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For Maddy.






We Weren’t There

It happened on Albatross Avenue, a block away from the beach. Our streets are named after seabirds. Our streets are wide and rolling. It’s possible to walk along one and hear nothing but the water. Not a bird, not a man. Not even a car.

We pass around the bottle and wipe the sand and spit from the mouth. Listen to the gasp and release of waves, the sound we hear even as we sleep.

‘Do you think it’s true?’

‘It must be true if Lily told the cops.’

We turn to look when the water spews someone out. Luka, Lily’s younger brother. We stare as he walks up the beach, his slim back lit by the moon.

‘What’s he doing out here?’

‘No swell, nothing.’

‘Probably doesn’t want to go home.’

‘Not with Buddy waiting.’

The Bastards aren’t afraid of anything. Without fathers, we are free.

The bottle is empty, and we are ready. Clothes dropped on the sand in a single pile, sandals on top to stop the thief wind. Sprinting towards the water, pale limbs speckled with bruises. Screaming as the cold slaps us awake.





Chicken Crimpies

In five weeks, The Bastards will win The Battle of the Bands. We’ve only been practising for nine months but we’re still going to win because we want it more than anyone else. Mr P says the only things that matter in life are drive and passion. We can’t play guitar like Joan Jett, but we can play three chords and scream until our vocal folds burst out of our throats. When Joan Jett was our age she lived in LA, the entertainment capital of the world. Vincent is the capital of teen pregnancies and absent fathers, and The Battle is our only way out of this shithole.

We sneak down to the river at lunch so we can be alone. An empty box of Chicken Crimpies on the grass between us, not enough, our bellies never full. We lick our fingers and pretend Kurt Cobain is on the riverbank with his guitar. We sing until our voices are warm and limber. We sing, ‘Where Did You Sleep Last Night?’ and howl the chorus so loud the wood ducks crick their necks looking.

The word around school is that Lily Lucid was spotted at the cop shop last Friday. But this can’t be true because Lily is a coward.

Sunny Baker walks past looking so fine with his denim eyes and curly hair and we call to him, ‘Did you hear?’

Sunny tilts his head and sweeps his fringe out of his face. He looks like he can’t figure us out, but he’d like to.

‘Lily Lucid was at the cop shop telling stories.’

‘Nah, true,’ Sunny says. ‘Somebody snatched her.’

He tells us that Lily was walking home from school last Friday when some guy grabbed her on Albatross Avenue and messed with her in his car. And then Sunny says he’s going to get his sister from primary school because the scumbag is still on the loose. He sweeps his hair from his eyes and leaves to guard his little sister and we watch him walk away, our big hearts beating. Kurt Cobain is our one true love, but Sunny is our real-life crush.

‘Why would someone want to snatch Lily?’

‘It must have been Buddy. Right?’

We go quiet. When we glimpse a white van through the trees we grab our bags and walk back to school. The Bastards aren’t afraid of anything, but that white van gives us the creeps.





Divisi

A year ago, The Bastards were four. Four fourteen-year-olds. Four beats in common time. We knew exactly how we would escape Vincent forever, and our dream was an endless song. Then Lily Lucid left the band, and we became three beats, followed by a pause. We stopped practising, and our escape route started to fade. We looked around as if we had just woken, and noticed again our fibro houses and single mothers, our little brothers and sisters with their pyjama sleeves halfway up their skinny arms and their big eyes and sticky hands. They looked poor and pathetic, and we told them to GET OUT and tore our posters from the walls. We sobbed, hoping our mothers would notice. They didn’t.

We held meetings. Sneaking in through each other’s bedroom windows. Huddled up and whispering, three girls in a single bed.

‘We need a new lead singer.’

‘We could hold auditions.’

‘No one would come.’

We talked only about the future success of the band. The fact that we had been inseparable from Lily since kindy was not spoken about, nor the fact that the four of us had never been apart for longer than a day. We could close our eyes and walk through every room of Lily’s house as easily as our own, that’s how close we were. We had cared for Lily’s brother and sister like our own, and she had done the same for ours. Spooned mush into their mouths. Held wet flannels to their stings. Carried them home from the beach when they were tired.

‘One of us can lead.’

‘If we practise and get better.’

‘We’ll have to. Lily’s never coming back.’

Mr P taught us in music class that the silence of an empty beat is called a grand pause. We used the silence of Lily’s leaving to draw in our breath. A grand pause before a collective scream.





Chatterboxes

‘Who knows who did it?’

‘We’re gonna kill that perv.’

‘Cut his balls off. Feed ’em to the gulls.’

The footy boys are revved in maths class, not because they care about Lily Lucid but because they like pretending to be thugs. They rock back and forth in their chairs, red-cheeked and sweating. Ryan shoots spitballs at us until we take the mandarin segments from our mouths and return fire.

‘Freaks!’ Ryan calls us, but we don’t care. Kurt Cobain says that fitting in is for losers, so we’re proud to be freaks.

‘She’s not coming back to school, your little friend,’ Sophie Carmichael tells us.

‘What would you know about it? And she’s not our friend.’

Sophie rolls her eyes and turns back to face the teacher. We give her ponytail the finger.

Nobody saw the white van pull up when Lily was walking home last Friday. Nobody saw her take her headphones off before climbing into the passenger seat. But now, everyone talks about it as if they were there.



When the bell rings we bolt from the classroom, our bags thumping against our backs as we run across the quadrangle towards the recreation centre. Dash through the gym stink of dirty socks and into the cool blue.

Mr P is at his desk, a red pen in his hand. He is happy to see us, though he always pretends not to be.

‘No rehearsal today, Riot Girls. I have marking to do.’

‘But Mr P, we need to practise! The Battle is only five weeks away!’

Mr P tuts, asking us to be patient. ‘Just let me finish these first.’

We tell him what happened to Lily Lucid. He leans back in his chair and removes his glasses to rub the faint line between his eyebrows.

‘They’re only rumours. You’re too smart to listen to rumours.’

Mr P is the only teacher who says nice things like that. The other teachers treat us like idiots, but Mr P treats us with respect. Maybe because he comes from Germany. He understands what it’s like to be an outsider.

‘What if it’s true?’

‘What if she did get kidnapped?’

‘And there’s some freak driving around town kidnapping girls?’

‘First thing’s first: speak to Lily,’ he tells us. ‘Make sure that she’s ok.’

‘But we’re not friends anymore. Remember?’

Mr P puts his glasses back on, meaning the discussion is over.

While he does his marking, we make chatterboxes from torn paper. Our question for the fortune teller is, what happened to Lily Lucid?

‘Four. One – Two – Three – Four.’

‘Purple. P – U – R – P – L – E.’

We look at each other and unfold the final triangle.

Buddy.





    Fermata [image: Fermata]

Lily’s house is on the main road connecting our town with Emerson, a long, flat highway with houses on one side and empty paddocks on the other. The Lucid house is plasterboard chipped like old teeth, with a sagging veranda overlooking a front yard choked with dead cars. Their loungeroom has a big window facing the road, and every day at sunset Mrs Lucid draws the thick green curtains, tugging and adjusting them so not a crack of light shows.

When we used to visit Lily’s house, we slept in the back room. The back room is a building separate from the main house, which is full of old junk and Mrs Lucid’s sewing machines.

One time, we lit candles and held a séance, trying to contact Sid Vicious. We knew he was with us when one of the curtains caught fire and we had to put it out with lemonade. We danced to Nirvana, starting always with ‘Breed’ and ‘Stay Away’. We thrashed our hair and jumped around, using a mop and broom as air guitars and knitting needle drumsticks. We screamed the lyrics until we lost our voices, collapsing on the floor.

We looked through the magazine pile we had borrowed from the library. We found one Nirvana article with a photo of Kurt Cobain. Lily cut the photo out carefully and stuck it in her notebook. Lulu, Lily’s little sister, kept knocking on the door and asking to come in. We didn’t mind, but Lily would scream at her to go away, opening the door and then slamming it shut in her face.

Luka brought us pizzas from the house, the home-brand ones that tasted like plastic. We begged Lily to let us into the main house so we could use the toilet. Had to pee outside when she said no.

‘Lily, come on,’ we told her. ‘You can’t be scared of Buddy forever.’

‘We all have to deal with our mum’s shitty boyfriends.’

‘That’s just life.’

Lily stopped talking and her face went still, so we watched Rage until she fell asleep.



We snuck over to the main house, curling our toes on the gravel. The crash of distant waves warned us to shhhh, shhhh. We tiptoed behind the water tank and along the side of the house to the front yard, threading our way through the graveyard of old cars. Maybe Mrs Lucid had been too busy to close the curtains properly that day.

Mr P taught us in music that a fermata, or a bird’s eye, was a dramatic pause, sometimes twice as long as the note. It was up to the conductor how long the orchestra remained silent, their hands and instruments frozen until he gave the signal.

That day, we saw Buddy and Mrs Lucid on a brown sunken couch, the television flashing like a strobe. There was movement in the surrounding shadows, the darting bodies of spiders or mice. Buddy crushed a beer can under his foot and raised his right hand. Mrs Lucid flinched.

We turned away from the scene.

When we crept back into the room, Kurt was singing about the man who sold the world and Lily was still pretending to be asleep. Her eyes moved underneath the lids, like she was searching for something in the darkness.





Red and Blue

Mr P has been marking his tests for half an hour, and we are growing impatient.

‘Mr P, why did you move to Australia?’

He shakes his head, picking up another test paper.

‘Mr P, are there snakes in Germany?’

He scribbles on the tests with his red pen, a series of ticks and then a circle. ‘Stop trying to distract me.’

‘Mr P, what’s your favourite Otis Redding song?’

Mr P puts down his pen and looks up at the ceiling. ‘Favourite song, or favourite album?’

Got him.

‘What are you doing in here?’

Principal Moper is standing in the doorway with her arms crossed. Her eyes and nose look even more hawkish than usual.

‘It’s alright, Deborah,’ Mr P says. ‘I let them rehearse in here after school.’

‘It certainly is not alright,’ Moper says.

Mr P stands up, his shirt all wrinkled in the middle.

‘The girls don’t have instruments at home. What would you have me do?’

Moper’s face is pink. She lifts her hand to point at us, extending a single claw.

‘Leave, girls. Now.’

We grab our bags and scurry down the hallway and through the gym, edging around a game of dodgeball. When the rec centre automatic doors slide open, a policeman is waiting outside. We yelp, grabbing each other’s hands. We hear radio static and booming voices.

‘We’re not here for you. Go home,’ the cop tells us, flashing red and blue.

We watch Mr P climb into the back of the squad car. He doesn’t see us. His eyes are closed the whole time.





Overture

About two years ago, when we were still friends with Lily, we were sitting outside Ernie’s. The record shop was closed, the sky a single sheet of silver. A summer storm had left and then returned, the rain coming back like it missed us.

We sat on the kerb in damp jeans, rainwater soaking our sneakers. We tapped our feet in the gutter, letting our dripping hair swing in our faces. Fat droplets of water fell heavy on our crowns. The wind picked up and the clouds split like cotton, before coming together again.

We sang the lyrics to ‘Come as You Are’, while keeping our eyes on the Dolphin Road turnoff, searching for Ernie’s Ford Torino. Our mum’s boyfriends mostly drove Holdens and said that Fords were for losers and freaks. One of the many reasons we loved Ernie.

We did not love Ernie for his punctuality. The shop was supposed to open at 11 a.m. on Saturdays, and it was 11.16.

‘There goes Kelly Cooper.’

We watched silently as Kelly Cooper and her brood walked past. Kelly was only four years older than us, but she already had three sons.

‘Is she pregnant again?’

‘Hope not.’

Kelly Cooper had been the only girl in school who loved Nirvana more than us. She’d written song lyrics on her hands and bleached her hair white blonde. She once tattooed a smiley face on her forearm with a compass.

Her oldest boy looked over at us and stuck out his tongue.

‘Pray she has a daughter.’

‘Excuse me.’

We stopped talking to look up at a tall, handsome man. He had dark hair and eyes that moved constantly, absorbing every detail around him. He must have walked from somewhere to appear so soundlessly in front of us, yet he was wearing shiny black shoes and tan trousers, a crisp white shirt untouched by the rain.

‘I’m looking for the supermarket?’

The man spoke carefully, each word properly pronounced.

‘Woollies is that way.’ We pointed, then looked at his empty hands. ‘It’s far.’

‘You have a bus service here?’

We cackled. ‘Nah, mate,’ and the man smiled back at us.

‘This is normal here, for children to sit in gutters?’

‘We’re waiting,’ we told him, suddenly serious. ‘For an album drop.’

The man’s moustache twitched as he looked at us, taking in every detail of our clothes, hair, and faces.

‘Kurt Cobain came from a small town like this,’ he said, finally. ‘Hated it until he found punk.’

We gasped, shoving our wet hair from our eyes. We watched the man walk away through the grey, misty streets and wondered if he was a mind reader.

It was only later, when we told Ernie about our mystery friend, that he pointed out the Nirvana poster in the front window.





Carnival Music

After the cop car takes Mr P away, we walk down to the beach. Our regular spot is taken by townies, wearing shiny Adidas jackets and sneakers. They perch on the rocks, knees bent, twitchy as gulls. They stare at us as we walk past, like we’re the ones who don’t belong.

The only thing we hate more than locals are the tourists from the city. They get drunk and smash bottles in the square, piss up the pub walls, and leave rubbish all over the beach. The locals do that too, but at least they don’t sneer at our mums’ scrap heap cars.

We climb up the rocks to a park bench, dump our bags, and sit. Normally we sing at the beach, practising harmonies and lyrics. The ocean catches our voices and carries them away, and we feel better after. But it doesn’t seem right to sing while Mr P is in trouble. Especially when it’s all our fault.

‘Why would Moper call the cops when we weren’t doing anything wrong?’

‘Cause she’s a bitch.’

‘She’s always hated Mr P.’

‘It couldn’t be… that Lily story?’

We freeze, then laugh it off.

‘He’s probably just providing school records or something. Cops trust teachers.’

Our silence is filled with carnival music. The sideshows on the foreshore are still running, even though school holidays have ended. The operators are wringing their last bucks from the townies, lingering for the final week of summer. The Ferris Wheel guys love RnB best, Chaka Khan and Toni Braxton. We hear crooning and the low, steady pulse of bass, the occasional cry of a child.

We can never go very long without talking about The Battle, since it’s only five weeks away and the most important event of our lives. The winning band will receive funding to record a single, as well as mentoring from Josh Graves at Exile Records. Exile Records is in Sydney, so they’ll have to fly us over there, and once we get that chance, we’re never coming back. We’ll busk on the streets until we get enough money together for a flat, and then we’ll live together in the city, making music and performing local gigs around Sydney until we can go on tour. We can already picture ourselves on stage and imagine the rush of blood to our heads when we win. Playing gigs, touring around Australia, and then America, and then the UK. We’ll be cool in interviews, never giving too much away. But on stage, we’ll be animals.

Last week they sent us a poster for The Battle, as well as lanyards that had ARTIST written on them. We put them on and screamed.

‘Do you think Mr P will be at school tomorrow?’

‘We’ll call him when we get back. Whose place?’

‘Can’t be mine. Gaz is on a bender.’

‘Mine. Mum did a food shop today.’



We walk home along the beach and our shoes fill with sand. As we’re crossing the train tracks we see Betty approaching, walking her satanic Chihuahua.

‘Hi, Betty.’

‘Hello, girls.’

Betty smiles, her blue eyes squinting against the glare. She has applied hot pink lipstick to her mouth and cheeks, a single splotch on each cheekbone like a bruise.

We bend down as if to pat the dog and Ruby snaps at our hands. We laugh, dangling them just above her head. We compliment Betty’s rain jacket and hat, made from plastic Woolworths bags. Betty complains about her idiot son. This is the story she tells us every day. Her terrible son with a face like a lump of dough, which made no sense at all because his father looked like Cary Grant.

Once we’re bored with teasing Ruby, we tell Betty we have to go home. Betty nods, flapping the arms of her rain jacket like she’s about to fly away.

‘Oh, girls, I hope that German didn’t bother you, too.’

We turn to look at her and Ruby barks.

‘What?’

‘Your music teacher. The one who took the Lucid girl in his car.’

We gape at Betty for a second, and Ruby snaps at our ankles.

Then, we start running.





Small Towns


Stephen King knows all about them.







Baby Brady

The cop shop smells like piss and lemon toilet cleaner. The guy behind the counter is Cady Mullin’s brother, Brady, who’s not much older than us. He has round, soft shoulders and a pointy chin, and the uniform makes him look like a little boy playing dress-up. It’s hard not to smirk when we walk in. Brady just points to the waiting area and leaves us sitting there for half an hour while he pretends to be busy. We pass the time thumb wrestling, playing Down Down Baby, and then Mercy.

‘Baby Brady,’ we whisper when he’s not looking.

When we get restless, we play Rock Paper Scissors and come up with dares for the loser.

‘Whoever loses next has to lick the wall.’

‘You have to lie down on the floor and play dead.’

‘The next loser has to flash Baby Brady.’

When he finally calls us up, Brady folds his hands on the counter, asking how he can help like we’re strangers.

‘We want to talk to Mr P.’

He frowns. ‘Who?’

‘The teacher.’

Brady laughs. His little teeth have gaps between them like they’ve been sanded.

‘What’s it to you?’

We scoff. ‘Look, Brady—’

‘Constable Mullins.’

‘We know he’s here.’

‘I won’t tell you anything.’ Brady crosses his arms and glances down at his watch. ‘And this is serious police business. Your German friend needs a lawyer, not a fan club.’

We gasp and take each other’s hands.

‘Mr P would never hurt anyone!’

‘It can’t have been him!’

‘This is a mistake!’

Brady stares at us in silence, unimpressed.

‘It was Buddy who did it, not Mr P!’

‘Buddy’s a psycho.’

‘It had to be him.’

Another cop comes up to the counter, old enough to be Brady’s father. Brady uncrosses his arms and stands up straight.

‘Young ladies,’ Brady says, speaking to the space above our heads. ‘This is a confidential police matter. I cannot divulge details to you regarding an investigation.’

The older cop stares at us, his bushy eyebrows raised.

‘What are they asking about?’

His voice is twice as loud as Brady’s, and his eyes are dark and mean.

‘Nothing,’ we tell him.

‘Nothing?’ he repeats, raising his eyebrows even higher. ‘Then don’t waste an officer’s time.’

As we walk out, we peer through the glass door out back, searching for a sign of Mr P. But the corridor is empty.





Syncopation

Three years ago, when we were still friends with Lily, we met Buddy at a Christmas party.

The party was at the bowls club and all of us were there, our siblings and our mothers. It was rare to have us all in the same place, but the Rotary Club had promised not only a barbecue lunch but a free bar, and the boyfriends were downing stubbies so fast that the volunteers had to hire a second fridge.

We didn’t know, then, that the party was a charity event. Our mothers told us we were invited because they had volunteered for Vincent Rotary, and we were young and dumb enough to believe it, running up and down the green with sausages in one hand and jelly cups in the other, absorbing all of the caring, meaningful glances the staff gave us like flowers in the sun.

The Christmas songs were drowned out by the chatter of the crowd. Once our stomachs were full, the four of us climbed the bowls club fence and gazed out at the ocean. The hot sun burned everyone else’s ears and noses, but the four of us were tough and tanned as lizards, barefoot and wild, liable to scream when strangers approached.

That day we stayed quiet on the fence, waiting for the Santa that had been promised.

‘You think we’ll get something lame, like socks?’

We peered into the drunken crowd. Our mothers gossiped over West Coast Coolers in the main tent while the boyfriends lurched around an empty keg, getting louder and drunker. Like our mothers, we ignored the men. Our mothers’ boyfriends were of interest only in the rare moments they had money. The rest of the time they were background noise, like newsreaders on the radio.

The roar of a motorbike cut through the crowd. A collective gasp, followed by the sound of dropping gears. And then Santa Claus tore into the bowls club on a Harley Davidson, the sidecar carrying a red sack.

We leaped off the fence, shoving toddlers and children aside. We lined up impatiently as Santa settled into a deck chair lined with silver tinsel. The volunteers said the little ones should go first. Sighing, we let the toddlers through, locking arms against further encroachment.

Once the toddlers were done, the four of us stepped forward.

‘Ho ho, ho, I can’t fit all four of you on my lap!’ Santa laughed.

‘We’re too big for that,’ we laughed back. ‘We’ll shake your hand instead.’

‘But how will I know who’s been naughty or nice?’

Santa winked. Sweat dripped down the sides of his face, into the white hair of his fake beard. We took a step backward as a cool wind lifted the hair from our necks.

‘We’ve been good,’ we told him, and our mothers said, Can you believe the cheek of them?

We gave Lily’s little sister a shove. Lulu stepped forward, extending her hand.

‘Ho, ho, ho,’ Santa boomed. ‘Who is this pretty girl’s mother? Can she tell me whether you’ve been naughty or nice?’

Lily’s mum laughed, her cheeks flushed. ‘Better than her siblings, anyway.’

Lulu stared back at us as she was hoisted, one-armed, onto Santa’s knee. His white-gloved hand looked huge against her chubby child’s belly. He whispered into her ear, holding her firmly in place until he reached into his sack and handed her a wrapped rectangle, the exact size of a Barbie doll.

‘Open it!’ we hissed, but Lulu scurried away with her gift. The Santa stared up at us, like a dare. We retreated to the fence, watching as all the little girls lined up to climb into his lap.

‘Bet you anything he cracks onto my mum,’ Lily said. Mrs Lucid did aerobics and had blue eyes and blonde hair, and the worst men were always chatting her up.

Sure enough, as soon as the last present was handed out, Santa went straight up to Lily’s mum.

He moved in three weeks later. We were used to men coming and going because that’s how it was in Vincent. Women kept the houses and men stayed in them for a while. And then they moved on to the next one.

But Buddy was different. He acted like the kids were his own, taking the family out to dinner on Friday nights. Mrs Lucid would wear her red, floaty blouse with bell sleeves. Lily wore her best dress, Luka wore his good shirt, and Lulu’s hair would be tied back with a bow. We were jealous of Lily’s pub dinners. We loved hearing about the little pats of individual butter and the tall glasses of Coke with a slice of lemon. The parmies and the pavlovas and the jukebox.

‘You’re lucky,’ we told Lily when she moaned about him moving in. ‘Buddy has his own business. He has money.’

Our mothers’ boyfriends were always out of work. They talked endlessly about how their bosses had cheated them, so they had no choice but to quit. Yet they never seemed interested in finding another job.

‘He’s always watching me,’ Lily said. ‘Whatever room I’m in, he follows me.’

It was true, he did follow her around a lot. When we visited, he would come into Lily’s room and sit down on her bed, looking at us expectantly. ‘How’s school?’ he would ask. ‘You like your teachers? Got a crush on any boys? Are you ever alone with them? Have they tried it on with you?’

‘See what I mean?’ Lily would say after he left.

For some reason, we denied it. Even though Buddy’s attention made us squirm we created all kinds of excuses, like we weren’t used to adults paying us any attention, and if he was her real dad, it wouldn’t be weird. We kept telling Lily that she was lucky her mother had found a nice boyfriend, one who actually took an interest in her and made an effort. Our mothers’ boyfriends only ever spoke to us to tell us off. ‘Get out of it,’ they’d snarl, if we ate too much takeaway, or asked our mothers for money for the canteen. ‘Don’t be greedy. Your mother’s not made of money.’ Buddy might follow Lily around when he was home but at least he left to go to work. Our mothers’ boyfriends never went anywhere except the pub.

After a while, Lily didn’t complain about Buddy anymore.

She must have gotten tired of arguing.





Home

After the cop shop, we go home to our mothers. We have questions to ask and information to source before we reunite and review. Usually, home is not a place where we like to be alone. Sleepovers are preferred, and they have become such a habit that we no longer bother to ask permission. After dinner, we meet up at one house or another and talk until we fall asleep, before sneaking out the next morning. Our mothers don’t care, as long as we stay out of the kitchen.

But tonight we need intel, so we separate, and head home.

Our mothers can usually be found in the kitchen, laundry, or loungeroom. They sleep and shower briefly. They are tools of industry, their hands always busy with sewing, cooking, and washing. They are wary of our endless requests and inconveniences because every minute counts, and every dollar must be stretched. Our mothers’ boyfriends come into money occasionally, fistfuls of notes they claim come from ‘helping out a mate’. But most weeks they have nothing, and it is our mothers’ paltry Friday cheque from cleaning or cashiering that we survive on. Our mothers use cuts of meat that are more fat than flesh, and they use flour and water and mix it to thicken. They bulk everything up with beans or potatoes, and there’s no such thing as leftovers.

It feels, most of the time, that we are too expensive to exist. Our mothers can’t afford us, and yet, there is always another little brother or sister on the way.

‘Have you heard anything about Mr P?’

Our mothers turn to look at us, before returning to their task.

‘Who?’

They do not pause from their sewing, cooking, cleaning, and washing. Their shoulders shake with the movement of their hands: sew, stir, scrub, rinse.

‘Our music teacher. The one who’s taking us to The Battle of the Bands.’

‘No. What should I have heard?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Go get the washing off the line, then. And put the oven on.’

Our mothers don’t have time to chat because they are too busy with the act of maintaining our survival. The weight of food shopping and mortgage repayments and electricity bills and school shoes is so heavy on them that they’ve reduced in height, shrunk down into smaller versions of themselves. We retreat, leaving them to their endless work and their minds whirring with the business of keeping us alive. We call each other to debrief.

‘Did your mum know anything?’

‘Nope.’

‘Mine either.’

‘Tomorrow, at school, we’ll start asking around. Collecting evidence.’

‘Like detectives?’

‘Exactly.’

We don’t say anything about The Battle of the Bands, and how, without Mr P, we can’t possibly go. But that night we sleep badly, and a faceless monster haunts our dreams.





Our Mothers


have dropped perms.

our mothers have lay-bys.

our mothers have pedestal fans.

our mothers have discount steaks.

our mothers have jacks in the boot.

our mothers have watered-down shampoo.

our mothers have scratchies.

our mothers have reused tea bags.

our mothers have torches.

our mothers have powdered milk.

our mothers have leaking roofs.

our mothers have payment plans.

our mothers have pest problems.

our mothers have us.







Bleeding Hearts

History class usually means lyrics scribbled on scrap paper and relaxation time while Miss James reads from a textbook written a hundred years ago. But we are too worried about Mr P to write lyrics today, our heads throbbing red and blue. We cross our arms over our notebooks, hunching close to whisper.

‘Do you think the police have released him yet?’

‘If they had, he would answer the phone.’

‘Someone has to know what’s going on.’

‘Girls.’

Miss James has stopped writing on the blackboard. Her eyes are fixed on us, her mousy nose twitching. Ugandan Civil War, it says on the board.

‘Girls, can you tell the class what language is spoken in Uganda?’

‘Ummmm.’ We look at each other. ‘Ugandan?’

The girls laugh, and the boys make a noise like a dying cow.

‘Sophie, can you help them, please?’

Sophie Carmichael sits up tall, her ponytail swinging like a noose.

‘Luganda, closely followed by English,’ she says smugly, and the boys go quiet, looking at Sophie’s new boobs.

We don’t listen while Miss James lectures us about listening. Only a few years older than us, Miss James relishes these moments to assert her authority. The only thing she likes more than lecturing us is praising the good girls like Sophie. It’s obvious that Miss James was unpopular in high school. Maybe that’s why she hates us so much, for reminding her of the loser she once was.

We’ve been losers since primary school. A rumour went around in year five that our dads were in jail, and we thought it made us look tough so we didn’t deny it. Only Lily was bothered, making up a different story about how her dad went off to fight in the Gulf War and never returned. No one believed her. And why would they? There was not one dad between us, and a brood of siblings who looked nothing alike, except for the shared beakiness of hunger. We wore handmade t-shirts and op-shop jeans, canvas trainers with holes in the toes. We rode around in our mothers’ secondhand sedans, which would break down in car parks and force us to walk home. We knew that no matter how nice we were to the other kids, we were never getting an invite to the camping trip or the pool party. The only thing that could ever wash the stain off us was money.

While Miss James drones on, we write questions in our notebooks: Does Mr P have an alibi? Is there any evidence? Like us, Mr P is always writing. When inspiration strikes, Mr P will grab a pencil – always a pencil, never a pen – and start scribbling. He pouts a little when he writes, like he’s trying to seduce the words. We leave our notebooks all over the place, but Mr P keeps his anxiously guarded. He either carries his notebook with him or locks it in the little drawer in his desk.

While we worry about Mr P, the rest of the class learns about Joseph Kony and the Lord’s Resistance Army. The violence has escalated, and civilians are being terrorised. Miss James shows us photos of proud, elegant families standing in front of fields of crops. The families are draped in colourful prints and wraps, the fabric arranged delicately around their bodies. Next, we’re shown mothers with tear-stained faces, and little boys holding machine guns. Following Sophie’s example, the girls sniffle and wipe their eyes. We sneer at their play-acting. Our mothers would call them bleeding hearts.

Sophie asks if there’s somewhere her family can donate money and Miss James pauses from giving out her worksheets to put a hand on Sophie’s shoulder.

‘This is the kind of generosity of spirit that we should all aspire to here at Vincent High.’

