
        
            
                
            
        

    


Praise for Tight Lines


‘Tight Lines is storytelling at its finest; a novel highlighting the hidden trauma and secrets that often accompany the “coming of age”. Allee Richards balances emotion and drama with superb writing, inviting us to reflect on the complexities and dangers of youth.’

TONY BIRCH, author of Women & Children

‘A heartbreaking, exceptional novel of deep emotional truth. Tight Lines is a profound exploration of growing up in the shadows of tragedy. I loved it.’

MARK BRANDI, author of Wimmera

‘A sun-bleached story of friendship, risk and the fucked-up loyalties that shape young men. Heartfelt, funny and impossible not to love.’

BRANDON JACK, author of Pissants

‘All salt and sunlight, but with the sharpest of edges. Tight Lines earns every ounce of its impact and will leave a mark that won’t fade. Like love, like sex, like life: everything is so easy, until it isn’t.’

ROBERT LUKINS, author of Somebody Down There Likes Me

‘Tight Lines is a memorial to the promise and perils of youth, rendered in prose that is bright, tender, warm and wry. A quiet triumph.’

LIAM PIEPER, author of Appreciation
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For Stabba





Tight lines: A saying that relates to the need for your fishing line to be kept tight so that the fish cannot use slackness to escape

– Greg James Fishing

Tight lines: A salutation, greeting, or wish for good luck between fishermen

– Urban Dictionary








JOSH

Ten. The number of steps between me and the edge of the rock shelf.

The music cuts out and the pub is packing in fast. Drunks stampeding in from outside. I don’t know the guy next to me. I throw an arm around him as we start to chant.

Nine. Everyone is here. Summer scum from the caravan park. Onlookers who won’t actually jump. Nobody has been waiting to do this as long as me. Everything before now was a run-up to this.

Bodies shoving as everyone runs to find their friends. Eager hands grasping for someone to pash. Don’t know where my girlfriend is. Might just pash this guy.

Eight. Keep the pace even at first. Confident strides. Don’t speed up too fast.

Everyone seems impatient, fanging for something and I get it. We’re seconds away from next year. The best year of my life. I can taste it. Freedom. It tastes like beer and piss.

Seven. It can hurt your feet. Rock sprinkled with tiny bits from the ocean, sharp underfoot. Ignore pain. Go for it.

Next year, I’m not just going to see the world, the world is going to see me. They’re going to think: Look at that motherfucker. I tighten my grip on the guy next to me – he gets it.

Six. Run faster. Even strides. Like I practised. Don’t slow down.

Spot Millie, pulling Matty through the crowd towards me. Despite how rammed it is in here she manages to make her way through. Wedges in next to me and puts her arm around me.

Five. People are watching. They want to see me fly.

Another set of arms around my middle. Look over my shoulder. That’s my girlfriend, hugging me from behind. She’s looking at Millie. I look at my brother. Maybe he could kiss Millie.

Four. The horizon. That’s what I’m aiming for.

Except it’s never seemed like Matty wanted to kiss Millie. I don’t know why not. He was acting off earlier, but he’s here now. Swaying on his feet. Arms to the roof. Screaming down from ten.

Three. Go for it. Go for it. Go for it.

I feel hot, which makes sense, because it’s heaving in here. My heart is buzzy and I don’t know if it’s what we took earlier. I could be nervous about that, but I feel sure that everything is good. Everything is great. Only good things will happen. Look at my girlfriend. Look how hot she is.

Two. Don’t stop. Keep running. Jump to the horizon.

I wonder where Luke is, but I don’t worry because Luke is a motherfucker like me. We’re the best. Also, my girlfriend is pashing me, even before we get to the bit where we say Happy New Year.

One. Tuck my legs up. I’m launching. Higher than any of those summer scum did. It’s a second before I feel myself drop, and when I do I let my arms and legs go free. I’m falling but it feels like I’m flying. I’m alive.
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LUKE 1

I’ve been told often enough that I’m not the sharpest tool in the shed, but even I was able to clock that my parents’ decision to move from Wonnie to Cape when I was five was a weird one. Wonnie was full of people like my parents. Employed by the hospital or the school or in construction, they worked long hours and spent their weekends conked out in front of the telly. Wonnie was where the Safeway and the Target Country and my parents’ butcher shop were. Cape was beaches, one shit pub, two milk bars. Both milk bars doubled as fish-and-chip shops. Tourists commented on the fact that, in a town of only three businesses, two were in direct competition, but it made sense to me, because what else did people here need? While the people in Cape weren’t full-blown hippies, there was the odd dreamcatcher on a balcony, plus a lot of blokes who lived alone, or at least lurked around alone, fishing and surfing.

Dad was Wonnie born and bred. His dad was the town butcher back when it was the town butcher. Although it’s never felt this way, I’m technically the youngest of four. Dad already had kids, two sons and a daughter, when I was born. He married their mum when he was young. ‘Too young,’ he always said. That was about all he said. That and, ‘She always hated it here.’

Mum was from Drouin – inland from here, hills instead of ocean – and Grandpa hired her to do the books for the butcher’s shop. It took me years to figure out that was why my half-brothers, Brad and Corey, referred to her as the cliché. Like Mum was some leggy blonde, strutting around the meat grinders in a miniskirt. Mum was thin, but wiry like a whippet. Hair so short it was hard to tell the colour, but it definitely wasn’t blonde. Even doing the books – nothing to do with cleavers and carcasses – she still stank like bloody animal. Life isn’t poetic, especially not my life, but I like to think that was about the time I decided Brad and Corey were morons. No loss to them, as they’d always hated me.

When I was in primary school, Dad took me with him to Ringwood a few times to visit my half-siblings. Dad and I would stay in some squat highway motel, and he’d take us all to the movies then McDonald’s. The city got movies well before Wonnie and we didn’t even have a Macca’s back then, but I still hated those trips. I didn’t care that my half-brothers couldn’t stand me, but I hated seeing Dad try so hard. Brad and Corey had this running joke where they’d say, Okay, Dad sarcastically in response to anything he said. Dad would do this quiet chuckle that he never did at home, pretending he found it amusing.

I hardly saw my sister, Chloe, on those trips, because she didn’t want to see the same movies as us. But Chloe stayed with us in Cape a few times, which Brad and Corey never did. She was seven years older than me and I loved hanging off of her. I’d watch her paint her face with glitter pens. Pull her long, blonde hair back into a tight ponytail and extract two thin strands to lay over her forehead. Twist the strands in her fingers with hair gel to keep them twizzled. She clipped glittery butterflies in my hair. Bought Dolly magazines and did the quizzes with me: What is Your Dream Date? Which should’ve been stupid, since I was a little kid, but it never seemed like she was taking the piss. We listened to Alanis Morissette and she choreographed dances for me where I’d keep one hand in my pocket and pretend to flick cigarettes with the other. I remember asking her what a ‘taxi cab’ was. She laughed. ‘I guess you don’t have those in Hicksville.’ I was desperate for her approval, but it never seemed like she was trying to make me feel bad.

Chloe didn’t even hate Mum. We’d bake mini muffins and watch Olsen twin movies and Mum was always on about how nice it was to have a girl around. She even upped her dinner game when Chloe stayed. Usually we ate chops and sausages left over from the shop, but when Chloe was here, Mum would make salads too, mixing the dressing in little bowls.

The only time I ever saw Dad go to the local beaches, the ones other people travelled all the way to South Gippsland for, was when Chloe was in town. Our beaches ranged from kid-friendly to surfable to a death wish. The whole strip of coast was walled by cliff. Tufts of sea grass bent at a weird angle, because if it wasn’t windy it had been five minutes ago. The sand was scattered with rocks, debris from when we’d been hacked off from the rest of the world. The water was wild and cold. Bits of kelp the size of pillowcases. It wasn’t just the beach; it was the ocean.

Dad took us snorkelling – not just in the rock pools, but at Petes Hole, an inlet that spews out into the sea behind the break. He made Chloe hold on to his ankles and me on to hers, in case a current suddenly came and took one of us out. We drifted above the fishies, slow, cumbersome, connected.

The moment Chloe arrived the atmosphere at home, normally stagnant, livened. Then she’d leave again and I felt the blow like a mallet forcing me back in my place. Instead of me sitting in silence while my parents exchanged shop talk, Chloe made us feel like a family. I knew Mum felt it too. She’d always wanted three kids. But Dad already had three, so they’d compromised with one – me. Which was why, when Chloe left and the house felt emptied, Dad would start saying, ‘They’re like brothers,’ though he didn’t mean my actual half-brothers; he was talking about me and the twins.



I met Josh first, not long after we moved to Cape. He skidded to a stop out the front of my house on his two-wheeler. ‘Wanna ride bikes with me?’

I looked back at Mum, who was upstairs on the balcony. It must’ve been a weekday because even though she wasn’t at the shop she still had paperwork piled in front of her. Saturdays Mum worked with Dad at the butcher. Sundays were her sacred day – no chops, no paperwork.

‘Go on.’ She waved her hand, before stubbing her Winnie Gold into the abalone shell my parents used as an ashtray.

My training wheels clattered as I chased Josh up and down Spray Street. He didn’t slow down for me.

Afterwards, I begged Dad to take the training wheels off. He wanted to hold the seat till I was able to balance on my own, but I refused his help; I didn’t want Josh to see I couldn’t do it. Both my knees were bloodied before I even made it out of the driveway.

‘God only knows why you didn’t help him,’ Mum said as she poured way too much Dettol on the cotton buds.

‘I’m sure he’s learnt his lesson,’ Dad said.

The first time I met Matty, I thought he was Josh. The twins’ hair was buzz-cut back then. A number six, straight as their mum’s sewing needles. Orange, like their freckles. They were covered in freckles. No amount of sun gave them a tan.

Matty charged into our front yard lugging a red bucket, slopping water on the driveway.

‘Ever seen crabs?’ he asked me.

At the bottom of the bucket there were six crabs the size of ten-cent pieces, a handful of sand, one broken seashell.

‘I caught a thousand this morning,’ he told me. ‘Dad says we can’t take them all home.’

He showed me how to pick them up – fingernails under the backs of their shells.

‘It pa-wa-ly-ses them.’ He pronounced the big word carefully then smiled, chuffed as fuck.

It wasn’t until we started school that I realised there were two of them. Our first lunchtime together they taught me how to sword-fight with sticks. The aim was to break your opponent’s stick. If your stick was broken, you had to find a bigger one for your next round. And on it went, with the sticks getting bigger and bigger. By the end of our first week all three of us got in trouble for trying to haul a dead tree branch, nearly two metres long, across the playground. Our punishment was to spend lunchtime with the teacher on yard duty. Matty walked close to Mrs Brennan, proudly showing off that he already knew his ABCs and some basic sums. Josh ran circles around the three of us, complaining we were walking too slow. The twins were identical and yet poles apart, yellow chalk and a cheese stringer. I shuffled along in their wake, mute, in awe of them both.



Dad was right: we were like brothers. We learnt to swim together at the bay. We used to shit in the water and chase each other. We called it ‘Monkey Tails’ because when you’re in the ocean the poo doesn’t break off but trails behind you in one long rope. Before we were allowed to swim in the surf we took boogie boards to the beach and hiked up the biggest sand dunes to toboggan down. Josh was the first one to try standing up and surfing down – he ate shit. Matty and I followed suit and we all ate shit a thousand times over. We rode our bikes to the caravan park and cut laps around the empty campsites in the off seasons. In the winter school holidays we binged daytime TV, fist pumping and chanting, Jerry, Jerry, Jerry. We pushed the lounge furniture aside and re-enacted sumo wrestling, pouring kitchen salt on the carpet. When the twins’ mum Kerri got home from work she cracked the shits, but not as bad as she did after we watched Ripley’s Believe It or Not! and she found us trying to pierce Josh’s skin with a coathanger, preparing to hang him in the wardrobe. After that we were banned from watching daytime free-to-air. There was a dartboard in the shed at their house. Before we were old enough to play real darts, we would aim ping-pong balls at it. We didn’t understand the scoring, but we invented our own game. ‘If I get this in, you have to…’ If you hit the bullseye, someone else had to do what you said. If you missed, you’d have to do the dare yourself. If I get this in, you have to take a bath in your clothes. If I get this in, you have to eat a frozen Chiko Roll. One time Matty dared Josh to phone the local pizza joint and order a Tony Pepperoni with ‘extra Tony’. From then on we ordered it every Friday night. The joke never got old. None of it did.
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Our house was like most on our street. The kitchen, lounge and bedrooms were all on the top floor, while the bottom level was the garage and an undercroft that faced the street. This was where we stored the dog kennel (for years after the dog died), the mower, the broken mower and rolls of chicken wire. I don’t even know what that was from.

The twins’ house had a tinnie, a stack of surfboards and always at least two wetties slung over a rope to dry. Their dad, Rod, had stood the boys on surfboards before they could even walk, and he gave all three of us lessons in the backyard for years before we actually got in the waves. He’d lay foam boards on the grass and we’d pretend to paddle our arms.

‘The wave is coming… the wave is coming… okay it’s here.’

He taught us to push up on our arms and duck our feet under us fast. Easy enough when you’re on land.

He took us in the water when we were eleven. We didn’t paddle out but rode the broken whitewash rolling into the shore. I never managed to stand for longer than a second. I hated falling off. The water didn’t hurt like a face full of sand, but at least falling onto a solid surface was reassuring. This is the earth; I must be tethered to it because ouch. Matty had okay balance, but he rose too slowly, getting up on one knee first, then the other. When he did manage to stand, he kept his feet together, facing forward, like he was paddleboarding. He never stayed standing for long. Josh mastered it the fastest, probably because he enjoyed being thrown from his board. He’d clamber back on immediately. It felt like we’d been in the water five minutes and he’d already done it – arms out to the sides, bent knees, serious stare, like a surfer on a Rip Curl poster rolling along the dribbling ankle slappers.

‘Did you see me?’ Josh was always asking that, as though Matty and I had anything else to look at.

Another five minutes and he paddled out to the line-up. He didn’t ask Rod; he just moved. Josh was small, both the twins were, but when he was set on something he defied nature. Cutting through the water like a tinnie with a motor. He lolled out behind the break, looking to the waves brewing on the horizon. A tiny set of shoulders atop a long board. The three of us watched on. Rod looked worried and excited. When a wave started to crest, Josh turned to face the shore and propellered his arms like crazy. He hopped up and almost instantly disappeared again into the whitewash. His board sailed up into the wind, leg strap disappearing into the water. A few seconds later he was next to us again, the dumper having carried him all the way in.

‘That was sick!’ His face was wet and gleeful.

‘Don’t tell your mother you paddled out on your own,’ Rod said, sounding stern, but looking a little pleased.

Josh was hooked, which made sense because he loved moving. Even on land he was always kicking a footy to himself or ollying on his skateboard. If he was ever forced to stand still, he’d last thirty seconds before asking, ‘What are we even doing?’



People in Cape who didn’t surf fished, so that’s what Matty and I did. I was a lazy kid, never a talker, and fishing was idleness incarnate. Plonked on the pier, watching as the end of the rod was nudged by the tide. Saved from boredom by the anticipation. Yanking it briefly to check for a bite until I learnt how to tell the difference between a fish and the current – a certain bendiness at the tip of the rod. Matty was quiet too, I suppose. When he did speak, he came out with random facts.

‘Did you know sharks have eyelids?’

‘So?’

‘So, most fish don’t.’

Matty was usually frowning. Not in a grumpy way. More like he was trying to solve a puzzle.

Occasionally we passed the time by casting different people in our lives as fish.

Josh was a swordfish, quick and cool.

Matty was a manta ray, smart and unassuming.

I was a mullet, standard and sort of dumb.

We rarely went home without a bucket of flatties, usually some whiting. One time Matty caught a pinky the length of his forearm. Rod always told us to take a camera, but that was the only time I remember using it. Matty hoisted the fish on the line. Pink scales turned rainbow in the sun. Huge smile, his face as shiny as the fish.

Rod usually filleted and gutted our catch for us, but that night he let Matty do the honours. We sat on the deck out the back of their house. Rod unwrapped the knife – it looked like a pirate’s weapon – from a tea towel. Josh had been kicking a footy against the back fence and Rod told him to stop. ‘No moving around the filleting knife.’

‘Smell you later.’ Josh bolted inside, door banging on its hinges.

Matty handled the knife like a sewing needle. Rod pointed from the top of the fish’s head. ‘Pierce the scales but not too deep. One clean line.’

Matty was serious, not disgusted, as he handled the dead thing. As the son of a butcher you’d think I’d be used to watching slaughter, but Dad was so swift and automatic in his work there was barely time to notice what animal he was thwacking and slicing on his bench. In any case, none of the stuff we sold still had a face. Matty was like an illustrator, though, every movement deliberate, considered. The fish’s googly eye suspended in shock. No wonder. The last moments of its life included being stabbed in the mouth before a reverse rollercoaster ride to suffocation. I was never big on the results of fishing. I felt a bit sick watching them flail desperately on the end of the line, gills flapping in the breeze. The fish from the takeaway tasted better anyway.

Matty considered the filleted fish for a full minute before he finally placed the knife gently on the table.

‘Not bad, cobber?’ he said to his dad.

‘Not bad, cobber.’ Rod ruffled his son’s hair and gave him a quick kiss on the head. It was only these displays of affection, especially when they came from Rod, that made me feel not at home in their house.

Rod stuffed the fish with lemon slices and butter and wrapped it in foil to smoke on the barbecue. Even as we ate dinner Matty dissected each forkful as he carefully flaked the flesh off the hair-thin bones. Pinky’s eye was fixed on us the entire meal.



That was how we spent our Saturdays. Rod would drop Matty and me in Inverloch, then he and Josh would drive on to Walkerville or Sandy Point or turn back to Cape to surf the channel. At first, Matty and I revelled in our freedom by buying multiple cans of Solo from the servo. I don’t remember which of us came up with the idea of hitchhiking to Tarwin Lower. I was lazy and only ever wanted to be with my friends; it didn’t really matter what we were doing. Matty was well behaved and rarely defied his parents. Josh wasn’t with us, but it was the kind of thing he’d do.

We stood at the road with our rods, tackle box and esky, taking it in turns to hold a thumb out.

It was Matty standing there when Geoff pulled over in his dirty cream ute. ‘You know there’s a pier right behind you, boys.’

He was older than our parents. Face like a leather boot. A stained shirt covered in little pockets.

‘Heard the trevally are biting,’ said Matty.

‘Get in then.’

We dumped our stuff in the tray before clambering into the back of the cabin. The drive was only fifteen minutes. It felt like forever because we didn’t say a word. Geoff hummed along to the American lady singing country music on the radio.

‘What bait you boys using?’ he asked when we eventually pulled over.

‘Yabbies,’ Matty answered softly.

Geoff helped us get our things from the tray then handed us the dregs of a bag of squid. ‘Might have better luck with this.’

‘Thanks,’ Matty mumbled. It was unlike him to do things on a whim without thinking through that we might’ve needed different bait.

The river was spotted with wooden platforms to fish from. After dropping us off, Geoff continued along the road, settling a few platforms away. We could hear the morning talkback from his portable radio wafting towards us on the breeze. We were right next to the mouth, where the ocean spewed into a river. The water was flat and brown, like a glossy patch of earth. Further upriver people would swap rods for gaiters and reel in freshies. I didn’t really understand how there could be saltwater fish here but not there. Did they turn around and leave once they could no longer taste salt? Matty usually knew things like this, but that day he wasn’t interested in talking. Yanking at his rod like he was swatting flies. Frustrated at not catching anything. I hardly felt a tug.

Three hours and one tiny trevally later, Geoff pulled up by our platform and asked us if we needed a lift home. He peered into our esky. ‘Might’ve been kinder to leave that one.’

Matty, who was usually as respectful towards adults as he was towards the principles of fishing, glared at him.

‘Here.’ Geoff, with plenty to spare, threw a few of his salmon into our esky.

‘You boys know how to gut those?’ he asked along the road back to Inverloch.

‘Yep.’ Matty stared out the window, fuming or, like me, unsure about the situation we’d landed in, I couldn’t tell.

‘You need a lift home?’ Geoff asked as we arrived back at the pier.

‘Dad will pick us up here,’ said Matty.

‘Okay, fellas. Might see you around.’

We jumped out of the cab, dragged our gear from the ute’s tray.

‘Tight lines,’ Geoff called out of his driver-side window. He gave two swift blasts on the horn as he headed back towards Venus Bay.

That was how Matty and I saluted one another from then on: Tight lines. I don’t know at what point I learnt what it meant.

The following weekend Matty had a bulging bag of squid in his esky. I guessed we were going back. Every weekend we stood at the corner and waited for Geoff to roll up in his ute. Didn’t bother putting our thumbs out. The three of us never fished together, but he’d always return after a few hours to pick us up.

‘Is it even on your way home?’ Matty asked him once.

‘No.’ Geoff didn’t elaborate.

Some weeks he’d give us a heads-up that he wouldn’t be going out the following weekend. On those Saturdays we’d stick to the pier. I asked Matty once what kind of fish he thought Geoff was.

‘Marlin,’ he answered immediately. He’d already thought about it. Sturdy and hard to catch.



It was almost a year before we realised Geoff was a friend of Rod’s. It was at Rod and Kerri’s anniversary party, an annual bash they held on the first weekend in December. The launch of the silly season, they called it. Everyone in Cape and half of Wonnie was there. Rod and Kerri were like that: popular. Rod was a showman, loved a toast and a crowded table for an audience. Kerri was quiet, but in a thoughtful way. She always remembered what was going on in other people’s lives and asked questions that picked up on a previous conversation. Tell me, what did the osteo say?

My parents were there. They were never silly, especially not in summer. They were tired, with blood under their fingernails. I remember being self-conscious watching Mum and Dad speaking to Josh and Matty’s aunty Jane, who’d come down from the city. She was Kerri’s sister but seemed a lot younger than our parents. She wore high heels, which I never saw in Cape, and big drapey scarves that she bought overseas. My parents wore the same jeans and faded tees they did at home. Jane was waving her arms at them and they were nodding, although they didn’t seem particularly animated. Flatties, the pair of them.

