tin reaches down and plugs his guitar into the amp. He adjusts a few buttons and then tunes one of the strings. ‘It’s not finished.’

			‘Just play it!’

			‘Okay, okay.’ 

			I lean back in the beanbag as he starts humming. I haven’t really heard Tin sing. Not since we were in year two and we had to stand up in front of assembly and perform Christmas carols at the end of the year. He explains that the song is something he wrote recently, and then he closes his eyes and starts to play. When he sings, his voice is deeper than I expected. One verse in and I realise he’s telling the story of his dad. Of how Tin lost him after the accident. My phone might be basic, but it can still record audio. Frank has to hear this. Not only is it a great song, but I want to prove to Frank that he’s wrong. New songs can tell a powerful story too.

			

			A cool change has come through, so Marion and I have opened all the windows upstairs. The breeze is blowing through my room and into the kitchen, which is a relief after the heat of last night. Often, Marion refuses to cook in the flat because it makes the place even hotter, so Frank does the cooking downstairs in the shop and carries it up on a platter. Tonight, she’s made two salads and he’s grilling fish and chicken, which he’ll bring up soon. The radio near the stove is playing Frank’s old hits and, when Marion pops out of the room, I tune it to another radio station. One that will give me an advantage.

			‘Can you get the jug of water, Sonny?’ Marion says, retrieving every bottle of sauce and mayonnaise from the fridge and placing them on the table. There’s always water in the fridge, and ice in the freezer. The only time I see Marion cranky is when somebody has forgotten to make fresh ice, and even then it’s fleeting. She is rarely bothered by anything.

			Frank walks in with a pile of food that would feed three families. He’s always over-catering. I think it’s because he’s so used to feeding people in the shop – he doesn’t know when to stop. ‘Is your dad coming for dinner?’ 

			I shake my head. ‘No.’

			‘Is he off finding some new species of rock?’ Frank says with a grin. He’s always winding Dad up about geology. 

			‘Think he’s getting things ready to move,’ I say. 

			‘Well, if he turns up, I’ll cook him something fresh,’ says Frank. We haven’t talked about me leaving. I know that Marion will have told him, and he’ll get around to it in his own way, but for now it’s business as usual, which is fine by me. Besides, I’m waiting for him to hear the song on the radio and make a comment. I’m disappointed it’s taken this long.

			I sit down opposite Marion and start spooning piles of potato salad onto my plate. I vaguely remember Mum making it when I was young. I add a piece of fish and a couple of leaves of lettuce, hoping to dodge more vegetables, but Marion notices and adds some tomato and cucumber to my plate. I realise I’ve never known Frank without Marion. She’s always been there. I even have photos of her with Mum before she left. 

			‘Pass the chicken salt, boy.’ As Frank dusts his food with it, he glances across to the radio and then to me and then back to the radio. A song comes on and I grin at him, pretending to press a buzzer on the table in slow motion, because I know he has no chance of guessing what it is. 

			‘Buzz … Childish Gambino,’ I say. ‘Too slow, Frank!’

			He shakes his head at me and stands up to walk across to the radio. 

			‘Don’t you think it’s fair if we take turns to choose the music?’ I say, with a mouthful of potato.

			‘My kitchen, my music,’ says Frank, tuning the radio back to his favourite station.

			‘But this is so boring,’ I say. ‘How can you expect to modernise, Frank, if you always listen to stuff you already know?’

			Frank rejoins the table. ‘I don’t need to modernise. I need to listen to real music.’

			‘Can I play you something?’ I say, pulling my phone out.

			A grumbling sound comes out of Frank’s mouth, but I ignore it and jump up to turn the radio down, then press the button to play what I recorded at Tin’s. It’s only the last verse and a scrap of the chorus, but I can tell by watching Frank’s expression change that he gets it. He understands. 

			‘It’s Tin’s new song. He wrote it about his dad,’ I say. Tin wasn’t that pleased I recorded him, but I explained I wanted Frank to hear it, and he seemed to understand.

			Frank waits until the end and slowly nods. ‘It’s wonderful. That boy …’

			‘Now do you believe me about new music?’

			Frank laughs, his eyes twinkling because we’re back to arguing the same old territory. ‘Tin is an exception. None of this Childish what-not.’

			‘I give up,’ I say, turning the radio volume back up. 

			As I return to the table, Frank reaches for my hand and gives it a squeeze. He’s not like Marion, who hugs strangers she’s only just met. Frank shows his affection through the food he cooks and the bike tyres he pumps up. So, I don’t move my hand as he holds it – I can sense he’s about to tell me something important. 

			‘I need nostalgia, boy. You’re too young to understand. But that’s why I need old songs.’

			‘And I need to know about Tess,’ says Marion, cutting through the moment with a laugh. I’m aware that she’s watching me, so I ladle potato salad onto my plate, pretending I’m too hungry to care. Another song comes on and Frank bangs the table, wobbling the glasses of water.

			‘“You Are So Beautiful”,’ says Frank. 

			‘Why thank you,’ I say.

			

			‘Not you, the song,’ he says, then joins in with the lyrics. 

			While Frank and I can eat dinner without much conversation if there’s music playing, Marion always wants to chat. She leans forward, her elbows on the table. 

			I grin at her. ‘I saw Tess at school today,’ I say, waiting for them to understand what I mean. It takes Marion about half a second. 

			‘Really? You’re at the same school?’

			‘We are.’ I stab at a piece of potato and shovel it into my mouth. 

			‘Is that why you’re liking school so much?’ Frank says, enjoying the stir. Sometimes I think he lives to wind people up. That and sing at them.

			I roll my eyes at him and try to push down the flutter in my stomach because I know it’s a dangerous thing to be too excited.

			‘I’m looking forward to meeting her,’ says Marion.

			I’m aware that my cheeks are starting to redden, and Marion laughs. I decide to try for some lightness. ‘If Frank doesn’t scare her off.’ 

			‘Frank doesn’t scare anyone,’ says Marion. ‘Do you, honey?’

			‘He can when he needs to,’ I say, thinking about the times in the shop when customers have given him a hard time and he’s leant over the counter and stared at them until they’ve fallen into line. There’s something fierce about Frank if you don’t know him.

			‘Well, I think it’s nice you’ve made a new girlfriend—’ Marion starts.

			I can feel my face contorting into a strange expression. My eyebrows shoot up and something happens to my mouth. ‘She’s not my girlfriend!’

			‘She’s your new friend and she’s a girl.’

			‘But I don’t really know her. And I’m leaving soon, so I probably won’t …’ I feel the stab of truth as I say the words aloud. 

			‘You’ll be back, Sonny. And I’m just teasing,’ says Marion. ‘But you are getting a little flushed … Maybe drink some more water, keep hydrated.’ And she lifts the red enamel jug and fills my glass.

			I roll my eyes at her too, and she raises an eyebrow in response, like she can better my teenage expression with one of her own. There’s something strangely comforting about Marion’s grilling. She wants to be involved in my life, even if it’s just to find out about a girl who she hasn’t even met, and maybe never will. 
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			Tess

			
			Waking up this morning, I almost phoned the shop and cancelled my shift. I still haven’t managed to eat anything because my stomach is doing that squirmy thing it does when I’m nervous. I’m so nervous that I keep running a dialogue track through my head as I imagine talking to a customer, and then to Sonny and then to Frank and then to Sonny again. Of course, it all circles back to Sonny. 

			‘Tessa, can you clean the bathroom, please,’ says Mum as I walk into the kitchen. She has rubber gloves on and is scrubbing the stove. 

			‘Can’t, I’m running late for Jemma’s,’ I say, because I was planning on dropping in before I start work. I sent her a million messages last night and the only time she replied was to say she was at the movies. 

			

			Then Maya posted a photo on Instagram of the two of them at the movies, which I liked. And then unliked. And then liked again, before turning off my phone because I didn’t want to see any other posts. I even tried asking Jake his opinion on what to do and he shrugged before throwing a basketball at me. 

			I need to talk to Jemma about Sonny. We’ve been friends for too long to let a crush on a boy damage our friendship. So, I’ve decided to avoid Sonny except for work. I’m not going to gaze into his eyes anymore or imagine him holding my hand. I’m just going to let him teach me how to fry chips. And that’s it. 

			Mum leans back on her heels and raises her head so she can watch me. ‘Honey, do it now, please. Honestly, it’s like there’s something living in that bath. I don’t think it’s been cleaned for months.’

			We have a chores roster on the fridge and I’m pretty sure Jake rubs his name off and replaces it with mine or Raff’s – he never seems to do anything, and I’m always being given the big jobs. Like cleaning the bathroom and the toilet, which is gross. I think the twins miss the bowl every time they pee.

			‘It’s Jake’s turn,’ I say, knowing there’s no point standing here and arguing with Mum but doing it anyway.

			

			‘Tessa, Jake does the dishwasher.’

			‘The dishwasher takes two seconds! The bathroom takes hours,’ I say, groaning and dropping my backpack on the floor because I know I’ll have to clean the bathroom before I go anywhere.

			‘It doesn’t take hours if you do it more regularly.’

			‘I’ll do a speed clean, but then I’m out of here and I’m having dinner at Jemma’s tonight,’ I say, heading down the hallway to the bathroom. 

			‘We’re going to watch Jake play basketball,’ Mum calls back.

			‘I’m not.’ 

			I count to three. Mum has this thing about the family going along to watch sporting matches and music concerts but, because I don’t really do anything worth watching, the boys are never made to give up their weekends to see me in action. Maybe next time I clean the bathroom they can cheer from the doorway as I tackle the weeks of germs living in there.

			‘You know I like us all going,’ calls Mum, after pushing the three seconds out to ten. I thought she was giving up too easily. I scurry back towards the kitchen because if I keep yelling from down the hallway, I’ll never win. And I’ve been practising some excuses with Jemma at school, so I want to try one out. ‘Mum, Jake would much rather have all your attention. If I come too, then he has to share you.’

			I can see Mum stop scrubbing the oven like she’s thinking hard. What I really want to say is that it’s not fair I have to go, because most of the time Mum is at work anyway, so it’s not like she has to give up her weekends. 

			‘Okay, but bathroom first,’ she says finally, and I resist cheering. Jemma was right. The sweet approach is much more successful. 

			‘On it,’ I tell her, dashing off before she can change her mind. And Mum’s right. Up close the bathtub is gross. I crank up the music, try to block my nose and start cleaning. I won’t have time to see Jemma before work, so I’ll have to go after I finish. 

			

			By the time I reach the shop, my stomach is not just squirmy, it’s screaming. I wish I’d had more time to fix my hair and maybe add some mascara, but at least I’m wearing a clean t-shirt that smells like the lavender washing powder Dad uses sometimes. My hair is hanging limp and flat, and I tousle it with my fingers to try to make it fuller, which will probably work for about one minute. And then I push away thoughts of Sonny. I can’t let that preoccupy my first shift. I wanted this job before I met him. He isn’t the reason I’m lying to my parents and forging signatures.

			When I walk inside, the first thing I notice is the song playing on the radio. It’s an oldie, a Dolly Parton number that my gran loves. I take it as a sign that I’m supposed to be here. I lean on the counter and watch Frank shake the basket of fries, oil dropping into the trough below. Spinning around, he upends the chips onto the butcher’s paper on the bench, and dusts salt across the top before bundling it all together. He notices me and says, ‘Afternoon, Theresa. You might find it easier to work if you’re on this side of the counter.’

			I laugh and, as I reach the end of the counter, Sonny wanders in from the back room. He grins when he sees me. ‘It’s you!’

			‘It’s me,’ I say, because I’m not sure what else to say. 

			Frank tells Sonny to find me an apron. ‘A clean one,’ he calls after him as Sonny disappears again out the back. 

			‘You any good at numbers?’ Frank asks me.

			‘Not really,’ I admit. ‘But I’m okay at cooking.’

			He laughs. ‘Bit early for that. You cook and then I’m out of a job!’