Sophie’s ponytail is asking if she could send unwanted goods to the children. Miss James gushes, as though we don’t have families in Vincent who also need canned food and better clothing. As if poverty only exists somewhere else.

We roll our eyes and return our attention to Mr P. We write down what we know so far.

Location: Albatross Avenue, Vincent.

Time: 3.45 p.m., Friday 4th Feb, 1994.

‘Girls! If you’re not going to pay attention, you can leave my classroom,’ Miss James says, pointing at the door.

We pack up our things and head to the music room. We hope to find Mr P there, chuckling about how this was all a big misunderstanding.

But the music room doors are locked, and Mr P is nowhere to be found.





Forgettable

We have never been clever girls. We are in the lower sets for English and maths. We are clumsy and slow in PE, and we have never been good at art, science, or tech.

When we get called on in class our minds go blank, even when we know the answers. We talk too much and are often distracted. We are restless, and we fiddle with our pens until the ink spills, covering our hands and books.

Our teachers seat us at the back of the classroom, where we are less likely to distract the good students. In PE we fake injuries, and look away when the ball approaches. In home ec. we forget ingredients, or burn things because we lose track of time.

We have no special skills to make us stand out. Forgettable girls. Average girls, which would be fine if we were somewhere else. But here, in Vincent, there are only two options after high school: get into an Adelaide university and escape Vincent, or stay.

If you want to know what happens to forgettable girls who stay in Vincent, just ask Kelly Cooper, or any of the other hollow-eyed girls dragging their feet behind a pram. Invisible girls with invisible children, moving quietly along the edges. They will never get a job that pays them more than the single-parent benefit. They will never have a day that is different from the one before it. If they’re lucky, they will find a boyfriend with a job. If they’re unlucky, they will find a boyfriend with a habit.

The other teachers know where we’re heading. You can see it in the way their eyes slide away from us, as if we are already gone.

Only Mr P saw something different.

Potential, in otherwise unremarkable girls.





Hot Cinnamon

We head to Umbrella Rock after school to review the facts of the case:

Location: Albatross Avenue, Vincent.

Time: 3.45 p.m., Friday 4th Feb, 1994.

Vehicle: White van. Number plate unknown.

Alleged victim: Lily Lucid.

‘How reliable is our information?’

‘School rumours, mostly.’

‘We need to talk to Lily.’

In the following silence, we listen to the ocean hurl itself against the rocks and the whoosh of Ngarrindjeri throwing his spear into the sea. The pine trees along the coast stand like sentries, waiting for our return.

‘Aren’t people supposed to be innocent until proven guilty?’

‘People hate Mr P already.’

‘Only because he wasn’t born here.’

A skittering from a nearby rock. We sit up, hoping for a penguin. Lie back down when we see only gulls. The rock cools underneath our backs as the clouds cover the sun. We hear the clomp of hooves as poor old Misty pulls another tram full of tourists. In the silence left in their wake, we adjust our breath to the waves.

‘Maybe Lily made the whole story up.’

‘Because she’s jealous?’

‘She’s not jealous, she just thinks she’s better than us.’

The not knowing makes our heads feel heavy. We leave Umbrella Rock with one certainty: that the whole town will know by now. That Mr P’s sentence has already begun and we’re the only ones who can help him. We need him. And now, he needs us.

We sprint down the hill. We hit the causeway and keep on running, our feet slapping the boards. The wind shoves us along, as if in support of our mission. Hurry, it whispers, cooling our necks and ears. If not The Bastards, then who?

‘To Mr P’s house!’

‘We don’t know where he lives.’

‘Shit.’

Our footsteps slow. We see the fairground lights up ahead and get the first whiff of hot cinnamon doughnuts.

‘How do we not know where he lives?’

We stare at each other. We know where Mr Adam’s house is, Miss James’s, and even Moper’s.

‘Wait, wouldn’t Jay know?’

‘Yes!’

We high five and start running again, the carnival in our sights.





Perndendosi

Two years ago, when we were still friends with Lily, we were in the back room, dancing to ‘Kool Thing’ by Sonic Youth. Rocking out with air guitars and flicking our hair like Kim Gordon. Practising for the stage.

We heard Buddy yelling and instinctively moved closer. We formed a circle with Lily at the centre. But we didn’t turn the music off, and we didn’t stop dancing.

The door swung open. Buddy wore a navy blue singlet and shorts, the faded fabric patterned with hibiscus. His arms were smeared with dirt. We could smell him from across the room, motor oil and the sweet-sour stink of Jack Daniel’s.

‘Turn that shit off.’

Lily stepped forward to press the stop button on the tape deck.

‘What are you girls doing, dancing around like that?’

We were careful not to meet Buddy’s eyes. He gripped the door frame, rocking backward and forward on his stubby toes.

‘You shouldn’t be dancing like that.’

We didn’t reply. We heard Buddy’s breath, laboured and slow.

‘You girls staying for dinner? Thought we’d get pizza tonight.’

‘From the takeaway?’ Lily’s excitement got the better of her. ‘Can we get our own pizzas to share?’

‘Alright.’

Buddy stood there soaking in Lily’s gratefulness for a minute, before he walked out.

The music stayed off while we debated toppings. Then we danced again, the music turned down low, so he didn’t change his mind.

When Luka called for us, we sprinted across the yard towards the house. We giggled and whispered as Buddy approached the table, the stack of pizza boxes in his hands. Lulu appeared from under the table, her eyes red from crying.

Buddy took his sweet time opening each box, checking to make sure the toppings were correct. He slowly handed Lily a barbecue chicken and a meat lovers, as well as a bottle of Coke. We thanked him and ran, squealing, to the back room.

We were lying on the floor, sedate with cheese and fat, when Lily went out to put the pizza boxes in the bin. She was gone for a long time, and finally, we paused the tape deck and went out to see what she was up to.

Lily stood next to the trampoline, her back pressed against the coils. Buddy stood over her, his finger in her face, right between her eyes. He was whispering, short, sharp words like little knives.

‘I’m sorry,’ Lily said, over and over again.

And Buddy was saying you should be, you should be, you should be.





Sizzler

We run down the main street towards the carnival, which is swarming with families and children. We thread between the Ferris Wheel and the Go Karts, heading straight for the Sizzler.

‘Jay Jay!’

‘Girls!’

Jay fixes us with his good eye, the other one rolling upwards with happiness. The Sizzler is mostly unoccupied, the empty chairs swinging in the breeze. ‘Baby I Love Your Way’ plays on the radio and we dance towards him, kicking up the grass.

He checks the tickets of the kids lining up and then asks us when the big day is.

‘Five weeks,’ we tell him, and Jay whistles.

He looks at our greasy bundle of hot chips, bought with a two-dollar coin found under the jetty.

‘You should be practising,’ he tuts, wagging his finger. ‘And you’ll ruin your appetite with those.’

Jay’s shirt is on inside out, but we don’t tell him. The song changes to Bon Jovi and we stop dancing. We jump up on the fence and swing our legs while Jay goes to take more tickets. He watches closely as a dad lifts his daughter into the seat, and then checks her seatbelt twice.

In between taking tickets, Jay asks how school is going, and what our mothers are up to. We point at strangers, asking Jay who they are because Jay is a Vincent encyclopedia.

‘Mrs Kavanagh. She’s staying in town with her sister because their mother broke her hip.’

We point at a man in a long black coat, and Jay purses his lips.

‘Townie,’ he says, meaning money.

Townies are not only richer than locals but sometimes more dangerous. They lurk on beaches at night, hoping to meet a girl on her own. That’s why we rarely separate: as long as The Bastards are together, we’re safe.

When the ride begins the little girl screams in excitement. She clutches her seatbelt too tight to wave back at us, her slippered feet pedalling the air. When the ride stops, we ask Jay about Mr P. His good eye roams our faces, taking us in one by one.

‘What do you need to know his address for?’

‘We have to put our tests in his letterbox. Mr P said he’d be marking all weekend.’

‘He’s in trouble, isn’t he, your teacher?’ Jay asks.

‘It wasn’t him, Jay, they’re just stupid rumours. Have you heard anything about it?’

Jay runs a hand over his bald head.

‘I’ve heard that it was your friend, the Lucid girl, who was hurt. I think you lot should be heading home before it gets dark.’

‘Don’t worry about us, you know we have each other’s backs.’

He squints. ‘It’s really far out. On the other side of the bay, past Watchers Point.’

Past Watchers Point are acres and acres of dry paddocks. Shacks for druggies and outcasts, people who don’t want to be found.

‘You better get someone to drive you,’ Jay adds.

We nod and he takes the pen from his pocket and writes the address on a greasy scrap of chip paper. We wave goodbye and jump off the fence, making the wire rattle.

‘HA, HA!’ we scream at the laughing clowns, opening our mouths as wide as they can go.

‘Freaks!’ a kid yells, from a Ferris Wheel carriage.

We should be charging tickets.





My Girl

The skate to Mr P’s house nearly kills us. We have to climb Devil’s Dip, which is basically vertical, and when we get to the top our calf muscles feel like shredded meat. After Devil’s Dip, it’s a long, straight road lined with empty paddocks. We pick up our boards and trudge along, too far from the water for the breeze to cool us.

Luckily the moon is up, or we would never have been able to read the numbers on the gates. Mr P’s house is at the end of a dirt driveway. In the silence, we hear the lonely call of a cow. We listen, but no one answers, so we moo back to her in reply.

The lights are on, and his white Corolla is parked out front. We see a square of fresh green lawn and a water fountain in the centre. The angel’s eyes are closed, her lips pursed around a trickle of water. We gaze up at the two-storey house, the grey boxes stacked on top of each other like Lego. Through the sheer front curtain navy couches are visible, a fluffy rug, and glass coffee table.

We leave our skateboards on the lawn to knock on the front door and it opens straight away. He’s holding a glass of wine and wearing a white t-shirt and blue checked pants.

‘Girls.’ Mr P looks over our heads at the empty driveway. ‘How did you get here?’

His feet are bare. He has long, hairy toes. It’s strange to see him in pyjamas and we step back, suddenly quiet.

‘It’s Friday night,’ Mr P says.

‘We were worried. We saw you in the cop car yesterday and then you weren’t at school…’

Mr P tells us to come inside, and we follow him into the loungeroom. He tells us to sit down, and we drop onto the navy couches. He goes to the stereo and switches it on and ‘My Girl’ starts playing. The loungeroom smells musty, like someone slept in it. Mr P leaves the room, and we hear a fridge door opening and the glug of more wine into his glass.

‘Pour us one?’ we call.

‘You’ve gotten me in enough trouble,’ he says when he returns.

‘Oi, Mr P, we thought you only listened to classical music,’ we tease, but he doesn’t smile. He says we need to go home and picks up the phone on the coffee table. We panic, unsure who he’s planning to call, so we all speak at once.

‘But Mr P…’

‘We’ve been worried…’

‘Since we saw you with those cops…’

He sighs, sitting down on the arm of the couch.

‘I can’t talk to you about that.’

We ask for a house tour, but Mr P just stares into his glass. He has bags under his eyes and a messy beard. We look around the stark loungeroom, at the bare walls and empty coffee table.

‘Where’s all your stuff?’

Mr P stares into his glass like he doesn’t hear us.

‘When will you be back? We need to practise for Battle of the Bands.’

Mr P laughs, a weird chuckle he’s never made before.

‘Do you girls know any good lawyers?’

We tell him he doesn’t need a lawyer because he didn’t do anything wrong. We ask about his alibi, and he laughs again.

‘Just me and Otis,’ Mr P toasts, swaying on the couch. ‘I came straight home after school that day to finish my marking.’

‘We’ll help you,’ we say firmly. ‘We’ll talk to Lily and find out the truth.’

‘I just don’t understand it.’ Mr P shakes his head, peering into his glass. ‘I thought that stepdad of hers was the one causing all the trouble.’

‘He was!’

‘Is.’

‘Buddy’s a nightmare.’

‘He’s unkind to Lily, isn’t he?’ Mr P looks up. ‘You told me that.’

We exchange glances. Did we tell him that?

‘Lily hates Buddy,’ we assure him. ‘More than anyone else.’

‘Then why would she accuse me?’

We don’t know what to say to this, or how to make it better. We’ve never seen Mr P scared before, and it chokes the words from our throats.

‘Lily has been so…’

‘She never used to be…’

‘She thinks she’s so smart but she…’

Mr P says we have to go. Although he doesn’t say it, we know we have made things worse. ‘Try a Little Tenderness’ is playing as we walk back up the driveway. We recognise the song because it makes our stomachs hurt. We feel music in our guts rather than our heads, and our bellies ache all the way home.





Brumby

Mrs Lucid works at the old folks’ home on Thursdays. We walk up the front steps and cross the wooden porch. We do the secret knock on Lily’s window.

The front door opens. She’s wearing corduroy pants and a t-shirt that says I’m a Hungry Jack’s Birthday Kid. Lily doesn’t say anything. She just turns around and we follow, closing the door behind us.

Nothing has changed since the last time we were here. The brown couches and the coffee table with the cracked green glass in the middle. The fish tank and the cane bookshelf. The pot belly stove we fed a Ken doll once to see if it would burn.

We follow Lily into her room and she sits down on the floor, leaning back against her bed. There’s a puzzle on the carpet, half done. A brumby running through a green forest.

Lily picks up an edge piece as we sprawl on the floor around her.

‘Are you ok?’

She shrugs.

‘When are you coming back to school?’

Lily shrugs again.

Her hazel eyes look yellow. She has a cold sore on her top lip, and her hair is tangled and greasy. We look everywhere but at her. At her desk, her eraser collection, and her stacks of coloured paper. Her dressing table with the arched mirror and her collection of makeup and sparkly nail polish.

We ask where all the Nirvana posters have gone, and Lily says she’s too old for them now. There’s only one new thing: a dressing gown, long and rose pink like our mothers would wear.

‘So, what happened?’ we ask, sick of waiting.

‘The cops told me I’m not allowed to talk about it.’

‘People are saying you got felt up in some van.’

Lily shrugs.

‘People are saying it was Mr P. But we know that’s not true.’

Lily stays silent, staring down at the puzzle pieces.

‘Come on, Lil, we’re your best mates.’

‘You were,’ she says. ‘But now I’m alone.’

‘You’re the one who left the band.’

‘To focus on your precious study.’

‘Because you’re so much smarter than we are, remember?’

Lily shrugs and adds another piece. As if she even cares about a stupid puzzle. It’s obvious it’s all just a ploy for attention. Another way to make her look clever.

‘The detective said I’m not allowed to talk about it,’ she repeats. ‘And I don’t trust you.’

We bristle and get to our feet.

‘You don’t want us to succeed.’

‘You want the band to fail so you don’t have to feel like a sellout.’

‘You’ve always played the victim but you’re not a victim, you’re a bitch.’

Lily laughs, a sound like rain in a gutter.

‘God, you’re dumb.’

We all look out the window as Buddy’s Holden Commodore turns into the front gate and stops beside the letterbox.

‘Get out,’ Lily tells us, scrambling to her feet. ‘Quick.’

‘You have to tell the cops you made a mistake.’

Lily pulls the door open, her eyes wide with panic. ‘You seriously want to be here when he comes in?’

As we run down the front steps we hear the car roaring up the driveway, and then the sound of the car door creaking open. As we walk out onto the street we hear Buddy’s voice, calling Lily’s name.





Pianissimo

Two years ago, when we were still friends with Lily, we loved Buddy’s tropical fish tank. Buddy used to tell Lily that catfish were the most important fish because they sucked the algae and grime off the glass. They keep a nice house, Buddy said. Like any good woman.

We shuddered at the sight of the catfishes’ open mouths, sucking and sliding along the glass. They had fat heads and small eyes, brown-spotted plates of armour along their backs and bare bellies underneath. They crept along the bottom of the tank at night, hoovering filth into their slimy mouths. Just the sight of one made us want to scream.

Lily’s favourite fish was the Blue Dwarf Gourami. His blue fins spun like motors behind his big goggly eyes. Lily said she would spend all her life looking for nail polish that same shimmering blue and never find it.

Buddy was always fussing over his fish, measuring pH and nitrate and cleaning the gravel with his little vacuum. Feeding time was critical. Once he’d scattered the food in the water Buddy would sit down with a notebook no one else was allowed to read, writing observations about their feeding habits. When we asked Buddy what he wrote, he would sigh and tell us to piss off and stop bothering him. The tank took up half the loungeroom. It was the first thing you saw when you walked into the house. But the only time anyone was allowed near it was to help Buddy clean it out.

One day after school, Mrs Lucid was baking cheese rolls. We slid open the back door and breathed in the cheesy bread smell and said ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh and Buddy shouted, ‘Don’t even think about it!’

We found Lily and Luka in the loungeroom, helping Buddy clean the tank. Tank cleaning was a complicated business. Buddy told us not to touch anything, so we sprawled on the floor and watched cartoons. We played Down Down Baby while Luka marched back and forth in front of us, taking decorations and rocks to the bathroom. When we tried to trip him over Luka told us to fuck off and Buddy turned to glare at us so we stopped.

Lily scrubbed the algae from the tank. Her face was red and her hair loose, sticking in wet strands to the glass. Buddy told Lily that if she scratched the tank, she’d get a hiding. He told Lily she had weak, floppy arms. We pretended to pay attention to the TV while Lily scrubbed, and Buddy yelled.

Lily wiped the sweat from her brow and told Buddy she was done.

‘You’re not done, you’re nowhere near done,’ he growled, squatting in front of the glass.

‘Please, Buddy,’ we begged, our skateboards waiting.

Buddy’s eyes tracked his prized red-tail shark around the base of the aquarium.

‘She’s done a piss poor job,’ he muttered, as if to himself.

‘Well, I’m not doing it anymore,’ Lily replied.

Buddy raised his palm and the sound as he hit her was wet. Lily recoiled, the scraper falling from her hand. She clutched her cheek, her mouth opening and closing like a fish.

You never forget the first time. The heat spreading through your skin. The hot pressure behind your eyes as you try as hard as you can not to cry.

The shame of it.





Vanilla Kisses

It turns out Baby Brady isn’t so secretive after all. His little sister, Cady, crouches down in front of us after PE class, lined up on the changeroom bench like players before their coach. Her curls are dripping from the shower and there’s a wet patch on her back.

‘So, she’s walking down the main road after the bus drops her off, but then she decides to go the long way, through the back streets.’

‘Why?’

‘Lily told the cops that she wanted to finish listening to her tape, but she didn’t even say which band so…’

‘She was probably avoiding Buddy.’

‘Right. So, she’s walking down Urchin Street when she hears a car. She turns up her Walkman and ignores it but then she sees a white van cruising next to her out the corner of her eye.’

We give each other meaningful looks. Mr P drives a Corolla, not a van.

‘She tries to ignore it but the van’s still driving next to her when she turns onto Albatross Avenue. The man has a black Nike cap pulled down low and he’s wearing dark sunglasses, but she knows from the moustache it’s Mr P.’

We exchange meaningful looks again: half the blokes in Vincent have moustaches and wear Nike caps.

‘What was he wearing?’

‘She said he was all in black. Like, pants and a shirt.’

We nod. Could be anyone.

‘So Lily takes her headphones off, and the man asks if she wants a ride, and she says no. Then he says he’s been driving next to her for so long that he’ll feel like an idiot if he can’t give her a lift now.’

Some Year 10s slam their locker doors shut and we flinch.

‘So, Lily gets in the car, even though her place is like two blocks away.’

Cady snaps her gum, then frog-walks a little closer. The Year 10s rush out of the changeroom and suddenly we’re alone.

‘Lily was too shy to look at him. She was fiddling with her Walkman and didn’t even notice until the car stopped.’

We go quiet. We hear the tyres rolling to a stop and Lily’s quickening breath.

‘She turned to say thank you and that’s when she saw it.’

Cady blinks twice, like some sort of code. We look at each other, then back at Cady.

‘His dick,’ Cady hisses. ‘He had his dick out of his pants. God, for Year 9s you’re pretty dim.’

We stare down at the blue tiles under our feet. The smell of chlorine and sweat mixed with White Musk and Vanilla Kisses makes our stomachs churn.

‘So, what did she do?’

Cady stops chewing.

‘He tried to grab her, and she got out of the car. She ran.’

We take each other’s hands and squeeze, more certain than ever of Mr P’s innocence.

‘You know what’s funny?’ Cady says. ‘Lily doesn’t remember anything, like the number plate or the kind of shit he had in his car. All she remembers is that he was listening to some creepy, old-timey song. Like she’s got memory loss or something. Isn’t that weird?’





Incognito

We sit in the quadrangle at lunchtime with notepads in our hands. To crack the case, we must mingle with the riff-raff and put ourselves at the centre of things.

‘Oi.’ We stop a passing kid. ‘Do you catch the school bus with Lily Lucid?’

The boy shrugs. His mouth is covered in jam.

The next kid is an older girl, a Year 10.

‘Hey, Marni. You live anywhere near Albatross Avenue?’

Marni tells us to fuck off, which we take as a no.

We share a Granny Smith apple, taking single, sour bites. Steely-eyed and silent, we observe the games of marbles, the hacky sack, the chasey, and the bitch fights. We watch a boy’s packet of Twisties get stolen, a tennis ball lost to the maths building roof, and a girl brutally kicked out of her friendship group before running to the toilet in tears.

We wave and shout as Mr Keaton, our drama teacher, approaches, his wild hair blowing in the wind.

He stops, fluttering his hands as if we gave him a terrible fright.

‘Mr Keaton, do you live near Albatross Avenue?’

‘My dears.’ Mr Keaton bows. ‘I live in a swamp of course, with all your other teachers.’

We cackle. Mr Keaton is the only teacher we like besides Mr P. He is kind to every student, and he makes funny jokes which the slower kids don’t get because he talks so fast. He gave us a chance to write our own play last year, but we got distracted with the band and didn’t finish it. He never said anything about it, but we knew he was disappointed.

“Excuse me now, I have a bone to pick with fate,’ Mr Keaton mutters.

We give him a knowing nod. Mr Keaton crosses the quadrangle with his head down, taking a deep breath before he enters the principal’s office.

We watch teachers scurrying from their classes to the staff room, carrying coffee mugs and sad, Glad-wrapped sandwiches. Miss Potts, the art teacher, passes, her Aztec dress billowing in the wind.

‘Hello, girls,’ she says, dreamily, her gaze fixed on some other place, far away from here.

We are approached by one of Sophie Carmichael’s pets, a rich girl called Hayley. This is unnerving because the popular kids never go near us. In primary school, the other students hated us because we were poor. In high school, the other students hate us because we no longer care what they think.

‘Sophie wants me to tell you how stupid you girls look,’ Hayley mumbles, around a mouthful of purple Hubba Bubba.

We laugh. ‘Whatever, slave, go back to your master.’

She smiles. ‘I know you’re like… trying to prove Mr P’s innocence, or whatever. Cause you’re his little pets. But you look like… really dumb.’

‘Didn’t you ask Mrs James once if the Allies won World War Two?’

We laugh again, and Hayley’s smile turns nasty.

‘No wonder Lily ditched you and your pathetic band. You really are the dumbest bitches in the entire school.’

We are shocked into silence as Hayley smacks her gum.

‘I mean, do you really think anyone wants to listen to your shitty music? Are you that delusional?’

We stand up at once, screaming, and Hayley struts back to Sophie with a smile.

We are stricken, red-faced, and fuming. Before we would just laugh it off, but without Mr P to back us up, her words sting. We hustle into the front office and ask Glenda if we can make an appointment with Principal Moper.

‘For?’ Glenda crosses her arms, her gold bracelets jangling.

‘We want to ask if we can use the music room for band practice. Just until Mr P comes back.’

‘I’ll pass on your message.’

‘Can we speak to her? Please?’

Glenda scowls, looking up at the clock above our heads. ‘Not today.’

We practise our songs on the skate home, singing in harmony, over and over. But we don’t sound as good as usual. For the first time, our voices are small with fear.





Decrescendo

About two years ago, we read in an interview that Kurt Cobain loved the movie Carrie. We hired it from Seaview Videos after school, and even though it was R-rated old Morris didn’t say a word.

Buddy wasn’t home, so we mixed up iced coffees in the kitchen. Mrs Lucid said we had to leave enough milk for breakfast, but luckily she’d just bought a three-litre. We mixed two spoons of International Roast with four spoons of sugar. We waited until it was dark to watch the movie, snuggled up in a nest of blankets and quilts on the floor.

We’d seen horror movies before, and we always laughed and joked through them. But we fell silent during this one. Carrie’s giant green eyes and pinprick pupils made us shiver, and her mother scared us to death. We fake laughed when Margaret beat Carrie with the bible, locking her in the cupboard for the sin of getting her period. We had never seen a film that mentioned teenage girls’ bodies, especially not periods.

‘I can see your dirty pillows, everyone will,’ her mother snarled, staring at Carrie’s breasts. She was more frightening than all of our mothers combined.

When the back room door banged open we screamed. Buddy strolled inside with a drunken smirk.

‘What are you lot doing?’ he slurred. There were wet marks on his t-shirt where he’d spilled his beer.

Lily crawled quickly to the television to press pause. Carrie was frozen in a smile, a newly crowned prom queen.

‘We’re just watching a movie,’ Lily said, and Buddy yelled at her to speak up, so she said it again.

‘This the one with all the blood?’

Buddy crossed the room to take the chair from Mrs Lucid’s sewing table, dragging it across the floor.

‘It’s nearly finished,’ Lily said, but Buddy planted the chair behind us, and sat down.

We shuffled forward, a few inches away from his bare, dirty feet. We pulled our blankets securely around our bodies. Lily pressed play on the video and we all watched, sitting rigidly with Buddy behind us.

Carrie kissed her prom king, overjoyed with her crown. The bucket of blood swung and fell, and as Carrie screamed the film went suddenly quiet.

‘Where’d the sound go?’

We realised it was part of the film, so that the audience could hear the dripping of blood. We watched Carrie’s silent scream as Buddy breathed heavily behind us, filling the air with his beer breath. We squirmed in the silence, our skin crawling at the drip drip drip of blood.

Finally, the bucket clanged and the noise resumed, as Carrie used her telekinetic powers to kill all of the kids and teachers. A strange audio loop of children saying, ‘They’re all gonna laugh at you,’ played alongside the squeal of violins.

We watched the rest of the film in silence, breathing through our mouths. At the end, we heard the creak of Buddy’s knees, his slow sigh as he finally got out of the chair.

‘You could see her tits through that dress,’ he said to Lily. ‘Pancakes, just like yours.’

He left the door open behind him, and we listened to his footsteps crossing the backyard, the hum of the sliding door opening and closing.

The credits rolled. Lily said nothing, but we could see the red flush of shame on her neck.





Duck Dive

We meet up early, with the sun, and skate through the back streets. We cross at Urchin Road to avoid the haunted house, then coast down Seagull Avenue. We stop to move a dead magpie off the road, sliding its still-warm body under the cover of a lavender bush. We say a quick blessing, hoping she didn’t leave any babies behind, and then we skate down to the car park.

‘I see him.’

‘Which one?’

A line of surfers, bobbing out past the break. Their heads swivel as they wait for the next ride. We kick up our skateboards and run down to the beach, the sand stinging our ankles. The light is turning from pale blue to gold, and we sit down in a row to face it.

The first surfer catches on, turning smoothly on his board. The wave’s an A-Frame, just big enough, and we watch the boy glide in.

‘Weak carve.’

‘Good layback.’

We sniff, wrapping our arms around our knees. The first rays of sunlight hit the water and we wiggle our fingers in anticipation of the warmth.

Another boy catches on and we cheer and hoot. As Luka hits the pocket another surfer drops in front of him, and we boo as they both ride in.

‘Snake!’ we hiss at the other guy, before calling out to Luka. He comes over, his board dripping under his arm. We can see the bite on it from the shark attack last year.

‘What’s up?’

The cool water has stung his lips a bright pink, and we swap meaningful looks to remind each other he’s too young for us.

‘Where were you?’ we ask him. ‘When Lily… When it happened?’

He squints. ‘Surf club. Why?’

‘And where was Buddy? Was he home, or at the wreckers?’

‘What does it matter?’

‘Because Lily’s lying about Mr P. We know it was Buddy.’

Luka turns back to face the water.

‘You don’t know shit.’

‘If Mr P doesn’t come back, we can’t go to Battle of the Bands.’

‘And that’s all you care about? Your little band?’

‘Little band?’

We stand up, clenching our fists. Our dreams are bigger than Luka, even bigger than the waves he surfs.

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about. When we win The Battle you’ll regret being such a prick to us.’

Luka scoffs and walks away.

We pull our hoodies over our heads and drop our shorts onto the sand. As we run into the water, the surfers call out.

‘You can’t swim here!’

‘There’s rips, ya dumb bitches!’

The cold punches our chests as we go under, duck-diving the waves. We burst out past the breakers and huddle together, pedalling water.

‘Great help he was.’

‘Those Lucids stick together.’

There’s no point in talking to the Lucids anymore. We don’t understand why they are protecting Buddy. But we are determined to expose him.





Milkshake Days

We spend a rare evening apart because our mothers have had enough of us. This happens every now and again, when after weeks of sleepovers somebody’s mum will finally snap. It usually coincides with a breakup or a bounced cheque, a new baby or a broken-down car. They’ll see us in the hallway and suddenly say, don’t you have a home to go to?