Josh was doing backflips on the trampoline as his younger cousins cheered, Matty and I were standing beside the buffet, crunching down mini spring rolls with sweet chilli sauce, and there was Geoff – on the other side of the table, ladling punch into a paper cup.

‘G’day, boys.’

More than his presence, what shocked me was him sipping from the tiny cup filled with cubed fruit.

Rod appeared, red in the face, Hawaiian shirt unbuttoned. He put his arm around Geoff. I stared at Matty, who was staring at his dad.

‘Geoffrey, I believe you know my son Matty and his friend Luke.’

Geoff laughed at us. ‘Couple of stunned mullets, these two.’

I don’t know when Rod learnt about the hitchhiking, but we never got in trouble for it. It was a small place, Cape. Not a lot of bad things happened there.
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Boxing Day 2005. Picking at a plate of cold ham in the twins’ backyard. Matty was hitting a tennis ball against the back fence with his new cricket bat, its thud interrupting the white noise of the test drifting from the lounge, where Rod was dozing on the couch.

‘Would you rather,’ Matty began, ‘be able to see ten minutes into the future or a hundred years?’

Neither, truthfully. ‘Ten minutes,’ I said.

‘Okay, but you can’t change anything about your actions. Like your actions are locked in. You see what’s gunna happen but you have to act the same way anyway.’

Matty always did this. Upped the stakes as many times as it took for me to select the other option.

‘A hundred years then.’

‘Okay, so what you see is half the population is dead, and so are all the crops and animals, and everyone left is living on rations. What do you do?’

‘I dunno. Hang out and wait to die.’

‘You’re not living there yet, though. You’re still just living your life now. But you know that’s where the world is headed.’

‘Aren’t you always saying the world is going to end? I’d just be doing what I’m doing now.’

Josh took the bat from Matty and smacked the ball particularly hard, which set off the neighbour’s dog.

‘Today’s our day,’ he said. He had no interest in the future.

‘What?’ I asked.

‘We’re gunna jump.’

I should’ve known that’s what he meant. After all, it was the summer we turned fifteen.



Josh’s obsession with Face Rock had started when we were still in primary school. We were poking around the rock pools, skipping stones into the bay, as some older summer scum stood at the edge, peering over.

‘Too rough for it,’ one of them said.

‘Is it that much worse than last time?’

When we got back to Spray Street, Josh climbed the back fence. ‘When I jump off Face Rock, I’m going to do it like this.’ He launched himself at the trampoline, his legs tucked up like he was doing a bomb.

Kerri appeared at the back door. ‘You’re not jumping off Face Rock,’ she called.

‘We saw those summer scum doing it.’

‘We didn’t actually see them do it,’ Matty said, so quietly only I could hear.

‘What have I told you about calling them that?’

The twins’ parents, like mine, owned a shop in Wonnie. The busy summers kept us open through winter. I imagined this was especially the case for Kerrie’s Dresses, more than the butcher, but Rod worked as a primary school teacher in Fish Creek, so they probably relied on the income from the shop less than my family did. Either way, they agreed that we needed tourists, so the rule was no taunting, which included Josh being forbidden from dropping in on them in the surf, although he always maintained that’s what they did.

Rod and Kerri had a lot of rules. No soft drink after four o’clock. No Nintendo before the sun was down, unless it was raining. But they didn’t come across as strict because they were so nice. My parents didn’t really have rules, but they were definitely less nice. It wasn’t that they were mean, or rude. They were just tired. Dad was already entirely bald. His skin melted into folds, like a candle, all pooling at his pot belly. If I’d asked Mum if I could jump off Face Rock she would’ve sighed. That was how she responded to any question that was too hard or complicated and it was her response to most situations. Sometimes she’d sigh over her coffee in the morning, like getting out of bed had already taken it out of her.

‘When I jump off Face Rock, I’m going to do it like this.’

Josh hurled his body sideways through the air, like a whale breaching.

‘Maybe when you’re fifteen.’ Kerri shut the door behind her.



It was a scorcher, which wasn’t often the case in Cape. The kind of day where the sand singed our feet and the sun belted our eyes, even with sunnies on. Everyone was at the bay, but nobody was swimming, not even those who were in the water; they just bobbed there, staring. It was so hot the breeze couldn’t be bothered moving. Everything was slow, except for Josh.

Our bay was hugged by rocky shelves. On one side was a rock pool, about the size of a backyard swimming pool. We called it the piss-pot, because it’s where the little kids swam. If you walked along the rocks on the other side, past the shore, towards the horizon, you reached Face Rock: a part of the shelf that jutted out and which, from the side, looked like a forehead and a nose. There was already a crowd of people standing at the edge when we got to the beach.

‘Fucking scum,’ Josh said.

‘Why don’t we take the boat and go to Seconds?’ I asked. The surf was rarely calm enough for us to enjoy the waves at Seconds beach.

‘We’ve been waiting forever.’ His voice sounded like his limbs – impatient, about to burst with life.

We’d been there so many times since he got it in his head to jump. Josh would position himself back from the edge, as though for a run-up, and count the number of steps he would need. He’d lurch his body forward, mimicking what he’d do when he eventually went for it. Matty indulged these visits because he liked talking to the fishermen, even though all he ever asked was, They biting? And they rarely were. Most days the tide was thrashing against the shelf. The fishermen wore rain jackets that reached to their knees. Tight lines, we’d say as we moseyed off.

We recognised the people already at the edge from the caravan park. Kids from Melbourne always wore the biggest boardies. Shin-length, so fluoro they could work on highway construction. Noses zinced like runways down their faces. They looked older than us, definitely more buff. They reached down with thick arms to help their friends climb back up. The climb scared me more than the jump. It involved clutching on to a long strand of kelp attached to the ledge and pulling yourself in with the current. I looked back towards the lifesaving club hundreds of metres away on the sand. They’d easily be able to fang it over in their speedboat if needed, but I wondered if they’d even spot us waving our arms for help all the way out here.

Among the guys were two girls, also from the caravan park, who I’d seen walking to the top shop a few times. They lounged back on their towels in matching apricot bikinis. Sunnies so big their heads look tiny. They made me think of flies. One earphone each, both connected to the same iPod. Their hair was the same colour, not quite black but darker than brown. One girl’s hair was wavy, with a long fringe swept to the side; the other girl’s hair was straight and stringy, like fishing line. The wavy-haired girl sat forward to change tracks and I copped a glance at her cleavage, full like jelly.

Josh caught me staring. ‘It’ll impress ’em if you jump.’

This was probably true for him. Even when Josh embarrassed himself, it felt like people were laughing with him not at him. Like when we did a production of The Wizard of Oz in primary school. Matty played the Lion, while Josh and I were Munchkins. Josh had one line: Be careful – the witch is that way. He hadn’t even wanted the line, but the teacher was hell-bent on him being in the show. He eventually agreed to do it but only if he could skateboard across stage. On the night, he took off on his skateboard, but a twig from the witch’s broomstick had come loose and it got caught in his wheels and he stacked, hard. When he sat up and said his line – Be careful – the audience pissed themselves. Afterwards, everyone asked him how he’d made the stack look so real.

Matty wasn’t looking at the edge but towards the other guys. We’d seen some of these boys at the pier that summer. They weren’t fishing but were jumping off there too. One of them had jumped off the side that our lines were in. Locals knew not to disturb the fish.

‘Hey, watch it.’ Matty hadn’t screamed or been aggressive, but he was clearly irritated as he readjusted his line.

‘Fuck off, Fanta pants,’ the kid had said as he pulled himself back onto the pier and kept jumping in the way of our lines.

When an older bloke eventually told him not to, he said, ‘Sorry, mate,’ and left it.

Josh could tell Matty was nervous, obviously; they basically shared a brain. I don’t know if it was to inspire his brother, or he just couldn’t hold it in any longer, but without any warning he was doing it. It was perfection. The work he’d done counting his steps must’ve paid off, or he was just that coordinated. His body actually flew higher as he went. We heard the splash then saw flecks of water in the air. Matty grinned at me, like he was proud. I think I was proud too. We approached the edge and looked down. Josh was duck diving in water that was clearer than I’d ever seen it.

‘Come on,’ he called out to us.

‘Honk honk!’ yelled Matty as he pulled his shirt off. Whatever nerves he’d had the moment before disappeared as he threw himself over the edge.

I did shit myself a bit. The drop felt longer than it looked and I wheeled my arms in the air like I was going to doggy paddle out of it.

‘Toot toot!’ Josh and Matty both screamed as I resurfaced.

Relief flooded through me. I’d done it. I was in the fucking water.

We hurled our bodies off Face Rock all afternoon. Nearly forty degrees, but we shivered when we climbed out. Out deep it was that freezing.

The summer scum were jumping too. One of the taller boys offered me a hand when I struggled to climb out the first time. The girls did one jump. They held hands and delicately stepped out over the edge, like they were stepping onto an escalator. I avoided eye contact with them, especially when I knew they were watching us. When the boys left to go back to their campsites, the girls didn’t follow.

‘We’ll see you there later,’ the one with the fringe said as she waved them off.

The minute they were out of earshot, she turned and spoke to us. ‘Nice jump.’

She lifted her sunnies onto her head, revealing pale skin around her eyes. Her tan was so pronounced, she even had lines running back into her hair. She didn’t need to be looking at Josh for us to know she was talking to him. He’d done a forward flip into the water. I’d seen him do it from the fence onto the trampoline a thousand times.

‘You guys want a photo?’ She held up a small, silver camera. ‘Move in.’

She gestured for Matty and I to shuffle closer.

I don’t know if Millie already intimidated me, or if the sun was reflecting off the sand behind her into my eyes. But if I’d known that photo would one day be run in the paper, I probably would’ve smiled.



The next day it was still too hot to fish. Matty and I loitered around Firsts. Firsts was the surf beach where people mostly didn’t surf. The waves were smaller, which meant in summer it was rammed with kids on boogie boards. We’d been contemplating joining a game of beach cricket. Matty had a fast bowl. Whenever we joined in, people would say things like, ‘Righto, Brett Lee.’ Like they were offended. Like Matty being polite meant he wasn’t expected to be good at things.

We were conked out on the sand. Out of breath from having blown up our inflatable boat.

‘Hey.’

They were wearing the same triangle bikinis as the day before.

‘Where’s your friend?’ the girl with the fringe asked.

It was obvious she was talking about Josh, which meant she could already tell the twins apart.

‘Surfing,’ Matty said.

‘Mind if we hang?’ They each crossed one leg in front of the other and plonked their arses onto the sand.

The girl with the straighter hair had a mole above the left side of her lip. I thought it was a fly and the moment she sat down I flung my hand over her face. She flinched and ducked away from me.

‘What was that?’ her friend asked.

‘Oh, I thought –’ I stopped, realising my mistake. ‘Nothing.’

The girl was staring at the sand. I think she knew exactly what had happened. I looked down too and noticed both girls had matching silver toe rings with small turquoise jewels.

Her name was Jess and the girl with the fringe was Millie. Millie camped at the caravan park every year with her parents, Jess was her friend from school. It was Jess’s first summer in Cape.

‘So you guys live here?’ Millie asked. ‘Since when?’

I looked to Matty.

‘We’ve always lived here,’ he said.

‘And how do you fit in, blondie?’

‘I live here too.’

‘Where do you live?’ Matty asked them.

‘Box Hill.’

‘Box Hill,’ I repeated. ‘Sounds like something from Play School.’

I turned to Matty, expecting him to laugh, but he was staring at the girls, like he was waiting for permission.

Millie was staring at me. A thick vertical line had appeared between her brows and with it came a sharp cold feeling in my guts. Eventually, she cackled loudly. Millie had a laugh like a kookaburra and a smile like Cameron Diaz.

‘So, you guys don’t surf?’ she asked.

‘Nah,’ I said.

Millie gazed in the direction of the channel, where Josh was.

Matty piped up. ‘We have a boat.’ As though he, like me, was suddenly worried the girls might leave.

They stared at the boat. It was old and patched in two spots. We’d had it forever. There was a framed photo of the twins sitting in it as toddlers hanging on the wall at their house.

‘Come on, it’s fun.’ Matty stood up.

Millie and Jess had held hands and squealed as they pin-dropped off the edge of Face Rock the day before. In the surf, they were fearless. The four of us would clamber into the boat. The aim was to try to hold on as long as you could as the wave crested and the boat went vertical. Millie kept bagsing the back seat, meaning she’d end up at the highest point when the wave was about to crash and would have to try not to headbutt anybody as she was thrown overboard. You learnt how to get dumped growing up in Cape. Don’t fight it. Take a big breath in before you go under. Let the swell whip your body around, limbs free. When you can’t hold your breath any longer, blow out hard through your nose and paddle like a maniac to the surface. We’d all emerge from the whitewash laughing until one of us said, ‘Shit! The boat!’ Someone would swim out and save it from drifting away.

We’d been horsing around like this for a while when suddenly Millie shrieked. Her body was tugged down into the water. It was too cold for sharks on that stretch of coast but for a second that’s what I thought. Then Josh surfaced behind her, snickering. She screamed in delight at the sight of him. ‘I’m going to kill you!’ And she chased him through the waves.



We spent every waking second with them. Within a few days it felt like they’d always been there. Josh carved a bullseye on a tree and we used it to teach the girls our version of darts. Millie dared Matty to hug a stranger on the beach and pretend they were good friends who hadn’t seen each other in years. I dared Jess to ask someone if she could borrow their socks to warm her hands. Jess dared Josh to throw waterbombs over the cliff edge on people walking along the beach below. We all went with him when he did it. Josh actually called down to a guy, ‘You there,’ so that he was looking up when Josh pelted him.

‘I’ll rip you a new arsehole, sonny!’ the guy screamed, and the five of us bolted back to Spray Street.

Millie and Jess joined Matty and me fishing. I couldn’t believe it when Millie actually thwacked the thermos on the fish’s head against the pier. Jess screamed and didn’t want to look, even though Matty had told her it was a better way to go than suffocating in an esky. Matty explained the logistics of descaling and filleting the fish and Millie said, ‘Bring it,’ in an American accent.

We went possum hunting, which didn’t involve catching possums, just pointing torches at the top of pines around the caravan park. The girls cooed at the marsupials’ big peepers and Matty told them how possums had started eating from our rubbish bins so much they’d developed high cholesterol and the park rangers didn’t know what to do about it. I had no idea where he pulled this stuff from. It could’ve been bullshit for all I knew. At one point we realised we’d lost Josh. We started calling his name then heard a rustling noise from above. Directing our torch beams up we saw him in the crook of a tree, his hands posed in front of him like paws.

Josh and Matty became heightened versions of themselves with the girls around. Josh kept saying, ‘Now what?’ as soon as we finished any activity. Not out of boredom, but with excitement. Like he knew whatever was next had to be even more fun than the last thing we did.

Millie would reply, ‘How about I rip you a new arsehole?’ and we’d laugh every time.

Josh teased Millie. A lot. He would splash water on her and flick the string of her bikini on her back.

‘Josh!’ She was constantly telling him off. Always smiling when she did. But despite all the horsing around with Josh, Millie actually got on best with Matty. They were constantly quoting Lano and Woodley sketches, despite the fact they hadn’t been on TV for years. Matty loved watching comedy, but he didn’t just watch it, he rewrote it, always telling you how he thought the joke should’ve ended. Josh and I never cared, but Millie loved it, and they’d fight over whose was the better punchline. Even their names went well together – Matty and Millie. Josh started referring to them as M&Ms, as in: ‘Hey, M ’n’ Ms, stop nerding out and come see this.’

I was always there in the background. I wanted to follow their lead, be more me than usual. Millie was always smiling at me, like she was offering a hand. The director, telling me it was my line. But I had nothing.



There was a tyre swing behind the bay beach toilet block. Four tyres, suspended by chains, attached to a rotating pole in the centre. At night, when any little kids using the playground were in bed, we hung out there to do sling shots. Two of us would lie on our tummies along a tyre, facing one another, and grip each other’s elbows. Everyone else grabbed a tyre by the chain and ran as fast as they could until the two on the tyres were flying. When someone yelled, ‘Go,’ we’d all let go. The pair on the tyres would release each other’s hands and rocket through the air.

Like everything we did with the girls that summer, like everything Matty and Josh and I ever did, we pulled traditions from nowhere and pledged ourselves to them then and there. One was that when we all let go of the tyres, whoever had been running and was standing in the centre would grab the torches from the ground and start flashing them like strobe lights at the two people flying, so you’d catch glimpses of your partner trying not to scream. We’d been at it for over an hour and Jess and I were on the tyres. Matty called, ‘Go’. As we were flung through the air, only one torch was flicking on and off. Less bright and chaotic, but enough light for me to see Millie and Josh pressed against the pole at the centre of the swing, fully pashing. I wasn’t jealous until I saw Millie’s hands move and rest on the back of his fleecy jumper.
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New Year’s Eve, Rod and Kerri were going to the city to have dinner with friends. They’d given us permission to have Millie and Jess over in the shed. Rod bought us a sixpack of beer – Melbourne Bitter, like he always drank – to share between us. He took the whisky and gin in the car with them to the city. Rod was the kind of parent who would check with my parents before letting me drink beer. I didn’t know if he had. I didn’t mention it and neither did they. My parents were staying home, claiming they’d stay awake and watch the fireworks in San Remo from our balcony when obviously they’d be asleep on the couch before then.

When I arrived at the twins’, Josh told me he’d invited Ian over. Matty mustn’t have known this either, because he was the one who asked, ‘Why?’ in a voice he might’ve used if Josh had said he was going to start ballet lessons.

Josh shrugged. ‘He called and asked what we were doing.’

Matty looked sick in the guts and I thought I knew why. We hung out with Ian at school, but he lived in Wonnie and he never came to Cape. He said surfing was pointless and fishing was for poofters.

He even looked out of place when he arrived in his oversized hoodie and skate shoes. Ian wasn’t fat but he was broad and had a flat nose. He was shorter than the rest of us and somehow the shoes only made this more obvious.

He was carrying a whole slab of beer, a bottle of Jameson on top, which I guessed his older brothers bought for him.

‘Toot toot!’ said Josh.

I looked to Matty, kind of hoping he’d stop it. He shrugged the way he did when he told me the planet was melting.

Millie and Jess had dressed up in backless tops. Millie had a thin white line running across her back from her bathers. Sparklers, party poppers and pink Bacardi Breezers. When the girls said hi to Ian, he gave them the tiniest nod. All the girls at our school hated Ian. He did things like search fucked-up porn on the library computers and trick them into looking at it by asking if they’d proofread his essay. They’d tell him he was a creep and he’d avenge them by spreading rumours, like that they used carrots as dildos.

I had a bad feeling. My blood had turned fizzy under my skin.

We played darts. Josh had to run out in the street and moon the first person he saw. Matty had to eat a whole clove of raw garlic with a vinegar chaser. Jess had to prank call the kids helpline and pretend to be a pregnant teen. Ian sulked in the background for most of it. Didn’t laugh. Not even when Jess asked the man on the phone what he thought of the name ‘Frankfurter’ for a girl, which had the rest of us wetting ourselves. When he did speak, it was either an aside to Josh that none of us could hear, or, ‘Throw us another beer, Cheese Dick.’ Cheese Dick was me. There was a rumour at school that some older guy had scraped a bit of dick cheese into a petri dish in science. The experiment was meant to be growing mould. The boy wasn’t even in our class, but ever since the rumour went around Ian referred to me as Cheese Dick. Every time he said it, Millie’s face crumpled like she’d eaten something sour.

Beer in hand, Ian eventually picked up his first dart. He looked directly at Millie. ‘If I get this in, you have to flash us your tits.’

A cold feeling swooped through me. For the second time in my life – the first being when Mum told me the dog had been hit by a car – I responded to a horrible feeling by laughing.

Josh, for once, looked serious. Still.

‘Ian, don’t be a cunt.’ Matty’s voice was quiet, but he articulated the ‘t’ in cunt clearly.

‘Okay,’ said Millie. ‘For real.’

She stood up from the workbench she’d been perched on, facing Ian. Hands on hips, proud.

Ian turned to the dartboard. He made a big show of lining up the shot. Moving his forearm back and forth, his elbow steady.

No one was breathing as he threw. There was the gentle noise of the dart wedging in place. It was a decent shot, but it hadn’t landed anywhere near the bullseye.

‘Too bad,’ Millie said in a baby voice.

Ian smirked at her.

‘You know what? I’ll give you a consolation prize.’ She reached for the tie behind her neck and started to undo it.

I’d been standing still, but I almost fell over. Her top dropped fast. There were too large beige bits of tape covering her nipples. I felt like I might piss myself. I was also a little bit turned on, even though I’d seen as much when she was in her bikini at the beach. Millie was laughing at us. Jess looked puffed, like she’d just run a lap of the backyard. Ian scuffed his shoe on the floor of the shed. Cracked another beer.

‘So you’re a frigid slut then?’

I expected to see Millie’s face scrunch again, but her expression was like stone. ‘Jess and I are going to the bathroom.’

When the girls were gone, Ian turned to Josh and let out a short laugh, ‘Ha,’ like he’d just realised something.

‘What?’ Josh asked.

‘Bit of a minger, isn’t she?’

‘Shut up. At least I got some.’

‘Yeah.’ Ian stared in the direction the girls had gone. ‘Kind of looks like a Barbie with half her face melted off, though.’

Josh laughed and so did I. The way Millie’s eyes drooped slightly at the corners, like a bulldog, kind of made it true.

‘That’s so mean.’

Matty’s voice made me jump; I’d almost forgotten he was there.

‘Help me, Ken! I’m melting!’ Ian shrieked. He was looking right at me. Daring me to laugh again.

I looked between Matty and Josh: one devastated, one pissing himself. I stood mute. As dumb and sad as a dog chasing its own tail.

The second the girls returned, Ian picked up a dart. ‘If I get this in, Lulu’ – another one of Ian’s names for me – ‘you have to shotgun your beer.’

He threw it so limply it was closer to the floor than the dartboard.