			Sonny returns and holds out a dark grey apron, which I slide over my head and tie at the front with a knot. I’m trying to avoid Sonny’s blue eyes because the two of us are just friends. No, not friends. Work colleagues. That’s all he is. Nothing more. 

			‘I’ll teach her how to cook chips,’ says Sonny. 

			‘I think the fryer can wait a few weeks,’ Frank says. He explains that if the hot oil splatters on my skin, then I’ll be heading off to emergency. I blink, imagining Mum’s face if I ended up on a bed, needing to be treated by her for third-degree burns from a job that she doesn’t even know I have. 

			‘Okay, let’s go out the back and I’ll show you where we keep everything and then I’ll teach you how to use the till,’ says Sonny. 

			‘That’s the money bit, right?’

			‘You’ll be fine! And the first thing you need to know is we call them chips, not fries.’ 

			‘Chips, got it.’

			‘You probably knew that already. Right?’ he says, smiling at me. Now he’s up close, I notice the speckles of darker blue in his eyes. I turn away. Work colleagues don’t notice speckles in someone’s eyes. They joke and laugh and pat each other on the back. 

			‘Um, yeah,’ I say. ‘I do eat here sometimes.’

			‘Well, now you get a discount, so you can eat here all the time.’ 

			He shows me the chest freezer where the giant bags of frozen chips are kept. There are about ten bags wedged tight, packed on top of each other. 

			‘I thought you’d hand-cut them,’ I say.

			He laughs. ‘No. Some weeks we go through two hundred kilos of potatoes.’

			‘That’s a lot of chips!’

			‘And a lot of salt to go on the chips!’ he says, touching my arm so that I turn to see where he’s pointing. It’s a shelf stacked high with boxes of salt. 

			‘Oh,’ I say, feeling a spark on my skin where his fingers grazed.

			He smiles at me, and I try to shake away the thoughts of him as anything more than just a boy I work with. 

			‘And now we need to prep the stuff for the hamburgers.’ He leads me over to a long white bench, where there are bags of buns and piles of tomatoes and onions ready to be chopped. 

			I start on the lettuce while he grabs a white onion and skins it into the compost, and then cuts it in half on the chopping board. While we work, I ask about why he changed schools, feeling braver because we’re standing next to each other, so I don’t have to stare into his blue eyes. He tells me his dad has taken a job up north, so he’s staying above the shop for a while, and he missed going to a real school instead of online.

			

			‘You must miss your dad,’ I say, wondering about his mum. Maybe he doesn’t have one. I don’t want to dig too much because the last time I asked personal questions he shut it down.

			‘Yeah … but I’m going up north soon. Before Christmas.’

			I turn sharply to face him. ‘This Christmas?’

			He nods but keeps concentrating on the pile of diced onions growing in front of him. 

			‘In a few weeks?’ I don’t understand. He just arrived and now he’s leaving. 

			‘Yep,’ he says. ‘Dad’s contract is for nine months. But I think I’ll be back here afterwards.’

			‘Oh … but … um … I bet … that … Frank will miss you,’ I say, because I can’t tell him that I will. We hardly know each other, and maybe he doesn’t care at all about leaving. Besides, perhaps it would be good if he left, because then Jemma and I could return to normal. 

			But if Sonny goes, then whose blue eyes will I gaze into? It’s like he knows what I’m thinking because he looks across at me and sniffs, and I see how glassy those blue eyes are. Actually, they are maybe even teary. Am I upsetting him? Maybe he doesn’t want to leave, and this is too much confrontation for one lifetime. 

			I start vomiting apologies. ‘I’m so sorry, Sonny. It’s none of my business. We don’t ever have to talk about this.’ 

			He sniffs even louder and wipes at his eyes, but it’s pointless because tears are now streaming down his face. I’ve really butchered this shift. What if I’m sacked for making the boss’s nephew cry before we’ve even served a customer?

			Awkwardly, I reach for his arm to pat it like that will help, but just as I do, he starts laughing. ‘Tess, I’m not crying crying! I’m just onion crying. I’m not sure how I feel about going, but it’s not making me cry.’ 

			A sort of relieved giggle-snort erupts from my mouth. ‘Oh, I thought I’d upset you!’

			‘Not at all,’ he says as he scrapes the onions into a metal bowl and runs the knife under the tap. There’s a smile this time when he glances over. ‘But it’s your turn to cut the onions next week.’ 

			‘I think my gran has a trick that stops the tears. I’ll find out and teach you.’

			‘That would have been helpful today!’ he says, laughing again. 

			Frank calls through the plastic curtain, ‘Boy, service.’ 

			‘Come on, that’s you too,’ Sonny tells me, wiping his eyes with the bottom of his apron. 

			Trying not to think about Sonny leaving in three weeks, I follow him back out to the shop, where I swear the temperature has climbed to a hundred degrees. The radio is still playing old country songs and Frank pauses his singing to tell Sonny to jump on the till because there’s a short queue of people waiting to order, and he can’t cook and take money. 

			‘You write each order down on the pad and give the customer the number, and stick the docket under the metal clip,’ says Sonny, pointing above the bench, where white tickets flutter with orders scribbled on them. ‘Frank takes them from there and calls the numbers when they’re ready.’

			As Sonny takes the money, I listen for the order. Sonny tells me what the shorthand is for some things, like minimum chips just needs chips x 1 written, and flake is always battered unless we write grilled. I’m worried that I’m too slow. My handwriting is naturally messy and disastrous, more like Mum’s scrawl on a prescription pad than anything resembling art, so I’m trying to keep it legible. I don’t want Frank struggling to read the orders. 

			‘Sorry, I’m so slow …’ I say, writing the next order.

			Frank whirls around behind me, and a gleaming silver bowl of fried food is dumped upside down onto the butcher’s paper. ‘Boy, salt and wrap,’ he says. Sonny squeezes past me, his hand touching my arm so he can shuffle across. 

			I swallow and keep writing. 

			‘You’re all good,’ says Frank to me. ‘They’ll wait. Don’t panic.’

			Sonny explains that it’s four shakes of salt and then you wrap the paper inwards and tuck both ends in and then scribble the order number on the top in case the customer is collecting more than one parcel. 

			Perhaps my adrenaline has kicked in because I start to work faster, enjoying the satisfaction of ripping off the tickets and handing them over to the customers. My last hour passes with a steady stream of hungry people ordering their food. Frank keeps singing as he cooks, and Sonny keeps cleaning as he serves. I spend most of my time trying to avoid being squashed by Frank as he spins around from the fryer to the bench and remembering to smile as I scribble. 

			By 7 pm, the families have largely gone and it’s beginning to quieten down. Frank tells me to take off my apron because my shift has finished. 

			‘You did good. Your trial is over. You have the job, kid!’ he says, sealing it with a handshake. ‘You want to be paid in cash or potato cakes?’ 

			

			‘Cash, please,’ I say, excited that I’ve just earned my own money.

			‘You’re missing out,’ he says, snapping two twenty-dollar notes and a ten between his fingers. ‘Here. You got a bonus. I don’t have change.’ 

			The notes feel slippery and impressive in my hand. I grin, and Sonny notices. He smiles at me like he understands. In the back room, I slip my apron off and grab my phone and keys. Sonny hands me a paper bag full of golden potato cakes.

			‘Too much chicken salt. Just the way you like them,’ he says. 

			‘Thanks,’ I say, knowing it’s the perfect present to bring to Jemma’s. 

			As I take the bag, Sonny’s fingers graze my hand. And then, somehow, we are holding hands, and I don’t even know how it happened. Aside from my brothers, I haven’t held a boy’s hand since primary school. He looks at me and I can’t look away. It’s like there’s no air. It’s all been sucked out. 

			I force myself to let go of his hand, but I can still feel his warm fingers pressed against mine. Feeling my neck redden, I tell him I’ll see him at school, and he unlocks the back door so I can leave. 

			‘Tess,’ he says as I step out into the laneway, ‘I’m really glad you’re working here. It’s … nice.’

			‘Yeah, it is,’ I say, thinking again about him leaving. 

			

			‘And remember – you’re on onions next week,’ he calls out with a laugh. 

			

			As I walk to Jemma’s, my head is full of Sonny. Does he like me or does he like me? I often replay every moment of a conversation with someone new, wondering if I could have been wittier or friendlier or even more interesting, but with Sonny I’m just sort of me. And that is almost more confusing than anything else, because I’m supposed to be thinking of him as a work colleague and nothing more. Also, there’s no point thinking about Sonny because he’ll be gone soon. It’s like a reverse Christmas present. 

			To avoid thinking about Sonny, or Jemma, or Mum, or anyone else who is currently making my life more difficult than it was a couple of weeks ago, I keep pressing my fingers into my pocket and feeling the crisp folded money. I’m walking fast because I’m still going at shop speed and adrenaline is winding its way around my system. 

			I once attempted to calculate how many times I’ve walked from my place to Jemma’s since we met in kindergarten, but I gave up when I reached one thousand. Her house appears small from the outside, but once you enter you realise it’s a series of rooms that goes on and on, like an underground cave. The front garden is native and wild, and I hurry up the footpath, trying not to overthink how she’ll react. It was so awkward at school, and she was so cold when she texted me last night that I’m worried we’ve tipped off our axis and won’t be able to find our way back.

			I press the buzzer and wait. Now that I’m here, I wonder if I should have texted her first. Told her I was coming. Perhaps a surprise is a bad idea. 

			I’m almost ready to eat a potato cake when the front door finally swings open. 

			‘Hello, Tessa,’ says Marcus, with their impossibly heavy cat, Richard, draped over his shoulder. ‘I didn’t know you were coming over.’ 

			I definitely should have messaged before turning up. Jemma’s probably out with Maya again. Maybe she’s replaced me already. ‘I was just walking past, thought I’d drop in …’

			He notices I’m holding a bag of potato cakes. ‘Is that dinner?’

			‘Um, sort of. Do you want one?’ 

			I offer Marcus the bag, and Richard squirms at the smell of the food. ‘I definitely do,’ says Marcus, sliding out a potato cake and taking a bite. ‘Yum.’

			I almost tell him that I worked at the shop that made them, but I don’t want him telling Mum accidentally. ‘I’d better go,’ I say.

			

			He pulls a face like he’s confused. ‘But Jemma’s in her room.’ 

			‘Oh, I thought she was out!’

			I can tell Marcus is wondering what is going on, because it’s Saturday night and I’ve turned up out of the blue with a bag of potato cakes. But I find a smile for him as I head into the house, still worried that Jemma isn’t talking to me. 

			‘There’s dessert if you get hungry after you finish that bag,’ says Marcus as he heads inside the lounge room. 

			Jemma’s door is open. I suddenly realise that Maya might be staying over, and I lean against the wall to listen out for any talking, but I can only hear a song playing. 

			I knock once and then walk straight in. Jemma is lying on her bed, reading. She has her hair up in a messy knot.

			‘I brought you a snack,’ I say, holding out the bag of potato cakes. I’m not sure what else to say so I decide to just start talking. My words are garbled, but I want to get them out before Jemma can speak. ‘Sonny is just my work colleague. I don’t have a crush on him … I don’t want a boy to come between us …’

			And that’s as far as I get in my impressive speech before Jemma launches herself off the bed. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry, Tess. I was awful yesterday … and then I was at Maya’s after the movies last night and my phone fell in her toilet …’

			Before I can say anything else, she runs to her desk and grabs a plastic container filled with rice. I can see her phone peeping out under the layer of white. ‘See! I’m trying to dry it out, but it meant I couldn’t message you.’

			I start to laugh because this is the third phone Jemma has managed to destroy. She dropped one on the ground at the drive-in and Marcus backed the car over it and shattered the screen. Her second phone was barely out of the box when she dropped it on the polished concrete floor in the kitchen and it smashed, and now this. 

			‘I was going to come to your place tonight, but I was worried that I’d turn up before you got home from work and then I’d have to explain to your mum,’ says Jemma.