We don’t complain. We promise to call each other later, and leave.

Arriving home, we pass younger siblings in the hallway, the sleepy-eyed children who look nothing like us. If our mothers’ boyfriends are in the house we steer clear of them, heads down, straight to our rooms. We listen to Nirvana and write down song lyrics and, if we’re in a really good mood, we might let a sibling in. If they behave, we might even pull them into our laps and read a story like little mothers. We pity our brothers and sisters, born into homes that were broken before they arrived. At least, being the oldest, we can remember better times, when our mothers were younger and still hopeful. When they curled their hair and wore eyeshadow and smiled with their whole faces.

Us Bastards have known each other since kindy, when our dads were still around and we did weekly food shops with a trolley instead of a basket. When we went road-tripping and ate fish and chips on Sundays and rode piggyback and went to barbecues at each other’s houses. Milkshake days, before the dads left and the money ran out. Days that are best not spoken about, except every now and then someone will say hey, remember that time? Remember that time all of us went in two four-wheel drives, down to Goolwa Beach? Remember cruising down that soft white sand? And parking at the top of the dunes at the Murray Mouth and standing at the lip of the tide, wiggling our toes until we found a pocket of cockles? Twisting from side to side with our mothers, doing the cockle shuffle until the buckets were full of bait? And eating Jatz biscuits in the warm water while our parents went fishing, bringing back leatherjackets that we cooked on the open fire? Do you remember those leatherjackets baked in butter, so fresh and sweet, and our mothers’ cheeks flushed by the glow of the fire and our dads so proud, so proud of their catch and us proud too of the bait we got them? Do you remember? Do you remember that?





Dodgy Dealings

Four more weeks until The Battle of the Bands. We count the days on our fingers and drum melodies on our desks. We do not discuss the possibility of missing it. Yet we all share a twitchy, wide-eyed look, like a horse set to sprint from its gate. As soon as the final school bell rings we head for the music room. The doors are still locked, our instruments waiting, and when we go to the front office to ask about our meeting, Glenda tells us again the principal’s not there.

‘Tomorrow morning,’ we tell her. ‘We’re not leaving until Moper sees us.’

‘We won’t move from the door.’

‘You’ll have to drag us out.’

Glenda nods blankly, unimpressed, as we storm out of reception. Heat is rising in our chests, a feeling like our lungs have caught fire. We get on our boards but the wind doesn’t cool us, our hearts beating fast as we race uphill.

‘Forget her.’

‘Forget this.’

‘Tomorrow, we’ll make them listen.’

We skate down the main street of town, our anger making us fly. At Seahorse Deli we count our collection of coins on the counter: seventy-five cents total.

Three Milkos. Three Warheads. Three red frogs. Three sherbet sticks.

The counter ladies walk with their breasts first and heads second. They rarely smile, their seen-it-all eyes ringed with tiredness and eyeliner. Our server gets a little paper bag for our lollies and then puts it down to jam her hands on her hips.

‘I don’t mind Jackie leaving early. God knows the kids’ safety comes first,’ she yells to the fryer, taking her sweet time.

‘Yeah, but can’t their grandma pick them up?’ the fryer replies, flipping bacon on the hotplate. ‘Jackie’s taking advantage of the situation.’

‘Hasn’t she got the right to be scared, with that monster creeping around?’

We exchange glances, trying to act casual. Our server picks up four Milkos, looking thoughtfully at us for a moment before putting one back.

‘He should be locked up until trial.’

‘He had no trouble posting bail, that’s what I heard,’ the fryer yells.

Our server drops three Warheads into the bag with a frown.

‘It just makes you wonder, doesn’t it, what else these immigrants are hiding?’

‘Yeah,’ the fryer yells, over the sizzle of fat. ‘Makes you think that keeping them out was a good thing!’

Two blokes in fluoro shirts walk in, lured by the waft of bacon.

‘Just a minute, loves,’ our server calls, grabbing our red frogs and sherbet. She holds the bag over the counter and we take it, then slide into one of the nearby booths.

After the tradies give their orders, they sit in the booth behind us. Their murmuring makes it harder for us to follow the deli lady’s conversation. We catch the words Lucid, Buddy, and cops, before a sudden commotion on the street makes us all turn to look.

Kelly Cooper is outside. A man is yelling at her, his face right up in hers. Kelly shouts back at him, her blue eyes wide with rage. A pram sits, abandoned on the street behind them.

The women tut as they serve up the tradies’ sandwiches.

‘Wouldn’t catch me dead at that wreckers.’

‘Dodgy dealings.’

‘Ummm hmmm, and not just those awful cars.’

We exchange glances. What other dodgy dealings was Buddy up to?

‘What are you lot looking at?’

The fryer spins around, giving us the evil eye. The tradies cackle as we bolt through the fly strips and skate away with our loot.





Wasteland

We skate out to South Coast Wreckers. As we cruise down Waites Road, we review the information Cady gave us. She said he wore a black t-shirt and black pants, a black Nike cap, and brown tinted sunglasses.

When we get to the wreckers, we kick up our boards and hide behind a lone pine out front. Beyond the wire fencing is a wasteland of cars. Rusted shells, their innards strewn across the dirt. Shit boxes, all of them, with smashed headlights and crumpled rears, doors missing and engines ripped out. We see two white vans that look driveable. We scan the mess and see Buddy’s Holden Commodore parked right at the back.

A car roars down the highway and we duck behind the tree. The car slows as if it saw us, before speeding off again.

When the car is gone, we hear Jimmy Barnes drifting from the garage, but there are no sounds of machinery or tools. The door of the tin transportable bangs open, and Buddy walks down the steps.

‘Oi,’ Buddy yells, and we hear another voice in the garage. The men call to each other while Jimmy Barnes sings.

Another car comes down the highway, and as we duck behind the tree again the car slows, turning into the wreckers.

A man opens the door of an old Ford Falcon. He is short and muscly, with a blond crew cut. He gets out of the car and stands next to it, gazing around at the wreckers.

Buddy comes out of the garage, wiping his hands on a rag. He’s followed by a tall man with a shaved head, and tattoos all over his hands. They both talk with the crew-cut man for a minute and then the mechanic returns to the workshop. Buddy grips the man’s shoulder, taking him into the transportable. The building trembles as they stomp up the steps.

Jimmy Barnes starts singing that there ain’t no mountain high enough. Two more cars pass by, and then the transportable door opens. The men shake hands in the car yard, and Crew Cut takes one last look around the wreckers.

As the car reverses out, Buddy wipes his fingers again on the rag. There’s no motor oil or grease on them. His hands are spotless.

Buddy stands there a beat, his head proudly raised, surveying his kingdom of waste. The wind picks up, and there’s a screech of metal on metal.

His head turns in our direction, and we duck down low in the grass. He doesn’t see us. He goes back into his transportable and pulls the door shut behind him.





Horrible Business

The first house we try on Albatross Avenue has a Rottweiler out back, and as soon as we enter the driveway, he starts going off his head. We peek over the back gate and see him leaping up and down, his paws scratching the wood.

‘RELAX, mate!’ we yell.

The street is too quiet. The whole town will guess what we’re up to.

We knock twice but no one answers, so we move on to the next place. We know an old lady lives here because we’ve seen her in the garden, pottering around in a sunhat.

The doorbell plays a pretty chime. We shuffle awkwardly on the front step, surrounded by ceramic cats.

The door opens and we hear a small voice. We can’t see her face through the screen.

‘We’re sorry to bother you but we just wanted to ask if you saw our friend.’

‘Your friend?’

‘Lily. Something happened to her on this street.’

There’s a moment of silence before a faint cat’s purr. Then the screen door opens and the old lady peers up at us, her rheumy eyes wide.

‘Are you asking me about that poor girl who got taken by that man? Horrible business. Horrible!’ She wraps her cardigan around her body, lips twitching. A white cat winds itself around her feet like it’s trying to trip her over.

‘We just wanted to ask if you saw anything.’

‘I didn’t see anything, I was sitting in my chair. I told the police already!’

The screen door trembles in the old woman’s hand. The cat winds, faster and faster, around her legs.

‘What are you asking me for, anyway? What are you girls up to?’ Her voice is rising, her watery eyes threatening to spill. We back away, knocking over one of the ceramic cats. We tell the woman we’re sorry, and the door slams shut.

‘What’s her problem?’

‘Probably thinks we’re casing the joint.’

‘Reckon she’ll call the cops?’

We waver on the gutter’s edge, gathering our strength before continuing.

The next place has a yard full of weeds and broken toys and an old Holden in the driveway with a flat tyre. We hear the sounds of a TV and the echo of applause. But when we knock, no one answers. We cup our hands on the windows and see a kitchen sink piled with dishes. At the end of the hallway, we can see the top of a white head in an armchair.

We bang on the glass, but the head doesn’t move.

‘Is he dead?’

‘Shit.’

‘Let’s go.’

The corner house has a black ute in the driveway and two pitbulls at the window, one brown and one white. When we knock, we hear panting and whining, followed by the skitter of claws. Heavy footsteps sound before the door swings open, revealing a man holding the dogs back with one tattooed hand. He has a shaved head and is bare-chested, wearing a pair of silk shorts with Thai lettering.

It’s the man we saw with Buddy at the wreckers.

As he looks us up and down we move close, shoulder to shoulder.

‘Come in.’

‘That’s ok, we just wanted to—’

‘Hurry up, before these two do a runner.’

He drags the dogs back by their collars, making their eyes roll. We follow the man into the loungeroom. His back is covered in the tattooed outline of a scarab beetle, with only half of it coloured in. There are two leather sofas, a stack of weights on the floor tiles, and a sword gleaming on top of the TV.

He waves for us to sit, and we crowd together on one of the sofas. He releases the dogs and they’re all over us, sniffing our legs and nipping our skin with their teeth. We squirm, pushing the dogs away. Their thick heads feel harder than rock. The man smiles while we battle the dogs, their sharp claws stabbing our toes.

When we ask if he saw Lily, the man nods.

‘Did you get a look at the car?’

‘Nissan Vanette. Pieces of shit, those things.’

‘Did you get a look at the driver?’

‘Didn’t know him. Had sunnies on. And a cap pulled down.’

We wrench the dogs’ heads out of our laps, but their noses keep coming back for our crotches.

‘Do you remember anything else? Like what he was wearing?’

‘Dunno. Told the cops I don’t remember. All I saw was a girl running down the empty block, and the van driving away. What are you asking for?’

‘She was our friend.’

‘What, she dead or something?’

The white pitbull barks when we push it away. The man scratches his chest.

‘You girls want something to drink?’

We tell him no thanks; we’ve got somewhere to be. We stand up, lifting our feet to keep the dogs off our toes.

‘I can put them in the laundry if the pups are worrying you.’

The man walks ahead of us to stand in front of the door. Our legs are wet with saliva, our feet itching and bloody.

‘Come on. Have a drink.’

We reach for the door handle, and he steps forward to block it. On the floor beside his work boots there’s a toolkit and belt, the familiar smell of motor grease and oil. Lying on top of the toolbox is a pair of sunglasses with tinted lenses.

The man sees us looking.

‘What’s the problem?’

‘Just, um, you work with Buddy, don’t you? At the wreckers?’

The man goes very still. The dogs whine.

‘What’s it to you?’

We tell him don’t worry about it, we have somewhere to be. We edge past him and outside, with the dogs still nipping our toes.

The bloke whistles, and the dogs turn back to him. We wave goodbye, staying casual as we walk up the street.

Then we run down to the beach and onto the sand, kicking off our shoes. Wade out into the warm, flat ocean, until the salt water washes us clean.





List of Suspects

We make a list of suspects, passing around a notebook and a leaky red pen. The sun is searing, crisping our necks. We have to squint to see the lines on the page.

‘Number one: Buddy.’

‘Duh.’

‘Hates Lily.’

‘Knows she would never dob him in.’

‘Plus, he has access to any car he wants.’

‘Like a white Nissan Vanette.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Number two: Pitbull Guy.’

‘Total creep.’

‘Lives across the road.’

‘Works with Buddy.’

‘Also has access to any car he wants.’

A seagull eyes us from a nearby dune. It tilts its head, waiting for the next name.

‘Pitbull Guy is bald, though. And no moustache.’

‘He could have shaved it. And he was wearing a cap.’

‘Third suspect?’

We go quiet, thinking. The seagull hops closer.

‘One of the footy guys?’

‘They can’t drive.’

‘What about Tony Parsons, Betty’s son?’

‘The Post Office Guy?’

We ponder Post Office Guy, recalling that time we went to buy stamps for our mothers, and Tony stared at Lily’s chest and said she had pretty hair. Lily thanked him and seemed to forget all about it, but we thought he was a weirdo.

‘He has the moustache.’

‘And he drives a white van.’

‘Wouldn’t she have recognised it?’

‘I don’t think it’s marked or anything.’

‘He delivers in the mornings, though. He would have been at work when it happened.’

We watch the waves for a while, catching and throwing names. There are plenty of creeps with moustaches in our town, but none with a clear motive.

The seagull eventually flies away, disappointed with our lack of imagination.





A Dime a Dozen

The drama room windows are painted black, the space lit only by spotlights. We step, blinking, into the darkness. We sit cross-legged on the floor, waiting for Mr Keaton’s instructions. Normally we like drama class, but today we are buzzing with nervous energy, and all of the music in our heads that’s unplayed.

Once his pep talk is over Mr Keaton claps and tells us to be the best and we are off, practising our scenes. Everyone else is doing Hamlet or Romeo and Juliet but we’re doing Biff in Death of a Salesman and Tom from The Glass Menagerie, practising our Brooklyn and Southern accents by saying familliaaar and allll-togethaaar.

‘I was fired for writing a poem on a shoebox,’ we drawl. ‘I was fiyaaaaad.’

The show-offs like to practise up on stage, but we prefer to stay close to Mr Keaton so that the other kids leave us alone. He strolls around the groups with his hands clasped behind him, and as he nears us, we raise our voices and straighten our backs.

Mr Keaton says our group can choose our costumes next. We drop our scripts and run up the steps and across the stage, into the small, musty room out back.

‘I’m a dollar an hour!’ we murmur, as we rummage through the cardboard boxes.

‘I’m a dime a dozen!’

None of the suit pants and jackets match. But eventually, we emerge in pinstripes and collars, three dandy and mismatched American men. When we cross the stage and descend the steps Mr Keaton raises his eyebrows, his smile one of either approval or amusement.

‘Oi, look at the dykes!’

Bryce and Tom laugh at us, their smiles ghoulish under the stage lights. We glare up at them with our hands on our hips.

‘We’re in costume, idiots.’

‘You look like blokes!’

‘I always knew you lot were lesbians.’

‘So, what if we were?’ we shout back. ‘You homophobic pricks.’

Mr Keaton tells them to knock it off, but as soon as his back is turned, the boys start up again. We move into the furthest corner, where it’s too dark for them to see us.

‘Will you let me go, for Christ’s sake?’ we cry.

‘Will you take that phoney dream and burn it before something happens?’

In the shadowy corner we beg and strut, our hands in and out of our pockets. We twirl our pens like conductors, turning haughtily to deliver our lines. We show the boys they don’t matter because we are better and stronger than them. Nirvana said they always had a need not to belong because their music came from the edge of things, the place outsiders inhabit. We, too, are artists at the edge of things. We take turns performing, one at a time, and we clap the hardest for ourselves.

‘Biffs and Toms,’ Mr Keaton calls. We stop practising and look up, and iced water runs down our spines.

Mr Keaton is wearing a thick, black moustache. He wiggles his ears and nose and looks confused when we don’t laugh.

‘I bought these at the post office, they have a whole costume section there now.’

He holds out a little basket, filled with stick-on moustaches, beards, and wigs.

‘Thank you,’ we say politely, taking the basket. We feel suddenly guilty for having fun in drama class when we should be focused on proving Mr P’s innocence.



We wag science and walk to the pay phone one street over. We find Mr P in the phonebook and call him over and over, listening to the ring for so long that we can still hear the sound after we hang up.

‘What if he doesn’t come back? How are we going to get to Geelong?’

‘It’s not like our mothers will drive us.’

‘And it’s not like we can afford to fly.’

We decide to send a letter to The Battle of the Bands people, asking if any other competitors nearby could give us a ride. Just in case Mr P doesn’t come back. But that’s the worst-case scenario, and we’re only being careful. Mr P would never let us down.





Al Niente

Two and a half years ago, when we were still friends with Lily, our mothers stopped going inside her house. They would drop us off at Lily’s with the engine still running, reversing quickly down the driveway before we’d even knocked on the door. Sometimes two of us would be dropped off at the same time and our mothers would stand in the driveway and whisper, glancing nervously up at the closed curtains.

When Lily visited, our mothers started to treat her differently. They gave Lily an extra spoonful of mashed potato. They asked how she was going, and Lily would mumble, good, like someone had a hand at her throat.

Lily went to see our school counsellor, Mr Sibby. She’d stopped sleeping, and Sibby told her it could be her diet.

‘I haven’t changed what I eat,’ Lily told him.

‘Have there been any other significant changes in your life recently?’ Sibby asked.

As if she could trust him. As if anyone could tell him anything knowing he would immediately blab it to Moper.

Buddy was small but strong. Square-headed and squat like a terrier. He filled every space with himself: his smell, his voice, his things. His heavy footsteps echoed through the house, and he was a night owl who liked his TV volume up loud.

We lived with our mothers’ boyfriends too. We had grown accustomed to men who took up so much space we had to shrink ourselves to share it. But those boyfriends ignored us, whereas Buddy watched Lily’s every move. She had to keep her bedroom door open at all times. When she came home, he would cross his arms in the doorway and ask her what she’d been up to, like she was scheming something awful.

‘It’s not the hitting,’ Lily said. ‘It’s the waiting.’

Strange, that Buddy said he worked long hours at the wreckers, yet he was always home when Lily returned from school.

Lily started staying back after band practice. She’d wait until we were almost out the gates before stopping and dropping her bag on the ground.

‘I’m just going to do my homework in the library,’ she’d say. ‘Don’t wait for me.’

‘Lil, come on,’ we’d beg. ‘You don’t need to do more work.’

‘I have to study hard to get out of this place.’

‘But we are getting out,’ we’d remind her. ‘With the band.’

Lily would agree with us but she was always distracted, revising for a test or working on an assignment. When we joked about how bad our grades were, Lily stayed silent.

Even after the library closed, Lily would stay at school, sneaking into the recreation centre through the window. We told her to come and study at our houses instead if she needed a break from Buddy. But she said she wasn’t allowed. No matter how much we argued, Lily would always insist on staying at school.

So eventually, we left her to it.





Afterlife

Ernie is sitting at a table out the front of his store with the butcher from Vincent Cuts. The butcher is too big for the stool, his knees bumping against the table. Ernie, on the other hand, is perched neatly, his legs crossed and his cigarette waving through the air as he talks.

‘If it isn’t the little urchins.’ Ernie smiles.

We tell him we’ve come to ask him something and Ernie nods, gesturing for us to go inside. We dump our school bags out front and enter the shop, breathing in menthol cigarettes and the coconut smell of Ernie’s candles. Ernie likes to make artwork out of album covers, and there are two new arrangements today. The right wall is covered in blue album covers: Sonic Youth, Air Miami, Dr Dre, Faith No More. The blue squares blur when we stare at them, shimmering like the sea.

‘What do you think?’ Ernie asks, closing the door behind him.

The left wall is harder to figure out. There are devils and claws, teeth and monsters and skulls, faces smeared and dripping like they’re made of melting wax.

‘The afterlife,’ Ernie explains. He talks about reincarnation while we flick through the new crates. We pluck out records and hold them up to each other: nods for PJ Harvey and Sleater-Kinney, gag faces for R.E.M. and Tom Petty.

An Otis Redding album gives us pause: Mr P’s favourite artist. Mr P tolerates our love of indie and grunge because, he says, ‘they suffer honestly’. But what Mr P truly loves is soul.

Sometimes we used to stir him up, saying all his favourites sound the same. And Mr P would scoff and throw a drumstick at us, or a pen.

As opposed to all your angry boys, he’d reply. Screaming their hearts out in the same key.

We go up to the counter where Ernie sits, yapping about reincarnation and his previous life as the boxer Yoshiaki Numata. Above Ernie’s head is a giant mounted swordfish, red lipstick smeared on pouty lips.

‘He looked a little like Marlon Brando,’ Ernie says. ‘But with higher cheekbones.’

We ask Ernie how Adrianna is, because once he starts talking about cheekbones he never stops.

‘Adrianna has a migraine,’ Ernie replies. ‘But other than that, she’s fabulous.’

‘We wanted to ask you something.’

‘Go on.’

‘Do you know about… dodgy dealings? At South Coast Wreckers?’

‘With Buddy Owns, you mean?’

Ernie takes his time answering. He pulls the gold case from his shirt pocket and slides out a cigarette. His eyes glint in the flame of the Zippo.

‘Girls, you best stay away from him. And Greg White.’

‘The bald one with the tattoos?’

‘He moved down here last year after doing time for aggravated assault. And he brought some friends with him.’

‘What kind of friends?’

Ernie tilts his head back to blow smoke up at the swordfish’s belly.

‘Blokes you need to steer clear of. Stop worrying about all that business with Lily. You need to focus on your music, that’s all that matters.’

‘We haven’t been able to practise for a week,’ we remind him. ‘The music room is locked.’

Ernie nods. ‘You must persist.’

‘What would you have done, back when you were in school, Ernie? If you were in a band and you couldn’t play your instruments?’

‘Protest of course.’ Ernie shrugs. ‘But times are different now.’

‘We can’t go to The Battle without Mr P.’

Ernie stubs out his cigarette. ‘That man will be long gone by now, urchins.’

‘But he’s innocent!’ we cry.

Ernie raises an eyebrow. ‘Do you think that matters?’

We look at the photo of Ernie’s wife, Adrianna, sitting next to the register in a love heart frame. We found the same photograph in a magazine last year, advertising a new lady’s razor.

‘Maybe in another town,’ Ernie says, answering his own question. ‘But not here.’





Our Town


has a Christian bookshop and farmers’ market,

with ocean views

and friendly neighbourhood whales.

Fourteen retirement homes and one skate ramp.

Three pubs with counter meals and fresh seafood specials.

Rotary club and sailing society,

abseiling, bikeway, and minigolf.

Wildlife Park and Wetland Sanctuary

with a wheelchair-accessible walking group.

Our town

has a horse-drawn tram and causeway

to an island of wave-formed rock,

with fairy penguins, snug in warm burrows,

until the local youths took to them with a baseball bat

because they were bored.







Faraway Dad

We skip science class and walk down to the riverbank to plan our protest. We’re going to fail the test anyway.

‘Do you reckon it will make a difference?’

‘It’s like Ernie said: we must persist.’

‘Giving up is not an option for The Bastards.’

‘Our mums are going to be pissed, though.’

The first droplets of rain break our thoughtful silence. We don’t want to cause more trouble for our mothers, but The Battle of the Bands is too important. We have to act.

‘Oi, remember that time when we were little, and we buried all the wooden spoons?’

Our laughter is weak as the rain strengthens. The river chuckles, filling its guts with water.

Sunny Baker appears amongst the reeds, making our hearts stop. He nods. His curls are tight with water.

‘Where you headed, Sunny?’

‘Gotta get my sister. Dad’s been called up for service again.’ Sunny looks at his watch and then back at us.

‘You wagging?’

We nod again, tongue-tied.

Sunny laughs and keeps walking.

As we watch him go the rain hardens, pounding on our scalps as if to punish us for our shyness.

‘I wonder where his dad’s off to this time.’

‘Somalia.’

‘Yugoslavia.’

‘Afghanistan.’

The words roll off our tongues as if we know them, as if we could even imagine those faraway places, those faraway dads, wearing crisp uniforms and carrying photos of their children in their pockets. The truth is, we don’t know, and can’t imagine.

The Bastards don’t know anything about men who leave you, and then return.





Inmates

Friday mornings mean assembly in the quadrangle. Weet-Bix smell and morning breath, prison yard shuffle. Moper on her gym mat podium, eyeballing everyone as they line up in front of her like inmates.

We wait nervously in the car park. A hot wind blows and the sky is like an oven tray, holding in all of the heat.

‘Do you reckon we’ll get suspended?’

We look at each other, wide-eyed for a second, and then ask ourselves the all-important question: What would Kurt Cobain do?

‘He’d say fuck the system!’

‘And he’d say fuck the institution!’

‘And he’d say the duty of youth is to challenge corruption!’

The opening notes of ‘Advance Australia Fair’ begin and we raise our cardboard signs and charge.

For we are young and—

Gasps and laughter as we sprint through the crowd. The music continues but the voices die away.

‘Justice for Mr P!’

‘Innocent until proven guilty!’

‘Bring back our music teacher!’

We march in front of the students, waving our signs and taking turns to shout, our skin crawling from all the eyes on us. The music stops, leaving only our voices and the excited chatter of the crowd.

‘Girls!’ Moper hisses, waving at Mr Medwell to stop us.

‘Justice for Mr P!’

‘Innocent until proven guilty!’

‘Ignorance breeds intolerance!’

The teachers are telling everyone to go back to class. As the students reluctantly turn away, we allow Moper and Medwell to grab our arms, satisfied our point has been made. We go floppy like spaghetti, sliding out of their grip and down onto the bitumen.

‘Get up at once, you little…’ Moper hisses, catching herself just in time.

We remain on the ground, hugging our signs to our chests. The teachers try to drag us to our feet, before eventually giving up.

We lie on the hot ground with our hearts pumping, adrenaline coursing through our blood.





Ponticello

A year ago, we drank alcohol for the first time.

It was Lily’s idea. She’d found an old bottle of Tawny Port in the back room, covered in dust. She invited us over for a sleepover and then surprised us with the bottle after we’d all put on our pyjamas.

‘It looks… old.’

‘And brown.’

‘Like dirt.’

Lily held up a bottle opener with a devilish grin.

‘What if Buddy comes in?’

‘He’s at the pub tonight. Some buck’s night.’

Ewww.

We had visions of strippers and lapdances, some poor young woman dancing around the front bar while all of the Vincent men drooled.

While Lily wrestled with the bottle opener, we lit incense and candles and put on Nirvana on MTV Unplugged. By the time ‘About a Girl’ started, Lily was extracting the cork triumphantly from the bottle.

We took turns sniffing the port, which smelled like rotten plums, cloves, and burned toast. The first sip made our eyes water, and left a trace of fire in our gullets.

No one wanted to be the weakling. We passed the bottle around our little nest of blankets, stoking the fire that grew in our bellies. By the time the show got to the Meat Puppets recordings, we were all singing and dancing along, even though the songs were too slow to dance to. Lily had the most sips and her cheeks were flushed, her head thrown back as she spun around. Her nightie had a brown patch at the neck where she’d dribbled the port, but her hair was loose and she looked pretty. We danced and sung through ‘All Apologies’, until the final song came on and Lily said we had to watch it properly, so we all collapsed onto the pillows.

The last song, a cover of ‘Where Did You Sleep Last Night’, always gave us the shivers. The music sounded like a forest at night, the cello like the wind through the trees. The lyrics made us imagine stolen women, with bound wrists and ankles. The way Kurt howled at the end like he was begging for relief from his pain never failed to move us.

This time, we didn’t sing along. We watched in drunken silence, the music swelling in our ears and hearts. The pace of the music was like something struggling and injured, dragging itself home to die. By the end of the song, we were holding each other, tears on all our faces.

‘Play it again,’ Lily cried, and we did, singing along this time.

‘Turn that shit off!’

We’d been singing so loudly we didn’t notice Buddy come in. Lily stumbled to her feet, her eyes still bright from crying.

‘Sorry, sorry,’ she said, waving her hands in the air. She pressed pause on the video and giggled nervously as she sat back down.

‘What are you laughing at?’ Buddy slurred. His mouth was twisted and ugly, his face red with drink.

Lily’s smile froze, and we all went still, waiting to see what he’d do.

‘Come here.’

Buddy wore his nice shirt, with the blue and white checks. His cargo shorts had a wet patch at the crotch, and we tried not to look at it.

Lily got up slowly, swaying a little. She stepped around our blanket nest towards Buddy.

‘What is it this time?’ she said, looking up at him, and we knew she’d made a mistake.

A second of stillness before Buddy moved, grabbing Lily and shoving her against the wall. We heard a gasp and saw Lily’s arms go up, and we all rushed to our feet.

Buddy had both hands around Lily’s throat. He shook them, making her head tremble like a flower on a stalk. As we opened our mouths to scream he finally released her.

‘Oh my God.’

‘Lil.’

‘Breathe.’

We ran to her as Buddy walked out. Lily turned away from us, facing the wall. We hovered behind her, hands on her shoulders, telling her she was ok, though we weren’t sure if this was true.

When Lily finally turned around, a long time had passed. Her neck was ringed with red, and her eyes bulged strangely from their sockets.

‘Let’s watch it again,’ Lily croaked, pressing rewind on the machine.

We pretended to watch the video as Lily cried silently, her hands around her throat.





Just Do It

We get sent home for the day and our mothers are called to pick us up. We wait in the car park, gripping the straps of our school bags with white knuckles and nervous laughter.

The three cars roll in like a funeral procession, our mothers enraged behind the wheel and our brothers and sisters wide-eyed in the backseat. We make peace signs before we get into the car, meaning: If I die, know that I love you.