Ian took his keys, which were attached to his jeans by a long chain. Punctured the side of the tinnie. Opened it regularly, using the ring pull, but drank from the hole he’d pierced. Beer pissed everywhere and Ian held his mouth over it. Three seconds later it was empty. Can on the ground, squashed under foot. Beer slopped down his top. ‘Come on, pussies.’

Everything I know from that point on I know only from anecdote, or from footage taken on Jess’s digital camera. A shot of all of us, Josh on my shoulders, screaming. One of Matty and me holding one another’s faces. Millie and Jess took selfies together, holding the camera high above them. They said the angle was flattering, and given their low-cut tops, I agreed. The final photo was of me, passed out on the sunken couch, mouth hanging open, brown chunder covering my thighs. A sombrero Rod once wore to a fancy-dress party sitting lopsided on my head.



Hangovers are always bad, but I still remember the absolute thumper when I woke up in Matty’s bed the next day. A tiny human in my brain throwing a basketball against the wall of my skull. Matty shaking me awake. My parents in the driveway, blaring their horn. Mum and Dad always worked the public holidays, which by that point meant I did too.

For the first hour or so I didn’t even feel that bad. A little delirious and confused, but physically okay until about an hour into the shift. I was cleaning trays for the display fridge and a sudden whiff of blood took me out. I spewed in the sink with the soapy water. I ran the tap, hoping Mum and Dad wouldn’t hear. Maybe they didn’t hear the first one, but there was no hiding it for the rest of my shift. I probably spewed fifty times. I wasn’t stupid enough to ask to go home early, but Dad kept telling me I wouldn’t be allowed anyway.

‘You think you’re a big boy then you can take responsibility.’ He shoved a box of chicken marylands towards me.

I sat on the floor of the cold room on my lunch break, forehead resting against the wall.

Mum came in and handed me a tall glass of orange liquid. I waved her away; whatever it was, I didn’t want it.

‘It helps,’ she insisted.

Five minutes later I delivered a bright orange fountain into the toilet bowl.

They were a little stiff around me for a few days, but Mum and Dad never queried the drinking, and as far as I knew Rod and Kerri never learnt the extent of it either. Matty had carried the empty Jameson bottle and most of the cans – bar the six we’d been allowed – down to the toilet block at the beach on New Year’s morning.

At most, my friends thought it was funny I’d spewed on my own lap. They spent more time laughing about Matty’s karaoke and how Josh had tried to show off his forward flip on the trampoline and smacked his head on one of the metal springs. The scab above his left eye was healing into a straight pink scar that cut through his eyebrow. I could always tell the twins apart, but the scar was a noticeable physical marker of difference on one boy’s face, as obvious as a line in the sand.



The first week of January was largely spent rehashing stories from that night. I couldn’t remember it, but guessed I hadn’t done anything too embarrassing because somehow, without any effort on my part, Jess became my girlfriend that summer.

I’d noticed that Jess asked me a lot of questions. And that when she was doing it, Millie would often be looking on in the background. I wondered if she’d told Jess to be nice to me and I felt like a loser. I’d tried to ask her questions in return. I found out she didn’t have a football team.

One day, Millie cornered me and asked me if I liked Jess.

‘Yeah, why?’

‘Great, well she likes you too.’

Millie was standing only a foot away, staring straight into my eyes. This meant I had permission to stare back. I noticed that a few strands of her hair had lightened in the sun.

‘You’re an odd unit, Lulu,’ she said.

Ian didn’t come back to Cape that summer – the girls clearly didn’t like him, big surprise – but still they’d started calling me Lulu. I didn’t really know what she meant by odd unit. At least she smiled as she said it.

That night, after Millie told me Jess liked me, we were walking along the bay in the dark, the five of us together. It was windy. Sand pelted me in the face, stinging like tiny needles. The ocean gasping, drawing a ragged breath then hacking water back out.

I was walking in step with Jess. She’d given up on waiting for me to ask the right questions and had started telling me things about herself, like that her parents were American. This confused me, because Millie had said Jess was German, but I thought it would make me look stupid to ask so I didn’t say anything. She had a younger sister. She asked me if I had siblings and I said no, which came out blunter than I intended. There was an opportunity for me to elaborate. But that was one of the problems I had with talking. The interesting things about me were things I didn’t want to say.

At some point we realised the others had drifted away.

‘Where’d they go?’ I asked.

‘Maybe they’re having a threesome.’

‘Gross.’

The joke irritated me, but I could also see what she meant. Millie and Josh had become inseparable. Insufferable too. Their fingers were threaded together permanently. And even though Millie was always attached to Josh, she talked nonstop to Matty.

‘It’s cold out here.’ Jess crossed her arms and stopped walking. Our bodies were less than an inch apart. She turned her head and rested her ear against my chest. Slowly, carefully, I placed my hands on her back, and the second I did that she turned her face up to mine and kissed me. For a moment I did nothing. Her lips gently nudged my mouth open and our tongues touched. It was brief. It was cold. It was my first pash.



I never asked Jess out and we never acted like a couple the way Millie and Josh did. We basically acted like we always had. Quiet, awkward, kind. But we occasionally snuck off to the sand dunes to pash and I liked it. Kissing, like fishing, made silence okay. I’d change the rhythm of my mouth moving. Turn my head swiftly to the other side like I’d seen in movies. When we weren’t pashing, we’d hug. The heft of her body against me like a sandbag. She’d run her hands inside my shirt and I’d get a boner. One night she rubbed her hand over the bulge in my pants until I came in my jocks.

The five of us went snorkelling at Harmers Haven one day. While we were cruising over the water Jess kept brushing her body against mine. Tugging the bottom of my boardies with her fingers. Eventually, I grew bored with molluscs and kelp and swam back to shore. I watched from the sand as Matty emerged from the water holding two abalone shells. Millie took them and placed them either side of her head, like Princess Leia. I couldn’t make out what she was saying from the sand, but the singsong sound of her voice meant she was taking the piss. Star Wars was the one piece of pop culture Millie and Matty couldn’t mutually geek out on. Josh suddenly emerged from the water and waved his arms at them. He must’ve spotted something, probably a sting ray. All three of their arses rose up above the water before they disappeared.

I had a saggy, disappointed feeling when I saw Jess returning to the sand to meet me. I felt bad about it, but – like with every other feeling – I had no idea what to do with it. I think I was only with her because it seemed to make Millie happy.

‘Wanna go for a walk?’ Jess stood in front of me on the sand. Leggy in her bikini. One of her hips jutted out to the side, a hand placed on it, like she was imitating a model in a catalogue.

I agreed, because moving sounded less awkward than sitting. We walked along the sand, taking a turn around the cliff so that we were no longer in view of the others. We didn’t usually make out during the day. The sun made me feel stark and exposed. When Jess reached her hand towards me I flinched. She pulled back and stared at me for a minute. Her face was wet from the water. A small cluster of acne on the bottom of her left cheek. I felt guilty for not liking her more. The moment I had the thought she moved her arms behind her neck and untied her bikini top. It fell onto the sand next to us. I stared at her small, pale nipples covered in tiny flecks of sand. Jess sucked me off for all of two seconds before I blew in her mouth.



It was always Jess who initiated our aloneness, but I never protested. A few days after the blow job, Millie told me Jess was hurt that I’d used her.

‘What did I do?’

‘You’ve hardly spoken to her since… you know.’ She twisted her mouth, bulged her eyes.

I wanted to please Millie, but I didn’t know what to do, so I did nothing. Millie was cooler to me for the last week of summer. Jess smiled at me a lot, but didn’t try to get me alone again. I suspected she was as relieved as I was that our romance, if you could call it that, had dwindled.
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Until that year, I’d hardly thought about returning to school after summer. I never listened in class, let alone worked. Teachers weren’t committed to me the way they were to Matty, and they weren’t exasperated by me the way they were with Josh. School was just more of the same. More time with my friends. But after the weeks with Millie, school was full of the same dead-end yearning I felt whenever I stood with Mum on the balcony, waving goodbye to my sister as she climbed into the car for Dad to drive her back to the city.

Matty was quiet too. Or maybe he was normal, and normal suddenly felt strange. Around Millie he’d never stopped talking. Only Josh was unchanged.

Three weeks into the year, she wrote to me. Actual snail mail, addressed in big chunky lettering. Little love hearts instead of dots above her i’s.


Dear Luke,

I’m writing this from the back of my modern history class. (How weird is that for the name of a class? Isn’t it a misnomer?) Rasputin says hi.

I started at my new school. None of the kids here are as smart as I thought they’d be, but the classes are way harder. Guess I’ll have to try now.

I better go. Mrs Rogers just asked me if I know what feudalism is. I think she knows I’m not working.

Miss you xoxoxo



Millie had told us over summer about the new school she was starting at. You had to sit an exam to get in.

‘Like a private school?’ I’d asked.

‘It’s not nepotism. It’s actually the opposite of that.’

As well as the letter, she’d sent a photo. Millie had her camera out constantly over the summer. The sound of the shutter clicking and the film winding back as constant as the smell of salt water and pine. I’d asked her if she ever used a digital camera. She said, ‘I’m a purist, Luke,’ as though I knew what that meant. The photo she’d sent me was of all of us. Taken on a walk between Firsts and the bay. I remember how she’d told us to stop and rested her camera on a ledge in the cliff face, balancing it carefully so it wouldn’t fall. I’d been standing on the end. When Millie hit the self-timer and ran to join us in the shot, she stood next to me and put her arm around my waist. Looking at the photo now I felt a tingling in my veins, like I had when she touched me.

It turned out she’d sent Matty and Josh photos too. Josh had the one taken at Face Rock the day we met. He was standing between Matty and me, an arm around each of us and a grin like Luna Park, his face sprinkled with droplets of water. For some reason Matty was squinting. Maybe he had salt water in his eyes. His face was scrunched up in discomfort. I had my hands on my hips. Too nervous to smile at Millie behind the camera. She had sent Matty a photo of him on his haunches next to a rock pool, pointing at something. Alone in the shot, but clearly talking to Millie behind the camera.

Rod and Kerri framed the photos, added them to the collection on their mantel. Their house was full of photos. Of the twins, yes, but also younger versions of Rod and Kerri: on their wedding day; standing on mountains; in front of waterfalls. My house only had one photo, taken the day I was born. I was an angry little face in a blanket. Mum looked like the life had been vacuumed from her. Dad was looking at the camera in shock, like someone just yelled his name to get his attention. That was it.

I never wrote back to Millie. I didn’t know who Rasputin was or what misnomer meant. My handwriting was wonky and cramped.

I kept checking the letterbox anyway. I knew she probably wouldn’t write again unless I replied. That didn’t stop me feeling disappointed when she didn’t.

Chloe was living in London that year. I collected several postcards from her. A red telephone box, Queen Elizabeth, Big Ben and the Eiffel Tower, from a weekend she spent in Paris. Hurried messages. Smudged ink. She was working in a pub and sharing a room in a flat with another girl. It was So Cold!!! They all ended the same way: Give my love to Luke and Di. I was hurt they were addressed only to Dad. Chloe hadn’t stayed in Cape since her last year in school, when she was studying her VCE, and she mostly kept to her room. Sometimes she let me ask her quiz questions, but they were boring, not like the Dolly ones. Once she got her licence, she would come to visit but only for a meal. Dad would take a day off work and Mum would do her salads, but it had become stiff and quiet, like when a random cousin of Mum’s or Dad’s came over. Chloe asked me things like how school was, but I never knew how to answer that. School was school. Given how dull and muted those visits were, it’s a wonder that, years later, she was the only one of my half-siblings to come to my hearing.



A Friday night. I was on the computer. I’d killed the last family computer with a virus caught from pirating music. Mum had cut sick at me because it meant she couldn’t process the orders for the shop. We’d got a new one, but I’d lost all my music. I was messaging Matty on MSN, cross-referencing his album collection so I knew what he’d be able to burn onto a CD for me. A notification popped up on my screen.


MiLLsY_69 has added you.



I didn’t think much of it. Most girls at school added me on MSN. We never chatted. If they did message me, they wanted to know Josh’s contact. I handed out his email without ever feeling jealous. He couldn’t sit still long enough to chat to anybody.

A minute later I had a message.


MiLLsY_69: Hey Luke [image: Emoji: Slightly smiling face.]

Luke_Skyrunner89: Hey

MiLLsY_69: How’s things in Cape?



I was staring at the bar that was measuring my download, watching as it inched slowly to completion. I’d shrunk the chat box, but suddenly it appeared again, quivering on the screen.


MiLLsY_69 has nudged you



I studied the name of this person who’d just added me:


(¯`·._.·[ MILLSY not from idol ]·._.·´¯).



My heart started thumping like a fist against my chest. Wrote brb in a panic.

I stood and looked around our computer room, an alcove next to the laundry which, before we had a computer, was used for drying sheets and towels in winter. I sat back down again. I wanted to chat to her, but since I’d told her brb, I had to wait the appropriate amount of time so it seemed like I really did have something to do. I felt like Josh, agonised by stillness.


Luke_Skyrunner89: Hey, what’s up?

MiLLsY_69: Nm. U?

Luke_Skyrunner89: Nm

Luke_Skyrunner89: Lol

Luke_Skyrunner89: Do people actually think you’re Rob Mills?

MiLLsY_69: Jess and I used to pretend to be him.

Luke_Skyrunner89: :O

MiLLsY_69: I had all these pre-teens add me

Luke_Skyrunner89: Lol

MiLLsY_69: It was funny at first

Luke_Skyrunner89: What did you tell them?

MiLLsY_69: Like how hard it was singing every night. Or we’d say things like, going to hang out with Guy now gtg

Luke_Skyrunner89: ROFL

Luke_Skyrunner89: Y does it say not from idol now?

MiLLsY_69: It got kinda weird

Luke_Skyrunner89:?????

MiLLsY_69: Girls were always asking us to meet them, but then one girl got really obsessed and pushy. She kept telling us she was going to hurt herself. And then one day she sent a photo of her without her top on.

Luke_Skyrunner89: Kewl

MiLLsY_69: It was gross actually

Luke_Skyrunner89: Yeh lol not rly

MiLLsY_69: So then we like deleted them all and changed the name

Luke_Skyrunner89: sick

MiLLsY_69: I still get added by them all the time. I accepted one girl and like told her it was all a joke and she kept messaging me and then I deleted her again and she adds me like every day

Luke_Skyrunner89: lololololololololol



It was easier chatting to Millie online. Any time I couldn’t think what to write I’d just type brb and then wait until I’d thought of something. Even if I said something dumb, I’d just follow it with lol and we’d move on. Millie talked a lot about assignments she was working on. I tried to start listening in school, so I could do the same. She’d offered to help me with my homework, but I was too embarrassed to send her anything. I learnt all these things about her that I hadn’t over summer. She liked the Rolling Stones and Missy Higgins. She read lots of books and wanted to be an author. I didn’t read. When we had to read Tomorrow When the War Began for school, Matty gave Josh and me a detailed blow-by-blow of the plot.

I’d log on first thing when I got home. If her name wasn’t there I’d wait. Each time the box popped up on the screen with her hello, I felt cosy and happy. She wanted to chat.



Matty read a lot too, but he didn’t usually bring his books fishing with us. One day at the pier, though, once he cast his line in, he plonked into his canvas chair and pulled out a book. It was by the same author as the Tomorrow books; I knew he was Millie’s favourite.

‘How’s the book?’

He shrugged. ‘Meh.’

‘Why you reading it then?’

‘Wanted to see what all the fuss is about.’

Despite claiming he didn’t like it much, he ignored his line the entire time. Even when he got a bite, I reeled it in for him.

‘What fish do you think Millie is?’ I asked, as we were packing up.

We hadn’t played this game in years, but he contemplated the question briefly. ‘Seahorse.’

Beautiful, smart, floaty.

Matty and I never talked about Millie, but I could feel her all around us. Like me, he started watching The OC. His opinions of the characters were the exact opposite of hers, which is how I knew they talked about it. He read all of John Marsden’s books. Matty had always done well in school without even trying, but now it felt like he’d started to try. The idea that Matty had a crush on Millie made me feel guilty when I’d rub one out thinking of the way her butt folded over her thigh under her bikini.

I never sensed Millie when I spoke to Josh. One time I asked him if he ever spoke to her.

‘About what?’



I started dropping Matty’s and Josh’s names in my chats with Millie whenever I mentioned plans, as though it wasn’t a given I’d be hanging out with them. I guess I was trying to get a reaction. Test if she would tell me who she liked the most.


MiLLsY_69: Wish I was coming!



She never said more than that. One time, without thinking, I mentioned Ian. Rod was taking us all to the MCG that weekend.


MiLLsY_69: Sounds fun

Luke_Skyrunner89: Go bombers

MiLLsY_69: Why are you friends with him?



For a second I wondered if she meant Josh, if she was upset he’d forgotten her. Then I realised that obviously she meant Ian.


Luke_Skyrunner89: Dunno lol



It was the truth. And easier than explaining the whole truth.



Ian had started at our school partway through year eight. He didn’t say much, but during lunchtime of his first week he came straight up to where we were playing darts behind the oval. He was blond and almost as freckled as the twins, although his freckles were paler, smaller. He did a good job of acting like he wasn’t watching us, but he would laugh under his breath at certain dares. When Matty offered him the dart, he took it confidently.

‘If I get this in’ – he was looking at me – ‘you have to ask Miss Hossie if she has her licker licence.’

I thought he meant a ‘liquor licence’ and I felt sorry for him for giving me such a limp dare. He piffed the dart hard.

That afternoon we were meant to be writing a summary of our English text. I hadn’t read the book, so instead wrote a summary of the different qualities of the cups in Mario Kart. I didn’t ask Miss Hossie in front of the whole class. I waited until she made her way over to our table.

‘Miss, do you have your liquor licence?’

She ordered me to leave the classroom and stand in the corridor until class ended.

Ian had all these phrases we’d never heard before. I wasn’t sure where they came from – his older brothers or maybe his old school. I stood in the corridor, clueless, wondering if the hurt look on the teacher’s face was because she had a drinking problem that Ian somehow knew about.

The next morning at school Ian apologised. ‘Sorry, bro.’

He tossed me a Four’N Twenty sausage roll. It was cold and dry, but salty at least.

‘Thanks,’ I mumbled, still confused about what had happened.

It was the first and only time he’d ever apologise to me. Ian dared me to do things like eat his semen, and when I wouldn’t do it he’d call me a faggot. Josh seemed to find some of it funny. Matty definitely didn’t, but Ian didn’t target him the way he did me, so I guess it was on me to tell him to get lost. I got close a few times, and then I’d see Josh laughing at something he said and I’d say nothing.

About a month after he arrived, Ian invited us to his house. He lived in Wonnie with his dad and two older brothers, who had both left school already. I gathered that when he lived in Traralgon, he’d had a mum, but he never mentioned her and we never asked. Ian told us his brothers were going ‘tailgating’ that weekend. I had no idea what that meant, except that we could have their TV and Foxtel subscription to ourselves while they were gone.

Ian’s house in Wonnie looked exactly how I remembered my grandparents’ place. Wood-panelled walls covered in knots, beige vertical blinds. The footy was on in the lounge. Bruce McAvaney’s stats rattled through the empty house. His dad wasn’t home. I didn’t know why, but his house kind of felt like nobody was ever home.

His brothers’ much bigger TV was in their garage. It was dank in there. Empty pizza boxes and clothes on the floor. A couch that folded out to a bed against one wall, a camo sleeping bag twisted on top of it and a sunken, sweat-stained pillow with no slip. I was staring at the set-up, hoping we could fold the bed back into a couch before we sat down, when Ian threw a box of condoms at me. I jumped back, like it was a dead mouse he’d thrown, and they fell to the floor. Matty and Josh, I was relieved to see, looked as shit-scared as I felt.

Ian was facing the TV, clicking the remote. He flicked past the footy and an infomercial about a mop and eventually landed on a huge, erect cock, thick like a salami. A blonde was running her tongue up and down it, eyeing the camera.

‘Come on, losers,’ he said.

We sat in a row at the edge of the fold-out. It was Matty who asked about the condoms.

‘So we don’t get jizz on the floor,’ Ian said.

Everything about it was weird – especially the fact I managed to get a boner. After the blonde finished sucking the guy’s cock she turned around and gave a brown eye to the camera. I didn’t like any of it, but I thwapped away anyway, as did Ian and Josh. Matty sat between us, pants off, jocks on, hands folded in his lap.

And then Ian’s dad walked in. He didn’t barge in, like he’d been trying to spring us. The door opened and there he was. Thinning black hair, a beard streaked silver. Slight, but in a sunken way. Cheeks hollowed into his mouth. His expression polite, like he might say, Ian, I didn’t know we had company. We went still, hands on dicks. The blonde on the TV said, Give it to me harder, and Josh, Matty and I started scrambling to pull our pants on.

‘Dad!’ said Ian. ‘Piss off!’

His dad strode into the room and grabbed Ian under the arms. Lifted him easily, like he was a toddler, and shoved him against the garage wall. It wasn’t brick, but still I remember thinking it would’ve caned as his dad pinned his shoulders. Ian’s dad smacked his fist into the wall, right next to Ian’s head. Twice, then once more even harder.

We bolted. Me holding my pants up, fly undone. We ran all the way to the park at the edge of town. My dick shrivelled inside the condom, which was rubbing uncomfortably in my jeans. I took it off and threw it on the ground. I didn’t usually litter, but there were always condoms on the ground at the park. When Josh took his off, he blew it up like a balloon and tried kicking it like a footy. Without discussing it, we’d all silently agreed not to call Rod and Kerri. Nobody wanted to explain why we needed to be picked up so soon. We wasted the afternoon playing Would You Rather. Sometimes the game was a contest to think up the most disgusting scenarios. Who would you rather see naked, Mrs Farmer or Mrs Wilson? Would you rather eat a teaspoon of shit or of semen? That day we kept it clean and juvenile.

Would you rather wear a fedora or suspenders?

Would you rather kick a footy with Richo or Bucks?

It was nearly four o’clock when we walked back to Ian’s street. We stood across the road to wait for Kerri. I didn’t want to stare at the house, in case Ian’s dad was in there, but I couldn’t help darting glances at it. White weatherboards that could probably use a hose down. The letterbox was on an angle and there were a lot of milk crates stacked next to the door, but other than that it was no different from the rest of the street.