			I drop the bag of potato cakes on her bed and rush Jemma in for a hug, pulling her close. She smells like chocolate, which probably means she’s already eaten whatever the dessert is that Marcus was talking about. 

			‘So, you’re not funny with me about Sonny …’ I say. 

			Jemma laughs. ‘Or whatever his name is! No, I was just embarrassed yesterday. And maybe a bit jealous, or something, but then I got over myself. Maya told me I was out of line.’ 

			‘Really?’

			‘Yep. She was totally on your side! She said I’d spoken to him for about two minutes and, besides, he clearly likes you.’

			I can feel my cheeks reddening as I start to remember the feel of his fingers against my skin. ‘Does he?’

			She laughs again, this time at me. ‘Yes! And you like him.’

			‘Maybe.’ 

			‘You are so bad at pretending,’ says Jemma. ‘I can tell you like him. Your face goes red every time you mention him.’ 

			‘When you didn’t reply to my other messages last night, I thought we weren’t friends anymore,’ I say. 

			‘As if! You’re my person. You’ve always been my person and you always will be. Particularly as you brought me potato cakes and I’m starving because Dad cooked tofu!’ She snatches up the bag from the end of the bed. ‘Did you cook them?’

			‘No. I just chopped things and served customers badly.’ 

			‘And flirted with Sonny,’ she adds.

			I laugh as she grabs my hand and pulls me over to her bed, where I plonk down next to her. ‘I want to hear all about it,’ she says. 

			‘He’s leaving soon,’ I tell her. Of course, she has a million questions and I try to answer them, but each time I think about him going, a wave of nausea rises in my stomach. 

			‘That sucks,’ Jemma says. ‘But at least he told you he’d be back.’ 

			‘In nine months!’

			‘It’s not that long. Not really. Three terms of school – it’ll go like that,’ she says, clicking her fingers. 

			I slump back onto her bed, dropping the notes from my pocket between us. 

			Jemma snatches up the money and holds it in the air. ‘You earned this! Now you can save up and buy a sewing machine to finish your skirt.’

			‘Nah, I’ll just use yours.’ Then I list all the things I do want to spend the money on. And while I talk, we each reach for a potato cake. I take one bite and pull a face. ‘He hasn’t added enough salt.’ 

			‘I disagree. You tell me more about him and I’ll eat.’ She plucks the potato cake from my fingers and shoves it in her mouth. 

			‘Nothing more to say,’ I tell her. 

			But she grins at me. ‘Start talking, Reynolds. I want all the gory details.’ 
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			Sonny

			
			Before I started at the new school, the weekends all blurred into the rest of the week. Nothing much changed, except Marion was around more. But this morning I lay in bed enjoying the fact I didn’t have to get up, listening to the magpies who live in the tree outside my window. There’s a nest of them. I’m not sure how many chicks have hatched, but the father is fierce, territorial in that way magpies often are, and according to Frank he returns with his mate each year to nest in the same place. 

			Frank was swooped once in spring, so now he only leaves the shop with a hat on if the magpies are nesting, but I’m fond of them. If I see either of the adult pair, then I always have a chat. Dad taught me to talk to the magpies who lived near us because they remember your face and have long memories and, given that they often return to the same place to nest, it’s important they feel safe around you, otherwise they will recognise you as their foe and probably swoop. I told Frank he should start singing to them, charm them with his voice.

			I used to think it was the mother magpie who hovered and screeched and clapped her beak if we walked too close. But Dad told me that it was actually the male bird: as a father, his role is to defend the eggs. It was right after Mum left, when Dad and I watched the magpies from our campsite. He told me they mated for life, like it was something he was envious of because his marriage had ended. I never heard my parents fight. Mum just packed her bags and moved out, as simply as if she was going on a holiday. Perhaps if they’d been as vocal as a pair of magpies, squawking and chattering, they would have nested together longer. 

			Dad’s coming over for breakfast today. It’s a goodbye breakfast because he won’t be back now until next year. 

			I can hear Marion pottering around in the kitchen. She’s trying to be quiet, but the walls are thin, and I could probably hear her even if she was just breathing. I keep thinking about Tess’s reaction when I told her I was moving away at the end of the year. She said Frank would miss me, or something like that. I hope she’ll miss me too, but maybe she doesn’t like me in that way. 

			I dress quickly in weekend clothes, pulling on my favourite scrappy shorts and a t-shirt with a hole along one seam, and open my door to be met with the smell of something cooking. 

			In the kitchen, Marion is sitting in her usual spot on the seat nearest the open window. ‘Yum,’ I say. ‘What are you making?’ 

			Because it’s Sunday, Marion has the actual newspaper spread open in front of her. She has a pen in one hand and is working her way through the crossword. ‘Morning. Frank was snoring, so I got up and baked.’

			‘I’ll have to tell him to snore every night,’ I say.

			The kitchen is crowded with benches and appliances, and the table is too large in the middle, but Frank refuses to get rid of it because it was his mum’s. He says the table holds all the memories of his childhood. He learnt to dislike broccoli on it, and how to beat his father at bridge. It doesn’t matter that one end is wedged in tight against the fridge. Frank is sentimental, and family means everything to him.

			The magpie is singing outside, and I walk over to the window to work out whether it’s the father or the mother. 

			

			‘He’s been squawking all morning,’ says Marion. ‘It’s such a distinctive sound. I wonder if they’re arguing about something.’

			‘How to raise the children, maybe?’ The nest is up high, cleverly out of reach of cats, but I can spy the bottom part tucked in the fork of a branch.

			‘Or she was out late again and he’s tired of doing all the dishes,’ suggests Marion.

			I laugh and take the seat next to her. 

			‘How did Tess go last night?’ Marion has her eyes on her crossword, like she’s asked a casual question.

			‘Yeah … good,’ I say.

			Marion looks up. ‘Just good?’

			I roll my eyes at her. ‘Fine,’ I say, making her laugh. ‘Still can’t believe we go to the same school. Not that we will be for much longer.’

			Marion leans forward, like she knows there’s more I want to say. 

			‘It just feels odd. We’ve just met …’ I tell her. 

			‘And now you’re leaving?’ she says, finishing my sentence. 

			‘Yeah.’

			‘But you met randomly. And then again at school … That’s what some would call fate,’ she says. ‘Not me, Sonny. I’d never suggest anything of the kind. But Frank might.’

			I did wonder the same thing last night after cleaning the shop. Not that I’d ever call it fate either, because I’m a man of science like my dad, but there has been a string of unusual encounters with Tess, and I’m willing to believe that we were supposed to meet in some way. 

			‘Frank?’ I say. The thought of him believing in fate is like the thought of my dad cooking a three-course meal. 

			‘He’s an old romantic,’ Marion says. 

			‘He’s not!’ 

			She raises an eyebrow at me. ‘Frank and I met when we both reached for the last box of cereal in the supermarket. We started chatting, and then flirting, and then we swapped phone numbers. I think they call it a meet-cute.’

			‘Really? Why have I never heard this story?’

			Marion shrugs. ‘You were too young before.’

			She goes on to tell me that my dad happened to do the laundry that night, and Marion’s phone number went through the wash and came out a blur. 

			‘But you had Frank’s number,’ I say. ‘Why didn’t you call?’

			‘Well, I was heading overseas soon after the cereal incident, and I lost Frank’s number in the packing.’ 

			I imagine younger versions of them. Frank in the clothes I’m wearing and Marion with her hair long and not a grey strand to be seen. 

			

			‘But, like all good rom-coms, we got there eventually. You will too. Just because you’re leaving doesn’t mean you won’t be back,’ she says. 

			‘Yeah, I guess. But nine months seems like a long time.’

			Marion shakes her head. ‘Took Frank and me nearly two years. Lucky he was so charming.’

			Laughing again, I say, ‘I can’t imagine Frank being charming, but I guess this was a long time ago.’

			‘Not that long. And he’s still charming.’

			Right on time, Frank shuffles into the kitchen, wearing his pyjama pants and a white singlet that has seen better days. ‘You talking about me?’ 

			‘Very charming,’ I say to Marion, checking out his outfit. 

			‘Did I hear the sweet sound of coffee percolating?’ he says, kissing the top of Marion’s head. 

			‘No. But you can smell cinnamon scrolls. Check the oven for me, Sonny. They should be done.’

			I jump up and pull a tray of swollen swirled buns from the oven. ‘Not sure what you’re eating, but I’m sorted,’ I say.

			Frank balances his silver espresso pot on the stove and leans in to inspect the buns. ‘My favourite.’

			‘I have to ice them first,’ says Marion.

			She checks her phone when it beeps, and tells me to go downstairs and let Dad in. I can hear Frank complaining that he’ll have to share the cinnamon scrolls. There’s no doorbell for the flat, so if someone visits and the shop is closed, they have to text us and one of us has to traipse down the narrow staircase to let them in. Frank likes it because he says it keeps the religious types from turning up to convert him. 

			As I open the back door, Dad’s standing there in his uniform of green and brown clothes. His hair is shorter than it was the last time I saw him. He’s not a fan of the barber, so he limits the number of necessary visits by having his hair cut super short. 

			‘Hello, Sonny.’ When he hugs me, I’m surprised to realise that I’m almost as tall as him, and I’m not wearing shoes. 

			‘Something smells good,’ he says. 

			‘Marion baked,’ I tell him. He follows me up the stairs, and it’s quiet as it often is with Dad. He doesn’t hum old songs while he works or chatter about meaningless things. Words are as precious to him as rocks.

			‘You dressed up for me, Frank,’ says Dad, taking in the pyjama pants and singlet.

			Laughing, Frank pulls him in for a hug. ‘Yeah. The singlet is an oldie. You’re getting too thin, old man.’ 

			As Frank says it, I realise he’s right. It’s like Dad’s been stretched. His shirt hangs loose, and I can see his knobbly knees and thin ankles below the edge of his shorts. He’s always been lean, but he probably hasn’t been eating enough. 

			‘You want a coffee?’ Frank says.

			‘Sure,’ says Dad, sitting down at the table and pulling the crossword closer so he can check the empty squares. Marion must like him more than she likes most people because the crossword is hers. She might ask for help on a word if she’s stuck, but she will never allow someone else to fill in the squares. 

			‘What’s for breakfast?’ Dad asks. 

			Marion responds by placing a tray of buns in front of him. She drizzles icing across the top and tells us to make a start. As we eat, we chat. About the magpies and how late they seem to be this year. About how Frank is planning on closing the shop for a few days to have a holiday over January. And about the buns, which we demolish in minutes, leaving scraps of icing on the tray.

			‘Are there more?’ Frank says.

			‘You just ate three,’ Marion tells him.

			‘It’s a compliment.’

			Dad looks down the table at me, sliding his glasses from his face and letting them hang on the metal chain he always wears. Without it, he loses them. 

			‘I found you a present.’ He places a small reddish lump on the table. It’s like hardened toffee. I reach down to grab it and it’s warm in my hand.

			‘Know what it is?’ he asks me. I’m used to being tested like this. It’s how I’ve learnt all about rocks and geology. 

			‘I reckon it’s amber,’ I say.

			Dad nods and explains it’s one of many pieces that have been found on the beaches in Cape York. ‘Some of the pieces are huge. As big as footballs,’ he says, his voice light. 

			I flip the piece over in my hand, and then hold it up to the sunlight that’s streaming in through the window. I can see black squiggles embedded deep within, and I ask Dad what they are. ‘Probably ants or some sort of insect. We’ve tested a lot of the pieces that have been found.’

			‘Sorry to interrupt this science lesson, but how old are we talking?’ Frank says as he stands up to make another pot of coffee.

			‘At least four million years.’

			The words snap Frank to attention. ‘What?’ 

			‘Probably older,’ Dad tells him. ‘We’re still testing. But the pieces have washed up from somewhere else.’ 

			‘Where?’ Frank asks.

			Dad shakes his head. ‘Sorry, can’t tell you that. We’re trying to preserve the area.’