They don’t hit us until we get home. Only when we are out of sight of the public do they slap us hard enough to see God behind our eyelids. They scream that we are wretched girls and ungrateful brats who make endless trouble for them that they don’t need. As our mothers scream at us, a brother or sister watches nervously from underneath the kitchen table, taking notes for how they don’t want their futures to be. We don’t cry but the tears still fall, because not even our pride can control gravity. When they’re tired of screaming our mothers send us to our rooms and return to the business of sewing, cooking, cleaning, and washing. As previously planned, we all sneak out and return to South Coast Wreckers.

As we skate down Waites Road, we pray that none of the approaching cars contain people who know our mothers. We review the facts of the case and our main suspects: Buddy and Greg White.

‘All Buddy does is drink. He’s too dumb to be a drug dealer.’

‘Since when do drug dealers need to be smart?’

We laugh, thinking about the dumbass junkies living in Vincent.

‘Stealing, then?’

‘It would be easy to hide stuff from the cops out here.’

‘And everyone knows his cars are dodgy. Would it be that surprising if he was selling other stuff?’

We are quiet, adding it up.

The sun is harsh today, a hot north-easterly kicking up the dust. We squint and cough every time a car passes.

‘Look!’

‘Shit.’

Greg White’s ute is there. We recognise it because it has one of those naked girl decals on the window. Buddy’s Holden is there too, looking sorry with a rear headlight missing.

There’s no music or voices today. The garage is closed, and the door to the office is propped open with a car battery. The tree gives no shade, so we flap our t-shirts to make a breeze.

A man comes out of the office. He is tall and skinny, with tattoos from his ankles up to his neck. He stops in the doorway and calls out something before turning around and walking down the steps. As he walks, he shoves his wallet into the back of his jeans.

‘Know him?’

‘Nah.’

‘Looks sketchy.’

A gust of hot wind lifts the hair from our necks, before slipping under the guy’s feet and almost sending him sideways. Sketchy walks up to a rusted blue Capri, taking three tries with his keys before he finally gets the door open. He glances back at the office like he’s waiting for something, and then he climbs in and reverses straight out of the driveway, too fast for us to get a good look at his face. We watch him fang it up the highway, the Capri changing up gears surprisingly fast.

When we turn back, Greg White is stomping down the steps, making the transportable shake. He crosses the car yard, his bald head gleaming in the sun before he opens the garage door. A moment later, the stereo switches on and Cold Chisel blasts out, along with the clang of tools and metal.

We are debating whether to head home when Buddy finally makes an appearance. He emerges from the office with a smug smile, stretching out his stubby arms. Then he strolls through the wrecking yard.

There’s a brief moment of silence after ‘Flame Trees’ ends.

‘Bloody hot one,’ Buddy calls, reaching through the window of his Holden. Greg doesn’t reply, and then the opening chords of ‘Star Hotel’ begin.

Buddy retrieves a hat from his dashboard and puts it roughly on his head.

We gasp, grabbing each other’s hands.

A black Nike cap.





Stitches

Instead of Baby Brady the mean, older guy is at the reception desk. Constable Shore, his badge reads. He raises his thick, caterpillar eyebrows as we enter, and when we tell him we want to make a statement, his eyebrows go even higher.

‘Were you a witness at the time of the incident?’

We shake our heads.

‘Then you girls don’t have anything to add.’

‘But we have evidence!’

‘Police have no use for schoolgirl gossip.’ He makes a funny face when he pronounces the word gossip. Like it hurts him just to say it.

‘We can prove that Lily Lucid is lying. It was Buddy who did it.’

The cop folds his arms. ‘You’re talking about Buddy Owns?’

We tell him everything we know. About how Buddy always hated Lily and would take any opportunity to be mean to her. About the white van at the wreckers he could have used and the black Nike cap. The whole time we’re talking the constable just stares, without writing down a single word.

‘If what you lot are saying is true, then your friend needs to come in here and change her statement.’

‘Please… just listen for a minute… She’d be too scared to tell the truth…’

‘Secondhand information is no good to us. Get your friend to come in and we’ll talk.’

He turns away, closing the office door behind him. The reception phone starts ringing, but no one comes out to answer it.

We leave the police station, drop our boards and skate. The hot wind does nothing to calm us. We are fuming, replaying the moment he closed the door in our faces.

‘He doesn’t even care who did it.’

‘Our word means nothing to him.’

We are revved up and skating fast. We’re flying down Osprey Avenue when the road turns to rubble, and our boards go as slippery as fish.

‘Hey! Rock n Roll!’

We stop and turn around.

‘Jay?’

He smiles. He’s wearing a fluoro vest and a big pair of boots the colour of caramel. As we run towards him, Jay holds up his sign: slow down.

We hug him hard enough to make him stumble.

‘Have to make some cash while the rides are closed.’ Jay rubs his belly. ‘A man’s gotta eat.’

We hear a whistle. The other tradies have stopped to watch us. There are two of them in orange vests, standing over a pothole. They cross their arms and widen their stances, gawking like we’re from the moon.

‘What are they whistling at?’

‘Have they never seen girls before?’

Jay shakes his head. ‘Just ignore them.’

Even after Jay tells us this, his eyes stay on the men. He watches them carefully as he speaks to us, his shoulders up and his arms crossed. We try to do as he says but the men keep whistling, their teeth gleaming in their dirty faces.

A car comes cruising down Osprey Avenue. Jay shoos us off the road and then raises his sign to slow the car.

‘Good job protecting your girlfriends,’ one of the tradies yells.

‘Don’t be disgusting!’ we yell. ‘Perverts!’

We give the blokes the finger, and they laugh.

Once the car has passed, we rejoin Jay on the street.

‘You should be more careful with blokes like them.’ Jay nods in the tradies’ direction. ‘One day you lot are going to piss off the wrong person.’

‘The cops don’t listen to us.’

Jay scoffs. ‘The cops don’t listen to anybody. Is this about what happened to your friend?’

We nod.

‘All you girls need to do is support your mate. Be there for her. That’s all you gotta do.’

‘She’s not really our friend anymore.’

‘That girl must be suffering,’ Jay says. ‘You gotta put the past in the past.’

We look at the pothole, then at the tradies. We look anywhere but at Jay.

‘We’ll call her,’ we lie. ‘We will.’

The walk back home is long and quiet, thinking about Lily Lucid. Her lies and her selfishness, her betrayal of Mr P. And the sick, twisty feeling that she somehow blames us for all of it.





Cedez

Two years ago, when we were still friends with Lily, we were sitting around at lunch sharing a box of Cheezels when Bryce Harris threw an apple core at us and called us dumb bitches. That was nothing new. We gave him the finger and carried on with our conversation, not noticing at first that Lily was crying.

‘I’m so tired,’ Lily sighed when we asked her what was wrong. ‘I’m just so tired.’

We huddled close, putting our arms around her. We knew she was tired of Buddy.

In music class, our new teacher Mr P crouched down beside her desk.

‘Are you ok?’ he asked, so quiet the rest of the class couldn’t hear.

Lily nodded, but you could see that she wasn’t.

Mr P played some notes on the piano, and the class had to sing the notes to match. He pressed the key three times, then circled the room to listen as we sang.

He stopped next to Lily again, bending down close to her mouth. ‘Louder,’ he said, raising his palms into the air. ‘Louder.’

We heard Lily hold the C5 note, long after all the other voices had ended.

Mr P took Lily’s hand and led her to the front of the room. Everyone went quiet when he sat down at the piano and started playing ‘Stand by Me’. Lily was frozen for a moment, mouthing the air like a guppy. But then she looked up at the ceiling and started to sing, her high, raspy voice soaring over us. The choir girls were livid, exchanging looks of disbelief. We weren’t angry so much as amazed, watching our friend’s transformation.

Lily returned to her seat, her eyes still on Mr P.

She sat right next to us, but she was far away.





Johnny, Maybe

As soon as we get off the school bus, we check the locked music room doors and then head to the front office.

Even with the air conditioner on it’s hot and stuffy, and an eggy smell fills the air. We lean against the counter, impatiently waiting for Glenda to finish yapping.

‘Says she needs to get it drained. Been ignoring it for years, the daft old biddy.’

Another woman says something low in reply, but we can’t make it out over the air conditioner’s roar.

‘That’s what I said! Reckons the abscess is the size of a basketball. They’ll need a team of six to drain it.’

Glenda comes out of the office, scowling when she sees us.

‘Bit early for you lot, isn’t it?’

She waddles down the corridor, her fuchsia blouse making our eyes water. She takes her time settling in behind the reception desk, carefully adjusting her stapler, pencil, and notepad.

‘What is it, girls?’

‘We want to know when Mr P is returning. No one’s told us anything.’

She returns the pen to the counter and gives us a long look.

‘The new music teacher arrives tomorrow.’

We grip the counter, sharing looks of horror.

‘You mean Mr P is never coming back?’

Glenda breathes heavily through her mouth. Her rings clunk against the counter as she readjusts her notepad.

‘I suggest you concentrate on making a good impression on the new teacher. He’s coming from Emerson College, which is a very disciplined and serious school.’

The bell rings and Glenda tells us to shoo. We walk down the hallway and then stop, our feet turning to lead.

On the wall behind our heads, a glass cabinet holds articles from the local paper. Amongst all the netball and footy club updates, there’s a single photo of the school band with Mr P standing behind them.

Instructor Victor Pflughoeft, the entry says. Music teacher.

‘Victor? That’s his first name?’

We’re shocked. Both by the name and the fact we didn’t know it before now.

‘He seems nothing like a Victor. A Christian, maybe. A Johnny, or even a Brad.’

‘He told us to call him Mr P because no one can pronounce his last name. Remember?’

When we asked Mr P about his childhood in Germany, he said his family weren’t very close. He was an only child, and his parents were classical musicians. They always stayed out late playing concerts while he was at home with the babysitter. We’d pictured a pale, willowy flautist for his mother, a cross between Sleeping Beauty and the Snow Queen. His father, a saxophonist, we’d pictured as King Neptune, with a silver beard and booming voice. A magical childhood of music and snow, an alternate universe to our own.

‘Oi, you lot,’ Glenda yells. ‘Get to class!’

We ignore her, gazing at the name on the paper. We’ve spent two years with Mr P, talking and singing and playing. Yet somehow, we know nothing about him.





Metronome

For the first time someone has left the music room door unlocked, and we sneak inside during lunch. It feels weird without Mr P. It echoes, like an empty tank. It smells the same: like dust and the bottom of school bags, and the lingering orange spice of his cologne. But it doesn’t feel right to be there without him.

For once, we ignore the instruments lined up along the back wall and march straight up to the desk. The phone and the pencil tin, the metronome, and the Garfield mug are all still there. His notebooks have gone, and his glasses case.

We open the top drawer and find pens and rubber bands, staples and paperclips. We find a worn leather watch band and loose keys, earplugs, and guitar picks. In the bottom drawer, there are stacks of worksheets and sheet music, scribbled tests and workbooks. We look through the cupboards, rifling through the cymbals and claves. When we’re finished with the cupboards we stand in the middle of the room, hands on hips. We return to the bottom drawer, handing each other stacks of paper to sift through. We scan the workbooks and folders, and then the pages and pages of music.

At the very bottom of the cabinet, stuck to the back of the drawer, there’s a yellow photograph with curved edges. A little boy with dark eyes and hair stands in a patch of tall grass. He holds a football low in both hands as if he’s about to kick. Two girls stand behind him with stern expressions, the put-upon faces of children following orders. In the background there’s a herd of cows, splotched with black and white.

‘Is that Mr P, you reckon?’

‘Has to be. Check out the eyes.’

‘He never told us about any sisters. He said he was an only child. Remember?’

We flip the photo over to check if there’s anything on the back.

‘It doesn’t look like Germany.’

‘How can you tell from one paddock?’

We study the photo a little bit longer and then we take it with us.

On the blackboard, we write Fuck Off Please as a welcome for the new music teacher.





Confidential

Dear Parent/Caregiver,

I regret to inform you that a teacher from our school has been arrested and charged.

Police are still investigating the matter. The teacher has been suspended from duty pending the outcome of the investigation. The teacher has been instructed not to attend the school. I will keep you informed on the progress of the prosecution.

There is no evidence at this stage that any child at the school other than the victim is involved. However, you may be concerned about the welfare of your child if they have been in contact with the teacher at one time or another. For that reason, I invite you to attend a meeting to be held at 6.00 p.m. on Monday 24th February in the school gym.

I appreciate that this is short notice, but I urge you to attend the meeting.

The meeting will be addressed by a psychologist who has experience working with victims of child abuse. The psychologist will inform you of behavioural signs and possible effects of abuse and will answer any questions you might have.

For the sake of the victim and the victim’s family, and especially to protect the identity of the victim, please keep this information confidential.

A relief teacher has been appointed and classes will proceed as normal. If you have any information that may assist the police investigation, please contact Constable Shore on 08 8552 2088.

If you have concerns about the safety and welfare of your child, please feel free to contact me directly at the school. Alternatively, you may seek advice from one of the services below.

Yours faithfully,

Principal Deborah Moper





Stentando

Two years ago, when we were still friends with Lily, we lined up in front of Mr P, and he sang:

‘Ah, ah, ah, legato!’

And we sang:

‘Ah, ah, ah, legato!’

We followed Lily’s voice, letting her carry us along, while Mr P said, ‘Stand up straight! Keep your throat open! Remove stricture! Don’t choke on your vowels!’

We used our diaphragms to stop and start the notes. We paid attention to everything Mr P told us, and we tried our best even though deep down we knew that Lily was the chosen one. We were just the hangers-on, the backup singers that Lily had asked to come because she was too shy to work with him alone.

Once we’d run through our vowels and consonants, we did humming and buzzing and trilling. Then, Mr P fetched his guitar and put his foot up on a chair. We started with ‘Bye Bye Love’ and then ‘I’m a Believer’. After that, we sang ‘Let It Be’, ‘Fly Me to the Moon’, and ‘Brown Eyed Girl’.

Our stomachs had to be engines. We worked on our breathing, our throat technique, and our vowel placement.

‘Don’t be staccato!’ Mr P said. ‘Be portamento! Show your tonsils!’

Tired and defeated, our voices trailed away, until Lily was the only one still singing.

In the gymnasium, the bell sounded. The kids took their gym bags and drink bottles and headed out to the car park to meet their mothers. Laughter and farewells echoed through the night before the car doors slammed, followed by the steady roll of tyres over the gravel and out onto the road. The coaches packed up the judging tables and folded away the nets. The lights were switched off and the gym doors locked and checked with a final rattle.

By the time we finished our singing lesson, the school was dark and empty. Only Mr P’s Corolla and four pushbikes remained, awaiting the long ride home.





Teacher’s Pets

On the bus the next morning, we tell Early we have to get off two stops before school for an appointment. Early scowls beneath the rim of his Crows beanie, clearly not believing our story.

‘We have a note from our mums,’ we lie, and Early waves a hand for us to sit down.

‘Peeofile lovers,’ Donna Magee calls, from the backseat of the bus. Sensing she is saying it wrong, Donna changes her insult. ‘Kiddy fiddlers.’

‘What?’

We turn around.

‘You’re calling us kiddy fiddlers? That doesn’t make any sense.’

Donna smiles and leans forward. Her giant hands cup her knees.

‘I know you’re the teacher’s pets. My dad’s gonna come to that meeting about him. He’s gonna go to jail.’

We keep quiet because she could bash us all easily. Plus, her older brother is the Vincent team ruck.

‘Youse better watch yourselves,’ Donna says, like it’s all our fault.



There’s only one other person at Vincent library this early: an old bloke, who looks up at us and frowns. He’s wearing an army jacket heavy with medals, and his desk is covered in papers. We grab stacks of the Vincent Times and carry them to the table furthest away from him.

‘Mr P started at Vincent two years ago, so we only need 1992 and 1993.’

We are momentarily distracted by the sight of an indie magazine on the library shelves, a grunge magazine called Filth we’ve never seen before. We flick through it, searching for Nirvana articles, and find a small write-up of a recent gig with a picture of the band and the title How They Made It, and Why They Hate It.

We return to the newspapers and flip through the pages. We find two mentions of Mr P: one for the school band, and one about a visiting pianist.

The army bloke stands up, packing his books and papers into a suitcase. He snaps the lid shut and approaches our table.

‘Why are you girls researching your teacher?’

‘School project,’ we say, quickly. ‘Do you know him?’

‘The German?’ He shakes his head. ‘Loved the footy. Used to see him at the Sunday games.’

‘Did you talk to him?’

‘Only once. He told me the teachers aren’t allowed to cheer for their school’s team.’

When we thank him, the man leans closer.

‘Is he the one in all the trouble?’

We pack up our newspapers and hurry away, taking turns to skate across the wheelchair ramp out front.

‘We know Mr P likes footy.’

‘And maybe has two sisters.’

‘Do they even play football in Germany?’

The honk of a horn makes us look over. The army bloke leans out the window of his van.

‘You keep yourselves out of trouble, ay?’ He winks. ‘Never trust a Kraut!’



We skate to the park behind the old steam train the kids like to play on. We lie on the grass and the dry air still smells like summer, even though the pinecones have started dropping. We stare up at the cloudless sky, and hear a clock ticking in the changing leaves. Less than three weeks until Battle of the Bands, and our investigation is going nowhere.

We’re walking back through town when two pitbulls come right at us: one brown and one white. They bolt up from the beach, tongues out, mouths foaming. So focused they don’t make a sound.

We scream, kicking up our boards and sprinting across the road. We hear their claws on the bitumen and feel their hot breath at our heels. We slam open the pokie doors of the Ship to Shore with our boards, almost knocking a woman down in the process.

‘Sorry, sorry!’ we gasp, grabbing the woman’s arm to steady her.

‘Girls!’

‘Betty!’

We laugh, bending over to catch our breath. Betty is wearing a cape made from a shower curtain, a fluorescent-orange scarf, and a floral hat.

‘Any wins?’ we ask Betty, and she shakes her head, showing us her empty cup.

We check out the window for the dogs, and Betty asks who we’re hiding from.

‘Now, girls, you know about that German, don’t you? The Nazi who’s been selling little girls?’

‘Betty, we don’t think he actually…’

‘Just be careful. Be aware of your surroundings. Decide who you can and can’t trust.’

We promise Betty we’ll stay on the alert and wave goodbye. We pick up our boards and reach for the door. But then we see a shaved head out front, and silk shorts with Thai lettering. He’s standing outside with his arms crossed, the dogs waiting next to him.

We go out the back instead.





Raspberry

We’re supposed to be rehearsing our lines, but instead we sit in the corner of the drama room, our heads together, whispering about The Battle.

‘Don’t act!’ Mr Keaton calls. ‘Inhabit the words. Be the character.’

It’s only three more days until the monologues, and kids are getting nervous. Even Mr Keaton’s hair is showing the stress, his frizzy curls sticking out in all directions. The air crackles with excitement from the pre-performance buzz but we are outsiders, watching the class through a transparent wall. We don’t feel excited. Every day without Mr P is missed practice, and growing fear.

‘It is my lady,’ Bryce shouts. ‘O, it is my love!’

Bryce fans the air with his left hand and bows deeply, as if Juliet stands before him. In his billowing tan pants and bright purple shirt, Bryce resembles the genie from Aladdin. But we have to at least give him credit for trying. Tom Wilder, one of the many Hamlets, is lying on his back on the floor, trying to get a look up the skirts of the girls on stage.

‘This is our last rehearsal,’ Mr Keaton’s voice booms. ‘And no one is perfect yet.’

We glance up. He’s staring pointedly at us, an eyebrow raised.

We scramble to our feet, scripts in hand, and smooth the fabric of our suits. We adjust our collars and shove our hands into our trouser pockets. We close our eyes, and when we open them, we are men.

I’m nothing! I’m nothing, Pop. Can’t you understand that?

As we act out our monologues, our racing hearts slow. It’s a relief to become someone else for a while.

When class ends, we remove our costumes and fold them carefully, packing them into plastic bags ready for performance day.

We walk across the courts and past the recreation centre. There’s the faint sound of piano: a little tinkle. A jolt of electricity, straight into our hearts.

We bolt through the gym and throw open the door of the music room, smelling the familiar scent of school bags and dust. We skid to a halt, our cries dying in our throats.

The man who is not Mr P takes a step forward. He has a round, swollen belly and tiny feet. He has thinning hair and a nose like a raspberry.

‘Can I help you girls?’

We know straight away that he’s no friend of ours.





Bravura

Two years ago, when we were still friends with Lily, we chose our instruments.

While Lily and Mr P practised for Lily’s choral audition, we were trying to figure out how to get three instruments to sound like they were meant for each other. What we managed to do was make them sound like enemies. We took turns trying the bass, drums, and guitar to figure out which one of us suited them best. We hit the drums until our arms ached and strummed chords until our fingertips burned. We made noises that hurt our teeth. We took breaks and lay on the floor listening to Mr P’s records: ‘Satisfaction’, ‘I Love Rock n Roll’, and ‘You Really Got Me’. And then we practised, over and over, until we were sweating, close to tears.

When someone wanted to give up, we yelled Nirvana quotes at each other:

‘Rule no. 1: Learn not to play your instrument!’

‘All we care about is music, popularity doesn’t matter!’

‘The future is a dare, the future is a dare!’

We were shit. We couldn’t read music and we couldn’t remember chords. But all the successful grunge bands said it was more important to develop a sound than to play like someone else. Riot Grrls like amateur and D.I.Y. bands. Riot Grrls like people who play with abandon.

We lost ourselves in the crash and rhythm. When Lily and Mr P finally returned, we had no idea what time it was, and our ears rang like bells.

We learned that ‘Molly’s Lips’ had only two notes. We practised it, with Lily as our lead singer, every day after school. When we were finally ready to perform it, we asked Mr P to sit and listen. We sang from deep in our stomachs like Kurt Cobain, right where the pain lives. The whole time we played Mr P’s eyes were twinkling, his moustache twitching as he tried not to smile.

Once we’d finished, the cymbals hissed into the silence. Mr P stared at us for a moment, his expression unreadable.

‘You’re good,’ he said simply, getting to his feet.

No one had ever told us we were good at something before. In our other subjects, the teachers ignored us. Except for kind Mr Keaton of course, but we had no real talent for acting. We had never had the opportunity to try other things like ballet, or gymnastics, or choir, because we couldn’t afford to pay for club fees or lessons. And at home, our mothers were too busy keeping us alive to give us any attention.

Mr P saw something in us. Our talent and passion for music, our ability to give everything to it.

Or maybe he just saw our desperation to be noticed, to be given an escape route from our own fate.

We’d like to believe it was talent.





Cherry Bomb

We are nervous in our first lesson with the new music teacher and we file in quietly, looking at the instruments with longing. As soon as everyone is seated Negat immediately hands out worksheets, his expression stern. He doesn’t even bother to take attendance before getting us to work.

When Mr Negat plays Tchaikovsky, we listen very carefully. We try to identify the pulse, tempo, and melody. We scribble madly while Mr Negat explains that Symphony No. 4 is about the hardships and struggles of life.

Mr Negat paces the front of the room, tapping his baton against his thigh. It feels like a lecture more than a music lesson. He puts on Swan Lake and glances over at us, his eyebrows raised, and we quickly look away.

‘Back row. Girls, describe the melody at the start of this piece.’

We stare down at our worksheets. The music notes swarm like ants.

‘What follows the melancholy minor chord?’

Silence. Whispers from the rest of the class.

‘Ok, here’s an easy one,’ he sighs. ‘What’s a tremolo?’

We say nothing, keeping our eyes down. The suck-up Anna Hamblin waves her hand in the air.

‘A tremolo is a rapid scrubbing of the bow on the strings, sir,’ she says, primly.

We’d like to give her a rapid scrubbing.

As he circulates the room, Negat looks down at our worksheets.

‘Girls, why is your score blank?’

We tell him as quietly as we can.

‘You can’t read music at all?’ Negat’s raspberry nose goes even redder. More whispers around the classroom. Anna giggles.

‘This is a simple theme, girls. It’s grade four piano.’

‘We’ve only just started learning. We had band practice with Mr P before…’

The whispering gets louder, nasty things that make us angry.

‘I’m not sure what you’re doing in this class if you can’t read music.’

‘Mr P said—’

‘They were Mr P’s pets.’ This is from Sara Jackson, one of Donna Magee’s hench-bitches.

We shout, getting up from our seats.

Mr Negat clears his throat. ‘Enough. Sit down, everyone back to work.’

‘But, Mr Negat, we wanted to ask you about—’

He says we will talk after class. But when the bell rings, Mr Negat doesn’t speak to us at all. Instead, he walks out the door immediately, before any of the students.

We sulk, before realising we have the room to ourselves. We bolt for the instruments, not even bothering to tune them first. We start playing ‘Cherry Bomb’ real fast and crazy and out of time. We scream it together, and it’s like that moment in the ocean when you swim up to the surface and take your first gulp of air.

‘Girls! Stop that, immediately!’

Negat is back, scurrying towards us, his arms waving like flags until we put the instruments down and back away.

It’s only eighteen more days until Battle of the Bands.





Predator

We watch the parents gather in the gym. It’s strange to see so many of them together at once, like a flock of owls.

‘Dare you to spit on one.’

We crawl forward on our forearms, army-style. We are high up in the abandoned mezzanine, surrounded by rolls of insulation. Luckily, we’re too far up for them to hear us because the dust keeps making us sneeze.

Chairs from the music room have been dragged into the gym and arranged in a semicircle in front of a podium. Voices rise as Moper swishes through the crowd of parents, a blonde woman following behind her. They take their place in front of the podium and the crowd quiets down. Moper begins with a long speech about what a caring and devoted principal she is and we yawn, shredding strips of insulation between our fingers.

Our heads snap up when Moper finally speaks his name. She pronounces his surname Plug-Hoft, as if it’s two words. The psychologist steps forward after Moper introduces her and tells the parents in a soft voice that they can’t repeat what they hear.

‘The defendant has been charged,’ the psychologist says. ‘Bailed to appear at the Magistrates Court.’

‘But where is he now?’ a dad asks. He stands with a hand clenched, like he’s clutching an invisible briefcase. ‘Is that creep still in our town?’

‘I understand he’s staying with friends in Adelaide until the trial.’

Friends? We look at each other. What friends?

‘And who is this guy?’ the dad continues. ‘A Kraut? Some freak? Don’t you do background checks on teachers before you hand our kids over to them?’

‘All of his checks were clear,’ Moper barks. ‘He had no prior history.’

‘What about in Germany? Did he have prior history there?’

‘Not that we know of.’

The parents’ chatter increases.

‘All right,’ the psychologist murmurs. ‘We’re getting off track. I’m here to discuss how we can support your children.’

‘These foreigners don’t understand Australian values,’ a dad says.

‘You don’t even need a police check to teach in some places,’ says another.

The more worked up the parents get, the calmer the psychologist’s voice becomes. ‘Be available to your children,’ she murmurs. ‘But don’t interrogate.’

‘What about sex trafficking?’ a mum shouts. ‘I know they treat their women like prostitutes. Are the cops looking into that?’

Sex trafficking? The insulation falls from our fingers. First Mr P is a Kraut, and then a pervert, and now he’s a sex trafficker?

The psychologist hands out information sheets to the parents. She tells them that any publication of the name of the accused will be in breach of the Evidence Act.

‘The guy’s a predator. Everyone should know his name.’

‘It’s in the interests of the victim and the parents of the victim to keep the matter confidential.’

‘How is this in their interests?’ a mum asks. ‘How does protecting him help Lily Lucid?’

Her name gives us a jolt. We slide backward on our bellies until we can’t see them anymore, and their voices become background noise.

‘He’ll never come back after this. No matter what the court says.’

‘We’re never going to see him again.’

We look at each other, ashen and sick, as the remnants of our hope disappear.





Circle of Fifths

‘Dynamics and expression!’

Negat clasps his hands behind his back. We duck our heads, hiding like usual. Preparing ourselves for the embarrassment of being asked questions we can’t answer.

‘If rhythm and metre are the heart of music and notes and keys are the brains, then dynamics are the voice of music.’

Negat asks Anna Hamblin to help him hand out his worksheets, and she almost trips over in her eagerness. Her smile widens when she gets to our table, handing us each a sheet before flouncing back to her desk.

Our eyes are gritty because we were up late on the phone, trying to figure out what to do. We finally went to bed after two, with no answers and only worry.

‘Now, this diagram is called the Circle of Fifths. What I want you all to do is, go around the circle and write the name for each key. Then, go back through the circle again and write the sharps and flats to complete each key signature.’

We stare at the worksheets. Then we look around the classroom at the students scribbling eagerly on their papers.

‘Shit.’

‘The major keys go on the outside, I think?’

‘I thought that was the minor keys.’

We flick through our workbooks, searching for a similar diagram. The more we study the circle, the less sense it makes.

‘Five more minutes!’ Negat barks.

We scribble, covering our sheets in a jumble of notes. Negat comes around to collect them and we hold our breath as he takes ours.

The bell rings, and we exhale. We have survived another lesson.

‘Girls.’ Negat raises a hand. ‘Stay back please.’

We pack our bags as slowly as possible. Negat leans back against his desk, looking over each of our answers.