Ian never invited us back, thank God.



Millie was smart, and really kind, but part of me knew that she wouldn’t understand why we kept hanging out with him. We’d never even said it aloud to each other. I made a mental note not to mention him to her ever again.






6

I was fanging for Christmas, like I was a little kid again. If a day had gone by that year where I hadn’t spoken to Millie, I’d thought about her. Most days it was both. I was working regular shifts in the shop by that point. I didn’t like the work, but having money was good. I saved up for my own tackle box. It had more compartments and drawers than Matty’s one from Big W. I don’t remember ever mentioning it, but Dad seemed to have picked up on my dislike of blood. I washed the display fridges. When I did handle meat, it was mostly slicing salamis and Straz. Nestling sausages into neat rows in the trays. I could handle logs with no faces or limbs. It was talking to the customers that was painful. They always asked me about school. I didn’t have anything to say about school. Kerri always pulled me up on answering dunno when people asked me questions. ‘If you’re not well, Luke, it’s fine to answer, Oh, so-so.’ It felt truer saying I didn’t know how school was or how I felt most of the time.

Dad was good with the customers. At work all his grunt and huffing was taken out on the dead animals. He’d thwack big hams on the bench. Casually twirl a bird around like a lazy Susan as he quartered it. With the customers, though, he was a totally different person. Like Rod: happy and full of stories.

‘Gil! How was the swell this morning?’

‘Washing machine. How’s the boy?’

‘He’s good. Luke, get Gil some of the pork and apple sausages.’

‘How many?’

‘I’ll have a whole dozen today.’

‘A dozen, Luke.’ Dad always did that. Repeated things customers said as though I couldn’t hear them.

Sometimes I pitied them; they all seemed to think they were mates with him.

In the weeks leading up to Christmas, I worked every day after school. My forearms ached from the number of hams I passed over the counter. It meant less time on the computer, but at least it burnt off my nervous energy as I counted down the days till Millie arrived.



We made plans to meet her at Firsts on Boxing Day. I was relieved Jess wouldn’t be coming this year. Millie was waiting for us on the sand, eating a peach. She was wearing bright green sunnies that she lifted onto her head as we approached, like she wanted to get a proper look at us. She stared, eager and keen; we were pies in a warmer. I felt a half-chub stir in my boardies.

‘Trouble has arrived,’ she said, as she spat the peach pit onto the sand.

We rode the boat in the waves. The surf was big enough, a bit choppy. It was fun, but also felt sort of pretend. Everything that had made talking to Millie online easier than in person was back: eye contact, silences, trying to laugh naturally instead of typing lol.

‘How was Christmas, Lulu?’

‘Yeah. Dunno.’

‘Well, mine was a gas.’

I didn’t know what that meant.

‘Mum downed too much fizz and told me that Dad cheated on her six years ago. Camping with them is going to be a blast.’

‘Huh. Cool.’

Millie and Matty yacked constantly, but it was all shop talk. After summer we’d be starting our last year at school and they were all on about subjects, majors, minors, scores. It wasn’t even interesting to listen to.

Millie and Josh picked right back up where they’d left off. Always holding on to each other, even when they were in the water. She sounded a little more irritated, maybe, the times she said, Josh don’t, when he’d pinch her waist from behind to scare her. But it never stopped her clinging to him.



We drank more that summer. Went to the beach less often. Some days we wouldn’t even see Millie until she ambled over to Spray Street at about four o’clock. Rod let us drink, but only in the shed. He reminded us every morning that he’d do a stocktake on the bar fridge. Most nights we’d have two beers each, split a third to make it nine in total. A lot of those nights were pretty tame. Sometimes we’d even watch movies on the old TV that lived in the shed. Millie and Matty always picked. They started working through the taped-from-TV videos, but only so they could take the piss out of all of them.

‘Imagine using a jaffle iron as a weapon.’

‘Robbed of an Oscar.’

Josh’d be piffing darts against the wall behind us.

Saturdays, when I had to go to the shop, were a relief: a place where I was told what to do. At the same time, I was sick with jealousy that the twins might be with Millie. I imagined them having more fun without me. The feelings – not wanting to be left out, the relief when I was – churned in my guts. One side attacking the other.

On the weekends Ian came over, his backpack full of whatever beer Rod had topped the fridge up with that week. Millie despised Ian and didn’t make any effort to hide it. Ian didn’t care. Or maybe that was why he taunted her so much. I don’t think any of us liked it, but we needed him for the beer. At least, I think that’s why Josh kept inviting him over – that, and we felt sorry for him. There was this chant that had started at our school that year. I don’t know if Ian invented it, but he struck it up the most. It started, Hey! You fat bitch, you dirty fucking whore! He invented a drinking game with it. Chanting words about whores, the chants becoming more and more complicated until you’d stuff them up and have to scull.

Millie hated the game, especially the intro. Ian would always look right at her as he chanted. Matty was good at it. Ian called him the quiet assassin. He said Matty’s tongue must be ‘dexterous’, looking at Millie when he did.

‘That doesn’t even make sense, creep.’

Josh and I both sucked at the game, so we sucked back the most beers. I ended up the most munted. The bushes of all five houses between my place and the twins’ were fertilised with my chunder. One night I made it home to find my parents had locked the door, which they never usually did. I walked back to the twins’ place, but ended up stumbling into the house next door and falling asleep on their couch. The neighbour knocked on Josh and Matty’s door the next morning.

‘We’re sorry,’ Matty said, as they trotted me out of there.

Their neighbour laughed. ‘He left his shoes at the door, so I knew he couldn’t be too much trouble.’

Rod revoked access to the bar fridge for the rest of that week.

I never meant to get so drunk. Each time it happened I swore it would be the last, and the next time I had a drink I believed that I could chug it down and it’d somehow end differently. I was always jittery, like a pinball was pinging around my insides. I worried when I saw Millie that maybe I’d drunkenly told her how often I thought about her bum. But I kept going back for more. Drinking felt like living, which doesn’t make much sense. I didn’t even like the taste of beer back then, and I usually ended up stumbling around and hurting myself. But, truthfully, cracking a tinnie made me giddy. And anyway, I wasn’t the only one who did dumb shit when I was wasted. One time, Josh tried to make a glass of cordial – Matty said drinking cordial before bed meant you wouldn’t be as hungover – and he mistook the tomato sauce for the red cordial and didn’t realise until the next morning when we took a long, desperate drink from it. Ian went to piss in the backyard but accidentally lifted one of his balls out of his jocks and pissed in his jeans. Matty shat himself. He tried to hide it from us by putting his jocks in the bin. When Josh came into the shed with them Ian swiftly dakked Matty and me to see who they belonged to. ‘I thought it was a fart,’ Matty cried, both hands covering his willy.

Even Millie had her turn of getting trolleyed. One night Ian brought over weed brownies one of his brothers had made. Millie started talking in an American accent and saying her name was Lizzie McGuire. None of us knew what she was on about.

I didn’t like weed. It made me dizzy. I threw up and was so high I thought it was shit coming out of my mouth. I lay on my back in the garden, watching the stars breathe.

‘Holy shit, he’s dead,’ I heard Ian say.

Holy shit, I’m dead, I thought.

Matty reached down and put both his hands on my face. Laughing with relief. We were alive.



Despite the headaches, the blackouts, the missed jokes, I had a soft spot for hangovers. As long as I didn’t have work the next day, the twins, Millie and me would loll in the water in the bay feeling like we had concrete under our skin. We’d laugh about what we did the night before. Ian wasn’t there to say anything gross and upset Millie.

She liked floating on her back in the water with her arms out to the sides.

‘I wish I was one of those life buoys.’

‘Why?’ Matty asked.

‘I could stay here forever.’

Other things Millie wished she was that summer:


A bull ant. ‘My purpose would be clearly defined.’

A kite. ‘I want to float.’

A potato cake. ‘I want to be allowed to be that salty.’





On one of our last nights of the holidays, Millie was too drunk to make it back to the caravan park and passed out in Josh’s bed. She managed to sneak back into her tent early the next morning without her parents knowing, but Kerri found out and wasn’t happy about it. For some reason she directed her lecture at me and Matty as much as Josh. She said if Millie slept over again, she had to have her parents’ permission and she would be sleeping on the couch, not in Josh’s room.

‘Got it,’ Josh said.

‘I’m serious, Josh.’

‘She leaves tomorrow anyway, Mum.’

The day Millie returned to Melbourne, Ian texted me a photo from his phone. Granular and dark. I hadn’t yet made out any of the detail when his next text came through.


Look at her titties



Two bodies, one on top of the other. Legs and an erect dick. His face covered by her thighs. Millie’s head on his cock, her tits dangling above his belly.


stuff of ur dreams lulu



The photo made me feel sick, but not in the way it should’ve.
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Ian dropped out of school before we started year twelve, started working on construction sites. On weekends he went out with his workmates. He was the first to turn eighteen and get his licence. He even started spending some weekends away camping with his brothers. It was nice not having him around to take the piss or call me a poofter, but it turned out that wasn’t enough to make me feel like any less of a dumb-arse.

Gone were the days when people couldn’t tell the twins apart. Matty grew his hair down to his shoulders. The length made it look darker, dried autumn leaves instead of Fanta. He started buying all his clothes from the op shop. Old-man slacks, linen shirts, buttoned and tucked in. A pair of brown dress shoes I swore could’ve been my grandpa’s. He carried big bricky novels, even at parties. Sometimes he’d even read in the corner, sipping from a glass of red wine. He never got bullied for any of it. The odd yobbo might scream at him out their ute window, but at school he was a novelty. The girls were intrigued, but as far as I knew he never hooked up or, if he did, he didn’t tell us. Teachers dedicated themselves to Matty. It made sense. At the pointy end of our school careers, their game plan seemed to be to pour themselves into the students who had potential, leaving the rest of us to do what we wanted.

We still went fishing, but he’d often cancel on me to study.

‘Why do you need to study? You get the best marks in school already.’

‘I gotta get out of here somehow,’ he said.

I’d never liked school, but at least I hadn’t had to think of what I’d do each day. My parents couldn’t wait for me to finish so I could start working weekdays in the butcher. I resented their low expectations, but also had no idea what else I might do. I told Dad one night I wanted to do an electrical apprenticeship. I’d heard you could make good money.

‘Better go back and repeat physics then.’

Josh’s grades were as bad as mine. It didn’t seem to bother Rod and Kerri. ‘He’ll land on his feet, and if he doesn’t at least we can count on Matty,’ Rod always joked.

Like Matty, Josh was impatient for the world. He started working at the supermarket and saving all his wages for a trip around Australia. When we had free study periods, he spent them looking at second-hand vans. He was planning on driving north, surfing the New South Wales coast, and then continuing on until he reached Queensland. Once he got there, he’d get a job at a bar or in a hostel. Start saving money again, eventually sell his van and fly to Indonesia. I had no clue where he’d got these ideas. He suggested once that I should go with him.

‘What will I do while you’re surfing?’

‘Hang out at the hostel. There’s parties every night.’

He never really pushed the idea, though.

My friends couldn’t wait to leave. I didn’t know what was waiting for me somewhere else. Or in Cape, for that matter. And so I drank. With abandon. There was an eighteenth in Wonnie just about every weekend. Everyone had their turn of getting maggoted and embarrassing themselves, but nobody as often as me. I was always the first person to start stumbling. The first person to pass out. No one even bothered to tell stories about me, because it was just par for the course. Some mornings I had a vague recollection of Rod or Kerri driving us all home the night before. More often I woke up in my bed with no memory of how I’d got there.

I laughed along with the stories that were swapped on Mondays. Nodded along at the gossip. Apart from the steady couples, single people pashed like it was musical chairs between those eighteenths. Josh had a high strike rate. He would generally pash the same girl for three or four parties in a row, then ignore her the next. A few times, when I’d somehow managed not to vomit on myself or pass out, I hooked up with a girl called Chelsea Sanderson. She was short, with a square torso and shoulders, and a septum piercing. She wasn’t the prettiest girl at school, but none of them would hook up with a messy drunk. I came close to losing my virginity to Chelsea one night. The party we were at was near a park and we wandered over there together. We were making out inside the tunnel in the playground, but when it came to it, I couldn’t get a fatty. It wasn’t that I was plastered – she usually kept her distance from me on those nights – but my knees were caning on the bottom of the tunnel. When I tried to shift them I fell on top of her. ‘Sorry,’ I said as I sat back up. I didn’t face her as I zipped up my jeans.

‘You could go down on me at least.’

I did. It was the last time we hooked up. The moment we returned to the party, she swiftly moved away from me. I’d drunk all my beers by that point, so took more than my share of a cheap bottle of vodka that was being passed around the dance floor. The next morning I woke up on the couch, still at the house where the party was held. Streamers and flat balloons were stamped into the floor. I left immediately. Frost covered the grass at the park. Nobody was awake, not even dog walkers or joggers. I went straight to the butcher and waited out the front for Dad to arrive.

He stopped on the footpath. Keys at the ready to open up.

‘Sorry, Dad.’

Rigid in shock for a few seconds before he responded. ‘Get in the car then.’

He didn’t have a go at me. He was silent most of the drive home. Didn’t speak until we turned into Spray Street. ‘I suspect there’s a girl involved in this?’

‘Sorta, yeah.’

I sunk lower in my seat, looked at the floor. Didn’t want to look at Dad, didn’t want the twins or their parents seeing me only just making it home.

Dad didn’t pull into the driveway, but stopped on the street outside our house.

‘Use a condom and don’t sleep at anybody’s house without her parents’ permission. If you’re quiet, your mother might not wake up.’

It was then I realised my parents had no idea how plastered I got. Rod and Kerri had picked me up so many times, I sort of assumed they would’ve told my parents. I guess I wasn’t giving Mum and Dad enough credit. They might not have been overbearing or even chatty people, but if they’d known, they probably would’ve said something.



The following Monday, my first class was English, which I took with Matty. He had a bandage on his hand.

‘What happened?’

I was thinking of the party. Once a girl had sliced her thumb trying to cut lemons to make a cocktail and had to be driven to the hospital.

‘Filleting casualty.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me you were going fishing?’

‘Figured you’d be hungover.’ His voice was crusty. His answers short. Matty sniffed once. Kept his gaze fixed on the whiteboard at the front of the room.

I was surly and pissed for the rest of the day, which ended in home ec with Josh. It was a shit class that afternoon. We were writing up menu plans for our major assignments, which meant reading, exactly what I’d taken the subject to avoid. I stared at our menu dossier, flicking through the pages without taking anything in. Not speaking or even looking at Josh.

‘What’s wrong with you?’ he asked eventually.

‘You guys ditched me Saturday night.’

‘We couldn’t wake you. You were out cold on the couch. Matty even threw a glass of water on you.’

Josh was doodling a map of Australia in his exercise book. The east coast was freakishly detailed.

‘Why don’t your parents ever pick you up?’ Josh said as the bell rang.

Matty and Josh were brothers. I was just some bogan they dragged around with them.
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Josh started dating a girl called Jenny Brumley. She was tall, popular and chirpy. She started every sentence with ‘actually’. How are you? Actually, good. What are you going to do next year? Actually, I’m thinking TAFE. I saw her parents dropping her off on Spray Street on Saturday nights when there were no eighteenths. Matty would be in his room, studying for his freedom. So I started hanging out with Ian again. His workmates were regulars at the pub and a couple of years older than us. As long as I rolled in with them, the bouncer wouldn’t check my ID. Ian’s mates – Blower, Snags, Boags, Stabba – were nice blokes. They didn’t mind me listening quietly as they talked about work or we all half-watched the footy. The need to stand up and walk to the bar to buy another round meant I drank more slowly.

One night I was taking a leak next to Blower. We were the only two at the urinal, but there’d been someone taking a shit when we first walked in. Once they’d left, Blower zipped up and went into the cubicle. I was about to leave when he said my name. ‘Lulu.’ He nodded his head at me to join him. I froze for a second, not understanding. I saw he had a key in his hand and a small bag of white powder. ‘Quick.’

I entered the cubicle and he shut the door behind me. He held the key up to my nose with its little snowy peak.

I didn’t feel anything at first. Then there was a bitter taste in the back of my throat. And then I felt sober. But better. I talked my mouth off. Everything was interesting. Everyone was laughing at my jokes. I crushed beer after beer and didn’t feel tired.

I kept taking speed after that. More often and earlier in the night. I got home later, but I remembered everything that had happened. Ian seemed to like me more too. He stopped calling me a pussy. More than just the drugs, I felt high off my own worth.

All the pubs closed around 3 am. Blower had his own place in Wonnie, so sometimes we would go back there and sit around a fire bucket until the sky turned pale. A couple of times I crashed there, but most of the time I’d catch the first bus from Wonnie back to Cape. I tried to keep the partying strictly to Saturday nights, usually meeting Ian as soon as I finished work. I made the mistake of going out on a Friday once. I told myself I was being sensible by going home at 1 am, but once I was home I lay in bed staring at my ceiling and shaking until eventually I had to get up and go to work without having slept. I was jittery all day – the way I was on Sunday mornings with Ian, but when I was with him it was hilarious. Sometimes we’d head out to Main Street and pick up rubbish together at 6 am. Doing community service while we were cooked. It started as a joke one morning when a jogger looked at us like we were deros and Ian started talking loudly about the riffraff who left rubbish on the streets. The town was quiet at that hour. The only shops that showed any sign of life were the bakeries. The only place open was the servo.

One of those mornings I went into the servo. I don’t really remember why except that Ian had said he was tired, which made sense as we were out of whipper, but instead of going to bed I suggested we buy cans of Coke. My card was declined, which usually happened at some point on a Saturday night. ‘Oh, forgive me, sir,’ I said, pretending to reach for a second card in my wallet. The attendant averted his eyes for a second to look at the register and I bolted out of the shop with the cans of Coke and a bag of Doritos I swiped from a stand by the door. I don’t why I did it. Because I thought it was funny, or maybe because I thought Ian would find it funny.

Mum came with me to the cop shop later that week. The two pigs explained how if they pressed charges I’d have to go to court, which would mean I’d get a criminal record.

‘A criminal record is like a stain,’ one of them said. ‘There’s no getting it off.’

I stared at the floor, willing it to be over.

‘Next time, you’ll be out of chances,’ one of them said as they escorted me out.

‘I didn’t like him,’ Mum said when we were back in the car.

‘He let me off.’

‘I didn’t like the way he said next time.’

Not only had he been right about there being a next time, he did me a huge favour: when I eventually went to court I had no priors. And I appreciated that the cops had put Mum on my side, even momentarily.

I was grounded and forced to start working both Saturday and Sunday in the shop. As I counted sausages and weighed handfuls of mince I started panicking again about what I’d do when school finished. It was easier to avoid worrying when I was distracted, but my parents were adamant that I wasn’t allowed to see Ian anymore. I think it made them feel better to blame him for my fuck-ups.

One day his dad came in to the butcher. I’d not seen him up close since the one time we’d gone to his house, years before, but I recognised him instantly. Same faded jeans and tee and supermarket thongs. My blood froze. Behind the counter, I was rooted to the spot. Except for my guts, which were choppy like the surf on a bad day. When he looked at me, I hurried out to the back of the shop and started cleaning the staff dunny, which I didn’t usually do until closing.

I could hear Dad talking to him from out back.

‘How’d your car go?’

‘Timing belt in the end. Had to take it in. Five hundred.’

‘Bastards. Rissoles?’

‘Twelve, mate.’

Their exchange was the same as all Dad’s conversations with customers. Continued on from the last time he came in. Chatty and familiar. Dad even asked about Ian.

‘Say hi to Di for me,’ Ian’s dad said as he left.

A moment later Dad appeared out the back. ‘What’s this? Some kind of ruse to get you out of work early?’

I hated Dad then. For not letting me talk to Ian, while he chatted away and pretended everything was fine with his dad. For not knowing or not caring how Ian’s father treated him. I was sure my resentment was justified, but that didn’t make me feel any better.



Matty rocked up one Friday night with the Nintendo. Mum let him in; clearly the ban only extended to Ian. We played Mario Kart. It’d been so long since I played, I was shit. I’d forgotten all the secret paths and jumps that Matty remembered. It didn’t take long for muscle memory to kick in, but still Matty thumped me every round.

‘How are you still good at this?’ I asked.

‘I use it to study.’

‘Isn’t that not studying?’

‘If I’m stuck and need a break, this helps.’

I didn’t really understand what he meant, so I said nothing.

‘Why’d you steal a bag of Doritos?’ he asked.

‘Why do you think?’

‘You were drunk?’

‘I was high.’

Silence, which might’ve been shock or maybe was because we were coming up to the ramp for the shortcut on Koopa Troopa Beach.

‘High on what?’

‘Speed.’

‘What’s it like?’

‘Fun.’

‘Cool. Sounds fun.’

‘I felt good. Like, normal, for once.’

We crossed the finish line. Matty had won.

As we started the next track Matty said, ‘Who wants to be normal?’

When he eventually went home, Matty left the Nintendo behind.

‘Maybe it’ll keep you out of trouble,’ he said.

I felt like a loser, but he turned out to be right. I spent long nights in by myself, coasting along Rainbow Road, the tiny movements of my thumbs enough to settle the worry bubbling in my blood.
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Matty smashed year twelve. He was one of only three students in our school who scored over 90, and the only one who got over 95. He got 95.01, but the local papers loved to describe it as over 95.

Josh got a 55. I didn’t get a score. Only a letter saying I was in the lowest fifth of the state, and if I wanted to find out exactly how bad it was I could ask. I got my marks for each subject, though, and I’d managed a decent enough score in home ec. The teacher, Mrs Frost, had told me my final menu was the best she’d ever tasted. I’d perfected slow-cooked pork shoulder. I invented an apple sauce by roasting the apples in the oven underneath the meat. It was inspired by laziness – one pan, less cleaning – but it had made the apples soft and tasty with pig fat. My parents thought it was so good Dad actually laminated the recipe and hung it in the shop.

‘The apples.’ He did chef’s kisses as he passed pork shoulders over the counter to customers.