			‘But you gave a piece to the boy!’

			

			‘That piece has been rejected. It wasn’t considered pristine enough to keep,’ says Dad, smiling at me. He knows I take care of the samples he brings me. 

			‘Because of the line,’ I say, noticing the hairline crack that runs through one corner. 

			Dad’s taught me well over the years. I know geologists will always hunt for the least disturbed sample, and a tiny crack can let in all sorts of impurities.

			‘I’m heading back up on Friday night,’ says Dad. ‘The company has booked you on a flight. Day after Christmas.’

			The words slam into me. I place the amber on the table, watching it collect light. ‘So, this is my Christmas present then?’

			My voice is harsher than I mean it to be, but I wish he’d be more transparent. More upfront. 

			‘No, Sonny. It’s just a rock. A beautiful piece of natural history. I’ll still get you a Christmas present.’

			Marion is watching me. I can sense that she’s trying to work out what to say. The coffee percolator spits loudly and Frank flicks off the gas. 

			‘Can I have some?’ I say, even though I’ve never liked the bitterness of coffee. 

			‘Sure,’ Frank says, pouring me a short cupful and adding two spoons of sugar. 

			

			‘You’ll have to withdraw from school. I had an email about it. Can you organise that?’ Dad asks me. 

			I pick up the coffee and sip it. ‘Isn’t that your job? You’re the one making me leave.’

			‘Sonny …’ Dad says. 

			Sometimes when I’m at Tin’s, his mum uses a voice that seems designed to make him the problem and not her, even if what she’s saying is the opposite. My parents have never done that to me because we haven’t had that sort of relationship, but it feels like that’s what Dad is trying to do now. Make it my fault somehow that I’m not being more accommodating. 

			‘What, Dad? You took a job without talking to me about it and then assumed I would come. You haven’t talked to Mum, and you have absolutely no idea what I want because you haven’t asked!’

			Dad nods. ‘Undeniable facts. You’re right. I’m sorry. What do you want?’

			‘I don’t know! I’m not even fourteen.’ I push the coffee towards Frank. ‘I’m going to my temporary room.’

			‘Sonny, just sit for a bit and let’s work this out. Your dad’s leaving soon,’ Marion says quietly.

			I focus on the clump of amber, imagining the insects trapped inside. With three adults staring at me and waiting for answers I’m not even sure I can give, I feel a little trapped too. 

			

			‘I think you should stay with us, boy,’ says Frank. 

			Marion shakes her head at him like she’s telling him it’s not his call. But I like knowing he wants me to live with him. 

			‘I need to teach you about music. You’ve got a lot to learn. No offence, Jack, but the boy needs teenagers around,’ says Frank. ‘Not just us oldies.’

			I want Dad to at least fight for me, to argue with Frank that he’s enough, but I can’t read his expression. ‘Dad? Can you please say something?’

			He takes a second, clearing his throat as if the words are stuck too far down to come easily. ‘Obviously I want you to come with me to the cape. But I’m not going to make you, Sonny.’

			When Mum left for the UK, she didn’t give me the option of coming. I remember being surprised that she could pack all the things she wanted into a couple of suitcases. Then I realised she’d arranged to have the rest sent over. But not me. I wasn’t being sent over. Just her dresser and her clothes and some of her books. I was sad about it, but then Dad involved me in his work and gave me somewhere to be, somewhere to feel wanted. Even if he didn’t always say it. But maybe I don’t want to be dragged up north now. Maybe I want something else.

			‘This isn’t like your mum going, Sonny,’ says Marion in her usual spooky way of knowing exactly what I’m thinking. ‘This is just a job, and your dad is only going for nine months. And he’ll be back for holidays. Won’t you, Jack?’

			‘I will,’ says Dad. ‘I’ll be home every few months.’ 

			‘I’m not sure what I want,’ I say. ‘Part of me wants to be here and part of me wants to be with you …’

			Marion grabs my hand and squeezes it. 

			But it’s Frank who jumps in. ‘The Clash said it best, Sonny. Should I stay or should I go.’

			‘You called me Sonny,’ I say, surprised. 

			‘Yeah, well, I called you that when you were little. I told Jack that Samson is no name for a child.’

			I’m struck as always by how different he and Dad are. I might take after Dad physically, but Frank understands me in ways that Dad never will. 

			‘Anyway, I think you should stay here. We have everything you need. Cinnamon scrolls for breakfast, potato cakes for snacks, a wardrobe full of vintage clothes that happen to be in your size. And maybe I need you to teach me about music too,’ says Frank.

			I notice he’s smiling at me. Frank’s always been an expert at changing the mood in a room. It’s why he sings the songs he does. He knows how to lift people. 

			‘Dad? What do you think?’

			Dad doesn’t answer at first. He picks up the piece of amber from where it lies between us on the table. ‘Frank’s right.’ 

			That’s it. That’s all he gives me. Two words dismissing me from his company. And it hurts that it’s that easy for him.

			‘Okay, I’ll stay.’ My voice is almost a whisper. 

			But even as I say the words, I’m still not sure it’s the right thing to do. ‘But if things change …’ I add. 

			‘You can get on a plane,’ says Marion. 

			Frank beams at me and rests a hand on my shoulder. It’s so intimate that it throws me – it’s not like Frank to show affection like this. Then he stands up, shaking off the moment, excusing himself to put some clothes on, with a joke about nobody wanting to see him in his singlet. Marion joins him, saying she needs to finish the crossword in peace, but on the way past she leans over and kisses me on the cheek. She smells like cinnamon and sugar.

			I watch the pair of them leave the room and shut the kitchen door as they go. Through the wall, I can still hear them mumbling and moving around, and it makes me feel safe. Like I’m part of something. 

			‘When your mum left, I was lost,’ Dad tells me. ‘I’m sorry if I let you down. I’m not good at being in one place like Frank is. But I do love you. And I will miss you.’ 

			‘Me too.’

			

			The air in the room is still. Even the magpie has grown quiet outside, like we’re all waiting for Dad to speak again, because moments like this so rarely happen.

			Dad holds the piece of amber up to the light. ‘People think the hairline crack is a fault, but it’s not. It’s just an admission that a rock can’t hold everything. That it needs help. That it needs support.’

			He shuffles closer and starts telling me the story of how he found the amber. I wait for him to ask me to promise to keep the amber’s location a secret, but for once he doesn’t. It’s like he knows that I just will. And I know that by sharing his work with me, he’s sharing the parts of himself that are buried deep in the ground, as deep as any of the rocks he finds. 

		
	
		

		
			
			16

			Tess

			
			Every morning this week I’ve headed into school with a wild stomach of butterflies caused by wondering if I’ll run into Sonny in the hall. It’s meant I’ve spent far longer than normal doing my hair and practising a casual smile in the mirror. I’ve only seen him briefly between classes, where we talked about our final maths test, which of course he did brilliantly in, and I did not. Actually, he didn’t tell me he did brilliantly, but I could just tell because he had this sweet and goofy expression on his face, which I’m pretty sure meant he smashed it but didn’t want to brag. 

			Anyway, now I’m on high alert for tall boys with long dark messy hair and checked shirts. It’s like living in the pages of a book, where I’m never sure when he’ll appear, so it’s meant I’ve spent more time each morning trying to work out what to wear. Jemma keeps telling me not to bother, and that he’d like me even if I was dressed in my ratty old pyjamas, but I’m not sure about that. The more I talk to him, the more I like him, so the more worried I am that he doesn’t like me. Being a teenager is so complicated. I’m hoping things become clearer when I turn fourteen. 

			Today, I’m planning on wearing jeans and the same t-shirt I wore last week to the fish and chip shop. Sonny warned me that my clothes would smell like cooking oil so it’s better to wear the same things each week. I still haven’t learnt how to do a smoky eye, but I did steal a spray of Mum’s perfume, which smells nicer than the lavender laundry powder. I’m planning to arrive a little early to my shift because then maybe I can chat with Sonny in the back room while he preps. 

			‘Have you eaten, Tess?’ Dad asks as I walk into the kitchen. Mum’s already at work, but Dad is making toasted sandwiches for the boys.

			‘Yeah …’ 

			He narrows his eyes at me. ‘Empty carbs?’

			I start laughing. ‘You sound like Mum!’

			‘She told me I need to start making food that counts as food. I’m not even sure what that means.’

			

			‘There’s nothing wrong with Vegemite and butter toast!’

			‘I’m in agreement there,’ says Dad. He is the toast master in our house. On the odd occasion that he’s made me breakfast when I’ve been home sick, it’s always a pile of perfectly cooked, slightly crunchy toast with a smear of Vegemite loaded on top of butter so thick it coats your fingers when you lift it off the plate.

			‘I have to head into work soon, but you’ll be right with the boys, won’t you? We won’t be home until late because we’re off to dinner after your mum finishes her shift.’ 

			His words take a minute to filter into my brain, but when they do, I squawk like an annoying crow. ‘No, I’m going to Jemma’s. It’s on the fridge,’ I say, pointing at the whiteboard. ‘Why do we bother writing things down? Nobody ever reads it!’

			Dad laughs like I’m making a joke. 

			‘It’s not funny, Dad. I can’t stay with the boys,’ I snap at him, feeling panic rise in my chest.

			Before he can answer, he remembers there’s a toastie inside the sandwich press and flicks it onto a plate, burning his hand on a long string of melted cheese. There is a moment of swearing before he yells for the boys to come down.

			‘I’m leaving in five minutes,’ says Dad. ‘I have to see two clients this afternoon.’

			

			And I have to work in fifteen minutes, but I can’t tell him that. 

			‘Sorry, Tess,’ he says. ‘You need to hang out here. Get Jemma to come over.’

			‘You don’t understand,’ I say, my voice escalating. 

			Dad nods like he’s trying to listen, but I know from experience that no matter what I say, he’s leaving here shortly, which means I have what Jemma would call an ethical dilemma on my hands. 

			We both turn at the thunder of Jake’s feet rushing down the stairs and, before my brother can reach his plate, I snatch up a triangle of toasted tomato and cheese and head for my room. 

			‘That’s mine!’ Jake yells after me.

			I pause to wave at him, which he ignores because he’s already concentrating on the rest of his toastie. 

			I make it to the top of the stairs when I remember that Jemma’s helping Marcus today in the restaurant, so she can’t come over and hang out with the boys. Which means I have only one option and, as much as I know it will probably blow up in my face, I’m going to risk it. 

			Six whole excruciating minutes pass before Dad calls out a goodbye and I hear the front door shut. I race back down the stairs to where Raff and Jake are finishing their toasties and tell them I’ll pay them both five bucks if they make their own snacks for once and they don’t fight for the next three hours. 

			The twins are different enough in their styles, so they don’t always appear alike, but when they’re both staring at me and I’m about to leave them alone for the first time ever, they’re more alike than I expect. Then Jake returns to rifling through the fridge and I’m back to concentrating on the twin who listens. 

			‘Where are you going?’ Raff says, as Jake starts unloading food. He dumps a packet of the fancy tasty cheese, an entire salami, a tub of dip and a carton of milk onto the bench. 

			‘Haven’t you just had a toastie?’ I say.

			Jake stares like an animal in car headlights. ‘Yeah … you ate it all.’

			‘One piece,’ I say. ‘Anyway, I have to go out for a bit. I have things to do,’ I tell them.

			‘What sort of things?’ Jake says, stuffing a slice of salami into his mouth. 

			‘Teenage things.’

			‘I’ll be a teenager soon!’ Raff says, as Jake starts drinking milk from the carton. 

			‘Secret teenage things,’ I say, drawing out the words. I hand Jake a glass from the cupboard. 

			‘Mum’s not here. I’m drinking from the carton!’ Jake keeps tipping the carton up and drinking it noisily. 

			

			‘About that … I’ll only give you the five dollars if you don’t tell Mum or Dad that I left you home alone,’ I say.

			‘That’ll cost ya extra,’ says Jake.

			‘Yeah,’ Raff adds. 