‘Did you even read the question?’

We stand in front of him, and Negat lowers the papers.

‘Of course!’

‘We just got a bit lost…’

‘We needed a little more time…’

Negat puts the papers down on the desk, crossing his arms over his round belly.

‘I have to say, I’m very confused about how you have progressed into this class. You don’t have even a basic understanding of music terminology. Your teacher should have kept you back.’

‘It was just a bad day, sir.’

‘We can do better.’

‘If you’d just let us play for you, you’d see how good we are on the instruments.’

‘Girls. You can’t read music. Not even the basics. I think it would be best for you to move down into the year below.’

No.

Our cheeks burn. We can’t look at each other. We want to sink into the floor and disappear.

‘Please.’

‘Just let us play!’

‘You’ll see how good we are!’

Mr Negat turns his back on us, ignoring our begging. As if he’s already forgotten we’re there.





Stripped

We skate out to Mr P’s house, limping up Devil’s Dip. We are so puffed by the time we get there that we run straight to the fountain, sculling water that tastes like moss.

Mr P’s car isn’t there. We hammer on the front door and then the back, before peering in through the windows. Nobody answers, but we find the bathroom window open, so we worm through, one by one.

The house smells of Jiffy and bleach. The tiles are cool under our feet and when we find the light switch we see that the bathroom is sparkling clean, the vanity and countertops empty. The tables and benchtops are all cleared. The bed is stripped, and the clothes hangers are bare.

We rifle through the bedroom drawers and cupboards. Everything has been emptied and cleaned, so that there’s no trace of him left. Even the fridge is empty, except for a bottle of vodka in the freezer that we pass around, making sour faces as we swallow.

‘Where would he have gone?’

‘Maybe he left us a note, but someone threw it away.’

‘He could have tried calling.’

‘Maybe our mothers wouldn’t let him speak with us.’

We go to the phone and press redial. We huddle around the receiver, smelling vodka on each other’s breath.

‘Hello, this is Coastal Rentals.’

The woman’s voice is so bright and high we have to hold the phone away from our ears.

‘Um, hello. We’d like to ask about a house?’

‘Yes, is this for sale or rental?’

‘Um. We don’t know.’

The woman pauses. ‘May I ask who is speaking?’

‘It’s a place on Tunkart Road, number three hundred and fifteen.’

‘I really need your contact details before I can—’

We hang up, dropping the phone onto the floor.

We turn every light on in the house before we go. We leave the fridge door wide open as well as the doors and the windows, and then we walk out into the night. We almost miss the letterbox, a tiny white box hidden beneath a wattle tree. There’s a stack of envelopes in there, muddled up with junk mail. We grab all of it, stuffing it into our bags.





Dairy Cows

The first envelope is an electricity bill, a total of $287.31, already overdue. The second envelope is a reminder for an appointment at the optometrist. There’s a stack of junk catalogues, a copy of BBC Music, and an art magazine.

‘Tabula Rasa,’ we read from the cover. It has swirly writing and a drawing of a lonely beach.

‘Gross. It’s poetry.’

We flip through pages of poems, cheesy lines about love.

‘You don’t think he writes this stuff?’

We shudder, flicking through it once more. But there’s no mention of his name.

The last envelope is addressed to a Matthew Smythe, and we pass it around.

‘Must be the last tenant. Whoever was there before Mr P.’

‘But it’s been forwarded.’

We look closer at the envelope. A Queensland address has been scribbled out and replaced with this one.

We open it up and find a letter about a Workcover claim. It says that payments have stopped because appointments were missed.

‘It was supposed to go to a place called Gibson Dairy.’

‘As in like a dairy farm?’

‘Where’s that family photo, the one we stole from his drawer?’

We paw through our bags, searching for the photo. When we find it, we move in close, our heads touching. In the background of the photo, we can see them clearly, behind the girls and the boy and the football.

Dairy cows.





Military Blow

Miss James has moved on from the Ugandan Civil War to World War Two. It’s clear that this is one of her favourites because she’s as twitchy as a sparrow. She drags her little podium to the front of the class and talks and talks until her glasses fog up. Somehow, she makes even mass murder sound boring.

We close our ears, passing a sheet of paper back and forth. We are drafting a letter. A very important letter.

To Whom It May Concern,

We hope you don’t mind us writing to you. We are trying to find our music teacher, and we thought you might know where he is…

‘Let us move on to the Nazi party,’ Miss James is saying, and the boys sitting behind us mutter.

‘Miss, wasn’t Mr P a German?’ Ryan pipes up. ‘How do we know he wasn’t a Nazi?’

The rest of the class goes still, watching her reaction. Everyone is grinning except for Sophie Carmichael, who is busy copying the blackboard notes into her exercise book.

‘The Nazi party,’ Miss James continues, ‘was a far-right political party that was officially called the National Socialist German Workers’ Party…’

We pass our letter back and forth, scribbling and rewriting.

It’s very important that we find him. Without his help, our dream will be over…

‘The Nazi Party used eugenics and mass murder to create what they called “A Master Race”. The persecution reached its climax—’

Ryan whistles, and the whole class cracks up laughing.

‘Girls!’

We look up and Miss James is pointing at us.

‘I’ve had enough of this. Outside!’

‘But, Miss, we didn’t say anything!’

Miss James just points at the door. As we pack up our stuff and walk out, the boys are still laughing, and Sophie Carmichael watches us with smug disapproval.

Mr Henry and Glenda are sharing a smoke behind the maths building, and as we pass, we hear them talking.

‘I miss the sight of him, I can’t lie,’ Mr Henry laughs.

Glenda’s bracelets jingle as she lifts the smoke to her mouth. ‘He was a charmer, no doubt about that.’

Miss James opens the door behind us, poking her head out to glare.

‘Straight to the principal’s office!’ Miss James snaps. Glenda and Mr Henry glance over, and then exchange a look.

Finally, a chance to speak to Mrs Moper. While we wait in reception, we finish drafting our letter. We write a good copy on a fresh sheet of paper, and steal an envelope and a stamp from the front desk.

When Moper finally calls us, we are ready.





Blood Type

Principal Moper’s office is a jail cell: she even has bars on the windows. White folders are lined up along the bookshelves with labels that say Positive Psychology for Teens and Bringing Joy to Youth Leadership. But we know those folders are really filled with our personal information: blood type, vaccinations, birth certificates, dental records. Cataloguing us like insects.

‘Girls. Please sit.’

The chairs are white. Everything in her office is the bleached colour of bone. When we ask about The Battle, Moper adjusts her glasses and purses her lips. Her regular bowl cut has been snipped even higher. Now she has a blob of blonde hair perched on top of her head like a dead guinea pig.

‘Principal Moper, we want to ask you if the school will pay for our van.’

‘A van to where?’

‘Geelong.’

She pauses to look at the photo on her desk. A fat-headed man in a tux smiling down at a pre–guinea pig Moper.

‘The new music teacher has informed me that you are substantially behind in class.’

‘Only because we were busy learning instruments over theory. We can catch up on theory, Miss. But The Battle is only two weeks away.’

‘Unfortunately, this event is not associated with the school. We simply cannot afford to pay for students’ hobbies.’

Our blood rises. ‘This isn’t a hobby. This is our dream.’

‘I’m sorry.’ She folds her hands, waiting for us to leave.

‘If you won’t help us, can you at least tell us where Mr P is?’

‘Absolutely not.’ Her voice rises as she hits maximum Moper. ‘You are to have no further contact with him. In any form. Is that clear?’

We leap out of our chairs, all talking at once. We tell Moper about the van that’s already been booked and the audition tape we had to make, the hours and hours of practice. Moper stands up to silence us.

‘Can we at least practise in the music room at lunchtime? Or after school? Negat won’t let us use the instruments.’

‘Mr Negat is the one who needs to supervise you. You’ll have to take that up with him.’

Outside the office, we look at the picture of Mr P that’s still on the wall and then we look at each other. We know what we are all thinking: smash it.

It’s time to make them listen.





Melisma

A year ago, when we were still friends with Lily, she missed her Choral Society audition. She was away from school the next day, and when we asked him what happened, Mr P shrugged.

‘She just didn’t show,’ he said, looking miffed. ‘After all the work we put in.’

For the next week, Lily was away. When we called her house, Mrs Lucid said she was sick. When she finally showed up three days later, we hugged Lily in relief.

‘We missed you!’

‘We missed you!’

‘Don’t ever leave us again!’

Lily smiled, all weak-looking, and said she’d had tonsilitis.

‘No singing,’ she croaked. ‘So enjoy having Mr P all to yourself.’

‘You better recover quickly. The band is getting good, and we need our lead.’

Lily was quieter at school after her absence. More studious and focused. At lunchtime, while we read Smash Hits and Rip It Up, Lily did her homework or revised for upcoming tests.

We copied band photos of The Breeders and The Ramones into our notebooks but swapped their faces for ours. We put Lily, our frontwoman, right in the middle. We wrote her letters in class filled with song lyrics, and potential band names and song titles.

Lily wrote in green pen. Tiny letters, round like apples. We wrote with whatever we had at hand: black pen, lipstick, crayon. Before she got tonsilitis, Lily used to draw flowers and smiley faces. She had a good memory for lyrics and could write entire songs, dashing them out like recipes. But after her absence, Lily’s notes started lying. Lily wrote that she missed practice because she was sick again. She wrote that she missed practice because of the flu. She started missing more and more school, and when she did come she’d take the bus home, rather than sticking around for practice.

We’d pass her notes in history class asking where she was, and why she missed practice again.

Lily, Mr P misses you.

Our band misses you.

We need our lead.

And she would reply in lyrics, song lyrics that we puzzled over but couldn’t understand. Then she would reply with more lies, saying she’d be at the next practice, she was just sick, a bit run down. And eventually, she stopped replying at all.





Cool Schmool

We flick through the record crates while Ernie takes a phone call. We stand in front of the row of lava lamps and stare at them without blinking, so that the coloured globules turn from lava into sunspots.

‘Cool Schmool’ is playing when Ernie hangs up the phone, and we ask him if he can lend us the money for the van. As we wait for his answer we listen to the riff that sounds like surfing, the ripple of a board through a tube.

‘I wish I could, urchins. I really wish I could.’

The air goes out of us like balloons.

‘I’m so far in debt with this place I can barely afford to eat,’ Ernie tells us. ‘I’m living on eggs and menthols.’

‘If we got the money for the van, could you drive us?’

‘I can’t afford to shut the shop over the weekend, it’s my busiest time. I’m sorry, girls.’

He watches us through his cigarette smoke, and we try not to show our broken hearts.

‘You were our only chance.’

‘That’s not true. You are your chance. You’re resourceful, and you’ve got to keep moving forward.’

‘The new music teacher hates us.’

‘Well, I love you,’ he says, lighting another menthol.

We ask him if we can have one of his smokes, and Ernie replies, ‘Not that much.’

We look at all the albums around us, the artists that succeeded where we have failed. Our dreams are papered all over the walls, yet further away than they’ve ever been.

Ernie is watching us, a pitying look in his eyes. The same look that Mr P gave us before he left.

‘Don’t give up, urchins.’

Ernie was in a band too, before he moved to Vincent and bought the shop.

But isn’t that what you did? we think, but don’t say.

Isn’t that what you did when you moved here?





Dear Band

Thank you for your letter advising us of your potential difficulties in getting to The Battle of the Bands, scheduled for Saturday 12th March, in Geelong, Victoria.

We are very sorry to inform you that we are unable to provide transport options for participating bands. As stated on the entry conditions, it is up to the individual bands and their supporters to arrange their own transportation, equipment, and accommodation in order to participate.

We congratulate you on being selected, and we wish you all the best in finding alternative arrangements. In the unfortunate event that you are unable to participate, please let us know via the contact details below.

All the best,

The Battle of the Bands, 1994





Double Dare

We stand outside the staff room until the bell rings, waiting for Negat to emerge. He comes out looking cheerful with a muffin raised to his mouth. As soon as he sees us, Negat lowers it.

‘Mr Negat, we want to ask you about The Battle of the Bands.’

A sigh. He walks faster, and we hustle on either side of him.

‘Mr P already paid our registration and the deposit on the van. There’s a cash prize of $500, or $250 if we’re runners up. That would cover petrol, accommodation, and the rest of the van charge.’

‘Girls.’ Negat holds up his hands.

‘We know it’s a long drive to Geelong, but just think of the good press for the school if we win!’

‘I can’t—’

‘And all the professional gear is supplied, so we only need the amp and guitars. And more practice time. Mr P let us use the music room every night as long as we kept things tidy.’

‘Girls, I understand how much you want to attend this event, but the trip isn’t approved by the school. And I’m not going to pay your accommodation costs out of my own pocket—’

‘We’ll sleep in the van!’

Negat stops outside the music room to search for his keys. He mumbles, and we have to ask him to repeat it.

‘You can’t sleep in the van!’ Negat pushes the music room door open, hard, and we tumble in after him.

‘We’ll fundraise the costs. All you need to do is pick up the van and drive it.’

‘Girls.’

He shakes his head. He’s not listening. He doesn’t care about us.

How can we possibly tell Negat what The Battle means to us, what the band means?

‘Concentrate on your schoolwork,’ Negat says. ‘Maybe later this year, once you’ve proven yourselves, we can talk about a performance at the school assembly.’

He smiles at us, sadly, like we are dogs that have to be put down. Then he steps out into the corridor to speak with another teacher.

We chuck our bags onto the floor. We run for the instruments and start playing ‘Rebel Girl’, loud and fast, as fast as we can. Screaming it, a sound so thick you could squeeze it in your hands, our three instruments forming a single wave of sound that reverberates, filling the room.

Negat comes back in, shouting like usual, but this time we don’t stop playing. We finish ‘Rebel Girl’ and launch straight into ‘Double Dare Ya’.





Sordina

A year ago, when we were still friends with Lily, she started crying during school assembly. Halfway through a photo reel of kids making spears and eating witchetty grubs in the Northern Territory, tears started running down her face.

‘What’s wrong?’ we asked. ‘What do you want to go on a stupid camp for?’

‘I want to be normal,’ she said. ‘I don’t want this life anymore.’

‘Yeah, well,’ we sighed, sounding just like our mothers.

There were eleven of us who couldn’t afford to go on the camp. The teachers said they had something special planned. We were told to come in casual clothes with a packed lunch. We brought our lunch in paper bags, rather than plastic as instructed, so no one else could see what we had.

We sat quietly on the minibus, clutching our jackets and lunches. The two teachers who joined us were relief teachers from Emerson. They held takeaway coffee cups and regarded us with distant pity.

Our special excursion commenced with a drive down the main street of Vincent. We spent two hours dawdling on the playground, the carnival rides all closed. Then, a walk along the causeway and back, our sandals catching on the rails.

We ate lunch at the whale watcher’s lookout, sitting cross-legged in a circle. We ate quickly, furtively, then took turns to peer through the telescope at the grey, choppy sea. The relief teachers talked quietly on the bus steps, taking shelter from the wind. We left our rubbish scattered across the lookout, to show how little we cared.

Our excursion ended with a drive to Vincent Bay. The water darkened the further it went out, blackening near the horizon like oil. There were no surfers, and the beach was empty except for some stubborn retirees in windcheaters. We drove past Sleepy Hollow on the way back to school. No one knew exactly who lived there, only that it was a drug house, sheltering weirdos and criminals. There was blood on the ceiling, it was rumoured, and a dead baby had once been found in the microwave.

We craned our necks to see as we approached the house. There were a couple of old couches on the veranda, and four teenagers sitting there rolling smokes. As our bus passed, they looked up at us, three girls and a boy. Their eyes were sharp, and not in the least bit sleepy.

The oldest girl wore a black t-shirt with the Nirvana smiley face logo. We stared at it jealously, imagining how much it had cost. One of the girls said something to the others and they all laughed, so loud we could hear it through the glass.

‘They’re laughing at us,’ Lily said.

‘Who cares what they think? Just wait until they see us on stage.’

‘They don’t even go to our school.’

‘Not the bloody assembly stage, Lil, The Battle of the Bands.’

‘That’s if we even get into the finals,’ she sniffed.

We exchanged looks of outrage.

‘Of course we’re going to get into the finals!’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘What have we been doing all this time?’

‘I’m just saying. There’s no guarantee.’

‘Is that why you’ve been studying so hard lately? Because you don’t really think that we’ll win?’

‘It’s just…’ Lily chewed her lip, looking up at us and then away. ‘It’s a bit tragic, isn’t it? Broke Vincent teens acting like Courtney Love?’

Even as she said it, she knew she’d gone too far. Lily shrank back in her seat, wrapping her arms around her chest as we all started to scream.

‘You bitch!’

‘You think you’re smarter than us?’

‘You think we can’t do this without you?’

As we launched out of our seats, screaming and slapping, the relief teachers ran over to haul us off her. Lily’s hair was messy and her cheeks were red, but none of us had managed to draw blood.

‘Animals,’ the male teacher muttered, shoving us down, hard, by the shoulders.

Lily went with him, up to the front of the bus, with her head lowered meekly under his protection. For the rest of the drive, the two teachers made a fuss of her, only pausing occasionally to throw us dirty looks.

When we got off the bus we yelled at Lily to turn back, to face us, the coward. But she walked away, and she didn’t look back.





Chicken Shop

Ernie finally gives in and lets us borrow his guitar. We set up on a bench on Main Street, between the chicken shop and Debbie’s Shoes. People read our sign through the chicken shop window, their eyes glazed over as they wait for their chips and nuggets.

After two hours of singing, we only have four dollars and twenty-five cents. The sky darkens, and when the rain starts, we move further down under the bank awning. People come out stuffing notes into their wallets: pink ones, yellow ones, red and green.

Just a couple of those and all of our problems would be solved.

We try to work the crowd with ‘I Feel Good’ and ‘All You Need Is Love’ but the passersby ignore us. They are hurrying home to drink tea in their warm kitchens and talk about the wet start to autumn. A cold sea wind blitzes in from the south, smelling faintly of seals. The low-hanging clouds seem to catch our words and fling them back at us, in a fat, wet echo.

The rain hardens and our voices wobble. A pensioner shakes her head in dismay.

A shame, another bloke mutters, like we’re wasting our talents.

We stop singing and look at each other. There’s more rain in the bucket than coins.

We’re no good without bass and drums, and the unity that comes from playing all together. Our hearts are heavy, weighing down our voices. We give up and sit in a row on the park bench.

‘I hate this town.’

‘I hate these people.’

‘How the hell are we going to get to Geelong?’

We fume and glare at the ignorant and tight-arsed locals who pass us by. If only we were born in London or Seattle, places where bands played gigs in alleyways and hallways and people appreciated art. We’d be making heaps of money then.

We skate along the foreshore past the carnival rides, which are closed until the next school holidays. Colourful tents cover the dodgems and the laughing clowns. We hear the creak of plastic and rubber in the wind, the steady knock, knock, knock of a chain banging against a flagpole. As we skate past the Sizzler we see something lying in front of it, on the little grassy patch under the awning. We skate over to see what it is, and only then do we recognise the bald head shining under the streetlight.

‘Jay?’

He sits up and gives us a wave. He has a flashlight and a book to read, with a big fluffy blanket on the ground and a Coke bottle filled with orange liquid.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘I’m protecting it. From vandals.’

Jay points at the plastic covering that protects the ride from the weather. There’s a large tear in the middle of it, and in big black letters, someone has spray-painted abbo on the plastic.

‘Those assholes.’

‘Racists.’

‘I’m sorry, Jay.’

We slide down onto the grassy patch next to him, under cover from the rain. Jay offers us a drink of his cordial and we take it, suddenly thirsty. We are scared to ask the question, to hear the crushing word again. We know what the answer will be but we have to keep asking.

‘Could you drive us, Jay? To The Battle? Please?’

He shakes his head. ‘The cops took my licence away.’

‘The cops are bad here,’ we sigh, giving Jay back his cordial.

‘The cops are bad everywhere,’ he replies.

A distant cry turns our heads, and we look across the street to see Kelly Cooper, pushing her pram in the rain. Her hair is dark with water, and she pushes the pram with one hand, holding an umbrella in the other to protect the two boys.

‘The Battle of the Bands is in one week,’ we tell Jay, and he nods, wiping raindrops from his face.

‘Don’t lose hope. If you’re supposed to get there, you will.’

We watch Kelly walk away from us, her tracksuit soaked while her children stay dry and protected.

We tell Jay that we have to get there, it’s not a matter of if but how.

Jay nods, but he doesn’t understand. How close we are to being forgotten.





Pay Line

After we leave Jay, we skate down to Sailor’s Hotel. We take the side door, creeping in past the storeroom and disabled toilets. We push open the pokie room door, scanning the room for staff first, then Betty. The Princess of Pearls machine is empty, singing her siren song to nobody. There are only two old blokes, glued to their machines.

We drop down low and search for coins. We creep past Fishing Bonanza and Poseidon’s Treasure, then the Mermaid Queen shaking her shell-covered bosom. The war vets ignore us crawling past, their shaking hands pulling the trigger as the reels go round and round.

You’ve won a free spin, the Mermaid Queen croons, but we know she’s lying.

We meet beneath the Ocean Belles Mega Jackpot. The slot machine says, Bad luck, try again! We sigh. Pull each other up to standing.

‘Pay Line!’ one of the blokes suddenly shouts. ‘Eureka!’

The other bloke looks over. The winner has three pirate ships. The machine growls, arrrgh, me hearties! as coins spew out of the slot.

The winner scoops his coins into a cup, his eyes gleaming. He straightens his fisherman’s cap, looking ten years younger.

‘Lucky bastard,’ the losing bloke says, and then turns around to pull his lever with fresh determination.

We wear our nicest smiles as we compliment his winnings.

‘Wow, three pirate ships. You must be really good at that game.’

The man stops scooping to eye us suspiciously.

‘Kids aren’t allowed in here.’

We tell him we’re just leaving, we’re on our way right now, but is there any chance he could spare us a couple of dollars, just a couple, from all that cash?

His watery eyes narrow.

‘That’s a fine trick, hanging around the slots to fleece my winnings. A fine trick, I’m sure the police would like to hear all about it.’

We tell the old bloke to forget it, backing out of the pokie room. A stupid plan, and a stupid hope.

Now we only have one option left.





Senza

A year ago, when we were still friends with Lily, we sprawled on the music room floor before practice, waiting for Mr P. We wore big smiles to make up for Lily’s absence. The itchy blue carpet left red spots on our elbows and knees.

Mr P came in with a stack of paper and put it on the desk, before removing his glasses to rub between his eyes.

‘Where’s Lily?’ he asked.

‘She’s been missing school lately.’ Quickly, we changed the subject. ‘Mr P, we nailed that Fleetwood Mac song.’

‘Killed it.’

‘Crushed it.’

We stretched out on the carpet to give each other high fives.

‘Girls,’ Mr P said. ‘A little decorum.’

We sat up straight, fixing our school skirts. In the silence that followed, we heard the referee whistle next door. This is a fucking joke, somebody yelled, before the gym doors slammed shut.

‘The thing is, Lily’s been acting really weird lately,’ we told him. ‘We’re not sure when she’s coming back.’

Mr P’s brown eyes widened. For the first time, he looked afraid.

‘Is it something… did I do something wrong?’

‘Of course not.’

‘It’s not you, it’s because Buddy…’

We stopped and looked at each other. We had sworn never to tell. But this wasn’t a normal teacher. This was Mr P, and we trusted him.

‘Who is Buddy?’

‘Her mum’s boyfriend.’

Mr P frowned. ‘Is he… some kind of predator?’

‘He’s just strict.’

‘You know how blokes are. Well, blokes in this town anyway.’

Mr P stared intently, in a way that made us squirm.

‘What exactly does he do to her, this “Buddy”?’

We stammered, tucking our skirts underneath our itchy knees.

‘He talks to her a lot… asks a lot of questions…’

‘He’s always watching her…’

‘And he hits her…’

‘Only sometimes. When he’s angry.’

Mr P frowned. ‘Sounds like a lot of the fathers in this town.’

‘He’s not her dad, though. Her dad left.’

‘All of you grew up without fathers, didn’t you?’ Mr P smiled sadly, then rose up from his knees into standing. He shook his head as if clearing it. ‘The damage these men do,’ he murmured, and then stretched, making his shirt buttons strain against his chest.

‘I’m sure Lily will come back when she’s ready,’ Mr P told us. ‘And until then, we practise without her.’

The conversation over, we ran for our instruments in relief. We didn’t know anything about fathers, it was true. We had small, insignificant lives. But we knew our music held the chance for something bigger.





Last Option

There’s only one thing left to do and we must do it alone.

We leave our school bags in our bedrooms and go into the kitchen. That’s where our mothers can usually be found, making things stretch.

We approach cautiously as steam billows up to the ceiling and crawls. Are our mothers’ faces red with anger, or simply the heat of the stove?

‘Mum?’

They turn to look at us, and the steam brings fine capillaries to the surface of their skin. We think they are red from the heat rather than anger and decide to proceed.

‘Mum, you know The Battle of the Bands?’

‘Hmmm.’

They turn back to their stirring, and we raise our voices.

‘We don’t have enough money to go.’

‘Because of that teacher?’

‘He’s gone.’

They add salt and stock. They screw the lids on tight and place things high up in the cupboards, out of reach of the mice.

‘We’ve tried busking and asking the school, but no one will help us.’

‘You know we don’t have any money,’ our mothers say.

‘What about a loan?’

‘A loan from who?’

We throw out names. Grandmas and Grandpas. Uncles and Aunties.

‘You think they’ve got money to spare?’

Our mothers don’t say that if there was any money, they would have asked already. They don’t have to. They stir and sigh, and when they turn to look at us we see all of the worries in their eyes. Worries that are bigger than ours.

We meet up at Umbrella Rock. We see it in each other’s faces. We listen to a single wave go slap, slap, slap against a rock, like a palm hitting a cheek.

We throw every cent we have into a pile. Thirty-four dollars and fifteen cents total. Not even enough for the van.

‘What about that rich uncle of yours? Who lives in Sydney?’

‘He lost it all. Gambling.’

‘We could steal it.’

‘Even if we got the money, we’d still need someone to drive us.’

‘We’ve got five days.’

‘There’s no way busking will get it.’

‘Why don’t we know any rich people?’

‘Because we’re The Bastards.’

Bastards are too poor to know people with money. Bastards are people who only make friends with other bastards, people with family trees full of empty branches.

The fairground is closed until school holidays. Ngarrindjeri’s spear has sunk into the sea. Misty has drawn her last tram and is standing, dead-eyed, in her stall.

We are out of options.





Cabaletta

About a year ago, after our big fight with Lily, we tried one last time to be friends. We met up at the beach on a warm day and dumped our towels on the sand. We floated on our backs in the ocean, the four points of a compass. The sun painted our eyelids a sparkling gold. We flipped onto our stomachs, paddling further out and then treading water. We talked tentatively at first, about school and assignments. Tourists appeared, nervously surveying the ocean before paddling in the shallows. Locals never worried about sharks. If we felt something brush against our legs while we were swimming, we calmly and smoothly swam back into shore without looking down. It was a bit like that with Lil. We knew she’d left the band because of Buddy, but we thought if she just ignored him, eventually he’d lose interest, and she’d come back to us.

We talked about music for a while, and then Sunny Baker. We talked about getting local gigs for our band, maybe asking at some of the pubs.

‘You’re fourteen. They won’t let you into pubs,’ Lily said.

‘But the restaurant at least!’

She shoved her hair out of her eyes. There was a red circle around her wrist like a bracelet. ‘Keep dreaming.’

It wasn’t her words that set us off, but the way she looked almost bored when she said it. As if she had outgrown us.

‘Just because you gave up, it doesn’t mean you get to shit on our dreams, ok?’

‘I didn’t choose to give up. I was forced to.’

The thwack of a cricket ball cut the silence.

‘Because of Buddy?’

‘No.’ Lily lay back in the water so we couldn’t see her face.

‘Then why?’

We fanned a wave in her direction and Lily gulped and spluttered. Her hazel eyes considered us each in turn. She was debating whether to say what she really thought.

‘Because of Mr P.’

‘You’re just jealous because you’re not his favourite anymore.’

‘Because he’s seen our talent.’

‘And now we’re the ones getting private lessons.’

Lily laughed. She started to swim into shore and we followed her, in a lemming line. She got to her feet and the water coursed off her arms and legs.

‘He doesn’t care, you know. He doesn’t care about the music, and he doesn’t care about you.’

We tried to stand up, but the water sucked us down. It was clear that our friendship was over, she was never coming back. So we stayed where we were, down in the cool water, as Lily walked away from us.





Leaving

We do the secret knock and Lily’s curtains open.

She stares at us for a second. Her eyes are ringed in black eyeliner. She’s wearing a new pair of jeans, so new they have no creases.

‘You better be quiet,’ she whispers, before dragging the window open. We climb in, soundlessly. We don’t sit down. We are humming with anger, our rage radiating heat.

Lily sits down on her bed, which is covered in clothes and some plastic bags.

‘Stay Away’ is playing on the cassette player, as if she saw us coming. Lily holds up a dress and starts folding. It’s her favourite dress, baby doll and white, like something Courtney Love would wear.

‘You know you’ve really made a fucking mess.’

Lily keeps folding.

‘The Battle was our only chance to get out of here. Without Mr P we’re screwed.’