Shit marks aside, I finished school feeling like I’d finally achieved something. Mrs Frost had planted a seed in my head: I could do a kitchen apprenticeship. I’d never thought of it before, but I liked the idea. Chopping food, cooking food, serving food. It was a job I could do. A job I would like to do. And my parents didn’t hate the idea. Dad knew all the restaurant owners in town and thought he could ask someone to take me on.

The day we got our scores was the twins’ eighteenth birthday. I’d turned eighteen the month before and got my licence that day. We went to a pub in Wonnie. Everyone from school was there. Everyone was talking about scores. Matty was patted on the back all night. On our final day of school some of the girls had cried. Signed each other’s jumpers. I could see why they were sad, but I felt relieved. I wouldn’t be forced to sit in classes I didn’t like or feel stupid for not understanding the homework. And the fear I’d had all year, niggling inside me like a fishhook, had finally flattened. I told everyone that night I was going to become a chef and for once my classmates looked at me with interest.

Ian came out with us too that night. I noticed he was sweating and guessed he’d had speed, but I didn’t ask for any.

The pub usually stayed open until two, but when one of the girls leant over the bar and served herself from the beer tap they kicked everyone out early. I felt smug, watching someone else get booted for once.

Ian had a bunch of beers in the back of his ute, which was parked around the corner. The twins and I walked back there with him. There was a crushed tin on the ground, which Josh picked up and held in two hands like a footy. He aimed it towards a rubbish bin and said, ‘If I get this in you have to write a long, sentimental post about what it means to finish high school.’ It rebounded off the side of his foot, landed two feet away from the bin. Looking at the crushed tin on the ground I was suddenly walloped by my own sense of sadness that Matty and Josh were both going to leave.

We walked to the park with the slab. It was warm enough we could’ve stayed drinking in the playground, but Matty wanted to listen to music so we clambered into my car, which I’d been planning to leave and pick up the next day. Sat drinking with the stereo on, reminiscing about playing darts in the shed.

I didn’t think I was that drunk. I wasn’t that drunk, because I still remember it. But I was clearly drunk enough to agree to drive us all back to Spray Street.

The twins didn’t object, not even Matty.

There’s only one road from Wonnie to Cape. The road has no turns or hairpin bends, but it curves enough that you need to pay attention not to veer into the traffic going the opposite way in the other lane. There was nothing but flat paddock on either side. The speed limit was 120, but only tourists stuck to that. Ian told me to keep the lights off to reduce the chances of me getting caught. ‘Going batman,’ he called it.



I woke the next day on Rod and Kerri’s lounge room floor. I remembered it all. I wasn’t going fast, but Matty had the music blaring and we’d been screaming as I drove. We didn’t tell Rod and Kerri what we’d done – what I’d done – but they noticed that we were quiet and especially hungover.

‘You boys are as quiet as church mice. You know you’re free now, don’t you?’

Matty turned and hugged his mother, nuzzled his head into her chest, like a little kid. She looked surprised, but then delighted. Hugged her son back with her eyes closed. I wish she’d known the truth. She might’ve killed us all then and there.

None of us drank between then and Christmas. Matty and I went fishing every day.

‘That was so stupid,’ he said, as we were loading our eskies and tackle boxes back into my boot to head home one afternoon. Over a week had passed since that night, but I knew he wasn’t referring to the fact that we’d come at the wrong time for the tide.

‘I know,’ I said as I started the car. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Let’s not tell Millie we did that.’



I hadn’t been sure if she would come that summer, given we’d all finished school, but two days after Christmas, there she was. I hadn’t thought about her as much that year and thought maybe I didn’t love her anymore.

But then she was standing in front of me. The same wide, gummy smile. The three freckles, like an ellipsis, on her left hand. She wore a different pair of sunnies every year. This year’s were white, squared. Knock-off of an expensive brand. She hugged both Matty and me and then looked over our shoulders. ‘Where’s Josh?’

‘Hanging out with Jenny.’ Matty didn’t add his girlfriend, but I saw on Millie’s face that she got it.

She was beautiful even when she frowned.



When Millie and Jenny did meet, Millie made a big show of being overly kind. She asked Jenny a lot of questions about the beauty therapy course she was starting at TAFE, seeming really interested. But there was something in the pitch of her voice when she spoke to Jenny. She laughed at Jenny’s jokes, but it was a girlish giggle, not the big belting laugh she used with us. And when Josh and Jenny weren’t around, all she did was talk about them.

‘She’s nice, but a bit simple, don’t you think?’

I didn’t think Jenny was any more simple than me – or Josh, for that matter.

Like Matty, Millie had got a good score. They were both still waiting to hear if they got into their first choice of uni. Millie kept telling Matty all the best and worst suburbs to live in when he moved to Melbourne. I at least had an answer when Millie asked me what I’d do. I invited the two of them over to my parents’ place one night. I’d been perfecting frying flathead tails and making tartare sauce from scratch. Matty and I had got up extra early to catch the fish. When I proudly presented the tray of crispy tails to Millie her face fell.

‘Lulu, I’m vego now.’

‘Oh shit.’

The fish was bright gold and salty. The sauce was chunky with capers and dill. I’d even found an old floral tablecloth in the back of the cupboard and washed it.

‘I’ll make an exception,’ Millie said quickly. ‘Better than it going in the bin, eh?’

At first it seemed like she was doing it out of pity, but I felt better when she was sucking the crumbs off her oily fingers.

‘Lulu,’ she said, ‘you’ve got a gift.’

Maybe it was a throwaway line, but her enthusiasm was clearly genuine.

Deep inside me, I felt a piece slot into place. I was good at something. And Millie had noticed.
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We went into Inverloch for New Year’s Eve – me, Matty, Millie, Josh and Jenny and about half of our year level from school, even Ian. The pub was rammed. Even on the pavement outside we had to move through the crowd single file.

‘Summer scum, am I right?’ Millie said.

Although it was busier than a regular Saturday night, I swear it wasn’t mostly tourists. I didn’t correct Millie, though. I was anxious about her and Ian coming face to face again, and everything about the pub seemed to press on that. It took almost twenty minutes to make it from the door to the bar, including minutes of being jammed between people unable to move. Voices belting into each other’s ears over the noise. People from school were constantly grabbing us, and even though we introduced Millie it was obvious she was bored, listening to people she didn’t know rattle off names of other people she didn’t know. When we finally made it to the bar Millie insisted that we get a round of cocktails. I was sweating swimming pools and wanted a beer, but agreed because I wanted her to have a good time. The drink she bought me was called a Sex on the Grass. Four sips of pink and green booze in the glass.

When Millie and Ian did meet, her smile was tight-lipped, but it wasn’t a glare. Maybe she liked that she knew someone.

‘This is my mate Snags,’ he said.

Snags nodded at Millie. She held her hand up in a dippy little wave.

Millie stuck close to us at the start of the night. Even came out to the smoking area when Matty was talking to people from school. Quiet and shuffling her weight from leg to leg. I kept giving her reassuring smiles while Ian and Snags talked shit about blokes they worked with.

‘The thing about Eddie is that he’s –’

‘A toy cunt,’ said Ian. ‘That’s what he is.’

‘So what are we gunna do tomorrow?’ I asked Millie.

She was staring past me to the pub inside. Jenny and her friends were in there, all wearing short, brightly coloured dresses. Millie’s gaze was narrowed in on them. It was the expression she usually wore while she was thinking up a comeback to some point Matty made.

‘Mill?’

‘What?’

‘What do you wanna do tomorrow?’

‘I dunno. What do we ever do?’

I sipped my drink. It tasted like rancid melon.

When Snags went inside to piss, Ian turned to us. He was jittery – knees bobbing up and down.

‘What youse reckon?’

‘About what?’ I asked.

‘Snags has pingers. White hearts. Twenty-five each.’

I knew a pinger meant ecstasy, but I had no idea what a white heart was.

Millie turned to me, eyebrows raised. A sly little smile.



We went up the street to get cash from the ATM. Millie withdrew a hundred dollars.

‘Why are you getting so much money?’ I asked.

‘You, me, Matty, Josh.’ She held up four fingers.

We hadn’t spoken to the twins about it and she didn’t even mention Jenny.

‘Come on!’ She took my hand and led me back to the pub. She didn’t lace her fingers through mine like she used to with Josh, but I felt hooked to her like a fish on a line.

In the toilets I handed Ian the cash and he gave me two small baggies, two bulging white pills in each.

‘Those have legs. Best to only do half at a time.’

‘What’s gunna happen?’

‘Lulu.’ He put both his hands on my shoulders. ‘You’re gunna feel like you kissed God on the mouth.’

Millie had found Josh at the edge of the dance floor. Cutting through the crowd, I couldn’t avoid the stench. BO and beer. People screaming lyrics about spanking hos. Millie and Josh were both waving frantically at Matty. By the time I made it across the room he was there too. Calm, like he was standing on the pier. I remembered the night he came over with the Nintendo after I’d been to the cop shop and I didn’t want to tell him what we were planning to do. Millie whispered to him and as I stared at him mutely, I was silently willing him to stop us.

‘Showtime!’ Millie rubbed her hands together.

She and Josh both wore the same expression: eager, fearless.

Given how crowded the pub was, and that the bouncers were outside, we decided to do it then and there. I handed the bag to Millie. Her hand lingered in mine for a moment. Josh was bouncing on his toes. I wondered if maybe he’d explode if he had any more energy. Matty still hadn’t reacted. He didn’t look disapproving, only bored.

Millie bit off half of a stubby pill and gave the remainder to Josh. Both of them took shots of their drinks, like they were swallowing a Panadol. I stared at them, like I was expecting something to happen straight away.

‘All together, guys,’ Millie said.

I bit half of the other pill and offered the rest to Matty.

‘I think I’m good,’ he said.

I looked at Millie to see her reaction. She was staring up at Josh, smiling.

‘Toot toot, hey?’ Josh said.



As the countdown approached I didn’t feel anything but drunk. The pill had been pretty small and I decided Ian had been exaggerating its strength. I swallowed Matty’s half then went for a piss, not realising how close it was to midnight, and when I came out of the bathroom the whole bar was screaming, Four, three, two, one… I was alone as it became 2008. I spotted Josh across the room, his hands on Jenny’s cheeks as he kissed her.

I was walking towards the smoking area when I heard Millie.

‘Lulu!’

She emerged from the crowded dance floor and wrapped her arms around me.

‘How are you feeling?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know if it’s working,’ I said, as a song I recognised from the radio started playing. ‘Oh, I love this song.’

Millie laughed at me. ‘It’s working, Lulu.’

I did genuinely like the song, but I liked everything else too. I hugged people I never spoke to at school and wished them a Happy New Year. I told everyone how I was going to become a chef.

‘I made these flathead tails. You batter them with panko crumbs – it’s Japanese. Matty and I catch the fish; you should come to the pier with us sometime.’

‘Here, Lulu.’ Millie handed me a stick of gum and a glass of water. She was chewing aggressively. Beads of sweat on her forehead. I loved her.

‘You good?’ she asked.

My mouth was like sandpaper. ‘Let’s get a drink.’

At the bar we found Josh. He raised his arms at the sight of us. Millie curled into his chest and held her arm out for me. ‘Family hug!’ she cried.

‘Family hug!’ we all called together.

Millie pulled Jenny into the scrum. ‘You’re so pretty.’ She took a piece of Jenny’s hair and tucked it behind her ear.

Wanting to save Millie from embarrassing herself, I grabbed Jenny by the shoulders. ‘Jenny, I just have to tell you, you are dating the nicest, best guy ever. No, shut up. I just have to say, he is the best, most genuine guy you have ever met.’

Jenny was distracted, looking at Millie and Josh, who were talking at each other.

‘Josh,’ she said, ‘Tanya’s boyfriend is buying a round of tequila shots.’

‘Oh my God, Damo,’ said Josh. ‘You guys have to meet Damo. Come on.’

I started to follow Josh and Jenny across the bar, but Millie grabbed my hand and pulled me back. ‘Can I have a cigarette?’ she yelled in my ear.

The last few times we’d been in the smoking area with Ian and Snags, Millie hadn’t smoked. She’d wrapped her arms around herself, freezing. She wasn’t cold anymore. She lifted her chin up high as she exhaled smoke in graceful streams. I realised I wasn’t cold either. My whole body was hot. Even my face. I could hear my blood thrumming. Feel my heart punching my rib cage. I felt good, but almost too alive. My brain was vibrating behind my eyes.

I realised Millie was talking and I hadn’t been listening.

‘Like, I know I’ve been complicit. It’s not like I didn’t hook up with other boys. But I don’t get it with her. A beauty therapist? I know I’m being a snob, and anyway it’s not like Josh is going to win a Nobel Prize, but he could do better. Like, what will she do when he’s driving around Australia? Give girls in hostels bikini waxes?’

‘I love you.’

‘Love you too, baby.’ Millie winked at me and kissed the air.

‘No, like I really love you. I have forever. I’m in love with you. I want to be your boyfriend.’

She looked at me like I was a puppy. A lone puppy. Crying in a gutter. All its limbs ripped off. Anybody would feel sorry for it. Nobody wanted to take it home.



We stayed in the courtyard till my smokes were gone. We loved each other. We were best friends. She said coming here in summer had changed her life. We were rabbiting on, holding hands, when all the love drained from me. Head stopped buzzing. Blood stopped thrashing. I let go of Millie’s hand.

‘Lulu?’

‘Don’t call me that.’

I bolted. Pushed my way back across the bar. The crowd on the dance floor had thinned out. The people still dancing were drunker. Into the bathroom, both toilet stalls locked. The sound of retching from behind one. Left the toilets. Left the bar. Thundered up the street. People everywhere. Found a lane behind a closed cafe, bins lined up against a brick wall. Sat on the ground. Either the bins didn’t smell or my nose had stopped working. I touched it, checking it was still there. I wanted to cry. I couldn’t cry. Eyes too drunk to make tears. I sobbed. Heaved. No tears. I didn’t even love Millie anymore.

Eventually I heard her voice. She was with Josh, a little way up the street.

‘He just fled.’

‘What happened?’

‘Nothing.’

I didn’t look their way. Didn’t move. They passed the lane where I was crouched, calling my name. I wondered why they weren’t calling my phone, then realised I didn’t have it. Their voices grew fainter. When I could no longer hear them I got up and walked back to the pub.

A lot of people had cleared out by now, the stayers all on the dance floor. I looked around for Matty. Looked for Ian in the courtyard. Couldn’t find anybody, so went back to the bar. My mouth was bone-dry.

‘I cut you off an hour ago, buddy; if you don’t remember, then it proves my point.’ The bartender handed me a water.

I wanted to go home. I’d lost my wallet as well as my phone. Started retracing my steps around the pub. Went back to the toilets. One cubicle closed. Same retching noise I’d heard before. I splashed water on my face at the basin. Dried my hands with paper towel.

Retching again. A long drooly sound. Looked to the cubicle and saw a body on the floor. Brown leather dress shoes hanging out the doorway. Fuck. ‘Matty!’

Dropped to the rank floor and stuck my head under. Mouth open, eyes closed, cheek resting on the bottom of the dunny.

‘Matty!’

I shook him, but he didn’t respond.

‘Matty, come on!’

Nothing. Fuck. I reached for my phone then remembered I didn’t have it.

‘Fuck!’

Dug Matty’s phone out of his pocket and tried to ring Josh, but it wouldn’t connect.

Matty was breathing at least. I rolled him onto his side.

‘Wait here,’ I said, though he probably couldn’t hear me. Or move.

Ran out to the street, screaming Josh’s and Millie’s names. Drunk girls crying in gutters. Groups of underage kids who’d been at the beach all night trying their luck on tired bouncers.

‘Millie!’

Started to worry maybe they’d got a cab home without me.

‘Josh!’

Passed a street and caught something in the corner of my eye. Doubled back. Two bodies pressed against a building. His hand in her jeans. Mouth resting on her forehead. Her breathing into his neck. Hands running through his hair.

‘Guys!’

Panic in my voice, not anger. Still, they jumped apart. It was something about their expressions, rotten with guilt, that made me say it. Wanted to make them feel bad.

‘It’s Matty! He’s dead!’



Josh helped me drag him from under the door of the locked toilet cubicle. Draping his arms over our shoulders, we carried him, his toes scraping along the ground. The bouncers gave us a resigned nod as we left. We crossed the road and walked him up the street to the beach car park. Plonked him on a park bench.

‘What happened to him?’ Millie asked.

I didn’t look at her.

‘Luke?’

I didn’t respond. Anyway, I didn’t know what happened to him.

‘I’m calling a taxi,’ she said.

The coastal cab service was basically non-existent. About ten cabs covered the entire region from Wonnie to Coronet Bay and Drouin. People like Josh’s parents pre-booked them for long drives across the shire and the cabbies prioritised those, as they made more money and the passengers probably wouldn’t vomit on the journey.

Matty was out cold. I thought about calling an ambulance. Someone from school had done that once when they were only pissed and their parents copped a huge fine.

Josh’s parents were at some farm do in Grantville. I used his phone to call my house, but neither of my parents answered. The pub had turned the lights on and was starting to push people out onto the street. Drunks everywhere. More competition for the already non-existent taxis. I’d have to start work in a few hours. The plan earlier had been to walk home. We thought it would be fun. A grand adventure. A drunk girl was screaming at her boyfriend. Shove it in your arse, cocksucker!

It was Josh who asked if I had my keys.

I looked along the row of cars parked across from the beach. No cops.

‘Don’t be dickheads,’ said Millie.

I wouldn’t look at her.

Matty showed signs of life. Retching over the edge of the park bench.

‘Got away with it once, didn’t we?’ said Josh.

‘Luke!’

I thought about what I’d just seen. The two of them down the alleyway. I wondered where Jenny was.

‘Luke, I swear to God if you even think about it…’

‘Shut up, slut.’

She was horrified. Her expression punched. I felt awful immediately. But I wanted to hurt her like she’d hurt me. So, instead of saying sorry, I took the keys from my pocket.
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MATTY 11

I’m in bed, staring at the window with its blind drawn. Waiting to see its perimeter fade to the steely white of early morning. Winter so far has been bitter. Days where it stings just to breathe. Greg won’t start clearing the grounds until six, but once it hits five, I can shower and brush my teeth. I’m a master at this now – bloating tiny moments to make the hours pass. Going to uni, having a job, travelling overseas, having a girlfriend or a boyfriend. A life is an assortment of ways of passing the time until we die. Mornings are when I’m most overcome by how gargantuan a task it is, like filling an empty swimming pool with individual hairs from my body, one eyelash at a time.

We have our own rooms at college. Two rooms share an adjoining toilet. My shitter buddy – as they’re coined – is James. Like me, James moved here from regional Vic. He’s tall, with brown hair and long limbs and digits. He’s from a farming family, and while he maintains he has no interest in becoming a farmer, he moves with the slow, hefty gait of one. Unlike me, James has thrown himself into campus life, joining sports teams and making friends. By the end of our first month he was in a relationship with a petite blonde named Ashleigh. I heard Ash say, He’s so weird, through our adjoining wall once, but James is polite and removes his own skid marks.

Sometimes I like to imagine who at college I would’ve been friends with had I arrived willing to make any. Despite my lack of interest in extracurriculars, I think James and I would’ve got along. He spent a whole weekend at the beginning of semester cruising suburbs until he found a bakery that did a ‘proper’ pie, by which he meant a pie that was slightly better and slightly more costly than a Four’N Twenty from the servo. I went to the bakery in North Melbourne he recommended and, credit to James, I hadn’t thought I’d see a neenish tart again until I went home.

I can’t envisage myself ever having got along well with Ash. When she first introduced herself, she called herself a ‘Star girl’, assuming I’d know she was referring to her high school. Her parents live in St Kilda, meaning college for her is purely about the experience. Unlike James and me, for whom it is a logistical necessity. Ash hangs out with a group of girls, two of whom she went to high school with, who host movie nights in the common room and have regular pre-drinks in their dorms on Fridays. Without having spoken to her friends, I’m confident they agree with her assessment of me as weird.



We have communal showers. Rules, typed in bold, printed and framed in every bathroom. Five minutes, three during peak times. I’m the only person up this early, meaning I can take as long as I like. I stand with my head bowed. The water so hot the cubicle fills with steam, obscuring my body. I’m a feeling, floating in the fuggy air. I zone out and come to once my skin is red. I turn both taps off and pat my body dry with a towel, reborn and tender.

When I’m dressed, I meet Greg at his office, ready to do the morning campus clean-up.

‘Morning, son.’

‘Morn—’ A yawn catches me.

‘Ever thought about sleeping in?’

My brain wakes in fright every morning, severed from the physicality of my body. I shrug and Greg doesn’t push it.

Most students who help Greg are being punished for something. I started doing it by accident. I’d left the dorm at six to go for a walk, which was how I used to occupy the early mornings, when I saw Greg with a student, Callum. Callum had vomited in the dining hall earlier that week. He and some friends had taken acid that day and tried to eat dinner as it was wearing off. He’d claimed he had gastro, tried to blame the kitchen staff for their cooking, but only dug himself in deeper – though not too deep. The college dean thought he’d been drinking, and we’re not meant to be drunk in the dining hall. Taking drugs is meant to result in immediate expulsion, although there is a reasonable amount of wilful ignorance. Although there are security cameras around campus, there’s the ‘blind spot’ in the middle of the quadrangle that the cameras can’t see. There’s a group who go there to rip bongs every Thursday night at eleven. I don’t think they’d expel someone unless they were smoking ice or maybe actually dealing drugs.

When I saw Callum trudging across campus to Greg’s office, I was awake with nothing to do and figured I’d join him.

Greg didn’t seem surprised to see me. He just handed us gardening gloves and told us to get to work.

Since then, I’ve helped Greg every morning. I suspect he knows now that I’m never in trouble, but he seems to appreciate the assistance. Greg does a bit of everything around here. Cleans the grounds, tends to the garden beds and fixes leaky taps. Most students who’re punished help pick up rubbish, but Greg lets me do more interesting tasks. I’ve learnt how to replace a worn O-ring, use a drill and paint over a candle wax stain on a wall.