			The twins never gang up on me. ‘No way! Five dollars each is heaps.’

			‘Make it eight,’ says Jake.

			‘Eight fifty,’ says Raff.

			‘Ten,’ says Jake, grinning at me. He clearly thinks this is hilarious. 

			At ten each I’m losing almost half my wage for the afternoon, but I have no choice. If they aren’t prepared to lie for me then I’ll be busted for sure. 

			‘Fine, but clean up the kitchen. And if Mum or Dad calls, say I’m in the bath.’

			This time they both laugh in unison, which is a little like watching children who’ve been possessed in a horror film.

			‘You never have a bath,’ says Jake. 

			‘Yeah, they’ll know we’re lying,’ says Raff. 

			‘Well, just make up something! I have to go.’ I sprint for the door, deciding that for the next three hours of work, and the twenty minutes it’s going to take me to run there and back, I’m not going to think about my family at all.

			But as I’m bundling outside, I stop and yell back, ‘Don’t open the door to strangers. Don’t cook. Don’t burn the house down. And be safe!’

			I can still hear Jake laughing as I run down the street. 

			

			Even sprinting as fast as I did when I came third at the inter-school sports in year six, I was two minutes late, not that Frank seemed to mind. He told me to grab an apron and then sent me through to the back room, where Sonny is now teaching me how to mix the batter for the deep-fried fish. They use a large metal bowl, and the recipe is scrawled on a scrap of butcher’s paper stuck on the wall over the bench. 

			Sonny’s hair is pulled back in a sort of ponytail because it’s so hot. Both the fans are on in the shop, but all they’re doing is smearing the warm air around the place. Frank has plastered a wet tea towel across the back of his neck to cool himself down, but I don’t mind the heat because I have my own fan turning and blowing air into my face while I mix the batter.

			‘It’s one cup of flour to half a cup of water and half a cup of milk,’ says Sonny. ‘A simple ratio.’

			‘You sound like my maths teacher,’ I say, scanning the rest of the recipe, which also includes baking soda. ‘But what about the salt?’

			

			He smiles at me and tips another cup of flour into the bowl. ‘I don’t trust you with the salt,’ he says. 

			‘Why?’

			‘Because you’ll add too much.’

			‘I won’t!’ 

			He hands me the tub of cooking salt and a teaspoon and tells me it’s one spoon for each cup of flour. ‘But no more! The batter shouldn’t be salty.’

			‘Not even chicken salty?’

			‘Especially not!’

			He takes down a wooden stick that they use to stir the soupy white batter, and holds it out to me. My fingers touch his hand as I grab the stick, and I swear there’s a charge of something so intense that I almost step away. 

			‘By the way, I’m staying here with Frank and Marion instead of going up north,’ says Sonny quietly. 

			I stop stirring the batter because I can’t process what he’s saying and work at the same time. My brain only deals in single streams of information, and this is too important not to hear properly.

			He nods. ‘Yep, so you can’t get rid of me just yet.’

			I grin before I can stop my mouth from reacting. He smiles shyly and turns away. I’m trying to think of the right words to tell him how pleased I am that he’s staying, while still sounding sort of cool.

			

			‘You finish this job and I’ll check on Frank,’ Sonny says. Then he tells me to make sure there are no lumps in the batter. ‘Lumpy batter is the worst!’ 

			I’m still grinning as I squash the lumps against the side of the bowl with the flat wooden stirrer. He’s staying. Sonny is staying. Which means I can continue staring at his blue, blue eyes for as long as I like. 

			‘You must be Tess!’ 

			I’m so busy thinking about Sonny that the words cause me to jump and flick the wooden stirrer, sending a spray of batter across my apron and the bench. 

			‘Sorry! Didn’t mean to startle you,’ says the voice. 

			I turn towards the back door to see a woman with a large smile and wavy greying hair, pushing a silver fan through the door. 

			‘It’s okay! But do you need help?’ I say, dropping the stirrer and watching horrified as it slides into the batter and disappears. 

			‘No, it’s fine. I’ll grab Sonny,’ she says, with a smile that reminds me of him. 

			‘You’re Marion, right?’ I say, because Sonny has told me about Frank’s wife. 

			She nods. ‘I am. And I’m very pleased to finally meet you. You’re on batter duty?’

			

			‘Yep, but I just dropped the stirrer into the mixture …’

			She laughs and says, ‘Use your hands to get it out. At the temperature Frank fries the fish, all germs will be eradicated.’

			As she heads past to find Sonny, I slide my fingers into the bowl. I have to dig for a second before I find the end of the stirrer and pull it out. I dump it in the sink, leaving behind a trail of batter spots everywhere. 

			‘Making a mess, Tess,’ says Sonny as he walks into the back room.

			‘Always,’ I say, running my hands under the tap and drying them on my apron. Then I reach across and hold the plastic curtain back so that Sonny and Marion can carry the new fan into the shop. I hear her telling Sonny that she’s worried about Frank working in such conditions, and Frank laughing it off. 

			Sonny ducks back through to check that I’m all done with the batter. ‘I seem to be wearing quite a lot of it,’ I say.

			He runs his hands through his hair like he’s forgotten it’s tied back. ‘We need to prep the burgers for the rush,’ he tells me. ‘And you’re on onions!’

			I smile. ‘Was hoping you’d forget.’

			‘Never,’ says Sonny. ‘It’s your turn to cry!’

			

			

			By the time my shift ends, my hair is slick with sweat, and I’ve drunk three bottles of soft drink from the fridges. Apparently on days this warm, customers queue to buy dinner because nobody wants to cook at home. Which means we were slammed for the past two hours, and Sonny had to surrender his control of the saltshaker to me while he was on burger duty on the grill. Even Marion stayed downstairs and helped out, parcelling food and taking orders.

			After I finished my shift, Sonny walked me to the front door to say goodbye. He lifted the multicoloured plastic strips out of my way and told me he’d see me at school. I wanted to ask for his number so I could text him, but I wasn’t sure how. So, now it’s back to being a spy in the school corridor, hoping to seek him out between classes. 

			Out in the heat, I check my phone to see if there any messages but it’s dead, so I tuck it back into my pocket and start walking. Fast. The fans must have been more effective than I realised because it’s about fifty degrees hotter out here than in the shop. 

			On the way home, I pass the milk bar that Jemma and I have been visiting since we first started walking home together. It’s nothing fancy, but it’s one of the few remaining original milk bars around. Today, this teenager wants an icypole, and maybe a bag of salt and vinegar chips to eat on the way, and Frank’s shop sells neither. Fortunately, the milk bar is open and, even more fortunately, I have my own money. I push the door open, making the little bell ring over my head. 

			The woman who lives out the back with her family says hello as I walk in. She has silvery hair and she’s slightly bent over like it’s become too hard to stand up straight. Today she has her glasses hanging on a blue string around her neck. Mum needs a string like that. It would mean she wouldn’t spend all her time hunting for her glasses in the house, only to remember they were perched on her head all along.

			It’s one of those shops that is so full of stuff that you don’t know where to start. There are packets pegged and hanging from metal racks overhead, and shelves stacked with cereals and tins and toothpastes and bread. At first glance there doesn’t seem to be any order to the displays, but the longer you gaze, the more it starts to make sense. I grab a packet of chips and one of the cheap icypoles wedged at the back of the freezer and crusted with ice. Nobody ever buys them because they are plain lemonade. 

			I pay with one of the notes that Frank gave me and wait for my change. I wonder how many shifts it will take before the money feels like it’s mine. The bell rings again as I leave the shop. Dodging the worst of the sun, I chase the tree line along the street and hurry for home. 

			The icypole is dripping down my hand faster than I can eat it because I’ve never liked biting into ice, and by the time I put my key in the front door, my hand is all sticky and I dash straight to the kitchen to wash it. 

			‘Honey, I’m home,’ I yell upstairs.

			Of course, it’s messier than it was when I left. So much for cleaning up. The milk carton is on the bench, surrounded by salami and cheese and empty yoghurt tubs. I storm up the stairs, ready for battle. Reaching the boys’ room, I burst in and find it empty. 

			‘Jake? Raff?’ I call, wondering if they’re hiding out in my room just to annoy me. But there’s nothing but piles of clothes and books and mess on my floor. No twins. I plug my phone in and head back downstairs to find them. 

			By the time I’ve checked Mum and Dad’s room, the backyard where the basketball ring is, the bathroom, under the dining table and inside Dad’s office, I’m starting to panic. Unless they are playing a really elaborate game of hide and seek, the twins are definitely not here. 

			I run back up the stairs and grab my phone. It’s only just come back on but already messages are flooding in. One after another after another. Mum’s number. Dad’s number. Mum’s number again. So many missed calls. 

			I drop my phone on the bed like it’s a bomb that’s about to blow up. And then it starts to ring. It’s Mum.

			‘Theresa. Finally. Where are you?’ she says, her voice very cold.

			‘Home,’ I say, quietly.

			‘Stay there. We’ll be back soon.’ And she hangs up. 

			I have absolutely no idea what is going on, but I fear that it’s not good. 

			

			I’m wiping down the benches in the kitchen when the front door slams and the boys burst in with noise and arguments. 

			‘Sorry, Tess … Mum knows you weren’t in the bath!’ Jake says, opening the pantry and hunting for food. ‘And I set off the smoke alarm!’ 

			‘I should still get my ten dollars because it wasn’t my fault,’ says Raff, bounding in behind him. 

			‘Upstairs, boys,’ Mum says, and for once they don’t argue. 

			I’m trying to avoid catching her eye because I know Mum is waiting for that, so I keep wiping the bench even though it’s cleaner than it’s ever been. 

			

			‘You left them alone,’ she says.

			‘Not for long.’

			‘Long enough for Jake to burn noodles and fill the kitchen with smoke,’ says Mum. I didn’t notice it before, but now she’s said it, I can definitely tell there’s a slight barbecue smell in here.

			‘I told him not to cook anything,’ I say, sounding defensive. ‘And I told him not to burn the house down!’

			‘Theresa!’ Mum says, and it’s only now that I look at her and realise she’s still in her scrubs. Maybe it was a hard shift. Sometimes when it’s this hot, the emergency department is inundated with heat-related cases. 

			‘Okay, Mum … I’m sorry.’

			‘Anything could have happened. Do you understand that?’ 

			‘Yeah, but it didn’t. The smoke alarm went off … and you got called and it was fine.’

			Before I can continue, Mum dives in, her voice shaky. ‘The alarm went off and Jake put the saucepan into the sink and the kitchen filled with smoke and Raff called, so I came home. Then we tried to find you and there was nobody at Jemma’s house and you weren’t answering. The boys didn’t know where you were. And I just couldn’t believe you’d leave them unless something had happened …’

			

			Her voice isn’t steely now. It’s concerned and it knocks me around. I hadn’t considered her worrying about me, but I guess working in the emergency department teaches you to worry in a way the rest of us don’t. 

			‘Well, I told Dad I couldn’t stay home today. I wrote it on the fridge!’ I point wildly at the whiteboard with our names on it. ‘But nobody ever reads it.’

			‘Your dad was working!’ Mum snaps.

			‘So was I!’

			Mum’s head shoots up and her eyes are drilling into me. It’s not a look I can dodge.

			‘What?’ 

			‘Three hours on a Saturday. Down the road at Frank’s fish and chip shop.’

			‘Who’s Frank?’

			Mum seems to be slightly missing the point if she’s concentrating on Frank instead of the fact that I’m now a paid member of the workforce. 

			‘Sonny’s uncle.’

			‘And who is Sonny?’

			Leaving Sonny out of it because I don’t want to add that complication, I tell her Frank owns the shop. And before she can storm down the road and threaten him with underage employment laws, I admit that I forged her signature on the forms – at which point she stares straight ahead like she can’t deal with me. 

			‘I know I left them alone for three hours, and that was not cool … but I was cooking at their age, and I didn’t burn the house down!’