‘Make a new plan,’ Lily says, picking up another shirt. ‘Change is a good thing.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘I’m leaving,’ Lily says, and we scoff and roll our eyes.

‘Seriously. I’m going to a school in Adelaide. I’m staying with my Aunt Wendy during the week and coming home on weekends.’

‘As if your mum can afford that.’

Lily shrugs, and the fact she doesn’t argue tells us this is real.

Lily’s leaving.

We look at each other, so stunned our words are lost. The news is like a slap. She was getting out of Vincent, just like she’s always wanted.

And leaving us behind.

Our fists are clenched, our bodies poised to fight. There’s a knock on her door, and we all go silent. Buddy never used to knock.

Mrs Lucid pushes the door open. She steps inside and closes the door behind her.

‘Girls, I’m sorry, but you can’t be here,’ she whispers. Her hair is pulled back into a tight bun, and there are pouches of red flesh sagging under her eyes. A ghost of the mother we used to admire for her prettiness.

We are caught between our desire to rip Lily’s hair out, and our pity for Mrs Lucid. After an awkward beat, Lily stands up and opens the curtain, gesturing for us to leave. We climb out and down the front steps, pausing at the end of the driveway to look at her drawn curtains.

‘How could she?’

‘How dare she?’

‘This cannot be real.’

Rage bubbles in our blood, making us sweat. We hiss and swear at Lily, joining hands as if to summon some imagined power. We stare up at the Lucid house and imagine a lightning strike, incinerating them all as we watch.





Phoney Dream

The next morning, we sit on the drama room floor in our costumes, mute with tiredness. It’s performance day, but we no longer care.

‘Couldn’t sleep last night.’

‘Wish we could nap right here.’

‘But we still have one more chance.’

The plan is to convince Negat, Moper, and Mr Barker, the assistant principal, to agree to fund our trip to The Battle. We have invited them to a lunchtime concert, at which they will rate our performance. If we get perfect scores, they’ll have no choice but to agree.

The spotlights, which we normally find comforting, are too hot, making us sweat. We draw our knees up to our chests, eyeing the empty stage.

‘Watch out, dykes.’

Tom and Bryce dig their sneakers into our backs, but we are too tired to move away.

Mr Keaton sits on his stool and claps his hands. Of course, the first person up is Sophie Carmichael. We roll our eyes as she prances around the stage. She wears a bow in her hair and a long, lace nightie, cut low at the chest.

We are the only ones who notice when she says, if sour woe lights up friendship, instead of if sour woe delights in fellowship. We look at Mr Keaton, but his expression is unreadable behind the lighting deck.

Tom Wilder is up next, with a Hamlet so boring we close our eyes and sleep. Mr Keaton calls our names, and reluctantly we walk backstage. We adjust our collars in the darkness, straightening our mothball-smelling jackets. We try to muster some enthusiasm, when all we want to do is sleep. We stand in a circle and look at each other. No one wants to go first.

We don’t even hear them coming.

The water is so cold we scream before we feel it. River water, we know right away by the froggy pond stink. It pours over our heads and chests in a single sheet as we stand, frozen in shock.

We hear laughter in the darkness, the clang of empty buckets. Mr Keaton calling out to us as we run from the drama room, tracking water.

We tell each other, don’t you dare. No crying, a swift march to the toilets to dry off.

We take turns sticking our heads under the dryer, singing song lyrics to keep our mouths busy.

The lunch bell rings.

It’s concert time.





Yes or No

We find the music room door unlocked, but to our relief, there’s no sign of Negat. Instead of running for the instruments like normal, we take our time setting up. We arrange the chairs in a semicircle and then the equipment. We tune carefully, hardly speaking, doing the best job we can. We play ‘Drain You’, before moving straight into ‘Touch Me I’m Sick’, and then we play ‘Teenage Lobotomy’, almost managing not to completely screw up the guitar. We don’t even have to talk as we move from one song to the other. We read each other, communicating through our instruments. The relief of playing together again is like a dive into deep water, and even though we mess up some chords and trip on the second verse, even after all of the missed practice, we know we’re good. Fast and frenetic and messy, but good.

We’re so caught up in practising that we don’t see him at first. He leans against the concertina wall, a faint smile on his lips.

‘Mr P!’

We run over and hug him, a mess of guitar straps and arms.

‘Your pitch was good,’ Mr P says. ‘But if your drums aren’t keeping time, your bass has to. And your picking needs work.’

He takes a deep breath, and we wait. He is wearing a white t-shirt with a stain at the bottom, and a pair of wrinkled chinos. He smells unwashed beneath the orange citrus cologne. He opens his mouth to say something, his face uncertain.

‘You’re improving,’ he says finally, raising his hands. ‘I always said you would.’

‘Where have you been?’

‘Where are you staying?’

‘It’s The Battle in four days!’

He crosses the room to his old desk, Mr Negat’s desk now. He reaches into the bottom drawer and pulls out an envelope, a yellow one that wasn’t there when we looked.

‘Who’s that from?’

‘It’s my last cheque.’ He smiles. ‘The receptionist snuck it in here for me.’

We start telling Mr P about how terribly Negat has been treating us, and our last chance concert to win him over. We stumble over each other, all talking at once as we follow him to the door.

‘I have to go,’ Mr P says, and we tell him no, he can’t.

He says that he is sorry, and we say we won’t forgive him. We clutch his arms, and he shakes us off. He strides down the corridor towards the back door and we run through the gym to the front door, planning to ambush him at his car.

‘Girls!’

Principal Moper’s bony voice. We turn back, towards Moper and Negat and Mr Barker. It takes all of our strength to turn back.

We escort them to their seats. We hand them their pens and scorecards.

‘There are five categories with which The Battle of the Bands panel decides the winner,’ we read aloud, from the entry sheet. ‘Originality, stage presence, material, crowd interaction, and creativity. But today, there is only one category: whether you will support our attendance at The Battle. The outcome of this audition will decide our fate.’

They look at their scorecards, and there are only two words for them to circle: Yes or No.

We pick up our instruments and start to play.





As If


As if girls

As if girls like us

As if girls like us could

As if girls like us could ever

win.







Scream

The answer is no. We skate down Main Street in a rage, and the rain does nothing to calm us. We slide to a stop out the front of the Vincent Hotel. A silver BMW turns into the car park. The boot opens, revealing two boogie boards in lime green and banana yellow. A boy and a girl tumble from the backseat, still wearing their school uniforms. Dark blazers and black shoes and long hair glossy with that rich kid shine. The kids grab their boards as the parents get out of the car. The mother has blonde curls and wears a short black dress. The father wears cargo shorts and has a voice like a blanket. As the mother fusses over the children the dad surveys the hotel, twirling his sunglasses between his fingers. He says something to the mother, and she laughs and takes his arm.

The children bolt into the lobby and the dad pauses for a moment in the doorway, pointing his keys towards the car.

Beep beep, the car replies, like the family pet. Yes, go ahead, I’ll wait here.

We circle the hotel car park, skating around and around, hoping that if we do enough laps, eventually something will change. If Mr P was still here, we’d be practising right now. We’d be debating our set list, and planning what to pack. Our dreams would still be ahead of us.

The receptionist comes out of the hotel lobby, tottering in too-high heels.

‘You’re making a racket,’ she tells us, and we skate faster, kicking our boards up at the kerb.

‘I’m calling the cops,’ she says, before going inside.

Each time we pass the BMW we give it a little tap with our fingers. On the final lap, we grab some pebbles from the garden bed and gouge three deep lines along the back of the car.

As we turn to go, we see shadows at the reception window. The two children peer out at us, their eyes and mouths wide.

We give them the finger as we pass, and to our surprise, the kids give it right back.





Animal

The next morning, we get dressed and pack our school bags. We call goodbye to our mothers from the front door and walk in the direction of the bus stop. And then we turn around and walk to the beach instead.

We leave our bags at the bottom of the lifeguard tower. The autumn rain has passed and the air smells clean. We share mandarins and dry noodles, a crushed bag of cornflakes.

The sun comes out, and we see the rich kids again with their boogie boards. We see their parents holding hands as they dip their toes into the water and our throats close up.

‘Mr P said we were his best students.’

‘He lied to us.’

‘He never cared about us at all.’

The waves whisper, See, see? Wasn’t Lily right all along?





Perdendosi

On Saturday, The Battle of the Bands goes ahead without us. Our dreams trickle through our fingers and down onto the beach, lost amongst billions of tiny grains of sand.





Gold Record

At school on Monday we are boiled kettles. We wrestle with the locked music room door. Pressing our ears to it, we hear a rushing emptiness. We kick the door hard, taking turns, until Mr Medwell sees and tells us to stop. We storm into home ec. room and then art class, and people avoid our eyes as we pass. Miss Potts doesn’t like our energy; we can tell because she keeps anxiously smoothing her hair. She crosses the art room and puts Enya on the cassette player, before briefly closing her eyes.

We get an Insecticide cassette from our school bags and replace Enya with Nirvana. The tape was cued to ‘Aneurysm’, and the rolling guitar intro is like balm to our tortured souls.

‘Girls, this is too disruptive.’ Miss Potts looks pained.

‘It’s loser music for loser people,’ Ryan says, and we turn it up and scream the lyrics until Miss Potts presses the stop button and our voices die. The whole class laughs.

Miss Potts tells us to be calm and continue with our projects. We are designing promotional posters for our band: The Bastards scrawled in pink and black graffiti with a big ♀ next to it.

We spread the draft sheets over the table and then we get the black paint. We drip, drip, drip all over the pages until the drawings are gone. Miss Potts tells us to calm ourselves and to stop this destruction and we tell her it doesn’t matter, there’s no point anymore.

‘Well, there is a point, because this is a graded assignment. And now you will have to start all over again.’

‘There’s no point because The Battle of the Bands was our only chance to GET OUT OF THIS SHITHOLE.’

Miss Potts tells us that we are disrupting the energy of the class and if we don’t settle down, she will have to send us to the principal’s office but WE DON’T GIVE A FUCK so we dip our hands into the black paint and high five each other and then we high five the tables and the chairs and then we are off to Moper’s office not caring, not caring about anything.





Nice Girls

‘Well now,’ Mr Sibby stutters. ‘Well now, I don’t know what’s gotten into you girls.’

Our school counsellor has a sandy moustache and wide, watery eyes. His eyebrows are always raised, so he looks permanently surprised.

‘Suspension?’ Sibby shakes his head and steeples his hands. ‘Perhaps I should speak with you one at a time.’

We decline. Sibby looks over our heads at the poster on his wall: Friends. Family. Community. Underneath the words, there’s a photo of a group of young people standing around a barbecue. Their smiles are too wide, their eyes a little shifty. One of them is a murderer, and they’re trying to figure out who.

‘This is very serious. You have been disobedient and disruptive, and you have destroyed school property. This suspension will give you girls some time to reflect on your actions. Perhaps catch up on the work you have missed.’

We ask Sibby to call us The Bastards, rather than girls.

‘That’s not a nice thing to call yourselves.’

‘It’s our band name.’

Sibby leans forward, adopting a pious expression. ‘Why did you call your band The Bastards? Why this need to label yourselves?’

‘It’s not a label.’

‘It’s a fact.’

‘We don’t have dads.’

‘And does that distress you? Do you think of yourselves as illegitimate, or lacking in some way?’

We laugh, and Sibby’s face gets stern.

‘You’re making a name for yourselves. And once you go down that road it’s very difficult to change paths.’

‘Making a name as what? Musicians? Losers? Freaks? You think we haven’t heard every insult in this school a thousand times before?’

We play dumb but we know what Sibby really means. He’s talking about our mothers, and he’s talking about Kelly Cooper.

‘You used to be nice girls,’ Sibby says.

We stop laughing.

‘You don’t know a thing about us.’





Welcome

Come and take a tour of a Bastard’s house. It doesn’t matter which one. Wind your way through the overgrown front yard. Be sure to watch the long grass for snakes.

Come around to the back door. The front door is for God botherers and debt collectors. Step around the rusted engine parts and tools. Watch out for broken pavers and that filthy pile of blankets for the dog.

There will be a sliding door. Open it.

In the kitchen, you will find a mother. She’ll be wearing a tracksuit, or perhaps a white shirt with a name tag pinned on it. She will be stirring something. A casserole perhaps, tuna mornay, or spaghetti.

In the loungeroom, you’ll find a bloke with a beer. The TV on, maybe Sixty Minutes, or Taggart. A little half-brother or sister, sprawled on the loungeroom floor. Open-mouthed, surrounded by Lego or Matchbox cars. Safe as an egg.

If you look behind you, you will see a teenager emerging from the hallway. She will have long hair and pale skin, the childhood tan leached out.

As you watch, the teenager will approach the kitchen bench, running her fingers through a dusting of flour as she speaks. The mother will reply, tapping her spoon against the saucepan. The teenager’s face will redden, and her hands will grip the bench. The teenager will step forward to shout something and the mother will throw her spoon into the sink.

You will see the two of them move closer, so they are face to face in the kitchen. Their eyes are narrowed, their mouths twisted like cut wire.

When the mother raises her hand, the teenager doesn’t flinch.

You’ve seen enough now.

Close the door behind you on your way out.





Victims

Once our suspension is over, we meet in the car park after our mothers have dropped us off. Silently, we haul our school bags onto our backs while our mothers grip the steering wheel, staring straight ahead. The minute we shut the door they accelerate, happy to see the back of us.

‘Mum reckons she’s going to send me to my auntie’s place in Kingston.’

‘My mum’s boyfriend reckons he’s going to sign me up to the cadets.’

‘My mum said she’d put me to work at the chicken shop.’

We shudder at the thought of it: those gleaming, headless chickens, our hair nets coated in grease. But we can’t decide what’s worse: full-time work, or three more years at Vincent High.

The sound of the school bell stops us. We hear it as we walk through the front gates together: the sound of the bars slamming shut behind us.

We walk into home group with our chins up, daring them to talk.

We have diaries that must be signed off each lesson to prove we didn’t wag. Miss James sighs when we present our diaries, dashing off her signature like she matters.

‘I hope you learned your lesson.’

We say nothing, imagining her head leaving her neck like a popped balloon.

Paper missiles rain down on us while Miss James reads the notices. The usual crap about football and netball and whichever loser won the maths competition.

We look out the window, not bothering to pass notes or write lyrics. No more music class and no more band. We’re just regular losers now and no forgetting it, the footy boys make sure of that.

‘Is your boyfriend really a Nazi?’ they whisper. ‘Are you going to have his Nazi babies?’

‘That’s enough!’ Miss James says, and we are sliding, sliding down into our seats.

‘Sluts,’ somebody whispers, as another shower of paper rains upon us.

And we start to think that full-time work isn’t such a bad option after all.





The Letter

Dear girls,

I got your letter, and that is me and my siblings in the photo. I’m sorry to hear that Matthew’s been causing you trouble. But I’m not really surprised neither.

We haven’t seen him in years, not since he got fired from the last school. I heard he got a payout for stress, and was hiding out somewhere.

Whatever he’s told you, you’d best forget him like we did.

Megan Smythe





The Truth

We shiver on the cold sand, huddled around the letter as if for warmth. A seagull perches on a nearby rock, looking at us and saying ha, ha.

It’s cold, too cold for autumn. Our lips are turning white, and our teeth rattle in our skulls. Or maybe we’re in shock.

‘I feel like spewing.’

‘Me too.’

‘So do I.’

We lie back on our damp school bags and cover our chests with our arms. We close our eyes and see Victor Pflughoeft, his slim, elegant hands, his long fingers strumming the guitar strings. Then those same hands pulling on a pair of muddy gumboots, before milking a cow in a shit-splattered shed.

We replay everything Mr P ever told us.

I hated going to boarding school, but that was the done thing.

My mother was cold but beautiful.

For my last Christmas in Germany, it snowed.

Everything is clearer now: his sparse, empty house. The way he always turned the topic of conversation away from him and back to us. The way he wrote and wrote and wrote in those secret notebooks.

We get our stuff and walk up the beach to the car park. The yellow moon is a selfish sliver, refusing to light our way.

‘What do you think Mr P was writing in those notebooks, anyway?’

‘The truth?’

We go quiet, turning over the word.

‘Whatever that is.’





Mannequins

On the school bus the next morning we don’t speak a word. The seats in front of us and behind stay empty like we stink of something foul. We stare out the window at the murky day and the sludge of wet leaves on the streets.

‘Look at them, it’s sad really. They miss their Nazi daddy.’

We turn around and glare at Donna Magee. The girls on either side of her laugh, putting their hands over their mouths to hide their crooked teeth. We roll our eyes and turn back to the window, while Early watches us in the rear-view mirror.

‘Did you guys hear?’

Laura, one of the nerdy girls, is leaning across the aisle towards us.

‘Hear what?’

‘Sophie Carmichael’s knocked up. She’s dropped out of school.’

‘What? Little Miss Perfect?’

We crack up laughing. Of all the girls in our year, she would have been voted least likely.

‘Who’s the father? Ryan Harrison? That baby’s gonna come out dumber than he is!’

‘It’s Sunny Baker!’ Laura whispers, and we stop laughing.

If the best and brightest end up going down the same road as Kelly Cooper, what hope is there for us?



Lessons go past us all murky like the sky. We lower our heads to our workbooks and hold our pens in our hands, but we don’t write a word. The teachers nod with approval. They prefer us sad and defeated.

Between tech and maths, we sneak into the empty staff room. In the refrigerator we find comfort food: homemade sausage rolls, cheese slices, and chicken sandwiches. We bundle the food under our jumpers and sneak into the costume room to stuff our faces.

‘Girls?’ Mr Keaton is holding a yellow light globe, his hair even crazier than usual. ‘What are you doing in here?’

We freeze mid-chew, and Mr Keaton raises an eyebrow.

‘Come with me.’

We follow him out into the drama room, and he asks us to step up onto the stage. Three high-backed chairs are in a semicircle around a coffee table, empty save for a vase of plastic flowers. We take the chairs, folding our hands in our laps. We look at each other as the spotlights dim and brighten, warming our cheeks and hands with yellow light, pink, then cool blue.

‘Just a few more minutes,’ Mr Keaton calls, from the control desk at the back of the room. ‘If I don’t have the lighting perfect, you know all those Shakespearean love stories will end in tragedy.’

As the lights change, the shadows under our eyes bloom and fade. We look babyish, and then ancient. Hideous, and then beautiful. Everything inside us illuminated.

When Mr Keaton is finished, we step down silently from the stage. He grins like we’re his best students, the finest actors there ever were.

‘Will I have the pleasure of seeing you in my class this afternoon?’

We’re so grateful he hasn’t busted us for wagging that we nod furiously, all saying yes at once.

On the way out of the room, Mr Keaton calls to us again.

‘To thine own self be true,’ he says, raising his eyebrow once more.

We thank him, because we don’t know what he means, but we know he means us well.





Eyes Like Mirrors

The next morning, we meet at the bus stop. We’re so busy talking about Sophie and Sunny we don’t even notice the footy boys calling us dykes on the bus, or Donna Magee calling us freaks. But then they start spitting at us. One minute we’re bothering nobody and the next minute there’s wet sludge on our necks and a hiss of laughter.

‘Skanks,’ someone whispers. And then louder. ‘SLUTS.’

We turn around with our fists up, and of course it’s Donna Magee.

‘What’s your problem?’ we snap, and Donna sneers.

‘Fucking tragic. How desperate for attention are you?’

The girls on either side of her laugh.

‘You’re angry that your precious paedophile went to jail. What about Negat? Are you going to fuck him, too?’

We’re up and out of our seats, ignoring Early shouting at us to sit down. Donna Magee throws punches she aims at our noses. Her hench-bitches are strong too, netball players, with big biceps. We’re so busy trying to keep them off us that we don’t notice the bus has stopped until Early is dragging us back into our seats.

When the bus starts up again, we don’t compare scratches or say anything. We turn our faces into masks, and we show no pain. On the other side of the glass there’s the paint supply store and the Salvation Army, the laundromat with the three white Holdens parked out front. There’s the old lady from the retirement village pushing her wheelchair-bound husband along the same road, at the same time, every single morning. We look at all these things without seeing them, our eyes like mirrors, reflecting images and absorbing nothing.

‘Sluts.’

Donna starts the chant again, and everyone else joins in.

‘Sluts. Sluts. SLUTS.’

It makes no sense, but things don’t need to at Vincent High.

We keep still and silent, maintaining our masks, our only movement the blood trickling down our skin until it dries.

When the bus stops, we’re the last ones off. Early shakes his head as we limp down the aisle.

‘What did you girls do?’ Early asks, like he doesn’t want to know.

When Mr Sibby calls us into his office, our humiliation has turned to rage. We tell him it was Donna who started it, it’s always Donna Magee starting fights, and we can’t be blamed for standing up for ourselves.

Sibby steeples his hands and waits for us to settle down. We are suspended for the final time, he tells us, for breaking the conditions of our return to school.

‘What about Donna and the others? Are they in trouble too?’

We are perched on the edges of the seats like rockets, ready to take off.

We don’t listen to Sibby’s reply. It doesn’t matter anymore. We are trouble. We have always been trouble. Our mothers have been telling us this for years.

‘Listen to me.’ Sibby leans forward. ‘I need to tell you the terms of your suspension, and what has to happen before you can return.’

‘We’re not coming back,’ we tell Sibby. ‘You can fuck yourself and your conditions.’

‘This is the end of the line,’ he tells us. ‘Do you know what happens after expulsion?’

‘We don’t care anymore.’

Friends. Family. Community. We tear the poster from the wall and throw it onto the floor. Sibby recoils, as if we hit him.

‘There’s no turning back from here. Do you realise that?’

We look at each other and almost laugh. And then we walk away.





Big Bird

Freedom feels as empty as air. We walk along the train tracks towards the lifeguard tower.

‘I can’t face Mum.’

‘Me neither. Let’s not go home.’

‘Where else then?’

The salt wind nudges us forward and the waves whisper, no turning back.

The sound of a dog barking makes us freeze. We are poised to bolt, imagining the pitbulls and their foaming mouths. But it’s only Ruby, and we smile in relief as she dances around our feet, her bared teeth shining like diamonds.

‘Girls!’ Betty is wearing an all-yellow ensemble, emerging from the scrub like a feral Big Bird. Her gold beanie slides down over her left eye and she frowns as she adjusts it, before giving us a big smile.

‘Betty, do you know anywhere we can crash for a few days? An abandoned house or something?’

‘Are you girls in trouble?’ Betty pulls her beanie down until it almost covers her eyes. She looks behind us, scanning the bushes and tightening Ruby’s lead.

‘It’s ok, Betty, we’re not in any trouble,’ we tell her, but Betty is staring up at the highway, and we follow her gaze and see a white van, parked at the whale watcher’s lookout.

‘You’re never safe, you know that?’

Ruby presses up against Betty’s legs, shivering.

We try to tell Betty everything’s ok but she’s backing away from us, tugging on Ruby’s lead.

‘Men get away with crimes every day. They get away with everything, while the innocent ones like my husband, well, they can never rest. And the guilty ones, the guilty ones like your teacher, they go free. And that Lily Lucid, well. What becomes, what becomes?’

We follow Betty up the train tracks.

‘He’s not free. He got chased out of town. He’ll probably go to prison.’

‘Prison!’ Betty laughs. ‘Silly girls. He’s not even going to trial.’

‘Betty,’ we call. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Your little friend.’

Ruby jerks ahead of her, spotting something in the bushes, and Betty drops the lead. ‘What are you seeing in there, girl, huh? Better not be those detectives again.’

‘Wait!’ we yell. ‘Betty?’

‘She didn’t tell you? The charges against your teacher have been dropped.’





Fork

We drop our bags and boards inside the cop shop doorway. Breathing through our mouths, we taste lemon toilet cleaner as we wait for the cop to be done on the phone.

‘Right.’

We were expecting Constable Shore, but this one is new and even older. The lines around his mouth look carved. He glances at us from eyes set deep into his skull and then pretends we’re not there.

‘Well, how bad is it? Look, if we dispatched every time they—’ He listens. ‘A kitchen fork, or the gardening kind? Righto.’

The cop puts the phone down and writes something in his notebook. Reluctantly, he turns to face us.

‘We understand that the charges against our music teacher have been withdrawn.’

The cop raises his eyebrows.

‘And you are…?’

‘Concerned citizens.’

‘Right.’

‘We want to know what happens now.’

The cop widens his eyes as if we made a joke.

‘What happens with…?’

‘He isn’t who he says he is.’

‘His real name is Matthew, and he’s not from Germany. He’s a liar.’

The phone rings and the cop picks it up. He listens, eyeing us while the person speaks. We hear a high-pitched voice, a woman barking demands.

‘Righto.’

He hangs up the phone and throws his pen onto the desk.

‘I’ve seen you lot in the shopping mall,’ he says, adjusting his belt. ‘You know you’re not allowed to skate indoors. You could hurt someone.’

‘What about Mr P?’

‘Go home to your mothers,’ the cop tells us. ‘Stop making trouble.’

We open our mouths to reply but he walks away.

When we step outside, the streetlights click on. The street is almost empty, everyone home preparing dinner. We skate to the bowls club and throw ourselves down on the cold benches.

A seagull barks at us, her wings tucked in tight. We tell her to fuck off and she does, and then we hear a different bark, and the sound of claws on the bitumen, so fast we have no chance to run this time.





No Fear

The pitbulls bark and slobber, circling us with foaming mouths.

We skitter along the bench so we’re sitting side by side, and we swipe our boards at the dogs, screaming at them to get away from us. Our shouting only seems to excite them. Their wet noses and hot breath touch our bare legs, making us squirm.

‘Fuck off, you stupid mutts!’

‘That’s no way to talk to my pups.’

Greg White walks across the bowls club lawn, his bald head shining under the lights. He whistles, and the dogs run back to their master.

We shuffle forward to stand up and Greg releases their collars. The dogs are on us again with their hot breath and nippy teeth. Their eyes are rolling like they are starved, and we are meat.

‘Leave us alone!’

‘You fucken psycho!’

We skitter back onto the bench again, lifting up our legs. Greg whistles and the dogs come to heel. He smiles, stroking the white dog’s head with his palm.

‘I saw you come out of the cop shop.’

‘So?’

‘So what were you lot doing there?’

‘What’s it got to do with you? Are you spying on us?’

He stops patting and points his finger.

‘Buddy doesn’t need little bitches like you starting trouble. He gets enough shit from the missus’s kids.’

‘Buddy?’ We exchange glances in confusion. ‘We didn’t say anything about Buddy.’

The dogs whine, straining forward, and Greg drags them back by their collars.

‘What did you say then?’

‘It was about our music teacher, alright?’

He looks at each of our faces, choosing whether to believe us.

‘You really are dumb little bitches, aren’t you?’

‘Whatever you reckon.’

We stand up, brushing the dirt from our shorts. We hold our boards against our chests, showing no fear.

‘Bloody ugly, too. No wonder that kid moved schools to get away from you.’

He laughs, but there’s something else in his expression. Relief, as if a problem has been solved.

The dogs sniff our crotches, then our toes.

No fear, we tell each other, silently, waiting for it to be over.

Finally, Greg walks away with a chuckle.

We wade out into the ocean to wash our legs, but this time, when we get out of the water, we don’t feel clean.





Plans

There’s a For Sale sign out the front of Mr P’s place, with that sleazy agent Andrew Victory smiling on it. Somebody has written Paedophile in black letters across the sign, so we take turns smashing it with our boards until Andrew’s face is all gone.

Luckily, the bathroom window is still unlocked. The house is empty, all the furniture gone, but the power is still connected. We search for something left behind: a trace of him, a clue. But there’s nothing except an invoice from the carpet cleaning company on the counter and a ring of keys, which we pocket.

We slide down onto the bedroom carpet, which smells faintly of vanilla.

‘I wonder what Lily’s new school is like.’

We are quiet, imagining. Lily in her fresh new uniform with a long tie and a short skirt. Writing busily in her schoolbooks and smiling up at the teachers after they praise her. Swimming pools and tennis courts, Lily’s shiny-haired and straight-teethed new friends. Kids with dads and lawnmowers, holiday houses and family dinners around the dining table. Lily telling her new friends about us and our terrible band and them all laughing in front of their double-door refrigerators.

They can’t even read music, Lily would tell them. Imagine, thinking they could win Battle of the Bands!

‘You reckon our mums are waiting for us?’

‘The school would have rung by now.’

‘We could just stay here, couldn’t we?’

We turn the heating up high and stretch out on the carpet. We fill our drink bottles at the tap and drink and drink until our stomachs are fat with water. We empty our school bags on the floor and chew Juicy Fruit while we write and draw in our schoolbooks.

A list of items we will need if we’re going to hide out in this house:


	Music

	Blankets

	Pillows

	Towels

	Cups and bowls

	Toilet paper

	Soap

	Shampoo and conditioner

	Food



This seems doable. This seems like something we can manage. We make plans for retrieval: whose mum will be out tomorrow and what time. Making plans helps us to forget about our mothers, and what they might have said when they got that call from the school. The weariness on their faces. The pain we can’t stop causing them.

By the time we turn the lights off, the house is cosy and warm, and we have a detailed plan of action for the following day.

We curl up on the bedroom floor, listening to the murmur of the heater above our heads. We sleep, and the heater’s murmur becomes animal: the heavy breaths of pitbulls, their wet and hungry moans.