Today is Wednesday, meaning our biggest job will be cleaning vomit from the garden beds and carrying any unconscious students back to their dorms. The college has cleaners who come in to do our bathrooms and the dining hall, but the grounds are left to Greg. We planted daphne seedlings in these beds only a few weeks ago. I watched Greg pat the soil gently with his big, dry hands, tucking in the baby flowers. I’m pre-emptively annoyed at the thought of them covered in half-masticated fried chicken. But I’m partly to blame for that. Most pubs around here have uni nights on a Tuesday. Pots a dollar. Jugs five. Vodka raspberries four. I head along with my dorm mates every week and sip lemonade and shout their rounds. Occasionally somebody tries to pass me a beer, which I let sit untouched on the table. Someone always drinks it. I used to tell myself I was laying groundwork. That eventually I’d want to drink again and by that time it’d be normal to have me around. I’m resigned to my status as an outsider now. I don’t need them. And yet I continue to go each Tuesday, shout drinks for the others. Another one of my peculiarities, I guess.

Greg claps me on the back. ‘Okay, let’s go find the casualties.’

There’s a hint of glee in his voice. Greg throws himself at his tasks with heroism. To be fair, when you can’t get the hot water working or your toilet is blocked, he is the man you want around. I’ve wondered how Greg ended up here, cleaning up after teenagers. But I appreciate that he doesn’t ask about my life and I like to think I’m showing him the same respect. Although I know this habit of not exhibiting interest in other people is a contributing factor to my status as a loner.

Greg said we needed to find our first casualty, but he sets off purposefully to the western block of dorms. Sure enough, there’s a body curled up on the ground, doormat draped over his shoulders as a blanket.

‘Oh, sonny,’ Greg says with exaggerated weariness. On the few occasions that we’ve carried girls up to their beds, Greg has scolded them. She’ll get herself in trouble.

The casualty today is Jacob Myers, a tall boy who plays football and has started learning the drums. A big drinker, like everyone here. Not usually one to be found next to a pile of his own vomit, but I’m not surprised given last night he’d been the subject of one of the most popular drinking chants. Here’s to brother Jacob, he’ll get pissed tonight. He’s happy, he’s jolly, he’ll get drunk by golly. Jacob sculls the drink. What do we think of Jacob? He’s alright! He’s got a small dick but he’s alright. If Jacob were a girl, small dick would be replaced with big flaps.

We don’t waste time checking for signs of life as he’s snoring like a mower. I take him by the legs, Greg hooks his arms under his shoulders, and we drag him inside. Greg unlocks the door to Jacob’s room with his master key and we drop him on the bed. Jacob groans as I try to extract the doona from underneath him. Greg takes a drink bottle from the floor to the bathroom and fills it with water. I pat Jacob’s pockets and, sure enough, feel the thin plastic card in one of them. I know my name will be on it. I’d left my debit card with Callum last night, but the last person drinking – the one who ends up passed out outside their dorm – usually ends up with it.

Greg and I continue our lap around the grounds. There are no more bodies, but we sweep up a shattered beaker and collect a red coat and a single Dunlop Volley. We hose vomit from a brick wall and turn it into the soil in the garden beds.

‘Not a very eventful Wednesday,’ says Greg. He doesn’t entirely hide the boredom from his voice.

‘I guess not.’

We finish up around seven thirty. I go to the dining hall, clean and quiet at this hour, butter some toast and fill a paper cup with orange juice. Take my breakfast to the park. The sun has risen, and while it’s not yet bright enough to break through the thick, pearly clouds, the grass has a glossy sheen. I gulp down my breakfast as I walk upstream of the joggers, all solemn stares and metronomic legs, the wires of their headphones bouncing along with their bodies. I enjoy a private joke with myself, guessing what each of them is listening to. He’s listening to Spiceworld. She’s listening to breakfast radio. He’s listening to motivational tapes. Not for the first time, I wonder if I should start jogging. An acceptable reason to be awake too early. Muscles burning from all the life forced through them. Feeling high on oxygen. But if I started running, I wouldn’t have time to help Greg. ‘Busy hands aren’t a cure, but they’re a good distraction,’ he said to me once. I mull over his words just about every day.
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My first class for the day is called Natural Environments. I absorb my uni lectures like classical music. It fills the air around me with pleasurable cadence, but I lack the ability to appreciate its nuance. I know I’m not the only one with a compromised attention span, especially on a Wednesday. Even when most of the class isn’t hungover, it’s hard to hear facts like thirty-fourth year of consecutive temperatures above the twentieth-century average and not have your mind wander. When we started the year, everything still stank of bushfires. Even once the air cleared, it was like the smog had seeped into people’s stares. Many of the students in this class can be seen outside the co-op on any given day, pushing their petitions against mining or for the reef. One of my classmates is in a campus barbershop quartet. They performed a number in the quad, singing: We need to make it greener, we need to make it cleaner. Now. Now. Later? No, now. Objectively I agree, but this class and its inconvenient truths validates my lack of belief in the future. We are barrelling towards an extinction of our own making, smugly assuming we’ll be saved by our own brilliance.

I’m scraping by in my degree. I hand in all my assignments late. Not because, as is the case with most students, I don’t start them until the night before, but because gathering together the fragments of knowledge I’ve retained is like trying to rake up dead leaves when autumn hasn’t begun: much of what I come up with is garbage. My essays are thin in both fact and word count, and not well argued. A child who heard ‘Für Elise’ and plonks out ‘Chopsticks’ on the keyboard. I manage to get okay marks for the same reason people clap for the kid at his piano recital: because all my university tutors have been warned. I arrived on campus bundled in yellow tape labelled FRAGILE.

The lecturer ends by telling us that our tutorial later will involve splitting us into groups for our next assignment. As I leave the theatre I wonder if I can wangle an exemption. The last group assignment I did was infuriating. I was aware of the mediocrity of the work of the boy who took charge of our group but, given my own meagre offerings, wasn’t in a position to object.



I buy two sushi rolls and find a seat inside the food court. In the warmer months most students eat on the campus lawns, luxuriating in the romance of dappled light. Taking long drags of rolled cigarettes and basking in their seminal moments, mythologising their lives as they’re living them, nostalgic for the present. Now that it’s cold the cafeteria is crowded. As romantic as Wonnie’s shopping plaza.

I eat two bites of lunch. The avocado is hard and unappetising. My stomach twists in discomfort, a pathetic plea to be sustained.

A group of people join my table, their plates piled with soggy bain-marie pizza and samosas. They start talking loudly about one of their lecturers and I leave for the library.

The quietest time in the library is over lunch, so I don’t have to wait to use a computer. I scroll through Facebook. The messages and posts online that were constant for almost all of last year had almost completely dwindled, but since the trial and the sentence a couple of months ago there’s been a predictable uptick. Thinking of you. Thinking of you. Thinking of you. I’ve become so attuned to the metre of the condolences that sometimes I feel like I can sense them arriving. I log in and there they are. Though given their frequency, it’s as divine as a clairvoyant who predicts you’re at a crossroad or are going to take a holiday.

For the last eighteen months I’ve felt like a gorilla in a zoo. Everyone wants to gawk at me, but they’re scared to get too close. They walk by occasionally to check I’m still here. As long as they see me breathing and eating they can justify blocking the reality from their minds. I manage to find some of it amusing. There’s one girl we went to high school with who likes every photo I’m tagged in. She’s made a habit of ogling my online life but has never sent one of the ubiquitous thinking of you messages that I delete the moment they arrive. I don’t delete them because I doubt they’re genuine; it’s their integrity I loathe.

In the weeks following Josh’s funeral our house had a revolving door. Neighbours and friends came over and filled our kettle for us. Dad’s hands were jittery from all the cups of Earl Grey people handed him. My parents nodded their heads and monosyllabically validated the observations. Yes, he was a beautiful boy. Yes, he died while he was happy. Yes, he will always be alive with us in some way. When we were younger, Josh and I had to stand next to one another and give performative answers to some of these same people before we were allowed to run back to the trampoline or the Nintendo. Yes, we liked school. Yes, we had grown. Neither of my parents objected to my slinking away and hiding when these visitors came in those weeks. My occasional appearances would elicit compliments and praise. Yes, I got a good score. Yes, I’m going to go to uni, probably not until next year. Yes, my parents are so proud. Yes, I am his opposite in almost every single way. Especially since – look at me, look at me – I’m alive. Satisfaction practically radiated from them as they left. Their bodies looser as they breezed out the door. Freed of the trepidation they’d arrived with. Relieved to be able to report back to the wider community that we were fed and our dishwasher emptied.

Mum would disappear to her bedroom, the exhaustion of performing endurance having depleted her of the little she had. All night I would listen to her clomping to the kitchen, running the tap. Later, more footsteps to the bathroom. The flush of the toilet and the water running, rattling the pipes. The house sounding more alive than we were. Me, lying on my back in bed, legs at ninety degrees, remembering when I used to push my feet into the mattress of Josh’s top bunk. How I’d stare at the fabric pressing through the gaps in the slats and poke my toes at it, feeling the weight of him above me.

There’s a photo of the two of us on the old bunk bed on the wall at home. About seven years old, both in flannel pyjamas with rocket ships. Mum had never been big on dressing us in matching clothes, except for pyjamas. For some reason she’d even written our names on the tags, so she knew whose were whose, when our school uniforms only ever said Townsend. We’re looking at the camera with sleepy, gap-toothed grins. The moment after that photo was taken, Josh jumped off the top bunk instead of using the wooden ladder Dad had drilled into the side. I copied him, but twisted my ankle on landing and cried, sealing my fate on the bottom bunk for the next three years. I used to stay awake listening for my brother’s breathing to turn heavy and rhythmic. Waiting for the moment he fell asleep to poke him through the mattress, forcing him awake.

On all the trips to Josh’s grave last year I’d curled up on the ground in foetal position, pressing my ear to the weedy grass, dazed with guilt as I imagined him lying six feet below me.



Millie has checked in at the Town Hall Hotel, Newtown. A band is playing a gig on campus next week. An album of photos from the pub last night posted by one of the girls at college. Starting with smiley group shots, pots steady in people’s hands. Ending with blurry images of a dance floor, the occasional face seen between shots of feet, the strap from the digital camera flying in front of the lens for most of this portion of the album. Times like this I admire the aptness of the term surfing the net. I feel weightless and calm, bobbing along with familiarity, and then something hits me unexpectedly and I’m thrown under, drowning in my chair. It’s a photo Ian has posted. His backyard. A beer in the foreground of the shot. An iron bucket holding a fire and two other people in the background. Neither of their heads in frame, just their legs. I don’t know who is on the right, but I know the guy on the left is Luke. He’s wearing the same Asics he’s worn since year eleven. But I can tell it’s him even without the shoes. The way he holds the bottle with two hands, his fingers knitted together. How his torso is angled forward in the chair at an unnatural angle. I know he’d be staring at the beer. I feel my blood tremble. Not in anger, but like an avalanche has taken place inside me. Ian’s status reads:


Anyone know where I can get a lifetime supply of these? Just heard they’re being discontinued.



The photo has to be several weeks old at least. It could be months old. I don’t know how long I sit staring at Luke’s hands around his beer. The nail on his index finger chewed down. The middle one is longer, but dirty. I don’t notice the library begin to fill again with people returning from lunch. Someone taps me on the shoulder and points to the sign that designates the maximum amount of time allowed on a computer. I hastily like Ian’s photo and leave.

Ian sobbed like a baby at Josh’s funeral. Mum was concerned about allowing him to be a pallbearer. He hugged me tight, like a puppy squirming with too many feelings. Three days later he rolled into Spray Street to take me spotlighting. The house was so airless, I’ve never appreciated someone more. We sat, stalled in his ute on a dirt road in the bush near Cape Liptrap. Crushing tins of Solo and chicken Twisties. When Ian talked about shooting with his older brothers, I’d imagined it involved some skill or knowledge. The fallow deer stopped dead in our path. Headlights beaming like the gates to heaven. We stared at it, taken by one another for a moment. Live beings, petrified and unsure.

‘What you reckon?’

‘Maybe leave this one.’

We didn’t shoot anything.

I make a mental note to check if we have any of the beer he posted on my next shift.

I walk an indirect route back to college. Thinking about it – or leaning into my grief, as the counsellor I’d briefly seen last year described it – is easier when I’m moving. Busy hands is best. Busy feet will do. People seldom mentioned Luke in front of us. The occasional comment from one of my parents’ friends (I always worried about him) or, more often, criticism of his parents (a lack of guidance there). Their logic was so basic. A Disney movie with a cartoon villain. Their sympathies clearly siphoned in one direction: ours. His family left Cape and moved to his grandparents’ place in Drouin after it happened. His parents returned to the street after dark to collect more of their belongings. I broke in there one night after they’d left. I’d lent Luke the 64 not long before it happened. I found it still plugged into a boxy TV in the corner of his bedroom, which was dusty and stifling. His cupboards had been emptied but the floor was still strewn with shit. For a moment I contemplated telling his parents to take him the Nintendo. The next moment I threw the console out his bedroom window. Watched as it bounced once then smashed on the street outside.



I arrive at College Crescent barely conscious of getting here. The trees lining the cul-de-sacs are bald and spindly, like stencils. I often call my parents at times like this. When the world starts to feel staged and I need to be anchored back to what is real.

I message Mum, only me, and wait for her call.

When Aunt Jane is at my parents’ place, she answers the phone for them. She’s been there less frequently the past six months – although, given recent events, perhaps she has started staying during the week again.

When Aunt Jane isn’t there the phone rings out. Mum and Dad wait until the recorded notes of people just checking in stack up on the answering machine and then work through them when they feel up to it. I started messaging first when I wanted to speak to them.

‘I’ve been trimming the saltbush out the back,’ Mum tells me on the phone now. She’s been telling me this so often lately that I’m half-expecting the next time I go home I’ll be able to see the back fence for the first time in my life. The other half of me suspects that she has just been sitting in the garden or on the back deck staring at the trampoline and hasn’t even realised that she is telling me the same lie every time we talk. For years Mum and Dad reckoned they were going to sell the trampoline. It’s become the focal point of Mum’s grief now.

‘Did you go to the shop this week?’ I ask.

‘I ducked in on Wednesday to see some new stock. The girls are doing a good job in there.’

Before, the shop was a never-ending source of drama. Staff who stole from the till, or staff who were flaky, or staff who were great employees but got caught up in petty spats with customers. Mum would arrive home harried, throw her handbag on the bench and say something like, Kelly’s done it again.

I was never particularly engaged in this side of Mum’s life, but it makes me sad to think she might never care about it again. I’m also scared that she’ll suddenly come to and notice every ill-arranged window display and dodgy transaction at once.

‘How are your classes going, darling?’

‘You know that in my lifetime, maybe yours, there will only be jellyfish left in the ocean? We’ll have to eat them eventually. There’ll be no fish.’

‘You never know what might happen, dear.’

We fall silent. I listen closely to Mum’s breathing. Alert to the gasping rhythm of a cigarette being smoked.

Some of my earliest memories are of people expressing sorrow to Mum. Twin boys, you’ll have your work cut out for you. Later it became, I don’t know how you do it. Mum’s standard answer: I’ve forgotten what it is not to be tired. I guess I didn’t know her before I was born, but to me she always seemed wired and happy. She’s not that way now, although I wouldn’t say she was tired either. Maybe empty, or vacant, or dead. Tiredness suggests a certain amount of life standing by at the ready.

We round out our chat by talking about Dad. There’s a shortage of classroom aides in the region, so instead of servicing any one school full-time, they work one day at each. Dad has a student in his class who was deemed ineligible for a special needs school by one point.

‘I mean, what happens to these kids if they don’t have someone like your father to fight for them?’ Mum asks. She sounds closest to her old self when talking about Dad. She comments on his grief, but not her own. ‘I think it’s good for him, though. By all accounts the kid is a sweetie and it’s good for him to feel like he is helping.’

I was always my mum’s favourite. She loved us equally, of course, but I was hers in the same way that Josh was Dad’s. None of us would ever have voiced this aloud. It wasn’t even a conscious thought until Josh was gone. But as soon as I had the realisation, I understood that my parents knew this too. While we are all grieving the same person, we are also missing a specific familial kinship.

When Mum and I say goodbye, it feels wanting, like there’s something one of us has forgotten to say.

One of the things I wasn’t prepared for about grief is how long it takes to sink in. And I don’t mean to accept it and begin to move on – whatever that means – but to stop forgetting that it happened. It was worse when I was still at home. We’d emerge from our rooms in the morning, sip orange juice, go about the pantomime of making a breakfast we wouldn’t eat. Inevitably, once I’d been out of bed for an hour, I’d find my body turned to the corridor that led to our bedrooms, expecting Josh to emerge even though I knew he wouldn’t. Even in those earliest, crudest stages of shock, when the days were all about the fact he was no longer there, we’d be debating music choices for his service and I’d think, Why don’t we just ask him? We’d get in the car to go to the funeral home together and Dad would hesitate before starting the engine. Like we were all expecting Josh to run from the house and jump into the back seat with me.

I spend a few moments after the phone call imagining the conversations Mum and I could’ve been having. What dramas she might be preoccupied with at the shop. What interesting subjects or friends I might be telling her about.

Back in my room, I stare at the ceiling. Take some comfort in the thought of Mum doing something similar. Sitting on our back verandah, staring at the dormant trampoline.
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I skip my second class for the day because the ninety per cent attendance rule does not apply to me. I lie in bed and allow YouTube to serve me videos. Mostly SNL, mostly Barbie’s Dreamhouse skits, as those are Millie’s favourite. She sends me at least one a week.

Millie and I were both asked to be witnesses for the trial. I said no – technically I was not conscious to witness much – but Millie obliged. I’ve wondered if my declining put pressure on her to attend, although I don’t really see why they needed witnesses because Luke pleaded guilty. My parents provided victim impact statements. They stayed in the city for the trial. I spoke to them on the phone while they were in Melbourne then, once it was over, they came to visit me at college before driving home. I’d already read the details of what happened online. One paragraph with the sentence and quotes from the judge, followed by cut and pasted paragraphs from the articles that came before it. Journalists had wet their knickers earlier in the week when Millie testified in court to it being Josh’s idea for Luke to drive. Splashed it on their headlines like it meant something, when really, it changed nothing. Despite my acute disdain for the media, I was almost proud to see Millie finally cop a mention.

Mum and Dad took me to a restaurant on Lygon Street. Dad tried to be jocular with the Italian waiter. Asked him what he recommended, then laughed and said he’d shit his pants if he drank an espresso. He ordered for all of us, which was necessary for Mum, who looked stony-faced, but bothered me, as I didn’t want the bitter Italian soft drink. I’d never been disgusted with my parents before Josh died. Since moving away to college, I call them most days to fill a gaping, listless feeling I get when I haven’t heard from them. As though I need proof that I’m alive and they’re the only ones who can provide it. But when I’m around them in person, they’re either too sad or not sad enough.

We sat in silence as the waiter poured the squat bottles of soda into glasses he’d set before us. Nobody spoke except Dad, who kept saying, ‘Looks good.’ Once the waiter let us be, Dad asked how I was feeling.

‘I don’t know.’

Dad leant across the table and patted me on the shoulder. ‘It’s done now.’

Dad was the one who picked me up from the hospital that night. I had a cut across my hairline, a blood alcohol reading of .12 and no memory of what had happened.

They’d told Dad about Josh when he arrived at the hospital. When I saw Dad’s face, slack and grey, I immediately thought that he was dying. It was absurd, but I was convinced that in the short time he’d been at the hospital doctors had diagnosed him with some incurable disease. I saw relief flash across his face at the sight of me, then disappear. Like the times I’d see his resolve slip and he’d laugh at something naughty Josh and I had done or an offensive joke one of his friends had told before recomposing himself.

We shared a rigid embrace on the hospital bed. I wasn’t in the bed, just lying on top of it, and our hug was as stiff as the hospital corners. Looking back, I realise I’d probably been given the private room with the bed for this rather than out of any medical necessity, and I feel a little guilty for it. The medical equipment in there would probably have been useful to someone else. I started shaking. Dad took his jacket off and draped it over my shoulders.

‘They say we’re allowed to leave now. Are you sure you’re okay?’ His voice was quiet and unwilling

I touched the dressing they’d put on my forehead, almost wishing for it to split open so I could stay in the liminal space.

Dad kept his arm around me as we left. The waiting room was full of drunk people. A group of girls in tight dresses and bare feet were harassing the receptionist to tell them if their friend was alright. A man in a Sydney Swans jersey and blond mullet wig was limping between the chairs and the water cooler, a bulge the size of a ping-pong ball on his ankle.

And Josh. Josh was in there somewhere. Or had he already been moved to the morgue? I paused at the door. Wanting to ask Dad if we could take him home with us.

Dad drove us for all of thirty seconds before pulling into McDonald’s. Without speaking, he got out of the car and went inside. Nobody else was around; we were probably the first customers for what would no doubt become a busy day for hangover food. Dad returned with two large coffees. I didn’t drink coffee. Still don’t. He handed me one of the paper cups. Dad sipped his slowly and we both stared out the front windscreen towards the main street that was as quiet as a film set, waiting for someone to call action on the new year.

‘Looks like we’re in for a scorcher,’ Dad said. His voice his own again. The same bright tone with which he usually spoke mundanities.

‘Dad, what are we doing?’

He sipped his coffee, still staring out the front windscreen. ‘Mum’s still living our old life. Let’s let her enjoy it a little longer.’

That was the moment it was done.

What happened in court changes nothing.



The Barbie’s Dreamhouse videos were the first time I’d heard from Millie since the trial. No words with them, just links, which isn’t strange. All of the proper correspondence between Millie and me is done via letters. It started as a joke. When she first moved to Sydney, straight after year twelve, she sent me a postcard with a picture of the Harbour Bridge.


It’s beautiful and sunny here. Did you know they call potato cakes potato scallops and bathers swimmers? Gtg, run out of space xxxxxx



I was still living in Cape and drove to the Prom especially to get a postcard. They were mostly pictures of our coast, but also, inexplicably, there was one stand in the information centre devoted to the Red Centre. I chose a picture of Uluru.


Never actually been to Uluru, but it looks chill.