			I’m waiting for the explosion. For her to tell me I’m grounded. It’s never happened before. Mum has threatened it but she’s generally more in the teachable moment parenting camp than the punishment one. 

			Maybe I inherited the fish mouth from her because her jaw opens and shuts but no words come out. Then there’s a long sigh, which I know means she’s going to start arguing with me. And it’s her routine spray about responsibility and the like, and I reach into my pocket while she’s talking and smooth out the notes and balance them on my knee with the coins the milk-bar lady gave me. ‘I earned forty-five dollars tonight. That’s pretty responsible.’

			Mum glances at the scattering of cash. ‘That’s not forty-five dollars.’

			‘It was. Until I bought food at the milk bar,’ I say.

			She raises an eyebrow. ‘Theresa, you forged my signature, didn’t tell anyone where you were and bought junk food. I hardly call that responsible!’

			I snatch up the bag of chips from the bench and toss them towards her. ‘You’re focusing on the wrong things, Mum. You told me to be inventive, so I was. I got a job. And I’m learning how to work. And you should be proud of that.’

			She shakes her head. ‘I need to talk to your father.’ My parents don’t do a lot of conferencing like Jemma’s do. Mum makes decisions and the rest of us fall in line. Dad is mostly easier to navigate, but even he sides with her on most of the parenting. 

			‘You guys never listen to me! I’m only thirteen and I don’t want to be someone’s parent.’

			‘You’re almost fourteen,’ she says.

			I make a sort of groaning sound because Mum always does this. Rounds up my age when she needs me to be older to make a point, and rounds it down when she wants me to stay young. 

			‘I know I am. But that’s still too young!’ I say, throwing the sponge in the sink and snatching up the chips. I wait for Mum to stop me but, as I storm over to the stairs, she doesn’t say a word. And that is almost worse than her yelling. 
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			Sonny

			
			According to Tin, the end of year seven is a bludge as we roll into the final days. Apparently, we don’t really need to be here, but the school has to offer a program until a certain date, so while there are no official classes, there are still teachers. Instead of doing any work, we watch movies, hang out in the gym playing basketball, or do craft activities in the library. And because the other year levels have already finished, it’s like being in a ghost town. Where once there were hundreds of students forcing their way down a corridor, there are now just a hundred and fiftyish leftover year sevens wandering around like they own the place. 

			‘Let’s go to the gym,’ says Tin.

			‘I’m thinking library,’ I tell him. I saw Tess this morning near the lockers. She’d forgotten her sneakers, so she wasn’t going to the gym, and she said the movies they show are always G-rated because nobody’s parents have ever signed the right permission forms. I’m hoping that means she’s crafting in the library.

			He laughs. ‘I am not sticking googly eyes on Christmas cards!’

			‘It might be fun,’ I say. 

			Tin shakes his head. He’s clearly not a crafting kind of guy. 

			‘And Tess might be there,’ I say, which earns one of Tin’s grins. 

			‘Oh, I see. The girl factor.’

			I shrug like it means nothing, but we both know it does. ‘By the way, I’m not going with Dad, so you’ll be stuck with me for a while.’

			‘You staying at the shop?’

			‘Yep.’

			‘Lucky man,’ says Tin. 

			‘Plenty of space to stay over whenever you like. You can gang up on me with Frank,’ I say. We agree to part ways until lunch, and I head for the second floor. 

			The library is a circular room in the centre of three storeys of classrooms that wrap around it like it matters most. Some days the library is so packed that the door has a hand-drawn sign of a worm peeping out of a book with writing under it that says something like: No more room today, bookworms. It’s sort of daggy but that makes it even better somehow. 

			Today, though, the library is quieter than usual, and I have the choice between six different round tables set up with all sorts of boxes of glitter and glue guns and pompoms. Tess isn’t here and I hope she’s going to turn up soon. I’m not keen on the idea of crafting alone. Before I can back away, a librarian ushers me towards a table with a couple of other people sitting at it. We all smile awkwardly, and I sit down on a short green stool. 

			‘We’re making Christmas cards. You can decorate them however you like,’ the librarian tells me.

			Tin was right. I should have gone to the gym. The other kids at the table have already started work on theirs, and they are chatting away about holiday plans and Christmas. I grab the packet of coloured pens and start doodling abstract shapes on a card.

			More kids are wandering into the library and sitting down at the round tables. Perhaps the movie has finished, or nobody wants to watch something they watched when they were six. At least in here you can talk. The librarian explains what to do with the googly eyes, but I’m not sure why we need to be told. It seems pretty straightforward. You glue the backs, and you stick them on.

			I’m in the middle of eye-gluing when the library door swings open and Tess walks in. I watch her scan the room and I hope she’s trying to find me, but maybe she’s searching for her friends. It takes her a second to notice me, and then she smiles and my heart races as I smile back. She walks across the carpeted floor to where I’m sitting. 

			‘Hi,’ I say.

			‘Hi,’ she says. 

			She slides out the chair next to me and sits down. I’m aware of how close her arm is to mine. Then she plunges both hands into the box of googly eyes and says, ‘What are we doing?’ 

			‘I think we’re supposed to draw creatures and add eyes,’ I tell her, glancing at the other people at the table, who are onto their second card. 

			She pulls her hands out of the box and a rainbow of googly eyes follow, landing in a mess on the table. Then she picks up the glue stick and starts swiping it across the backs of the eyes. Soon there are twenty or so eyes in a gaggle on the card. 

			‘Very Christmassy,’ I say.

			‘Haven’t finished yet,’ she replies, picking up a yellow texta and drawing a wobbly star around the outside of the eyes. 

			

			‘Nice.’

			She grins at me. ‘Really?’

			I hesitate and she nods. 

			‘Yeah, I know. Craft isn’t really my thing.’

			‘Thought you liked sewing.’

			‘I do, but that’s practical. I’m not sure why I’m sticking eyes on a card,’ she says. ‘I should have gone to the gym.’

			‘I’m glad you didn’t,’ I say, and then immediately turn away, grabbing a green pen and outlining a Christmas tree on my card. I can’t believe I said that. And now nobody is saying anything. Except for the two kids sitting opposite us, who are drawing highly detailed anime characters and giving them huge googly eyes. Things are much more serious on their side of the table. 

			‘Me too,’ Tess says, after what seems like an hour, but is probably more like three seconds. Three seconds is a long time when you’re waiting to know if you’ve overstepped, or completely misread the situation. ‘Okay, you draw. I’ll stick.’

			‘But the eyes are the best part,’ I tell her.

			‘True. We’ll take it in turns. You draw, I stick, and then I draw, you stick.’

			‘Here’s the first masterpiece,’ I say, sliding the tree drawing towards her. 

			‘Is that Santa?’

			

			‘Can’t believe you’d ask me that. I’m offended.’

			She grins again. ‘Kidding. It’s a lovely tree,’ she says, picking the smallest of the eyes and sticking them on the end of the branches like they’re baubles.

			‘So, do you like being a fish and chip shop worker?’

			She takes a breath and I’m not sure what she’s about to say. 

			‘Yes,’ she tells me.

			‘You sure?’

			She raises her eyebrows, and I notice the freckles on her cheeks. ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Did Frank tell you I visited yesterday?’

			I shake my head. ‘No, why?’

			She screws up her face and studies the card that she’s making, and then tells me she forged her mum’s signature on the work forms because she knew her parents would say no. ‘Mum found out and made me tell Frank …’

			‘I’m sure Frank didn’t mind,’ I say.

			She laughs. ‘He didn’t. He said it meant I really wanted the job. And then he charmed my mum, which is the first time I’ve ever seen anyone manage that. He even cooked her a piece of grilled fish, which she ate.’

			‘Without salt, I bet …’

			

			Another grin from Tess. ‘Of course.’

			Hunting for confirmation that she wants to work at the shop because of me, I say, ‘So, you really want the job, like Frank says?’ 

			Her eyebrows go up again. And then she chews her lip for a second and says, ‘Yeah, I do.’

			‘Because fish and chips are your thing?’

			She drops her head and I can’t see her face because of the screen of hair. ‘Yeah … and I like being in the shop with you all.’

			She tucks her hair behind her ears, biting her bottom lip as she does, like maybe she’s said too much. 

			‘Me too,’ I say. I can feel the blush of emotion rushing to my face and I switch to a lighter subject. ‘You didn’t tell me you were related to John Lennon. Frank is going to love that.’

			Tess is laughing again. ‘I didn’t specify which Beatle! And how do you know that?’

			‘Rumours fly in this place.’

			‘Yeah. Apparently you beat someone up in the canteen.’

			‘No, I egged a teacher,’ I say.

			She nods. ‘Not sure which is worse.’

			I grab the black pen and draw a snowman on another card. It’s a bit rough and ready, but it’s good enough. I pass it to Tess so she can decorate. 

			

			‘Perfect,’ she says, digging round in the box of eyes and then gluing a blue one and a green one onto the snowman’s face. 

			‘Help me find some eyes for buttons,’ she says, sliding the box towards me. I reach my hand in at the same time as her, and my fingers meet her warm skin, and we both yank our hands out as though we’ve been burnt. Eyes scatter across the table and I sort of laugh and then sort of stop, like I’m not sure what to do. 

			‘Sorry,’ we both say at the same time. And then I see the start of a red flush on her neck, and I think maybe she’s as embarrassed as me. I try to think of something else to say, and I imagine Marion elbowing me and telling me to dive in and make conversation, to save the moment, but my head is blank. Like the Beatles say, I want to hold her hand. 

			Then she props the card up against the box of googly eyes, so that it’s staring at us. Coloured eyes blink at me. 

			‘I feel like I’m being watched!’

			‘You are,’ she says, quietly. I peer over and she’s smiling. And we both look down, focusing on the table.

			‘Do you think … can I … would you give me your phone number? It’s just that once school finishes on Friday, I’ll only see you on Saturdays,’ I say, burying my words in the table in case she’s not keen on me phoning. 

			‘Yes,’ she says. 

			‘And can I call you?’

			‘Call?’

			I lean back in the chair. ‘Yeah, you know, on the phone?’

			‘I never talk to anyone on the phone,’ she says. ‘Is this a Frank thing? You know, like teenagers don’t shake hands?’

			I pull my phone out of my pocket. ‘No … my phone is from last century. Texting takes hours. The buttons are hard to press.’

			Tess laughs. ‘Right.’

			I haven’t been aware of the librarian but suddenly she’s hovering around our table. ‘Phones away,’ she says gently. 

			‘It’s not a phone. It’s a walkie-talkie,’ says Tess. The librarian wanders off and Tess picks up my phone. ‘Can you even store numbers in this thing?’

			‘Harsh!’ I take the phone back and bring up my contacts. I add Tess’s name. She tells me her number and I have to press about a hundred buttons before I’m done. 

			‘I’m impressed. That only took ten minutes,’ she says, grinning at me. 

			Each time I see her face, I notice new details. How her eyes are almost green in different light. How she has a gap between her two front teeth. And how when she smiles, I don’t want to look away.

			There’s a bang on the glass doors of the library. We both swing around at the sound: Tess’s friend Jemma is waving madly from outside. 

			‘Think you might be wanted,’ I tell Tess.

			‘I’ll be back,’ she says.

			I watch as Tess walks to the door and opens it, letting in a rush of noise from the hallway. Laughter and conversation float towards me. And then the door shuts and the library hums again in a sort of whisper. 

			I’m unsure what to do because I don’t want to stare, so I grab another blank card and start sketching. I’m not brilliant at drawing but I can manage something that passes as realistic, and as I sketch the outline of a building, it sort of comes together as a shop. I draw a figure on the inside of the shop, behind the glass. A man in a blue apron, his back to the window, his hair dark. Maybe it can be a Christmas card for Frank.

			Tess slips back inside the library, walking quickly to the table. She leans down to grab her bag. 

			‘You going?’ I ask.

			‘Yeah, I promised Jemma I’d watch the second half of the movie. I’m just here because Tin told me you were crafting,’ she says with a smile. And then she notices the card with the fish and chip shop drawing on it. ‘Is that Frank?’