Horoscope

We stop in at Ernie’s on the way back from raiding our houses. The wind is up, and the stools out front are empty. We call to Ernie as we enter, breathing in menthol and coconut. ‘Check the Rhime’ is playing as we make our way to the racks. We flick through the new crates: nods for Lou Reed and Babes in Toyland. Gag faces for Spin Doctors and Creed.

Ernie emerges from the back office, wearing a big white cowboy hat.

‘Hello, urchins. Shouldn’t you be in school?’

Avoiding the question, we tell Ernie that Sunny Baker got the class nerd pregnant.

He shakes his head. ‘I told you that surfer was no good for you.’

Ernie’s always telling us not to date the local boys. He has a vendetta against them, because one night some of the footy guys waited outside the store and jumped Ernie when he was locking up. They called him a fag, and they kicked him so hard he temporarily lost hearing in his right ear. He’s never told us their names.

Ernie reads the horoscopes to us while he’s perched behind the counter. This is an easy task because all three of us are Geminis.

‘Stop looking to others for guidance about your life and start finding solutions within you,’ Ernie tells us, before flipping the page. ‘You have a great deal of power, so use it wisely.’

When our readings are done we say goodbye and grab our backpacks from the front of the store, humping our loot onto our backs. Ernie hears the clink of cans and cutlery. He hops down from his stool, following us outside.

‘Listen to me, urchins. If school isn’t for you anymore, that’s fine. But you need a plan. A serious one. Or else you’ll wake up thirty years from now standing exactly where you are right now.’

‘You expect us to take advice from you in that hat?’

We wave goodbye, cheerful and bright, as if everything is fine. But when we arrive at Mr P’s house it is too quiet. No neighbour sounds or barking, no cradle rock of the waves.

We snuggle into our loungeroom nest, made of blankets we nicked from the Salvation Army bin behind the church. We eat tinned spaghetti until our bellies are full.

We wonder if our mothers are looking for us yet. Have they all spoken to each other and realised no one has us? We can imagine the swearing and the yelling. But we can’t imagine what will happen after that.

Without our instruments or our band, we have nothing. No escape, no future, just the painful, endless now. We can’t stop asking each other what Lily was thinking. Why she went to the cops in the first place. Was it all just to hurt us?

‘What day is it?’

‘Friday.’

‘Lily will be home from her aunt’s place.’

We switch off the music and grab our boards, starting the long skate over to Lily’s.





Mettle

When we see that Lily’s light isn’t on we freeze, stuck between a smashed-up combi van and the fence. The moon brightens suddenly like it clicked on its full beams.

‘She could be in the bathroom.’

‘Even then she would have left her light on.’

We hear footsteps behind us and nearly scream.

‘What are you doing here?’

Luka shoves past us in a wetsuit, carrying his board.

‘We came to see Lily.’

‘Not here,’ Luka calls back, disappearing into the darkness of the driveway. We don’t have time to ask him when she’ll be back because the front light is clicking on, and the door is swinging open. Heavy footsteps sound on the front porch and then Buddy is there, yelling at us to come in.

We look up at him, caught between curiosity and fear. The need for answers is stronger, so we leave our skateboards on the porch and go inside. We breathe in the smell of Lily’s house: woodsmoke and Pond’s cream and motor oil. They had lamb chops for dinner and the greasy smell lingers in the air. Mrs Lucid is sitting on the couch, a pile of fabric in her lap and a needle between her lips.

She gives a little shake of her head while Buddy’s back is turned.

Go, Mrs Lucid mouths, and we freeze in front of the pot belly stove.

Buddy is wearing his usual navy blue singlet, but cargo shorts rather than boardies. His stubby little toes curl as he bends down to peer into his fish tank.

‘Don’t know how it gets so dirty,’ Buddy says. ‘Reckon these crawlers aren’t doing their jobs.’

He taps the glass, right on the open mouth of a catfish. We shudder, looking from the catfish, back to Buddy.

‘We just came to see Lil.’

‘She’s in town, girls,’ Mrs Lucid says, softly. ‘She’s still with her Aunt Wendy.’

‘We’ve sent her to an all-girls school.’ Buddy crosses his arms. ‘A private school. You ever heard of St Mary’s College?’

An all-girls school. Lily may as well be on Mars.

‘I’m paying for it. I don’t mind paying for another bloke’s kid’s education.’

Mrs Lucid has placed her sewing on the coffee table. She stares at the TV screen: A woman is being chased down an alleyway. The woman trips and falls to the ground, losing one of her impossibly high stilettos. She screams, and the camera zooms out, making it clear that this is the end of her.

‘The kid knows how lucky she is,’ Buddy continues. ‘Doesn’t she, Hols?’

A sudden spark in the stove makes us jump. Buddy laughs, taking a step towards us.

‘I know what’s good for Lil. And I know that you lot are a bad influence.’

‘We just came to visit,’ we say, backing towards the door. ‘We should get going.’

‘Your mothers are worried,’ Mrs Lucid says. ‘They called and asked me if you were staying here.’

‘Sorry.’

‘They’re not angry,’ Mrs Lucid lies. ‘They just want to know that you’re ok.’

Buddy steps closer, close enough that we can smell Jack Daniel’s. Mrs Lucid stands up, making the couch springs creak.

‘I heard you’ve been talking about me to the cops.’ Buddy smiles, showing his grey bottom tooth, which Lily told us was from a headbutt at the pub. ‘I heard that you’ve been tryna put the blame on me.’

We tell Buddy we didn’t say anything. We are pedalling, like the Blue Dwarf Gourami.

‘Say another word about me and my business,’ Buddy says. ‘And I’ll strangle ya.’

Mrs Lucid nods for us to go. We stumble to the front door, wrenching it open.

The fresh air is cool on our hot cheeks. We grab our boards and bolt down the driveway, then up the road as fast as we can.

‘He’s a psycho,’ we gasp. ‘A fucking psycho.’

Here be dragons, Mr Keaton used to say, when we got to the climax of the play. The moment when your mettle is tested.

We hadn’t stood up to Buddy or tested our mettle. We had scurried off into the night like cowards.

We walk through the back streets, our heart rates finally slowing. The moon is eaten by clouds and there are no streetlights, nothing to guide us back to Mr P’s.

We wonder if maybe Lily threatened to dob him in, and Buddy agreed to pay for school if she kept his secret.

If that’s true, then Lily is the lucky one. What’s a little bit of suffering, in exchange for a future?





Sweet Tooth

We wait until just before closing time. A cop car on Myrtle Lane has us ducking behind garbage bins and skulking around like criminals. We walk through the shopping mall, past the bakery, newsagent, and deli. The few people still shopping give us a wide berth, like we’re contagious.

The aisles are mostly empty, and we try to act casual. ‘Informer’ is playing on the radio, and we stroll through the bakery section, humming along.

A man in all black is by the cereals. We check his belt for a walkie-talkie. In the condiments section, a family blocks the aisle. A mother and father, a twin set, the boy in the trolley and the girl big enough to walk. They are all blonde and blue-eyed like an advertisement. The mother wants to make apricot chicken. The father wants to make Szechuan beef.

The confectionery aisle makes our tastebuds tingle. Mars Bars and Cherry Ripes, Maltesers and Violet Crumbles. Our fingers trace the foil as we breathe in the smell of chocolate and malt. We look around but we can’t do it.

Our mothers raised us not to steal.

‘Let’s just go.’

As we leave, we pass the line of white buckets and the shiny steel of the spoons. Without saying a word we lift up the lids, reach our hands in and scoop, and then stick our hands back into our pockets.

Victorious, we hustle through an empty aisle and out of the store, through the mall and into the girls’ toilets.

We empty our pockets into paper towel plates. A feast of chocolate almonds, roasted cashews, and liquorice allsorts. We giggle, mouths full of chocolate and salt, chewing madly, still humming the song. We are kind of thieves but not really. For a moment we feel like children again, little girls with mothers waiting outside with their trolleys full of dented cans and just-expired bread and grey-looking chops.

We hear the outer door swing open and freeze, before hurrying into the disabled toilet at the end. We lock the door just in time before two women come in, chattering with high, whiny voices.

‘I heard he’s hiding out with another paedophile,’ one of the women says, and we stop chewing to listen.

‘My goodness. How many of them are out there?’

‘It’s a conspiracy. The government doesn’t want us to know.’

‘The government,’ the other woman sighs.

They start peeing at the same time, and we make bug-eyed faces, trying not to laugh. It seems to go on forever, like these women have been holding on for days.

‘It’s a shame, what happened to that girl.’

‘It wasn’t just her; there were four of them. Those tomboys with the skateboards.’

We bristle. The toilets flush, one after the other. We press our eyes to the gaps and see two women with blonde bobs and fat arses.

‘Poor things. What chance did they have, coming from those families?’ one of them says, examining her wrinkles in the mirror.

‘I always knew something wasn’t right with him. Thought he was God’s gift in those tight jeans.’

The women stop talking to dry their hands, and then the creak of the doors tells us they’re gone. We open the stall door and stand in front of the mirror, chewing the remains of our feast.

The girls in the mirror don’t look like us. They look tired. They look like our mothers.





Pigtails

When we were small, our mothers often took photos. Firstborn children, we all were, and for the first seven years or so, key childhood moments were documented. The first day of kindergarten, blowing out birthday candles, sitting on the laps of grandparents at Christmas lunches were all deemed worthy of a snap. Not only the picture taking, but the effort of going to a store, dropping off the film, waiting for it to be developed, and then paying to collect it: activities our mothers would never have the time or money to do now.

These candid snaps were often taken without us realising, when our cheeks were red with exertion or our eyes squinted against the sun. Sometimes in the images we look grumpy or tired, our eyes half closed as we wait for our mothers to finish talking in the driveway, or tear-stained cheeks at the dining table because we’d been denied a sleepover after a visit.

But even in those candid shots, it’s clear that we used to be cute. Chubby-cheeked in denim overalls or polka dot dresses, round-bellied in pink bathers or frilly nightgowns. Our mothers used to do our hair for us, in pigtails or even braids. Looking at the photos now we almost can’t believe that our mothers made that time to attend to us, separating lengths of hair with a long comb, clipping the rest carefully as they braided sections into perfect rows. What did that feel like, to sit between their legs on the floor, to feel the warmth of their knees and breath on our necks, the gentle tug of their fingers on our scalps? Did they spin us around after the work was done, to get a proper look? Did they gaze with pride upon our faces? Did they put a hand to the crown of our heads, and tell us we looked perfect?

We cannot remember now.

There are baby photos, too. All of us wrapped in that same hospital blanket with the stripes of pink, yellow, and blue. Our beaming mothers with deflating stomachs and our smooshed, frowning faces peeking out from the crook of their arms.

There are dads in some of these baby photos. Of course we don’t remember the moment but there they are, looking proud and serious in the hospital room. Our fathers were bearded and tan-lined, wearing long jeans and collared shirts. Our fathers looked proud and charismatic, as if they were about to crack a joke seconds before the photo was taken.

We study these few photos, our only clues as to who our fathers were. Our mothers have always been too busy to tell us much. ‘He liked fishing,’ they’d say simply, or more likely, ‘He loved a drink.’ Hungry for more information, we tried to puzzle out what they were thinking by their expressions in the images: Did they know already, even in the delivery suite, that they would eventually leave us? Or were they certain that fatherhood was going to be good for them, the arrival of a baby a fresh chance to make a go of things?

However it ended, our parents were happy when we were born. We have the pictures to prove it. This raises another question: When did we become unwanted? Did our mothers change their minds when our fathers left, or before? Was it when we were in primary school or kindergarten? Was it when we first started to talk? At what age, particularly, did our costs outweigh our benefits?

The albums dwindle in primary school, eventually going blank. But compared to our little siblings, we’re the lucky ones. Our brothers and sisters don’t even have albums. They have random snaps taken by family members, and their photos are in plastic bags in kitchen drawers, waiting for our mothers to find the time to look at them.





Converse Shoe

As we walk back to Mr P’s we start to plan. We do our best thinking on the move, and plus, we are full of sugar.

‘We need money.’

‘Well, we can’t busk in town anymore.’

‘There must be someone in the city who can put us up.’

We throw around names of cousins and far-off uncles. The problem is, the minute we call them they’ll be on the phone to our mothers.

‘Kurt slept under bridges until he made it.’

The cold ruffles our hair with icy fingers. We shiver, picturing ourselves sleeping under a bridge. The wet grass and gurgling water. The homeless men circling.

‘There would be people like us in the city. Other musicians. Other kids.’

‘If we start busking in the mall, we’ll make friends in no time.’

‘And then we can crash with them. Start playing real gigs, meeting people…’

‘Agents…’

‘Producers…’

The future is a dare, we tell each other. The future is a dare, the future is a dare…

‘The first thing we need to do is get money for the bus fare to town.’

‘Or we could just hitchhike?’

We quicken our pace, turning onto Pinecone Avenue. At the phone box, we take turns reverse-calling our mothers, holding the phone away from our ears while they scream.

‘Nothing bad can happen to us as long as we’re together,’ we tell them. ‘We’re not alone. We’re safe.’

They’re still yelling when we hang up on them, but we know, deep down, that they’re relieved to be rid of us. One less mouth to feed. One less bill for school fees and uniforms. We’ve only ever brought them trouble.



On the walk back to Mr P’s house the wind softens, and we hear Nirvana playing, like a sign. We follow the riff of ‘In Bloom’ to a house next to an old shearing shed. We’ve never noticed it before. As we get closer, we hear voices singing along.

We can tell they’re older kids. They have loud voices but they don’t sound like locals. They keep talking, raving about how Kurt is a genius and a god.

We look at each other. Are there more of us?

We creep up to the front windows of the shack. We see a line of empty beer bottles and a nest of blankets like the one we made at Mr P’s. We see couches, ashtrays, and a black coffee table with a television on top.

Someone is crying, really howling, like their dog just died.

‘I can’t believe he’s gone.’

On the TV screen, we see a single Converse shoe. A thrown hand. A detective crouched on the floor.

The newscaster cuts from the image to a single headline:

Kurt Cobain Dead.





Nirvana


is a place where you are

extinguished

so you don’t have to burn

anymore.

It didn’t work for him.

His eyes were the clean blue

of an oxygenated flame

as he sung his last rites

in a sea of black candles.

His

funereal songs.

Our

foretold grief.







Bleeding Out

The spaghetti and tuna cans sit unopened on the counter. The rooms are cold. The lights are off. We listen to Nevermind, and then we listen to Bleach, and then we listen to Incesticide, and then we start all over again.

We get stuck on the song ‘Something in the Way’, arguing about what it means. Arguing about whether he was happy under that bridge, dreaming of being a rock star, or if that time was the thing that broke him. We play the song until the tape starts skipping. Fighting about whose fault it is when what we’re really fighting about is whose chest is cracked open widest, and which one of us is bleeding out.

Wounded, we retreat to separate rooms and listen to each other sniffling behind closed doors.

But we’ve never been the kind of people who wait for something to happen. So that afternoon, we wrap ourselves up in blankets and walk down to the party house. We knock on the door and when a guy opens it wearing boxer shorts and a kimono, we just look at him until he lets us in.





Eighteen

‘So, new friends. Can you keep a secret?’

Mojo grins, showing us his straight, white teeth. His kimono falls open, and we try not to stare.

‘Oi, nah,’ Jason says, looking at us from the corner of his eye. ‘Not yet.’

Mojo’s roommate Jason seems to only say two words at a time, like he’s saving them up for something. He has a head like a chipmunk: fat cheeks and jaw under a small forehead. Maybe only two words at a time can ever fit into such a tiny head.

Mojo tells Jason to chill. He shows us the stairwell in the kitchen, his wine cellar filled with warm, glowing lights and plants. We breathe in the sweet smell and try not to sneeze.

Be cool, we silently tell each other, with meaningful looks.

‘You smoke?’ Mojo asks, bending down to examine a leaf. His blond hair flops into his eyes and he shoves it out of the way.

‘Sure,’ we lie. ‘All the time.’

‘Yeah, right,’ Jason says.

We sit at the table out back, a square of glass in a square of cement. There’s a washing line decorated with empty sacks of goon and a bathtub filled with dirt.

We watch Mojo roll a joint on the table, then light it up and inhale deeply. We copy him when he passes it to us, swallowing our coughs while Jason watches, bumping the table with his twitchy legs.

‘What are you girls doing out here?’ Mojo asks.

‘We ran away. We’re moving to the city,’ we tell him. ‘For the band.’

We tell Mojo about Negat, and how we can’t read music.

‘Who cares?’ Mojo shrugs. ‘The Beatles can’t read music. Neither can Hendrix.’

‘Van Halen,’ Jason adds. ‘Michael Jackson.’

Mojo wishes he’d had the guts to follow his dreams when he was in high school. Mojo is talking about his boring business course when the table and chairs start melting underneath us. We look up at Jason and Mojo from our ice cream puddles and start giggling, unable to stop.

Oh. We touch each other’s skin. So soft. Everything soft. Everything melting.

Mojo considers us, blowing two streams of smoke from his nostrils.

‘How old are you girls?’

‘Eighteen,’ we tell him, in between giggles.

‘Yeah, right,’ Jason says. ‘Fucken joke.’





Vigil

Mojo loves Nirvana almost as much as we do. He shows us a vigil he made in the loungeroom. On the coffee table there are black candles, surrounding a photo of Kurt with Frances Bean. A little stuffed turtle because he once had a bathtub full of them. Antacids for his stomach pain. Confetti and guitar picks. A Mudhoney cassette and a condom. Creem magazine and a glass of milk.

‘He probably would have hated this,’ we tell Mojo, and he laughs.

‘True.’

He sits down and offers us a joint. We pass it around, staring into the flames of the candles.

‘He said once that great rock ‘n’ roll is usually made by people who don’t have a home,’ Mojo tells us.

We smile.

‘That sounds like him.’

‘If only he and Courtney had never met.’

‘What?’

‘She ruined him. Got him into heroin.’

‘That’s bullshit,’ we scoff.

‘And the media,’ Mojo continues. ‘Hounding and bullying. Kurt was a genius. It was too much for him.’

‘Are you going to blame the fans too?’

‘Well, he never wanted it, did he? The fame and attention. People literally hounded him to death.’

‘No one put that gun in his hand though, did they?’

‘I’m just saying. A talent like that should have been protected. No one was looking out for him.’

Bristling, we stare into the flames. Our faces are red and hot.

‘What’s the matter with you girls?’

‘Nothing,’ we tell him. ‘You’re right.’

But what we’re thinking is that he had a daughter. A little girl he left all alone. And now she has to go through the rest of her life with no one to protect her.





American Dad

After spending the night passed out on Mojo’s floor, we return to Mr P’s in the morning and find a cop car out front.

We freeze, darting behind the nearest tree. We take turns peering out to look.

One of them is Baby Brady: We recognise his soft shoulders. The other bloke is in regular clothes, some kind of detective. He is tall and broad-shouldered. Nice looking, like a sitcom American Dad. He stands in the front yard, talking to our mothers. They seem smaller outside of the house.

When did we last see them anywhere, except in the house?

Three dropped perms. Three downturned mouths. They point at Mr P’s house and the cop listens and nods.

‘… keep looking,’ we hear the American Dad say, when the wind shifts our way. ‘You’d be surprised by how quickly runaways return once their food runs out.’

Our mothers head over to their cars, talking quietly for a moment in the driveway. The wind snatches their hair, revealing their pale, vulnerable necks. We see their bare faces and their trackpants worn thin at the knees and we take each other’s hands to stop ourselves from running out and begging their forgiveness.

‘They seem worried.’

‘I thought they’d be relieved.’

‘Maybe it’s just an act for the cops?’

We clutch our stomachs on the walk back, and when we knock on the front door Mojo laughs.

‘You missed me that much?’

‘The cops are looking for us.’

‘Well, what did you expect? How long have you been gone for?’

We screw up our faces, counting back. ‘Four days.’

‘That’ll do it. You’ll be on the news by the end of the week.’

‘Nah.’ We exchange glances. ‘You reckon?’

He hands us the landline.

‘Just call them. Tell them you’re fine and you’ll be home soon. I don’t want the cops sniffing around here.’

‘Can we stay again tonight?’

Mojo looks at us, considering. ‘You can stay another night. Any longer than that, and you’ll have to start contributing.’

‘Contributing how?’

Mojo shrugs. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be moving to the city? Following your rock star dreams?’

‘Yeah,’ we say. ‘Soon. Soon.’





Ferns

Mojo lets us stay another night, and we get stoned with him and talk about everything except leaving. We call Mojo’s place Ferns because of all the leaves in it. The house is Mojo’s dad’s holiday home, but he only uses it in the summer. He thinks Mojo is at his mother’s house, finishing his university degree. By the time his dad returns next summer, Mojo and all of his leaves will be gone.

‘Son, the best investment is in the tools of one’s trade,’ Mojo says, in a deep voice.

We laugh.

‘You girls look pretty sharp in your new gear.’

We wear outfits scrounged from the Goodwill bin that morning: crochet tops and floral skirts, baby doll dresses and lace nighties. We are enjoying our new flowy look.

‘She’s a Rainbow’ is playing on the stereo. We smoke and slide down into our chairs, laughing at the goosebumps on our arms. We understand it’s cold, but we can’t feel it.

Larry, Mojo’s older brother, comes out back.

‘What are you lot still doing here?’

‘Mojo’s groupies,’ Jason tells him. ‘Fan club.’

‘Fuck off!’ We laugh, our lips rubbery like a fish’s, and this gets us laughing even harder.

Larry sits down, cracking open a Coopers. He drinks the can in one go and looks at Mojo.

‘You want these runaways hanging around? Cops will be at your door.’

‘The cops already looked,’ we tell him. ‘Our mothers think we’re staying in the city.’

‘If you called from a local phone they wouldn’t have heard the beeps.’

‘What?’

‘The two beeps that tell you the call is from Adelaide.’

We look at each other. Shit.

‘Are you fucking these girls?’ Larry asks Mojo.

Mojo winks, and Larry says, Paedophile, and we stop laughing.

We go inside and see the rainforest poster dripping down the loungeroom wall. The Rolling Stones are still playing as we slide down onto the carpet, holding hands.

‘Do you think our mums are still looking for us?’

‘They did sound pretty worried on the phone.’

‘Should we go home? Or should we stick with the plan and try the city?’

Guiltily, we look at each other. It seems so much easier to stay here, in this nowhere place, than to make a decision.

‘As long as we stay together, everything will be fine.’

‘Girls.’ Mojo’s arms are open wide. ‘Don’t worry about Larry, he’s just a grumpy old bastard.’

We look up at him, unsure. We don’t know how to ask what we need to.

‘Mojo, we know we’ve been staying here for free…’

‘And eating your food…’

‘And smoking your weed…’

‘You think I’m going to start charging? Blow jobs in exchange for bread?’

We laugh and Mojo smiles. ‘I’m in hiding, too,’ he tells us. ‘Don’t worry. You’re safe with me.’





Freeloading

We’re napping under a weak, watery sun when Mojo comes out in a peach dressing gown. He’s wearing sunglasses and smoking a huge joint, and we laugh and call him a pimp.

‘Speaking of,’ Mojo says. ‘I just got the electricity bill.’

Jason whistles. He’s still wearing his Woolworths deli uniform and smells deliciously of fritz.

‘You’ve been staying here for, what, four days now?’ Mojo asks.

We squint up at him. With the sun behind his head and his tall peach body, Mojo looks like a golden god. We prop ourselves up on our elbows, which hurts because our towels are laid out on the cement.

‘Too long,’ Jason mutters.

‘Fuck off, Jason.’

‘It’s time for you to contribute to the household,’ Mojo continues.

‘Yes,’ we agree, unsure what this means.

Mojo takes a drag of his joint and grins.



As soon as it’s dark, Jason drives us into town in his Commodore. Mojo sits in the front seat and we are all smooshed in the back, smelling each other’s dirty hair. Even though we beg him to change it, Jason plays SAFM on the stereo, punishing us with Whitney Houston and Boyz II Men. He regrets it when ‘Nothing Compares 2 U’ comes on and we start belting it out at the top of our lungs.

Jason drives into the foreshore car park and turns around to face us.

‘Motion sensor,’ he tells us. ‘Ankle height.’

Jason’s chipmunk face is deadly serious, setting us off on another giggling fit.

‘Listen!’ Mojo yells, and we stop laughing.

‘Jump over,’ Jason continues. ‘Grab spirits.’

Unsure, we look back at Mojo for help.

‘There’s a motion sensor at the front door. He’ll probably be out back smoking but he comes in when he hears the bell. Step high over the sensor, grab the spirits, and then run.’

We get out of the car and pull our hoodies over our heads. The wind immediately whips the hoods back again.

‘He may chase you, he may not,’ Mojo says, calmly. ‘But if he does, just be faster. He’ll give up before you reach the beach.’

Mojo tells us to run through the car park and straight across the road, and they’ll meet us out the front of the Bowls Club. We get out of the car, stomachs roiling with beer and canned pineapple. We see the lights of the bottle shop up ahead, the one attached to the Bait and Tackle Hotel.

The car park is empty, the pine trees watchful and unmoved by the wind.

‘The guy who runs the shop, his name’s Tom something?’

‘Yeah. Looks like he works out heaps.’

‘Can guys on steroids run fast?’

Fuck, we whisper, fuck, as we pull our hoods up over our hair.

We leap high over the entrance, but one of us doesn’t clear the sensor because we hear the buzzer go off as we bolt for the back wall. Blindly swiping, bottles in each of our hands, we hear the cool room door open and a man’s shout.

‘Oi!’

We scream, making a run for it. We charge across the car park, the pine trees whipping past in a blur. We grip the bottles tight at the neck, our hands slippery with sweat. Our hearts are pumping so hard we can barely breathe, and we hear him shouting behind us. Panic rising, chests burning, we turn down the boulevard and bolt towards Jason’s car. We glance back to see Tom slowing down, bending over to put his hands on his knees.

The back doors open and we dive into the car, bottles flying, heads banging into each other. As we slam the doors shut Mojo is telling us to calm down, we’re fine, and did we get any tequila?





Butter Mouth

Over the weekend there’s a steady stream of townies looking to buy. All of the private school kids know Mojo. He’s their first stop once they drop their bags off at their holiday houses.

Mojo tells us to stay out of his business so we hang out in the bedroom, lying on the musty mattress and watching TV. We smoke and watch Play School and Bananas in Pyjamas, laughing and laughing at it all.

When we get hungry, we come out to the kitchen to scrounge. We look at each other and start laughing again, leaning against the counter until our cheeks are pink and our limbs floppy. Mojo comes in wearing only a towel, with a little brunette chick attached to his arm.

‘What’s with the jailbait?’ she says, glaring at us down her pointy little nose.

‘Don’t mind them, Neens, they’re just my entourage.’

‘Dream on!’ We laugh, whipping Mojo’s arm with the tea towel.

At the back of the cleaning cupboard, we find a stale packet of half-eaten Yoyos. We take the Meadow Lea container from the fridge and sit down around the kitchen table, taking turns to dip the biscuits into the margarine.

‘Mmmmmmmmmmm.’

Our throats are slippery. Someone is playing ‘Regulate’ and we sing along with our buttery voices.

The brunette chick looks down at us, our mouths coated in crumbs and margarine.

‘They’re staying here?’ she whispers.

We get up and start dancing, which is so much more fun to do when you’re wearing scarves and long silk dresses with bell sleeves.

‘Don’t worry, babe,’ Mojo says. ‘I’m just helping these kids out for a little while.’

Mojo takes the brunette into his room, giving us a wink, and we laugh some more, red-eyed and butter-mouthed.





Numb

We hear Nina’s whine from the loungeroom, ruining our buzz.

‘Don’t they have a home to go to?’

Nina makes no effort to lower her voice. She doesn’t like us being there, she wants Mojo all to herself.

‘It’s weird having schoolgirls hanging around,’ Nina continues. She’s cooking something with mushrooms that smells like dirt.

We turn down the TV volume to hear Mojo’s response.

‘I like them. They’re funny.’

‘They’re freaky. Have you not noticed how they all talk the same? And act the same? They even have the same haircut.’

Nina bangs her spoon on the edge of the saucepan, and then we hear Mojo’s chair scrape backward.

‘Awwww. Jealous Neens. Come here.’

Giggling and then wet sounds. We make gag faces at each other before turning the volume back up.



Rage plays a Nirvana special. We watch it curled up in a pile of blankets, tissues at the ready. There are interviews with musicians cut with photos of Kurt. Grieving Courtney holding little Frances Bean.

We pass around a bottle of Malibu and stare at the screen. We watch the fans talk about all the empathy he had and the love and respect he showed gay people, women, and minorities.

He was sensitive. He didn’t like the way women were disrespected in the music industry. He hated violence and homophobia, sexism, and misogyny.

We know all that. That’s why we loved him so much. Yet as we listen to people praising him we are dry-eyed and numb. No one on the show mentions that Frances Bean is fatherless now. That Kurt made the choice to abandon her.

Jason walks in, holding a beer.

‘Need supplies,’ he tells us, and we groan.

‘We’re too drunk to run, Jason.’

‘Next time,’ Jason says threateningly, as the door swings shut behind him.