After that, Millie sent a handwritten letter. Then I sent one back. And now, over a year later, we’re still writing back and forth. It’s nostalgic, not seeing Millie but longing to talk to her. But also, everything feels safer in writing. Neither of us mentions what happened. We didn’t meet up when she was in Melbourne for the trial, because neither of us wants to acknowledge what we don’t talk about. I don’t want to see her look at me the way everyone else from home does.

Millie’s last letter arrived five weeks ago.


Dear M-Matty,

Winter just ain’t that big a deal up here. It’s cold, but my bones aren’t about to snap. It makes me slightly suspicious. Like these people don’t deserve all their beautiful ocean baths if they don’t freeze for a part of the year. No wonder everyone who lives here is so smug. Ocean baths and pastizzi.

I enjoyed your last letter. I was surprised you mentioned Gatorade and Golden Valley Juice being the best bottles to repurpose for bongs. I’d thought it would be easier to use one with a smaller opening. Then I looked up bong smoking and realised you don’t put your mouth over the opening but in it and realised you are correct. Thank you for enlightening me. If there are stoners at SU, I’m yet to meet them. Everyone I’ve met so far seems a little too polished, with too good of a skincare regime. Maybe I’ve fallen in with the wrong crowd, so to speak.

Now that we’ve returned from mid-year break I am freaking out once again about getting all my work done. Week-to-week readings and class presentations are, I think, harder than the final assignments. The publishing house has asked me to start coming in an extra day a week. I love it in the office, but the extra day has meant I’ve had to change my mid-week cafe shift to Sundays, which before was my only day off. The publisher says I only need to read the slush pile if I want to – what I can, when I can – but it is easier and more enjoyable to read than my uni texts so I’m falling behind because I keep reading really awful manuscripts that should never be published. The worse they are the more I enjoy them. It never struck me before, reading published books, to question why anybody makes anything. It’s a completely bonkers thing to do, is it not? Imagining fake people and describing their made-up actions and thoughts. All for some twenty-year-old to LOL about it with her laptop on her belly in bed.

Mum came up for a visit last week. She brought Kyle with her. I can’t tell you how bizarre it is to see your parent with a new partner. They hold hands and do things like go to art galleries, and when Kyle says, ‘Danielle doesn’t like chicken,’ he doesn’t say it with any resentment. I know I should be happy for her, but I’m not. Of course I don’t want my parents to sit silently on opposite ends of the couch for the rest of their lives. What I’m annoyed about is the ridiculously businesslike manner in which they separated. The moment I finished school they promptly and efficiently began their new, happier lives. Mum and I got in an argument about it while she was here. I accused her of limiting my upbringing by not opening me to new influences. But of course I didn’t articulate it that well. I said, ‘Dad could’ve got a cool, younger girlfriend like in the movie Stepmom.’ I think she was offended because in Stepmom Susan Sarandon dies. She said I remain naively oblivious to the hassle that moving between separate homes every week would’ve been, which entirely proved my point that their parenting and our family was merely an organisational project for them. They’re not even getting divorced. They say it’s an unnecessary cost for some paperwork. The entire thing is deeply depressing. The further back I look, the longer ago it seems since my parents were properly happy. I honestly think they may have been waiting a decade to break up. I’ve asked Mum multiple times when it was she first wanted to leave. She keeps telling me that I don’t understand what it’s like to be married and that in a way she still loves Dad.

Now that I’ve begun uni and started working I am certain I will never have children. There’s a woman I met through my internship, a literary agent. She is almost fifty and she goes out on the weekends and drinks cocktails and hangs out with her authors. Given the choice between cocktails and nappies, why would any sane person choose the latter?

I feel like I’ve gone on for quite a bit now and should probably leave it here. Although I did want to update you on Timothy. You were right about his not-replying not meaning anything. He came over again last week and we watched Annie Hall and had better sex this time. I’ve only heard from him once since then, but I’m not freaking out like last time. Have you watched many Woody Allen movies? Timothy is obsessed, so we are making our way through the catalogue.

Thinking of you always.

M-Millie xxxxoooo



I usually compose my replies slowly in my head over a few weeks before committing them to paper, but I’ve left it longer than usual to reply to this one. There are lots of things I could say in response. One is about understanding the weird individuality of being a family of three. Like Millie and Luke, I am now an only child. I never understood before the awkwardness of hanging out alone with both your parents. Conversations with them feel like I’m talking to someone else’s parents, being interviewed about college and my classes. It feels as though we’re meant to be three adults together, but I don’t feel like one and they don’t yet know how to be parents to an adult. But expressing this to Millie would be skirting very close to bringing up Josh and the accident and everything. Which is maybe what needs to be done. Sometimes our letters feel like flirting. Like we both know where it’s headed and someone just needs to make the first move. Indeed, her signing off with thinking of you always is new and perhaps hinting at something. If I think about Josh or Luke, the person I should want to talk to is Millie. And I actually do want to talk to her. But, like wanting to ask someone out, I can’t bring myself to do it.

That leaves us with the subject of Timothy, but I am resolving to steer clear of that after my terrible advice to her last time. Millie was freaking out a couple of months ago because Timothy had pursued her aggressively, slept with her, then gone quiet for weeks. I’m absolutely certain he has no intention of ever becoming her boyfriend, but I wrote, He’s probably just busy and will text you next week, even though I was certain that he would never contact her again. Completely blanking her would’ve been the kinder thing to do in my opinion. From what I’ve observed at college, if a guy says to another guy, She’s not the kind of girl I usually date, it means he is probably interested in her. But Millie told me that Timothy said this to her face. An excuse he planted months ago, so that when he loses interest, he can claim it as insurance. But explaining this to Millie would be skirting too close to Josh. Timothy seems to have a similar modus operandi: I’ll treat you like my girlfriend but never call you my girlfriend so you can’t be too mad when I find another girlfriend. I watched Annie Hall. I hated it. That leaves me with nothing to write to Millie. But I’m also aware that the trial must have been pretty awful, and hearing from me might make her feel better.

I hit the space bar on my computer. Hugh Jackman narrates as a kangaroo sodomises Will Ferrell. The studio audience laughter drowns the thoughts from my mind.



When I feel myself going cross-eyed, I snap my computer lid shut knowing that three hours must have passed. That’s my limit, I’ve learned. I gaze out the window at the college grounds. The afternoon sun is out now and, while everything is stricken and frigid with winter, I am able to appreciate a shinier filter over the world. I watch a boy out in the quad playing with a hacky sack in a way that lacks strategy or direction. The key, which he hasn’t seemed to grasp, is if you lose control you should catch the sack on your shoe and hold it there until you’ve regained your balance. I’ve never played this game myself, but I spent a considerable amount of time analysing it while I watched this boy play with his friend last week. This is the kind of task I love. Something pointless that, when you start to delve into it, reveals a never-ending thread of unravelling considerations. The fact that I never played hacky sack with Josh fills me with a thunderous sense of injustice. Josh would’ve sooner cracked his skull open than let that sack drop to the ground. I imagine him, thrashing about like a fish on the pier. Graceless but captivating. And I would’ve diligently and methodically returned it to him. We could’ve won a gold medal for hacky sack. Hell, we could’ve been interviewed on TV. It’s impossible to remember how I became who I am, but the more I think about it the more sure I am that the point of my life was to complement Josh. The calm to his chaos. The logic to his feeling. The interpretive plaque next to the painting everyone marvels at in the museum. I was the podium and he was the winner standing atop it, basking in glory. What makes me most sad about this fantasy is thinking about how Luke would’ve liked this game too. Hands in pockets. No need for eye contact. Fidgeting just enough. Despite a barbed sense of sadness in my guts, I can’t help but smile. Because I know, without being able to envisage it exactly, that what would’ve happened next would’ve been the funniest thing that had ever happened.
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I get a text from Alasdair asking if I can come in tonight. Al has a terrible memory. Either that or he is really desperate. Or he really likes me. Wednesday is the only night I never work, so I feel no hint of guilt when I add no apology to my reply.

can’t do

I’ve been working at the drive-through bottle-o in Brunswick for a few months now. People at college think it’s strange that I work in a bottle shop when I don’t drink. They don’t say this to me directly, as it’s obviously also strange that I go out and buy them drinks every week and they don’t want to bite the hand that feeds them. I wish I could walk the fine line I did in high school, when my peculiarities were seen as endearing, not off-putting. A key difference is that in high school I consciously decided to make myself different. I was going to move to Melbourne and go to uni. Because I was smart. And I wanted everyone to know. I never believed it of myself, though. I never laughed as hard as I did at Josh farting on a sparkler.

The job was an accident anyway. I’d submitted an application to work at the supermarket through their online portal. I went to a group interview where I had to build Lego and role-play a customer service scenario. I was given the role of the angry customer and I’m sure my over-convincing performance as a passive-aggressive man demanding the good ham that doesn’t come in a box is the reason I didn’t get the job. Unbeknownst to me, though, my CV remained in their system, and as the bottle-o is owned by the same parent company, Al phoned a couple of weeks later and asked me to come in for a trial shift.

I didn’t need a job when I first moved and, although I might start to need the money soon, at the moment I’m just thankful that it gives me something to do. Busy hands, as Greg said. As it’s a drive-through, most of my shift is spent outside, bundled up in an oversized high-vis jacket. Even in winter I quickly become too hot, lugging slabs of beer and bags of ice from the fridges to the cars. My body burns with accomplishment at the end of a shift. I enjoy the clipped interactions with the drivers. There’s no hint of ocker in my voice, but I can deploy a bogan twang with ease. I appreciate the refreshing normalcy of their replies. Too easy. Thanks, mate. None of the customers thinks I’m strange.

It’s not the kind of workplace where people hang back for kick-ons or spend time together outside of work. I fit in here. Al is a grumpy bastard – his nickname is Angry Jesus, because he has long hair – but the fact that I say yes to almost every shift, no matter how last minute, means he likes me. Everyone who works there, apart from Al, is in their twenties. Grandparents suddenly pass and urgent family emergencies transpire almost every weekend. I pick up the slack and am earning a liveable income that I don’t need.

Josh was working at the supermarket when he died. The superannuation account his employer set up for him included life insurance, meaning we received a payout. My parents used it to pay for my college board and put the leftover money in an account for me. You might be able to buy a flat when you want to move out of college. If my parents seriously wanted me to do that they probably should’ve held on to the money. I guess they’re not on their A game right now. I’ve no idea how much is left in the account. Most of it has gone on the jugs of beer and bowls of chips I shout my college peers. Some nights they run up a tab of hundreds of dollars. I enrolled in an expensive wood-crafting course and did a week of Spanish lessons over the semester break, muchas gracias. I made a generous charitable donation after a heated debate with a girl in class about the futility of recycling. I didn’t even agree with my own argument; I just hated how sanctimonious she was and I wanted to prove her wrong. She glared at me for the rest of the semester, believing I was wasteful and that her holier-than-thou attitude was actually helping the world.

If Josh hadn’t died, I wouldn’t be so reckless.

If Josh hadn’t died, I wouldn’t have any money to waste.



When it gets dark, I head into the city. My favourite stand-up night is held every Wednesday at a club in Chinatown. You can see stand-up just about every night in the city, and I go to a lot of gigs, but this is the only one I never miss. Most comedy nights are held in bars, meaning there’s always a percentage of the crowd, sometimes a large percentage, who stumbled in wanting to talk to their friends. But people come here, to this club, because they want to see comedy. The room is warm like a hug, meaning even the so-so acts on the bill do well.

I order a lemonade at the bar and scan the list of comedians on tonight. There’s a sketch comedy duo – two girls called Lena and Matilda, who I’ve seen before. Their act is called Power-Cunt Girls and they perform skits as high school students. Their goal for the school term is for Lena to be fingered by their PE teacher. Also on the line-up is a Jason Smith, who I’ve never seen, and John Carlton is headlining. I noticed him when I walked in. Sitting at the end of the bar, wearing his brown suede jacket with the padded shoulders, sipping from a pot of beer. I knew before I read his name that he would be performing, because if he’d come just to watch he’d be mingling with the crowd, talking to every person here who knows and loves him. But John is protective of solitude before he performs and nobody gives him shit for it. Despite this, I can’t help but take personally how determinedly he is staring into his beer. Like maybe he is avoiding me. Which he has every right to do.

I take my lemonade to the back row of chairs facing the small stage. As I wait for the acts to start, smiles shine at me from across the room and a few people clap me on the back. After months of loitering silent and sober on the periphery of the scene, I did my first set at an open mic a couple of weeks back. I’d been working on it for months, with zero intention of ever performing. I wasn’t even conscious of writing it. It germinated in tiny fragments over weeks, and then sprang up fully formed, like the pumpkins that appeared self-sown in my parents’ compost.

I’m from a small coastal town. Anyone here also from the coast?

Nobody in the crowd responded, which made my next line funnier.

Tubular. I did a shaka. I’ve been thinking lately about the difference between people from the coast and people in the city.

I didn’t round off the joke with a punchline. I just stared at a spot above the audience’s heads, feigning contemplation.

So I was having sex the other day. I looked shyly at my own feet. Gave the audience a coy smile. And as I looked at my penis – this huge, gigantic thing – I thought it was my arm for a second. I looked at my girlfriend’s vagina then back to my penis. Looked over the heads of the audience again and then to my crotch. I started thinking about how feminists don’t like things to be phallic.

Another long pause for contemplation. The audience were quiet for the first fifteen seconds, but once I pushed through nearly a minute of silence a few people were laughing.

So anyway, you know those British backpackers who stand at Flinders Street and ask you if you care about the planet?

There were a few gentle titters from the crowd. What encouraged me to keep going was their confused focus. Unsure if they were witnessing a trainwreck, their concern lasered into me. It was fuel.

Okay, you guys have been a great audience, just one last thing before I finish up. NOTHING, I DON’T SEE REGIONALITIES. CAN YOU IMAGINE A BUILDING SHAPED LIKE A VAGINA? IF YOU CARE SO MUCH ABOUT THE PLANET, STOP FLYING ACROSS THE WORLD!

I walked offstage without waving or smiling. A literal mic drop. The laughter was audible, but more audible was the applause. People who didn’t find it funny were at least shocked enough to clap.



I’m wary of Jason Smith initially as his whole bit is about twenty-four hours he spent pretending to be homeless to see what it was like. Thankfully most of his jokes are at the expense of the suits who swore at him, and the majority of the set ends up riffing on KFC because that’s what he was able to scavenge from bins. Power-Cunt Girls are great. They come on stage in eighties aerobics costumes, pretending to warm up for ‘the number’ they are going to perform at school assembly. All their jokes centre around how to give one of their teachers a view of their arses while making sure a creepier teacher can’t see. Their shows are stuffed with bangers, meaning the audience has fun even if not all the jokes land.

There’s a short break between each set. I go to piss after Power-Cunt Girls. I push the door to the men’s open and see John at the urinal. I stall in the doorway. He zips up and doesn’t look at me as he leaves. Someone behind me asks what I’m doing.



‘My name is John and I suck cock.’ He starts his set the same way every time. Laconic and deadpan. After a silence he smiles demurely. ‘Such a waste, I know.’

John is tall, broad, thirty-two but with the skin of a baby. So handsome that looking at him makes you feel drunk.

‘Aunties always say that about me. Such a waste. And you know, I agree. I’m a wasted opportunity. I mean, I’m a comedian for starters.’

Mild titter.

‘But really, the main reason it’s a waste is that I hate women.’

As always, he gets a scoff of disbelief at this. People who haven’t seen him before are on edge, worried about what might come next. I only realise now that I sort of stole this schtick from John. If you make people unsure, the pay-off is better.

‘I wish I was straight, because when you’re gay girls think that they’re your friends. Like they want to tell you about their trouble with their boyfriends. All I can think is: Travis, you’re right, her thighs do look thick in that skirt.’

Pause for laugh mixed with sounds of incredulity from women.

‘See, if I was a straight guy, I could do all kinds of things to women. I could not call them back. I could not congratulate them when they get promoted at work, because it’s not as if comms is a real skill, like building a house. I could say, Nah, I don’t think you should cut your hair because you need a really pretty face to pull that off. Sometimes I really do consider trying to convert. I’ve been fingering lasagne, just to get a feel for it.’

He stabs his two fingers aggressively in the air in front of him. ‘Yeah, come for me, baby.’

Some of the girls start to come around now.

‘No, but, ladies, I’m sorry.’ He puts on a drab, bogan voice. ‘Soz, babe.’

This part is new, extended from the last time I saw his set.

‘I don’t want to hate you, girls. Like, I’m sure you’re fine, but some of the rest of you… Like, okay, has anybody here ever been to the Peel?’

A gentle cheer from the audience.

He turns to a young man seated in the front. ‘Nice to see you again.’ Addressing the crowd again: ‘Have any of you ladies been to the Peel?’ The room is silent.

‘As God intended.’ He slowly spreads his arms wide. ‘See, some woman in head office sent out a memo to the girls that it was fun to have your hens’ parties at the Peel. Like, woo!’ His voice goes into a high falsetto. ‘Woo, let’s dance with the gay boys.’

He does a feeble side-to-side step at the microphone and I crack, an uncontrolled bark of laughter. He reminds me of Aunt Jane, who dances just like that once she’s tucked enough chardies under her belt.

‘I mean, even the way they suck on those dick straws.’ He puckers his mouth together delicately. ‘Seriously, when I see those ladies at the Peel, I feel like I need to give them a lesson.’

A Britney Spears song starts to play. John thrusts his hips at the microphone. This is unlike him. He doesn’t usually rely on distracting gags. He takes a large pink dildo from his back pocket and starts fellating it. The blow job builds with the song until the dildo is almost entirely in his mouth. After hammering it in his gob for a bit he removes it and starts stabbing it in the air like a knife attack. I’m not even sure what he’s insinuating but everyone laughs.

At the end of the track, the MC tosses him a pink cowboy hat from side stage. It has a hole cut into the head for the dildo to sit in. John places the hat on, wedges the dildo in there. Then he curtsies and says, ‘Ma’am.’

Another Britney track blares as the MC returns to the mic. ‘Everybody give it up for John Carlton.’

John takes the hat off, removes the dildo. He tosses the hat lightly into the crowd, then piffs the dildo like a spear. If he’d described it to me, I would’ve said no, but you can feel the release in the room.



I asked John once if he worries about offending people. By people I meant women.

‘You just have to be really nice in person,’ he told me.

‘Be nice and everyone will like you? That sounds like something my mum would say.’

‘If you’re an arse on stage and a sweetie in person, they’ll find you alluring. Like, He’s actually so nice in real life.’

It’s a commonly accepted fact in the scene that John is on the cusp of real-comedian-ism. He’s won awards, performed in the Gala, sells out his gigs. He was asked to audition for a network talk show. John denies it, but word is that casting thought he was funnier than the guy who ended up getting the role, but that guy had a bigger profile. John hates that everyone talks about him like this.

‘I’m older than you,’ he told me. ‘I’ve seen people be on the verge of making it for six years.’

‘Then what happens?’

‘They keep sinking free pints and their jokes get shitter and shitter as they become more hungover and bored.’

He claimed his looks were holding him back. ‘I’ll probably have to go to the States. They don’t give TV slots to pretty comedians here.’

‘That’s too bad,’ I replied. ‘You know, some people have real problems.’

He laughed. ‘You should use that.’

We were lying in his bed. He rolled over and cupped his hand under my jaw, stared intently into my eyes for a moment before tilting my head in his hand and examining the side of my face, like a doctor checking a sun spot. ‘How old are you?’ He sounded shocked, like he should’ve considered this before he took me home.

‘Twenty-two.’ I was nineteen. Still am.

‘You look like a loophole for paedophiles.’

He pulled my face towards him again and kissed me on the mouth.

John had emceed the night I did my first set. He told me he’d use his good stuff up top, relieving the pressure on me. ‘And look, worst comes to worst and you tank, then at least you’re a real comedian.’ He clapped me on the back encouragingly.

He didn’t say anything to me when I walked offstage, but he met me at the bar after.

‘I liked what you did there.’

‘Thanks. I’ve watched your RAW Comedy set like a hundred times.’

Other comedians kept coming over to us. I didn’t recognise any of them and I worried that maybe I should. John introduced me. I smiled or said hello but otherwise sat mute as he chatted. It felt awkward not saying anything. It felt awkward to leave. John and I hardly exchanged more than a few sentences, but once the crowd thinned out and it was only the two of us again, he invited me back to his place.

I didn’t actually think he was inviting me back to have sex with him. Not because I didn’t know he was gay – I did – but because I never thought someone as pretty as him would want to fuck me.

On the tram, John told me about his first-ever gig. He blanked on everything he’d prepared so took prompts from the crowd for improv.

‘I’d sooner die than do improv,’ I said.

‘Let’s see what you agree to once I’ve sucked you off.’

I stumbled as I stepped off the tram.

‘I’m not even sure if I’m gay,’ I said, as he slotted the key into the door of his apartment.

In truth, I was a virgin. I was scared to cross that line. I was afraid I might not be good at it. I wasn’t certain what it was going to entail. I’d always assumed I’d come out to Millie first and, weirdly, it felt like I was cheating on her.

His mouth on my cock was like a soft serve being dipped in a bucket of melted chocolate. Like dropping off the edge of Face Rock. It was the moment it was done.

‘In my set I talked about having sex with girls. How did you, like, know?’

‘It wasn’t what you said, it was the way you said it.’

I stayed at John’s place five nights in a row. Sometimes I’d go and watch his sets beforehand. Other nights I walked to his flat after I finished work. After he sucked me off, I would rub him. I stared at his cock – which actually is huge – and he stared at me, and just before he was about to come, he’d push me back onto the bed and rapidly finish himself until he jizzed on my chest.

Eventually I tried to give him a blow job. My mouth was dry. I ended up spitting on his dick. Worried I wasn’t doing the best job, I finished with the wanking routine.

‘Sorry if that wasn’t great,’ I said afterwards.

He rolled over and spooned me in his linen sheets. His arms warm like a dressing-gown.

The following night, I woke in my dorm, gasping and panicked. Not an uncommon occurrence, but for the first time I felt like I had somewhere to run. Terrors filled me with an impulse to implode my life. I had a target for that desire.