			Nodding, I say, ‘Not sure it needs googly eyes.’

			‘Just one,’ says Tess, picking up a tiny dot of an eye and sticking it on the front door where a doorknob would go. Her arm is close to mine, and I notice the smoothness of her skin. ‘There. Now Frank can open the door.’ 

			‘Perfect!’

			I look up as she looks down, and we’re stuck like that for a second before she straightens and steps away. ‘I’d better go.’

			‘Okay,’ I say when, really, I want to tell her to stay. 

			‘Okay,’ she says, but doesn’t move. I want to believe she’s staying there because she’s not ready to say goodbye yet. 

			‘I’ll call you,’ I promise. 

			‘I hope so.’ Her eyebrows go up like she’s surprised she said it. 

			‘Bye …’ 

			‘Bye,’ she echoes me. ‘I’d better go, before Jemma starts banging again and disrupts the serious crafting.’

			And without thinking, I reach out and touch her hand, and she doesn’t move hers away. Her skin is warm, but I pull back because I’m not sure what I’m doing. 

			Tess says bye for a second time, and it’s so quiet that I wonder if I imagined it. But this time, when I turn around, she’s gone. 
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			Tess

			
			I’ve taped the ten-dollar note from my first week’s pay at the fish and chip shop to my wall, next to the scrap of butcher’s paper that Sonny used to wrap the chips the day I met him. I’ll probably rip the money down at some point and spend it, but for now I want to save it and remember that first shift. Last night, Sonny phoned, and we talked for over an hour. In fact, we only hung up because Dad sent Raff to bang on my door and tell me that dinner was ready. I mostly message my friends, so there were patches of quiet when neither of us knew whose turn it was to ask a question. It was a little awkward at first, until I asked Sonny about his dad, and he started sharing stories about rocks that he’d found on trips across Australia. He’s a much bigger science nerd than I realised, but at least now I understand what geologists do. 

			It’s my last day of school today and I decide to wear the checked skirt that I made. I still haven’t shown Mum, but she’ll probably be asleep until after we leave anyway. She’s been working a lot lately. I know I have to tell her eventually about the skirt, but I’m not quite ready. I’ve been in enough trouble since she found out about me forging her signature, even though I really don’t think it’s my fault. She just needed to listen to me. 

			‘You want breakfast?’ I say as I pass the twins’ bedroom. 

			Raff is sitting on his bed with his bass guitar in his lap. ‘Yeah. Cheese and tomato toastie, please.’

			Jake is already downstairs, working his way through a bowl of cereal. He’s always eating cereal. If we run out, then it’s like his petrol has been turned off at the pump. He grins at me as I walk into the kitchen. His basketball is under his feet and he’s rolling it back and forth with every mouthful. 

			‘Toastie?’ I ask him, pulling all the things out of the fridge.

			‘Yeah,’ he replies. 

			As I chop and slice and assemble sandwiches to go in the press, Jake clambers onto the corner of the bench, his legs hanging down and his feet knocking against the cupboard door. He always sits up there while he’s waiting for me to cook. It drives Mum mad but, given she’s not awake yet, I’m not about to stop him. 

			‘Put your bowl in the dishwasher,’ I tell him. 

			‘I will!’ he says, but he stays put, watching me. ‘Are you still in trouble?’

			‘I think so,’ I say. Mum definitely hasn’t forgiven me yet, and I’m still in trouble for leaving the boys at home, but at least she’s told me I don’t have to quit my job. 

			‘Cool. I hope I’m in trouble when I’m your age.’

			I sometimes forget that he’s four years younger and sees me as an example of teenage rebellion. ‘I’m sure you will be, Jake.’

			He laughs and I lift the handle on the sandwich press. The smell of melting cheese is strong. ‘Cooked enough?’ I ask him.

			‘Longer,’ Jake says. ‘I want to burn my mouth with boiling tomato.’

			Raff slides into the kitchen. He’s dressed for school in his black denim jeans and one of Dad’s vintage band t-shirts that fits him like a dress. We sometimes fight over them. 

			‘You want to burn your mouth too?’ I say to Raff.

			‘Nah, that’s toasted enough for me,’ he replies. I slide one of the toasties onto a plate. ‘Thought you weren’t cooking for us anymore,’ he says.

			I shrug. ‘I was making one for myself anyway.’

			Jake explains his theory that I’m trying to get out of trouble, which happens to be true, but I’d rather my brothers thought slightly more of me than that. 

			‘No. It’s because I love you both so much,’ I say. ‘And you two can clean up the kitchen after …’ 

			Jake makes a gagging sound. And Raff uses the moment to blackmail me into playing cards. We haven’t played for ages. 

			‘Has to be something quick because I have to go soon. Blackjack?’ I say. 

			Raff groans because I’m the reigning blackjack champion of the house. Our card games are ruthless, and cheating is allowed as long as you aren’t caught.

			‘Scared you won’t win?’ I ask him, flipping the last two toasties onto the plates.

			‘I’ll take you down,’ he says.

			‘Well, if I win then you two have to beg Mum and Dad to be allowed to go to aftercare on a Friday,’ I tell them. ‘That way I can go out with my friends.’

			‘I hate aftercare,’ says Raff.

			‘So, you’d better not lose then,’ I say.

			I sit down opposite the window and tell Raff he’s in charge of shuffling. Jake won’t wait for the toastie to cool, so he burns his tongue on the steaming tomato slice like he always does. While I deal the cards out, Jake runs into the kitchen and turns the cold tap on, sticking his head under and letting the water run into his mouth. We’re all studying our cards when Mum and Dad walk out of their bedroom. Mum is in a t-shirt and tracksuit pants and her hair is pulled back into a ponytail. She seems almost rested, which is not how Mum ever seems. 

			‘Blackjack?’ Dad says, peeking over Raff’s shoulder to see his cards.

			‘Yeah, Tessa said if she wins, we have to beg to go to aftercare on Fridays,’ Jake says.

			I shake my head at him. ‘I made you breakfast and everything and you rat me out!’

			‘Sorry,’ says Jake. 

			‘You made breakfast?’ Mum asks me.

			I nod. ‘Yes, with heaps of protein.’

			‘The tomato was too hot,’ says Jake, sticking his tongue out, which nobody is interested in. 

			We play a round of blackjack, and somehow Raff wins. I know he’s cheating because I saw his cards in the reflection of the window behind him, and they weren’t the cards he placed on the table at the end of the round, but if I call it out then he’ll know I always sit in the same seat for a reason.

			

			‘No aftercare for us,’ says Jake victoriously.

			‘Best of three,’ I say as I deal the cards. 

			‘Thought you were in a hurry,’ Raff says.

			I check the clock. ‘I have time. Quick game’s a good game.’

			Mum places a mug of tea in front of Dad and takes a seat opposite me. Rather than focusing on her, I play my hand, taking down my brothers in a true and fitting second-game victory. 

			‘If I win the next one, then you’re going to aftercare,’ I say to them. 

			But then Mum chimes in. ‘Actually, boys, your dad and I have decided that Tessa doesn’t have to pick you two up anymore.’

			Those aren’t words I thought I’d ever hear. ‘What?’ I say. 

			‘I hate aftercare,’ says Jake. 

			Mum explains that the twins will be allowed to walk home together on Fridays. And before they can celebrate that little freedom, she warns them they have to stay together all the way home, and if she finds out that Jake has run off, then they’ll be in aftercare forever. I’m relieved to hear about the threat because it means the mum I know is back. 

			‘One of us will finish work early on a Friday so there’ll be someone here by about four,’ says Dad.

			‘I don’t have to do pick-ups anymore?’ I say. 

			

			‘You might occasionally need to collect the boys. But not every week,’ says Mum. 

			‘Okay. I can handle that.’

			‘And I’m going to try to work less on the weekends, Tessa.’

			My name has been shortened again, which I’m taking as a positive sign. I never thought that Mum would volunteer cutting back at work. It’s always seemed so important to her. Even more important than us at times. 

			‘But you love your job,’ I say. 

			‘I do. But I also love my family, and maybe it has been a little out of balance recently,’ she says, nodding at Dad. 

			I’m still surprised by the news. I thought I’d be grounded, but this is working out nicely. I can’t stop a smile from creeping onto my face.

			Dad frowns at me. ‘Just so it’s clear, Tessa, we’re not rewarding you for lying. But we are listening to what you said.’

			It’s rare that Dad sounds so disappointed in me, and I fiddle with the cards on the table so that I don’t have to see his face. 

			‘No more buying junk food from the milk bar. I’ll open a bank account for you so your wages can go in and you can save,’ says Mum.

			I start to argue but then stop, remembering what Jemma said about learning to pick my battles. I don’t really think it’s up to Mum to decide how I can spend my money, but I’ll have that conversation another day. Things are going pretty well for me right now.

			‘Well, it’s my last day of year seven. I’ve gotta go,’ I say, standing up. I told Jemma I’d meet her on the corner. 

			‘What are you wearing?’ Mum says, noticing my skirt as I stand. 

			‘Um …’ I realise I’ve just been busted. So much for things going well. 

			‘It’s her tablecloth skirt,’ says Jake. 

			Mum comes over and inspects the skirt, feeling the fabric between her fingers. ‘Is that my old dress?’

			I nod because there is no other answer. ‘Yep. You told me to …’

			‘Theresa, that was my dress from university days.’

			I pull a face. Jemma was right again. I really should start listening to my best friend. She understands my mum much better than I do.

			‘I met your dad in that dress,’ Mum says, making it worse. 

			I risk a glance at her. ‘I’m sorry. I thought it was old and you didn’t wear it. And I really wanted a floaty skirt and you said to make something …’

			

			‘Yes, but I didn’t mean—’ she starts to say and then stops. She sighs loudly and rests her head in her hands. ‘You’re right. I did say that. I should have been clearer.’

			I notice that Dad is smiling, and he takes Mum’s hand. ‘I remember that night,’ he says. ‘You spilt spaghetti all down the front of your dress and we laughed about it all evening.’

			Mum smiles back. ‘And we went to the movies even though I was covered in sauce.’

			There’s a sort of charge in the air. A moment of connection between my parents that I rarely see. Raff is watching them too, aware that something is different. I’m not used to even seeing Mum and Dad in the same room very often, so hearing them trade memories is rather wild. 

			‘Do you want the skirt back, Mum?’ I ask.

			‘No. It’s not really my style,’ she says.

			‘I’m sorry I wrecked your dress.’ 

			She pulls me into a hug. I can feel myself softening, relaxing as her strong arms hold me. We haven’t hugged like this for ages. Then Jake makes some comment about how I’m obviously not in trouble anymore. 

			Mum lets go of our hug and steps back. ‘Don’t be sorry,’ she tells me. ‘That dress deserves to be worn, not hung in the cupboard for years and years.’

			

			‘Really?’

			‘Yes, but can you please finish the hem? There are strings hanging down.’

			I can’t help but laugh. It seems a hem is serious business. ‘Okay,’ I promise. 

			

			For our last day of school, we’ve been armed with rubber gloves and tongs and sent out on rubbish duty. You’d think they’d manage something slightly more enjoyable for the end of year seven. Apparently, there’s a sausage sizzle and icypoles for lunch, but we have to do three hours of gross, dirty work first. Well, we’re supposed to do gross, dirty work, but actually Jemma and I are just loitering near the basketball courts, picking up the odd chip wrapper while deep in conversation about boys. She asked me a million questions about Sonny and then confessed that there’s a boy in 7E who she thinks is cute. We even went searching for him behind the art building, where he was apparently on wall-cleaning duty, but we couldn’t find him. 

			Sonny isn’t here today. His dad leaves for Cape York this afternoon, so they’re having an early Christmas. Sonny and I talked about it on the phone, and he told me he’d just received a parcel from his mum, which he wasn’t going to open until Christmas morning. I told him I would’ve ripped into it because I am way too impatient to wait. 