Our eyes return to the screen. Malibu sours our mouths.

‘He was so kind,’ Kurt’s mother says. ‘He was so worried about people, if they were ok, if they got hurt. He cared so much for others, despite his own suffering.’

But what about Frances? we counter.

Now she’s just another bastard.





Nice Ladies

After the next liquor run, we ask Jason to stop at the fairground so we can say hello to Jay. School holidays haven’t started yet, but the carnival is already up and running.

‘It Ain’t Hard to Tell’ is playing as we sneak up to the Sizzler, keeping a lookout for cops. The ride is full and Jay is watching the kids go around, one hand on the controls.

We hop up on the fence in a tangle of lace and scarves, our fake jewellery clunking against the wire. When the Sizzler finally stops, Jay circles the ride, making sure every child is safely removed.

‘Hey Jay Jay!’ we call, and his good eye fixes on us.

‘Why are you dressed like that?’

‘You don’t like it?’

Jay doesn’t reply, so we change the subject.

‘You’re busy tonight.’

‘Yeah, there’s more people than usual.’ Jay looks back at the line, which is quickly filling up with the next batch of kids.

We give Jay high fives and hop off the fence. ‘We’ll let you get back to your customers.’

Jay rubs his head, a worried look on his face.

‘Hey.’ He fixes each of us with his good eye, one at a time. ‘Your mothers are nice ladies,’ Jay says, finally.

We nod and wave goodbye, and we don’t say a word to each other on the way back to the car.

When we get in, we ask Mojo to turn the music up, even though we hate it. As we reverse out of the car park we pass Sophie Carmichael, walking with her mother. Sophie holds empty shopping bags in her hands, and she stares down at them while her mother talks rapidly, leaning in close to Sophie’s face.

‘Get out of the way!’

Jason beeps the horn, making Mojo laugh.

Sophie sees us and her face reddens. Her mother stops talking to glare in our direction.

We see the shame on Sophie’s face, and the anger on her mother’s. We look away.





Leeches

When the cops come the next day we’re in our blanket nest in the loungeroom, watching TV.

‘Girls,’ Mojo shouts from the kitchen. ‘Out the back. Go!’

Lurching onto our feet, we run out the back door and into the rear yard. We jump the low back fence and run around behind the old shed, our bare feet scrabbling over the grass. We hear the blip of a police radio, then banging on the front screen. Two voices, one male and one female. Mojo replies to them, sounding friendly, but a little panicked.

We hold hands in the darkness, shivering in our lacy dresses. Somewhere far away, a lamb calls for its mother.

When the cruiser finally leaves, we watch the beam of the headlights disappearing down the road. The trees and shrubs are briefly illuminated, before falling again into darkness.

When we return to the house, Mojo and Jason are passing a bong back and forth. Mojo’s usual smile is gone.

‘You lot,’ Jason mutters. ‘Time’s up.’

We ignore him and turn to Mojo.

‘Too close, girls,’ Mojo says. ‘I reckon it might be time for you to move on.’

The front door bangs open and we all freeze. Mojo’s eyes widen in horror, smoke still leaking from his mouth.

‘What’s up, guys?’ Nina strolls in and we all exhale in relief.

‘Fucking hell,’ Jason says. ‘Heart attack.’

Nina drops a shopping bag on the counter, ingredients for another one of her nasty vegan meals.

‘Babe, the cops were just here. You scared the shit out of us.’

‘Cause of them?’ Nina looks at us. ‘Are they finally going to leave?’

We tell Nina to fuck off, then give Mojo our sweetest smiles.

‘We’re sorry, Mojo.’

‘We’re really sorry.’

‘Can we stay just a little bit longer?’

‘I can’t risk a charge, my dad would kill me.’ Mojo winces. ‘Sorry, girls.’

‘Can we at least stay for the big party tomorrow night?’

‘We’ll leave first thing next morning.’

‘Promise.’

When Mojo says we can stay for the party, Nina pauses from unpacking her groceries. ‘Are you sure, babe? What if the cops come back?’

‘I don’t think they will,’ Mojo says. ‘They bought my dumb townie act.’

‘What if they come back because of a noise complaint?’

We scoff. ‘A noise complaint? Who from, a cow?’

‘I just think it would be best for them to leave in the morning. Safer.’

Jason watches with interest. Mojo lights another joint. Nina shrugs and then presses her lips together, with a look just like Lily used to give us.

Before Mojo can agree with her, we’re all reassuring him at once. We’ll help him get the house ready tomorrow and make a good punch. We’ll stay out of the way, they won’t even know we’re there. Mojo raises his hands in the air in submission, and we laugh, taking turns to lean over and hug him.

‘Is this what you do?’ Nina smirks, leaning back against the kitchen bench. ‘You follow blokes around and try to act cute and then suck ’em dry like leeches? Is that what happened with your music teacher?’

We don’t stop to ask what she knows and how. We just attack, hitting and scratching, until Mojo and Jason drag us off of her.





Big Cheese

The next day we are busy preparing for the party. We do booze runs in three different bottle shops in Emerson, and then Jason makes punch in an esky. We clean and move furniture, then set about preparing the best playlist in history. We don’t have time to talk about what we’re going to do in the morning, and where we’re going to go. That’s tomorrow’s problem.

Mojo dresses in a long fur coat, and we wear baby doll dresses and red lipstick. Nina wears a tight, glittery dress that makes her body look like a sausage roll. As the cars start to pull up we keep a low profile, drinking punch out back.

When we are drunk and the house is full we gather around the stereo, playing Nirvana and the Beatles, Bikini Kill and The Pixies. Townie kids carrying longnecks ask us for Real McCoy and Weezer and we tell them we don’t play shit like that and put on ‘Cannonball’ by The Breeders instead. Mojo brags to everyone about his underage DJs, and we like being younger and cooler than the townies. They might have driven here in their parents’ Mercedes, but we are the ones with an edge.

We’ve just put on ‘Love Buzz’ and we’re spinning around in our baby doll dresses when Lily Lucid walks in. She’s laughing, her arm in the crook of another girl’s elbow, and her hair is straight and shining.

‘Is it her?’

‘She looks like a Just Jeans commercial.’

‘She looks like a stuck-up bitch.’

We smack our red lips and smile when Lily looks across the loungeroom and sees us. Her brunette pal is asking her what’s wrong as Lily closes her mouth and carefully matches our smiles.

‘Hi, guys,’ Lily says, walking up to the decks like this is normal.

We reply, hey, real casual.

‘I heard you weren’t in school anymore.’

This isn’t the question we want to answer. We want to talk about Mojo, and what it’s like to live in the biggest party house in Vincent.

‘You look cool,’ Lily adds, like she read our minds.

We tell her we have been living here, all together, in this house, and Lily’s eyes widen. We ask her about her new school, fiddling with the decks like we don’t care about her answer.

‘It’s pretty good. The teachers are nice and they actually, you know, give a shit.’

Her friend whispers something in her ear, and then goes out to the kitchen. Sneering, we put ‘Big Cheese’ on the stereo.

‘Your friend’s up herself.’

‘Cassie?’ Lily laughs. ‘She’s nice.’

‘You must think you’re pretty good, right? Spending all your time with rich kids like that.’

Lily stiffens, tugging at the bottom of her t-shirt.

We pass around a bottle of Passion Pop, taking long swigs.

‘I guess your new friends don’t know about Buddy.’

Lily shrugs. ‘There’s not much to tell.’

Her straight, shiny hair shifts like a curtain. The little disco light that somebody brought spins, throwing sparkles of rainbow light on her skin. We see Calvin Klein written in tiny letters across her breasts. Which aren’t much bigger than ours, really.

‘How is he paying for you to go to that school, anyway?’

‘Same as your little pimp over there.’ Lily points at Mojo, who is passing a bucket bong around the table.

‘What?’

‘Buddy sells drugs out of the wreckers. Him and Greg.’

The name makes us go still, remembering the panting breath and the sharp nails of the pitbulls.

Lily’s eyes widen in disbelief. ‘Did you seriously not know that?’

We swill the Passion Pop like mouthwash. We are bright red, unable to look at each other.

‘You really are clueless.’

The music stops.

‘Play Culture Beat!’ somebody yells.

‘Play Dr Dre!’

Nina runs in, pushing us aside to put on Kylie Minogue.

‘I did it for you, you know,’ Lily tells us.

‘Confide in Me’ starts playing. The violins are rising and we are sweating, the sound and the strobe lights making us dizzy.

‘You know what I’m talking about. I told the cops so he couldn’t do it to anyone else.’

We sneer. ‘Whatever it takes to get out of Vincent, right?’

‘No.’ She shakes her head. ‘I didn’t tell on him so I could leave. I did it so that someone would finally protect you.’

Her eyes are wide, but not with sadness: with pity. With the same look that Nina gives us because we are trash. Because we are uneducated, untalented, nothing.

We can’t even read music.

Fuck off, we tell Lily. Fuck off and die.

We go into the kitchen and Mojo opens his arms wide. We reach for the bucket bong, but he holds out a hand, palm up. There are little white squares on the tips of his fingers, and he tells us to stick out our tongues, so we do.





Sipario

About two weeks after Lily left, Mr P sat us down before practice.

We plonked down on the blue, scratchy carpet. We looked at the drum kit and guitars and bid them a silent farewell.

‘You don’t have to say anything,’ we said.

‘We know we suck.’

‘We know that without Lily, we’re nothing.’

Mr P crouched down in front of us, and the room was so quiet we could hear the creak of his boots. His brown eyes were dark and serious, focused, always focused on us, like a spotlight.

‘You may not have her natural range, but I promise, girls, you have potential. You have power in your chest register and a wonderful energy. You have spirit, and drive, and chemistry. And your song lyrics are quite brilliant.’

We blushed and squirmed, exchanging glances. Despite our embarrassment we felt the spotlight on our faces, and we couldn’t help basking in its warmth.

‘We thought… isn’t that what you wanted to talk to us about? Stopping practice?’

‘I wanted to talk to you about entering your band into a competition. If you win, it could mean big things.’

‘But we’re only doing covers. You said Lily had the perfect combination of chest and head voice.’

‘Girls.’ Mr P stood up. His jeans were all bunched up around his calves as he paced back and forth in front of us.

‘Granted, losing Lily does increase the challenge, but you just have to work harder. I believe in you, but you have to believe in yourselves. Stop worrying about Lily, and start focusing on your future and your potential. Your dreams.’

He waited, staring down at us. His dark eyes looked black and intense as they asked us the question: How badly did we want to get out of Vincent? Did we have the drive, the commitment, the energy to work harder and longer than everyone else?

‘We’re not quitters like Lily.’

‘We’ll do the work.’

‘Ok.’ He paced up and down, and we waited for him to formulate a plan. ‘The instruments, we can do together. But the singing is going to take extra practice. After school. Late nights. Weekends.’

We nodded. We would do it. We would do anything.

Kurt Cobain’s first gig was at a high school party. The house was in the middle of the woods, and Kurt set up in the loungeroom and cut sick. All of the nerds and the stoners hid in the kitchen because they were afraid of him. That was the kind of band we wanted to be.

‘One last thing,’ Mr P told us. ‘Private lessons. Lunchtime. I need to work with you one-on-one.’

We nodded.

‘We can do it, Mr P.’

‘We won’t let you down.’

Initially, we thought we might call our band Verse Chorus Verse because that was one of the names Kurt was originally going to call the album Nevermind.

But Mr P convinced us that The Bastards was better. Because we were proud of what we’d overcome. And because our anger gave us our edge. And because we were special.





Amy

We are in the back of a white van. It smells sweetly of orange spice cologne. The van is circling a roundabout. It’s going around and around and around and around so we can’t stand up straight, can’t do anything but fall.

People outside stare in at us. We bang on the windows, screaming for help, but they do nothing but watch.

The circle is getting smaller. The roundabout is shrinking, plunging into a black hole. The driver is hairy, too hairy to be a human man. He’s the devil, he’s the father we never had. We scream for each other and stretch out our hands. The van spins, faster and faster and we cannot stop it.

‘It’s alright, darlin.’

‘Don’t worry now. Don’t worry.’



I wake up in Jason’s bed. I’m alone. I need to throw up and I run to the toilet, tripping over beer cans and rubbish. I drop my head into the foul-smelling bowl and I retch and retch, but nothing comes out.

I rest my forehead on the cool rim and breathe through my mouth, trying not to inhale the foul stench of the bowl. I want Violet, I want Jade. I start to cry and the tears pour down my cheeks, splashing into the toilet water. The sound of rain outside, but no voices or music. My dress is ripped so it hangs off my shoulder.

Did I do that?

A memory of a man’s bearded face. His palm running from my neck down the centre of my back, as if I was a racehorse, and he the rider. I retch again, over and over, but still nothing comes out. It hurts. The toilet bowl shudders in my hands, and the room tilts back and forth, like a ship.

‘Ames?’

I turn around. Thank God. Violet and Jade stand in the doorway. Their faces are white, so white I can see every one of Jade’s freckles, stark like pencil marks on her skin.

‘Where were you?’ I whisper, before retching again.

‘I was with Mojo,’ Violet says. ‘Those townie guys—’

‘But where were you?’

The relief disappears, and in its place a wrongness spreads. Violet and Jade look different, like copies of themselves. I stare up at them through frosted glass.

I need to spew. I close my eyes, breathing deeply in and out. When I open them, Jade is watching me and Violet has a handful of her hair, twisting and wrapping it around her fist.

They left me.

Jade’s freckles scatter, taking up new positions on her skin. Violet’s eyes widen, then shrink. I don’t trust these replicas of my friends. Where are the girls who had my back, the ones who would never let anything bad happen to me, as long as we were all together?

Jade reaches down to help me up. When we are face to face I look into her eyes, and they slide away from mine like oil.





Jade

I push the moon and stars blanket off of my face and see a man lying beside me on the floor. I sit up on my heels and the sudden movement makes me dizzy.

‘Fuck.’

‘Shut up,’ the man mutters.

I smell the beer on his breath before he rolls away. I study his face: Taylor, Mojo’s townie mate. The skinny one with black curls like Slash.

I look around for Amy and Violet. Only Nina is on the sofa, covered in towels. The taste of ash and weed is in my mouth and my head pulses with blood.

Taylor starts snoring as I crawl away from him. I sit against the loungeroom wall for a minute, trying to piece together how I got here. I remember laughing with Amy in the hallway after I peed in one of Nina’s new sneakers. I remember those pills that Mojo gave us, and my heartbeat speeding up so much I thought I was going to die.

I run my hands up and down my body, reassuring myself I’m still there. I go to the toilet and look in the bathroom mirror and see that my hair is a mess and my pupils are huge. After Mojo gave us the pills, there was dancing. I remember playing racing games out front, climbing on each other’s backs to sprint up and down the road. Then I remember playing Bloody Knuckles with Taylor and surprising him by winning. When I look down at my hands I see scratches and bruises on both knuckles, but I can’t feel anything. After we did hand wrestling and played more Bloody Knuckles, we smoked a bong for the pain. Before we fell asleep Taylor admitted I was the stronger one. He wouldn’t have dared try anything, the lightweight.

As I walk down the hallway, I hear someone cough. Mojo’s door opens and Violet comes out, one hand pressed to her cheek. Violet looks pale most of the time but now, she looks like a ghost.

‘Where’s Amy?’ I whisper, as Violet pulls the door shut behind her.

‘I don’t know,’ she whispers back, and then there’s a sudden bang as someone sprints into the toilet. Violet lurches backward, stumbling against the wall.

‘Are you ok?’ I whisper, grabbing Violet’s arm.

She nods, but there’s a strange expression on her face, a dazed look I’ve never seen before.

We poke our heads through the open toilet door, where Amy is retching into the bowl.

‘Ames?’ I say, and she looks around.

‘Where were you?’

I reach down to help her up. Her palms are slippery with sweat and she slides back down to the floor. I grab her wrists, pulling her upwards until we’re standing face to face.

‘What happened?’ I ask, wiping the tears from her jaw.

Amy pushes past me with a sob. I grab Violet’s hand, and we run after her.





Violet

I’m the last one out through the open front door, but I don’t close it behind me. It’s a relief to be outside. The wet grass is cool under my feet, and the misty air soothes my throat.

Jade marches Amy down Shipster’s Road, her arm tight around her waist. Their heads are close together, Jade’s red hair blowing into Amy’s dirty blonde. They’re the same height, the perfect size to fit under a man’s arm. But Jade is the more muscular one, her calves flexing as she walks. She can pummel the drums all day and never get tired, whereas my arms ache on bass after only an hour.

‘Lift some weights, kiddo,’ Mr P used to say, urging me to join him at the gym.

But I was too shy for that.

Things got out of control last night. I remember the stars in the sky spinning, and the road rushing underneath me as I lay completely still. Mojo had dragged me off of the road, and onto the grassy dirt.

‘Look,’ he’d said, pointing upwards. ‘A shooting star.’

I saw it. The star was real. And I felt in that moment like I’d been blessed.

But now, Amy is hurting. I feel guilty for how good I felt last night, when she was alone with some guy. I want to say something, apologise to her, but I can’t find the words.

Amy is the one who’s good with words.

I follow the girls down the dune steps and across the sand. Jade takes Amy’s hand, leading her gently into the water. Jade is naturally affectionate, unlike me. I think it’s because her mum is a hugger, whereas my mum isn’t. I’ve always been awkward about touching other people, and scared that no boy would ever notice me. Until Mr P, that is. He noticed me. Us.





Amy

The ocean is a choppy, muted green. It looks sick and poisonous as I stagger across the sand towards it. Jade dives in first, her fingertips forming a perfect arrow. I dive after her, and the shock of the cold makes me gasp. I feel the bubbles ripple along my bare legs, a tingling all over like needles. I burst out of the water and see Jade duck diving in front of me, a flash of lavender underwear and pink soles. Violet is behind me, shrieking at the cold, before I dive again.

I surface and meet Jade beyond the break. She’s looking down, examining her fists.

‘What happened?’ I point at the cuts and bruises.

‘I was fighting with Taylor. I won.’

Unlike me.

I hear a hissing in my ears, like air being let out of a balloon. I dive again, kicking myself deep into the green. I close my eyes, throwing my hands up and letting myself sink. I can’t look at them. I can’t.

I burst out of the water, gulping air. Jade and Violet stop talking.

‘What?’

Jade cups the water and palms a wave against my chest.

‘Why are you so mad at us?’

The water should be making me feel better, but it only makes me feel stripped, like an oyster without a shell. The waves rock me back and forth, relentless, and bile rises again in my gut.

Jade lowers her head into the water, gulps a mouthful and spits. ‘Do you remember Mojo giving us the acid? And then dancing and playing games with those guys?’

‘Yeah…’

‘And pissing in Nina’s shoe?’

‘What?’

Violet tilts her head back, and the water spreads her brown hair out in a fan. When she straightens up again, she is so pale she looks alien.

‘Are we still tripping?’ Violet stares at me like I’m a stranger too. Don’t trust her, I think, and the hissing fills my ears again.

‘I’m not tripping. I feel sick.’

Violet lays her palms flat on the surface of the water. We watch her white fingers hover in the ocean. Alien fingers.

Jade and Violet are saying something, but I can’t hear it through all of the hissing.

‘What are we going to do?’ Violet asks.

They both look at me. The lead singer. The leader. But Lily was the real leader, not me.

‘This wasn’t supposed to happen.’ I shake my head. ‘We were supposed to be safe, as long as we stayed together. That was the deal. Why was I alone with him, who left me?’

‘I didn’t leave anyone!’ Violet cries. ‘We were together, racing out front… and then… I don’t know.’

‘Why did you let that guy take me away?’

I remember his low voice and his palm on my neck, the heavy slide of it down my spine.

‘I was with Taylor,’ Jade says. ‘We were playing Bloody Knuckles.’

‘Where were you?’ I ask Violet.

‘I crashed with Mojo. He helped me off the road.’

‘But Amy,’ Jade says. ‘What actually happened? What did he do?’

I feel his hand on my back again, a long, broad stroke. It’s alright, darlin.

I duck my head underwater and swim, so they can’t see me cry.





Jade

We walk back to Ferns without talking, dripping water. I keep my eyes on the ground, and my arm around Amy’s waist.

The momentary relief the salt water gave me has gone, and now my head aches again. I feel guilty. I should have protected her.

She’ll never forgive me for this.

Amy swipes the tears from her face with the back of her hand. Violet walks on her other side, giving Amy worried looks.

‘You can wait outside, and I’ll pack up your stuff,’ she tells Amy.

Violet is thoughtful like that.

There’s no sun out today to dry us, and no wind to shake the water from our clothes. The air hangs still and heavy like it’s waiting for something.

‘I don’t think it was anything that bad,’ Amy blurts out.

Violet and I exchange a look but stay silent.

‘I don’t think he… I’m not sore or anything.’

‘That’s good,’ Violet says, tentatively.

‘I think he just… I mean my underwear was still on.’ Amy swipes at her cheeks again, sniffing loudly and then clearing her throat.

‘It can always be worse, right?’ I say, sounding dumb. ‘Considering how fucked up we were, we’re lucky to be alive.’

Mr P’s house is coming up. We stop in front of the real estate sign, still lying in the grass where we left it.

‘It can always be worse,’ Violet agrees, looking from Mr P’s house to me.

In the seconds before she speaks again, I somehow know what’s coming. Like a wave, I watch it build momentum. Helpless to stop the break.

‘He did it to you too, didn’t he?’ Violet says, and a jolt of electricity runs up my spine.

‘What are you on about?’ I reply, crossing my arms.

‘Mr P.’

‘Fuck off.’

I don’t even know why I’m angry with her. I shouldn’t be. But with every word she speaks, I hate Violet more.

‘He never thought we were talented. He just thought we were easy.’

Amy covers her face with her hands.

‘Don’t, Vee, ok? Not now.’

‘We all know it,’ she says, stubbornly.

That’s the thing about Violet. She acts all sweet but when she gets an idea in her head she can never let it go.

‘For fucksake. Can’t you see we’ve got enough to worry about?’

‘But it’s true.’

‘It doesn’t even matter anymore.’

Amy starts to sob and I can’t do this now, I can’t. The sun suddenly appears from behind the clouds, beaming down on us, making steam rise from our dresses.

‘The hugging?’ Violet says.

‘So?’

My skin feels raw. I need a smoke.

‘So that you felt his…’

‘What? Don’t be disgusting.’

Violet just looks at me.

I shake my head. ‘That wasn’t on purpose.’

‘Oh, come on, Jade,’ Amy says, in a choked voice. ‘Grow up.’

Lift your diaphragm, he would tell me, cupping my breasts in his hands. That’s it, much better. It’s good that you don’t wear a bra.

My head pounds; my brain is too swollen for my skull. Blood rushes through my body, itchy and hot.

I cross the overgrown lawn towards the house. I try the door, but it’s locked. We left the key back at Ferns.

I feel the girls breathing behind me, waiting to see what I’ll do next.

I turn and walk into the garden shed, which is never locked. It’s empty except for a stack of old pavers, and I pick one up.

The girls follow me into the backyard. I aim for the kitchen window, throwing with all of my strength. The paver hits the brick underneath, then falls onto the ground.

Amy tries next. She aims for the sliding doors, which open out into the yard. I don’t think the glass will break but it does, crumbling into a single sheet with a splintering sound that makes me shiver.

My ears are still ringing when Violet aims for the upstairs bedroom. The paver hits the brick and bounces off. Amy picks the paver up and hands it to her again, and on the second try, Violet gets it. The glass shimmers as it falls, raining onto the ground with a sound like bells.

The salt water has dried but my dress is damp with sweat. We return to the shed and get more pavers before finishing off the back windows. Each break feels like an extra breath, a way to cut through the horrible blackness in my body.

Amy steps carefully through the broken glass and tries the back door. It’s unlocked. I follow her through the empty rooms. She puts the plugs in the bathroom sink and tub and then switches the water on full. I do the same in the kitchen, and Violet goes into the laundry and does it too.

In the front yard, we line up in front of the house. I see ghosts of us, dropping our skateboards and knocking on the front door. I want to take those little girls’ hands and lead them back down the driveway.

As the paver leaves my hand, I scream. I hear the rushing water pouring onto the floors, filling the house up, cleaning it out. When all the windows are broken, the blackness inside me demands, More, more. Then, I remember the barbecue out back. The gas bottle and matches set up for the next tenant.

‘Let’s burn it down,’ I say.

Their eyes gleam.

I have the matches ready when we hear police sirens behind us, the slam of car doors, and then the cops telling us to raise our hands.





Violet

I step out of the toilet into the station hallway, where Amy and Jade are waiting.

They turn to look at me: Amy’s brown eyes and Jade’s green, the colours suddenly too bright, almost painful. Amy hugs me, then Jade. I flick a sliver of glass from Jade’s hair.

We sit down in the plastic chairs to wait for our mothers. When I glance down at my bare, dirty feet I see Amy and Jade doing the same on either side of me.

‘What will they think of us?’ Amy asks, and I know she’s not talking about our dirty feet.

My stomach flips and rolls. I hug my arms around my middle, fixing my eyes on the door. I won’t let myself cry again. I’m shivering so hard it takes me a while to notice Jade humming the same line, over and over, about how she should have been a son.

I have one clear memory of my dad before he left. He was firing up the barbecue, and I was riding a little three-wheeler around the backyard.

‘Violet, look!’ Dad shouted, and he held out a closed left fist.

I rode up to the barbecue, though I was afraid of what he held in his hand. When he opened his fingers a butterfly flew out, a black and orange one with small circles at the base of its wings. I clapped delightedly as the butterfly fluttered above us, before drifting elegantly away on the wind. I grabbed my father’s right hand and pried open his fingers, making him laugh.

‘That’s all the magic I’ve got for you, kid,’ he said, before turning back to the barbecue.

A few months later he was gone.



We keep our eyes on the door, quiet until we hear the sound of voices. We stand up, holding hands. When the door opens, I see Amy and Jade’s mothers first. Their eyes are big and round, their lips pressed together, but they’re not angry, they don’t seem it, anyway. Amy’s baby sister is there, as well as Jade’s twin brothers. I think of my own siblings, and I hope that they’ve been missing me too.

My mother comes in last. She’s carrying my winter jacket, clutching it between both hands. She wears a grey marl tracksuit and her hair isn’t done. She looks bare, as if something has been taken from her.

‘Hi, Mum.’

‘Violet,’ she sighs, holding out my jacket.

I put it on, moving slowly because my right arm is sore from throwing pavers. I wrap the jacket around me and meet my mother’s eyes, something I haven’t done in so long.

The pain I see there makes me look away again.





Amy

They put us in separate rooms.

I hear Jade swearing as she goes off with Baby Brady. Violet is taken away, crying, by the plain-clothed detective. I get Constable Shore, the mean, older one with the eyebrows. There’s a woman cop too, with bleached blonde hair.

They take me into a small, cold room. I sit opposite them, and my mother takes the chair next to me with Kayla asleep in her arms.

‘Was it you who threw those bricks, Amy?’ The old one starts. ‘Or did you just watch the other two do it?’

The cement walls are listening. I glance up at the shiny black camera, feeling my mother’s gaze.

‘I’m not talking without my friends.’

‘Whose idea was it?’

I close my eyes. I want Jade. I want Violet. We’re not safe when we’re separated. But I guess we’re not safe when we’re together, either.

I clasp my hands together so they can’t see them shaking.

‘Amy, you’re in a lot of trouble. And things will go better for you down the line if you cooperate.’

I hug my knees to my chest and tilt my head back. Without Jade and Violet I don’t know what to say, or how to be. A voice whispers in my ear, It’s alright, darlin, and a sickly shame spreads throughout my body.

‘This will go through the youth courts.’

I lower my head to glare at him. ‘I’m not saying anything until you bring back my friends.’

‘You’re in no position to be making demands, young lady. You’re going to be charged with breaking and entering, trespassing, and destruction of private property.’

Kayla shifts in Mum’s arms, turning her head towards me and opening her mouth. Her pink little face like a doll.

It’s alright, darlin, the voice whispers again, and I hear the sound of bricks shattering glass.

‘You can charge me with whatever you want, I’m not snitching.’

‘That’s a smart decision. I’m sure this is making your mother very proud.’

Mum stiffens beside me. Her greatest fear was that I would become a high school dropout; a poor single mother just like her. And now I have done something worse.

I keep my face blank, because fuck him. Fuck every man who has ever tried to tell me what to do.

‘Look,’ the cop softens his voice, trying to sound nicer. ‘I know you’ve had a tough time. Trouble at school. But I can’t help you unless you talk, right?’

‘Why does it matter what I say? You’ll ignore me anyway.’

The woman cop leans forward. ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘It means you guys don’t listen to us!’

I look around. No Violet to give me comfort, or Jade to make me brave. My mother sighs and puts a hand on my shoulder. I feel the warmth of her palm on my skin.

‘We came to the station to ask about Mr P. Multiple times. Did it never occur to anyone to ask why?’

‘What did you want to tell us about him?’

There’s a pain in the centre of my chest, thin and high like an ice pick. I want to reach in and pull it out.

The woman cop has deep brown eyes, with faint shadows of wrinkles in the corners. She’s looking at me with kindness, instead of pity. The ice pick goes in deeper and turns.

‘I’m listening,’ the woman cop tells me.

The ice pick turns one more time, like a key.
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