			I sit down on a bench, and Jemma joins me. It’s only a matter of time before a teacher wanders past and tells us to continue cleaning. They say it’s a bit of a tradition at our school. The end-of-the-year clean-up that always falls on the year sevens because everyone else has already finished.

			‘Can’t believe we’re going into year eight,’ says Jemma.

			‘Hope we’re in the same class next year,’ I say while staring at a piece of plastic that has been wedged into the base of a plant. ‘Why don’t the older kids have to clean the school?’ 

			She shrugs. ‘Could be worse. We could be cleaning the bathrooms.’

			‘Gross.’

			I tell Jemma that I can come with her to the park tonight. It’s the first time all year that I’ve been allowed to go. 

			She squeals, and then nudges me as a teacher starts heading across the asphalt towards us. We both jump up, pretending to be bagging rubbish from the garden. 

			‘How did you manage that, Tess?’

			‘One of our robust conversations,’ I say, making Jemma laugh. She’s witnessed some of them at my house over the years, when Mum has sat us both down for various chats about our brains and how we need to protect them.

			‘And she listened?’

			‘Yeah, amazingly. And I didn’t get in trouble about the skirt either. I just have to hem it.’

			Jemma laughs again. ‘I never thought I’d say this, but I agree with your mum!’

			We both plonk back onto the bench as the teacher disappears around the corner. Jemma leans in close. ‘So have you kissed?’ she asks, her voice quiet. 

			‘No!’

			‘You’ve got to tell me when you do.’ 

			‘We’ve just talked, and he’s shown me how to make a burger,’ I say, but my cheeks flush as I do and she notices, and laughs. 

			‘But you’ve thought about it?’

			I can’t help but nod. ‘I have. But it’s terrifying!’

			She starts to giggle, and I do too, and pretty soon we’re cracking up. ‘Let’s practise tonight on a pillow!’ says Jemma. ‘I watched a movie where they did that, and it seemed helpful.’ That gets us giggling even more – the idea of trying to kiss a pillow and pretending that it’s Sonny seems hilarious.

			‘I’ll come over to your house after the park,’ says Jemma.

			‘Bring your pillow.’

			

			‘Ew!’ she squeals. ‘Okay!’

			We keep giggling about pillows and kissing and boys, until the teacher wanders back across the yard and reminds us we’re supposed to be collecting rubbish, not gossiping. 

			‘Oops,’ I say. 

			‘No more pillows for you,’ says Jemma.

			And that just starts us off all over again. 
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			Sonny

			
			It’s Tess’s birthday this week, and today she’s coming over for cake. Marion helped me bake a double-layer sponge that I’ve filled with strawberries and cream and dusted in icing sugar. It’s lopsided and misshapen but Marion promised that it will taste delicious. 

			Frank’s working in the shop, and Marion was home but then suddenly remembered she was supposed to meet a friend for coffee, so now I have the whole flat to myself. I’ve decorated the kitchen with some fairy lights I found in the drawer and flowers that I picked down by the creek with Tin. I’ve checked my face in the mirror about a hundred times. There’s an annoying pimple on my chin that I thought I’d dealt with yesterday but seems to have reappeared. 

			

			I’m wearing another of Frank’s shirts. This one was buried a long way back in the cupboard. He remembered wearing it the day he met Marion in the supermarket, when they both reached for the same cereal. He told me he thought it was lucky and I should try it on for size. It has blue and amber checks, and Marion said it matches my eyes. 

			My phone beeps on the kitchen table and it’s Tess. She’s outside. I don’t bother messaging her back because it would take longer to text than to dash down the stairs and let her in. As I reach the bottom step, I can hear Frank singing in the shop, and I take a second to breathe in and out, steadying myself before I open the back door. 

			As soon as I see her, I grin. And she does too. We stand awkwardly for a second, grinning at each other. Then I say, ‘Hi.’ 

			And she says, ‘Hi.’ As she follows me upstairs, we’re both quiet, lost in nerves maybe. We haven’t seen each other this way before. This feels different. 

			We reach the kitchen, where the lights twinkle overhead, and Tess says, ‘Oh … It’s beautiful!’

			‘I made you a cake,’ I say. 

			‘You did?’

			‘Marion helped. But it was mostly me. It’s a sponge with cream and strawberries. Do you like strawberries? You can take them out if you don’t. I hope it tastes nice. I haven’t tried it … obviously. And I won’t be—’ 

			Tess laughs. ‘Sonny, stop. I love strawberries!’

			I laugh too because the nerves are all jangling and fizzing, and they need to escape. ‘Sorry,’ I say. 

			‘Don’t be. Let’s eat cake.’

			We’re both still standing in the kitchen because sitting down at the table seems so adult and I’m not sure what to do, but then I remember the silver package on the table.

			‘Before we have cake, I have a present for you,’ I tell her. ‘I didn’t have real paper, so it’s—’

			‘Foil? Perfect.’ She’s smiling as she unwraps my present, but then she pauses, and I can tell she doesn’t understand why I’ve given her a rock. 

			‘It’s a mantle xenolith. It’s one rock trapped in another type of rock,’ I say, explaining about the cooled lava and the olivine mineral that causes the splodge of colour. 

			Her face lights up. ‘Oh, I love it. It’s like a rock being hugged,’ she says, running her thumb across the top and flipping the rock over so she can study the bright green.

			‘It’s from my collection.’

			Tess laughs. ‘You have a rock collection?’

			‘Yep, busted. Actually, I found that rock on a camping trip.’

			

			‘Really? You found it?’ she says, rubbing the back of the green splodge. ‘That’s even better. I’ve never been given a rock before.’ 

			She slides the rock into her pocket. I shuffle a little, my nerves returning. The moment feels so heavy. So weighted. 

			‘I might turn on some music,’ I say.

			‘Okay.’

			The radio is tuned to Frank’s old station, and I fiddle with it, trying to find something more modern. Then I hear Tess laughing again.

			‘Leave it,’ she tells me. ‘It’s my great-uncle!’

			For a moment I’m confused, but after two more bars I recognise the Beatles. ‘Still think you should have gone with Paul instead of John,’ I say.

			‘Never. And I bet Frank agrees.’

			I reach for her hand, and she swings around to face me, our fingers touching. ‘Hi,’ she says.

			‘Hi,’ I say, and then add, ‘I forgot the candles for the cake, so you’ll have to make a wish without them.’

			‘I already did.’

			‘Oh, um …’ I glance down at the cake because I need a second to settle. I’m worried she can feel my heart beating: it feels like it could explode at any minute. ‘What did you wish for?’

			She raises an eyebrow and I laugh because of course I know, but I’m nervous and not smooth at all. ‘I’ve never …’

			‘Me neither,’ she says, not needing me to finish my sentence.

			And then she slides her arms around my waist, and there’s that charge I felt that first day, soon after I crashed into her. But this time we’re close. And I can see her face, her eyes, her mouth. She tilts her head up, so that she’s looking right into me. And I lean down just a little and she leans up just a little. And our lips meet somewhere in the middle. 

		
	
		

		
			Acknowledgements

			When I was fourteen, I got a job at a deli in a market near my house. I earned three dollars an hour, so it took a while to save up enough to buy my own CD player, but when I did, I loved it. My job was slicing salami (and my finger when I forgot to put the guard down on the slicer), packing cheese, serving customers and sweeping the floor. It wasn’t glamorous work. Not like my friend who worked in a clothes store. But it was the beginning of my independence. And I still remember the joy of being handed my pay packet each Friday. 

			I wrote this book because a student asked me last year why all my books were so sad. I realised it was time to write something lighter, something that celebrates all the best things of being nearly fourteen. Friends, freedom, and feeling a crush for the first time. Combined with potato cakes, dim sims and minimum chips. I didn’t have a crush at the deli, but I did make some great friends. 

			

			When I was writing this, I was working at a school with some fantastic students who taught me to look at characters and story in a different way. Huge thanks go to Allison, Amiira, Amun, Anaqah, Brayden, Charlotte, Eman, Estah, Hadir, Ian, Ivy, Jason, Jayden, Lily, Louis, Markuz and Teniesha from Preston North East Primary School. And an extra thanks goes to Estah who solved the friendship story in Sonny & Tess. 

			Thanks to Creative Victoria for their support of this project. It’s invaluable to have time to write.

			A book relies on many people to succeed. And I’m very lucky to be published by UQP. Thanks to editors Ian See and Kristy Bushnell, who helped me shape the story with all their usual patience and skill, and proofreader Vanessa Pellatt.

			Thanks to my fabulous publisher Cathy Vallance for supporting me as I delivered multiple drafts in search of a book that was much lighter than those I have published in the past. And thanks to UQP legends Sarah Valle, Jean Smith and Kate Donaldson-Lloyd for helping this book to find the right readers. 

			I couldn’t love the cover of Sonny & Tess more, and I really want to thank illustrator Bren Luke for his beautiful imagining of Frank’s fish and chip shop. The coloured flowing plastic-strip curtains made the shop start to come alive for me. Also big thanks to designer Sasha Beekman, and to Arlo and Coco, who posed for a photograph so I had a reference for what the characters should look like. 

			Thanks to my wonderful agent, Allison Hellegers at Stimola Literary Studio, for always being in my corner.

			Thanks to my kids, who play music quizzes over dinner even though I’m utterly rubbish at them. And thanks to my dear friend and tolerator of my endless chatter in the library where we work, Emily Gale. 

			To the booksellers around Australia who help my books find the right home, thank you for everything you do.

			And finally, thanks to you, for being readers. A book really is the best escape.

		
	
		

		
			

		
		
			First published 2025 by University of Queensland Press

			PO Box 6042, St Lucia, Queensland 4067 Australia

			The 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 2025

			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 by Sasha Beekman

			Cover illustration by Bren Luke

			Author photograph by Darren James

			Typeset in 12.5/17 pt Adobe Caslon Pro Regular by Post Pre-press Group

			[image: Australian Government and Creative Australia logos]University of Queensland Press is assisted by the Australian Government through Creative Australia, its principal arts investment and advisory body.


			[image: Queensland Government logo]University of Queensland Press is assisted by the Queensland Government through Arts Queensland.


			[image: Creative Victoria logo]This project is supported by the Victorian Government through Creative Victoria.


			A catalogue record for this book is available from the National Library of Australia.

			ISBN 978 0 7022 6842 7 (pbk)

			ISBN 978 0 7022 6958 5 (epdf)

			ISBN 978 0 7022 6959 2 (epub)

			 

		
	OEBPS/image/CA_Horizontal_Black.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

		
		Contents


			
						Author Biography


						Also by Nova Weetman


						Title Page


						Dedication


						Chapter 1: Sonny


						Chapter 2: Tess


						Chapter 3: Sonny


						Chapter 4: Tess


						Chapter 5: Sonny


						Chapter 6: Tess


						Chapter 7: Sonny


						Chapter 8: Tess


						Chapter 9: Sonny


						Chapter 10: Tess


						Chapter 11: Sonny


						Chapter 12: Tess


						Chapter 13: Sonny


						Chapter 14: Tess


						Chapter 15: Sonny


						Chapter 16: Tess


						Chapter 17: Sonny


						Chapter 18: Tess


						Chapter 19: Sonny


						Acknowledgements


						Imprint Page


			


		
		
		Page List


			
						i


						ii


						iii


						v


						1


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						243


						244


						245


						246


			


		
		
		Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Title-Page


						Frontmatter


						Start of Content


						Backmatter


						Acknowledgments


			


		
	

OEBPS/image/CreativeVictoriaLogo_Positive.png
CREATlVEVORIA





OEBPS/image/9780702269585.jpg





OEBPS/image/250328_SonnyandTess_TitlePage_SB.png
vr’/; ,(:

MNOVA weeTman





OEBPS/image/NovaWeetman_Photo.jpg





OEBPS/image/Qld-CoA-Stylised-2LsS-mono-min-size.png
Queensland
Government