Although it was three in the morning, I caught a taxi to John’s and banged on his door. He opened it in his underwear, his hair and face flattened from his pillow. He stank of beer. I felt horny just looking at him.

‘I don’t want to do this anymore.’ My voice was shaky, even though I hadn’t started crying yet.

‘You could’ve texted me, I’m not a girl.’

‘I’ve never had a girlfriend.’

I burst into tears in his hallway. He opened the door wider, inviting me to come in. I ran away.

I made it to the corner of his street before I realised he wasn’t following me. I went back.

‘Why didn’t you come after me?’

‘Come inside.’

‘No.’

He grabbed me by the neck of my hoodie and yanked me through the door.

I cried hysterically on his couch for an hour. He sat across from me, unflappable.

‘Why are you looking at me like that?’

‘Fine.’ He stood from his couch. ‘I’ll go to bed then.’

‘What about me?’

‘As fun as this looks, I don’t want to get back in the closet with you.’

Since that night, two weeks ago, I’ve typed out apologies to him every day. I haven’t sent a single one.
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I don’t hang around long after the show. I have a brief chat with a girl called Amy, who is known on the scene as having started out promisingly then bombing spectacularly when she made it to the final of RAW Comedy, freezing onstage then pretending to dry-hump the microphone. She hasn’t done stand-up since, but continues to hang around. John told me that two years ago, immediately after the RAW choke, she was talking a lot about the next show she would write, about aliens and whether they get anxiety. Since I’ve met her, she hasn’t mentioned her own comedy at all. I assume at first that Amy’s new interest in me is because of my set a couple of weeks ago. But tonight, when I tell her I’m leaving, I’m surprised to see that she looks a little crestfallen.

‘Oh. Okay. Um, I was wondering, Matt…’

‘I’m gay.’ It’s the first time I’ve said it aloud. Immediately, I panic, thinking about her spreading it through the scene.

‘Oh, no – not that. It’s just, I don’t get paid until tomorrow and I was wondering…’

I toss my debit card on the bar. Wait for her to order a drink and don’t say anything when she promises she’ll pay me back.

I tuck my chin into the collar of my jumper as I walk to the tram stop. The air is so sharp the neon-lit convenience stores look cosy.

‘Oi!’

John is running across the road. His long, confident strides unbothered by his loose bootlaces or the fact his hands are in his jacket pockets. He stands next to me at the tram stop without speaking. When the tram arrives, he follows me onboard, then walks to the opposite end of the carriage, like we’re on a seesaw. I have a fleeting fear, insane yet visceral, that he’s planning on bashing me up. The tram starts moving. I’m thinking about getting off at the next stop when John messages me.


I assume we’re taking this to mine?





When I stood in the corridor waiting for John to open the door to his apartment that first time, I’d envisaged dark marble, hard edges and fuzzy, amber lighting. That was the kind of home I imagined for comedians who have really made it. But John’s apartment is run-down, with chipped paint on the window frames and skirting boards, a couple of off-colour patches on the walls. It is neat and clean, though. His bed is huge and made with linen sheets.

I bought my own linen sheets. One set from Kmart, because I could get them that day, and a set I found online that cost three hundred dollars, because I could. Both sets felt moist after only two sleeps. John’s sheets feel like firm peaches.

I have the bed to myself while he’s in the shower. I starfish my arms and legs, basking in him while I can. Proud of myself for the pinched, kitten-like noises he made when he came in my mouth.

He emerges from the bathroom, towelling his hair, dick flaccid between his legs.

‘Is this why you shower after sex?’

‘Is what?’

‘Your sheets.’

‘What about them?’

‘They’re so clean.’

He nestles in beside me. His skin spongy and warm, like freshly baked bread. He lifts a finger and flicks my nose. ‘You’re cute.’

Silence. Staring. He moves his finger down my arm. Bicep to forearm, like he’s following a line on a map. He pauses with his finger on my wrist. I got so sunburnt one summer that I had a giant white mark from my waterproof watch. John’s finger is lingering on the exact spot where the white splodge used to be. I imagine for a moment what it might be like if John knew everything about me. He’s asked before if I have siblings and I said no, which isn’t a lie. One part of me wants to tell him everything. John is so spectacularly blunt that I feel like he’s the only person I could rely on to give me an honest answer.

Could I have stopped what happened?

Yes.

Would I have?

Probably not, given I’d got in the car the first time.

Yep. I can hear him say it in my mind. Don’t tell your parents, though – it’d kill ’em.

The idea of him scolding me is appealing. Being served my karmic deserts. But his bedroom feels like a snow globe, cosy and pretty. I don’t want to shake it up.

He takes his hand from my wrist and rests it under his face on the pillow.

‘Do you hate me?’ I ask.

‘No.’

‘Really?’

‘I remember what it’s like at your age.’

I’m not sure if I really understand what it’s like. The idea of coming out is more awkward than shameful. Something I can’t be bothered doing more than something I fear doing. My parents aren’t homophobic, I don’t think. The only reference point I have is one anecdote from the footy. The long journey to the MCG we made once a year on Anzac Day. I never cared much about the game, but we used to take a thermos with hot dogs huddled in the boiling water so we could make a cheap lunch. Mum would always pack a bottle of sauce for us, but Josh and I used to like asking the man selling hot pies if he’d give us some of his sachets for free. We were most successful when we asked together.

Luke always came to the games with us and eventually Ian did too. The first time Ian came, he booed manically. Dad turned to him, index finger raised uncharacteristically. ‘Ian, we don’t boo.’

News to me, which I guess meant I’d never had the impulse to boo.

When the Pies scored, Ian yelled, ‘Suck on that, poofters!’

‘And we don’t use that word.’ No finger this time, but Dad’s voice was definitely sterner.

It’s not much. Maybe it’s nothing. But what are my parents going to do? Disown me and pretend they’d never had kids?



Josh’s funeral was so packed, the pub was over its maximum capacity. Not that they told us that at the time or tried to kick anybody out. I ran into the owner on the street a few weeks after.

‘The mark of a man, getting that many people there.’

‘Kind of ironic, right?’

‘What’s that?’

‘He died doing something dangerous, so it’s fitting that his funeral was too.’

The publican’s mouth hung in an unsure shape.

It wasn’t the correct use of irony, but I’d been dying to say it for weeks. To voice the incredulity I’d felt that most of the town ended up shit-faced at my brother’s wake.

Jane was staying with us then. She lived with us for months after it happened. I usually found her company tiring, but she was all that kept us afloat at that time. Perched next to the landline in the kitchen, our family secretary. Its frequent trill clipped so quickly by her efficiency it sounded more like a referee’s whistle. She’d politely ask callers not to send flowers and pass on the details of the trust she’d set up, explaining that the money would be donated to road safety advocacy groups. Pouring us glasses of water (‘None of you has had a drink for three hours’) and serving us tiny portions of food (‘A couple of bites is better than nothing’). It was the first time I appreciated that Jane was Mum’s older sister.

On the drive home from the wake, every reason I’d ever found her irritating crashed over me like a wave. She hiccupped as she said, ‘If I’d been born a man, I’d be a millionaire. I played wing defence for Australia in England when I was sixteen, didn’t I, Kerri?’

I wished we’d left her with everyone else loitering on the footpath outside the pub, debating which venue to kick on to.

She sat with my parents on the back verandah that night. Prattled on as she smoked darts and topped up her glass with Dad’s whisky. Dad was standing with his hands on the railing, looking out over the back fence. Mum smoked too, which I’d never seen her do. The ease with which she flicked the butt with her thumb to ash it revealed an entire life she’d lived before me, the idea of which winded me with guilt. My parents, once sprightly and doe-eyed, oblivious to all they were about to sacrifice in service to keeping my brother and me alive.

‘How you holding up, baby?’ Jane asked me when we were alone in the kitchen.

‘Mum doesn’t smoke,’ I scolded her.

‘If there’s a time she’s allowed to, it’s now.’

‘I don’t want her to.’

‘Matty.’ She came towards me with her arms wide. ‘It’ll get better.’

For a moment I remembered everything she’d been doing for us. Grateful for her again, I hugged her back.

‘When you have a baby,’ she whispered in my ear.

‘What?’

‘Women are mental for babies. Once you have kids, your mum’ll be fine.’

Her words ring in my head in the middle of the night when I can’t sleep. Sometimes, they’re the first thing I think of when I wake up in the morning.



John nods off quickly after sex. Snorting and farting in his sleep like a labrador. Even when we’re cuddling the racket his heart makes through his chest sounds like work, an old watermill forcing blood to his veins. I lie watching his body rising and falling with noisy breath.

I’ve wanted to tell Millie about John but stopped myself because I don’t want to tell her about John. I want to come out to her. But if I do that and she looks him up and watches his routines online I know she won’t like his jokes about girls. I used to love disagreeing with Millie. Now everything we used to disagree on feels insubstantial. I know in some narrow part of myself that Millie won’t like John, which makes me wonder why it is I like him so much.

A solution would be to come out to Millie without mentioning John. Or give her the name of some other comedian, or a fake name. But when I talk I have a tendency to tell the whole truth and nothing but the truth, which is why I don’t say much anymore. The idea of John in Cape is like picturing a clown in a courtroom. I wonder at the incongruity of my two lives, but not for long because, for the most part, my old life is dead.

I fish my undies from the sheets with my feet. Tiptoe out of his room bundling my clothes in my arms. Before I leave his apartment I message Steve.


You up?



The response is immediate.


Yoshiiiiiiiiii





The all-night pizza joint is full of legless souls, crippled by the choice between Capricciosa and Hawaiian, their beer breath clouding the already steamy glass of the bain-marie. I nod to one of the men behind the counter. He notes down my regular order on a docket.

I met Steve and Steve – sometimes called S-One and S-Two, sometimes Farmer Steve and Footy Steve, sometimes Jim-One and Jim-Two – through my shitter buddy James at one of the one-dollar pot nights.

‘You’ll never guess what just happened.’

S-One spoke to me with such familiarity I thought for a moment I’d met him before and couldn’t remember.

‘I was the only person on the tram. This guy gets on and sits right next to me. The whole tram empty and he sat right next to me.’ He giggled like a little girl, his smile that of a cartoon rabbit. ‘What do you think that was about?’

‘What did you do?’

‘Talked to him. He was pretty chill in the end.’

Within minutes we were debating the qualities of different Mario Kart drivers. We saw eye to eye – Toad was best for steering and flitting between characters; Wario had better power; if you had to choose an all-rounder, Yoshi and Peach were better than Mario or Luigi – and yet we were yelling at each other across the table. I went back to their house that night and smashed them on every track. They’ve never asked me why I don’t drink. They hardly ask me anything. I think that’s why we get along so well.

They also moved here from the country, but instead of college they live in a decrepit house in Carlton, fondly nicknamed the Coop. The lease was passed down from S-One’s older brother. He’d taken over the lease from the older brother of a friend of his. Steve and Steve have lived there six months, but they inherited a decade’s worth of old coats and discarded furniture. They were robbed two months ago. The robbers broke the front door, which led the landlord to drill it shut as a temporary measure until he organises a new door. For weeks now, I’ve been arriving via their backyard. A hand-drawn sign is affixed on the back gate tonight. Two clip-art chickens and MISSING in red caps. I let myself in, which requires a stiff shove with my arse. It wouldn’t be hard if I wasn’t balancing pizzas and the tub of garlic sauce, which is for S-Two, who likes to dip his pizza in the sauce.

‘What happen to Rod and Todd?’ I ask as I enter the lounge.

‘Fled the coop,’ S-One says.

‘Literally,’ S-Two says, giggling.

They’re watching Neighbours. They’re never home at six thirty when it airs – they always book themselves into the latest tutorials for their classes – but they record it each night to catch up on later. Their love of Neighbours is really a love for the character Donna Freedman. Recently Donna’s storyline has centred around how her father turned out not to be her father. She created a vlog in an attempt to find her real father, which worked, but she hasn’t realised because her father has come to Ramsay Street pretending to be her half-brother. I’m not really sure how the Neighbours obsession started, except they used to have a goldfish named Donna Freedman and, ever since she met her fate down the dunny, they watch in the fish’s honour.

I put the pizzas on the stained carpet, which is the only clear surface. I place Kramer – a large stuffed penguin with a Bob Marley hat and dreads – on the floor and take his place on the couch.

The three of us wait for S-One to finish packing the Golden Valley before any of us bothers eating.

When I first started visiting the Coop, we ordered pizzas from an old Italian restaurant whose kitchen stayed open until eleven. They had thick, wood-fired bases with charcoaled spots. Their toppings were filling and flavoursome. We loved their pizzas so much that we ordered our way through the entire menu, before deciding the best was a bolognaise pizza that came with large meatballs and mounds of shredded mozzarella. Their website address was pizzarocks.com. One day, Steve – I’m not sure which Steve – realised they’d changed their website to the restaurant’s name and the two Steves made a pact that they would never order their pizzas again. Now when I visit, we eat the pizza I grew up on – doughy, with flavourless cheese – and talk about the various ways we could crush, demolish or annihilate a bolognaise pizza, but they refuse to ever order from that restaurant again.

‘Who relinquishes the domain name “pizza rocks”? They’re obviously not dudes.’

Hanging out with the Steves is as close to my old life as I get. Time goes by here without me noticing it.

I think of Millie as I place my fish lips inside the Golden Valley bottle. The gurgle of the bong water is a lullaby.

We switch channels to where the Mario Kart home screen is waiting. I’m barely aware of myself selecting a cup and player. I’m bobbing calmly in the moment, no longer focused on passing time or filling time.

It’s done.

I’ve survived another day.

I’m relieved.

I’m ashamed.

I’m stoned.
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The first time I spot him he’s coming out of Ritchies. I’m on my haunches on the pavement outside, attempting to scrape away the mucousy remains of one of Milo’s shits. He hoicks up the bag full of groceries that had been swinging by his knees and holds it tight against his chest. There’s something a little too concentrated in the way he balances his shopping against his car while fishing for the keys in his pocket and when he deposits the groceries on the passenger seat. Something a little too determined in his stride as he moves to the driver-side door to get in. He carefully checks for any passing traffic before driving off. In all of that movement his eyes never cross to where I am on the pavement, a bag of sloppy turd in my hand. To be fair, the first thing I feel on realising he’s probably avoiding me is relief.



I moved to Wonthaggi from Sydney six months ago with insufferably romanticised notions of a sea change that would work as a hard reset of my life. I made the decision in my car. I’d broken down on the way to a bookstore ‘in conversation’ event. Bookings had been low and I knew the author would be disappointed. Of course, I could not be blamed for declining attention spans, social media drama replacing the need for fictionalised drama, rising costs of paper, a publishing model that supports only one or two blockbusters then throws the rest of the shit (authors) against the wall, or the average quality of this particular book – but if I were late to the event, the author would blame me for it all nonetheless.

I’d been going to get the train, until I was tasked with bringing along a large, sail-like banner to the bookshop that was kept erect by a non-collapsible pole. Yes, I have a car, I told my manager, failing to mention I’d been waiting for the fuel price to drop before topping it up.

I wondered if I could ask roadside assist to put in enough fuel to last a full day. By the time they arrived I was wondering how far away that tank of fuel could get me. In my head I was already on the road to Cape.

I didn’t get on the actual road right away, because I had to give two weeks’ notice. Having only ever worked at the cafe – where I could swap the remainder of my shifts and then bounce – I hadn’t realised this. Up until that point, the publishing house had felt hardly more legitimate than the cafe. I worked for no pay for over a year before I was offered a three-day-a-week job that paid less per hour than the cafe, and the required reading for which took up more than the other two days of the week.

I managed to stay positive at first. So many people I’d been to uni with wanted my job. I was living in Erskineville with five housemates I’d found on a website for people who don’t have an endless list of Sydney high school friends to room with. All of us had come from somewhere else – Newcastle, Wollongong, Ireland, Denmark. It was a revolving-door house – I could hardly keep up with who was living there before someone would leave and be replaced – but it was cheap. If I had to guess the number of people I lived with over four years (and it really would be a guess, because I couldn’t name them all), I’d say about twenty-five. I lived off the dregs of various bags of grains and pulses and tins of tuna that had been left in the pantry by housemates long gone. Nobody relied on me for company, because there was always someone else there to provide it. My housemates took acid on the trampoline on weekdays while I was reading manuscripts about how a clean diet can cure headaches or how to parent girls into becoming women. If I paid my dues, then I would eventually get to work on novels. If I worked hard, then I would get promoted and land a full-time contract. It was impossible to save, but I got by. Until the rash.

It started as flecks over my shoulders, like acne. The dots swelled then joined together until it looked like a burn across my chest. The doctor frowned at it through a microscope and said, It’s not very scaly, as though she were disappointed. The appointment and the steroid cream cost three hundred and forty dollars. I called the cafe to see if I could pick up some shifts but they’d replaced me. They offered to take my number again, though, ‘just in case’. I spent my weekends waiting by the phone while reading some cricketer’s memoir, hoping one of the baristas would call in sick.

Minor humiliations continued to mount up, like a game of ‘stacks on’.

Lisa – a colleague who was a pal because we were close in age and both junior staff, but a nemesis on account of the fact she hadn’t been an intern but spent the past year working as an au pair in Paris and got the job through her uncle, who lived next door to Simon the publishing director – announced she was taking a month’s leave to holiday with her boyfriend in Italy.

‘This is where we’re staying in Sicily.’ She held her phone out to me, displaying a hotel suite with a bed that looked larger than my room in Erskineville. ‘It’s a bit off the beaten track, but there are great little bistros in the area.’

I’d been jealous of Lisa because she wore tailored shorts to work and her fringe looked like she trimmed it every morning with the office guillotine. She lived with her parents in Darling Point and I’d assumed she blew all her pay because she didn’t have to rent. I went to see the manager of our department, Miranda, and asked to be paid the same as Lisa. She told me I already was.

It was raining as I walked home from the station that afternoon. It’s true that Sydney is less cold than Melbourne, but I swear the rain comes in dollops not drops. The patent leather Mary Janes I’d bought from Myer when I first got the internship, and which were in desperate need of resoling, were completely soaked through. My white bobby socks had turned translucent grey. There’d been a bad collision on the road. A car had somehow ended up in the door of the chemist. Police were speaking to a teary young woman and a frantic employee. A girl with green dreadlocks and a high-vis vest was holding a Stop/Slow batten to direct cars around the accident. She looked about my age.

‘One moment,’ she said as I waited at the pedestrian crossing. She turned her sign and encouraged the cars to roll on with gentle movements of her arm. The rain pelted harder. Hail bounced at our feet.

‘Day for it,’ I said in solidarity.

‘Hail means penalties.’ She smiled and raised her eyebrows wickedly. ‘Gotta love twirling.’ She held her hand up assertively to the cars and turned to usher me and the other pedestrians across the road.

The following night my car broke down on the way to the bookstore event. The day after that I resigned.

They weren’t backfilling my role but gave my days to Lisa instead. I spent my final two weeks at work forwarding all my emails to her. When colleagues asked me where I was going I said I was moving home. People offered to put me in touch with publishers in Melbourne, but I shook my head gleefully. I wasn’t going anywhere near that cliquey publishing scene where the offices were twice as cool but half the size. All headed by men and surviving on the strained retinas of women.

‘I’m going to write,’ I said proudly.

‘Good on you,’ they all exclaimed. ‘I could never do it.’

We ate lemon drizzle cake in the kitchenette on my final day, everyone reiterating how much they admired my determination to make it as a writer. Like it was some grand, noble quest I was on. Which in a way it is. I want to retire with superannuation one day.
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The second time I see him I can’t be completely sure it really is him. I’m in the wetlands behind the shopping plaza, Milo going berserk as I use a moulded scoop to throw her tennis ball. I’m listening to an audiobook about a girl from the American Midwest who was a successful circus performer until she broke her back and developed a drinking problem. I like that there’s no stray dog shit to step in here and no Facebook group for other dog owners to moan about people not picking up after their dogs or the council not refilling the bag dispensers by the bins frequently enough. The most innocuous posts on our community page – Squishy mastering the frisbee – inevitably descend into an angry thread about council rates. I always keep one eye out for any passing busybodies who might have a go at me, though, as Milo isn’t meant to be off lead here. (I trust she won’t hurt any wildlife – the girl is all about her ball.) It’s why I walk Milo so late. It’s how I know, even though when I look up he’s jogging away, that he’d seen me. I’d registered in my periphery that someone had been walking towards us along the path then stopped abruptly and went back the way they came.



I had nothing to move from Sydney that didn’t fit in the back of my Barina. I used my refunded bond to pay for a service for its journey down the Hume. It was on a fuel stop in Gundagai that I decided to get a dog. I watched tourists coercing their pets into sitting next to the statue of a dog sitting on a green lunchbox. It sounds like a fit of whimsy, but I still believe the connection I felt with that bronze boy was real. He sat at attention, head tilted up, maybe in pride, or perhaps just desperate for a reassuring ear scratch. Or a little of both.

I put my first month’s rent and bond here on a credit card, along with the White Card, Traffic Control and First Aid certificates I completed. God bless the Big Four banks. I practically waved my red flags in the face of the online questionnaires and had borrowing power the same week.

I removed the publishing house from my résumé. Told interviewers that I’d moved to Sydney for a gap year that extended out. I had a job in a couple of weeks.

The area we service is large and not all jobs are planned. We can be in Grantville one day and Bairnsdale the next. The roads are all similar, though. Long, with high speed limits that are loosely obeyed. The further inland we go – Kernot or Loch, say – the more hilly it gets. I started at the beginning of summer, an easy maintenance job in Leongatha. It only required the cars to reduce their speed. I stood holding my Slow sign and stared. Every hour my buddy and I would swap sides of the road and give each other challenges: spot four things you can see that are red; make acronyms from the numberplates; write a short story. Weeks passed, and I witnessed the grass losing its vibrancy, then flattening into itself and yellowing like a bruise.

Things didn’t go downhill until I actually started twirling. We had to count the cars we were letting through and recite the numberplate of the final car.

‘TC-One to TC-Two. Five cars. Last car YNX one-two-five.’ Except it wasn’t, it was two-one-five. I was incapable of speaking into the radio and reading the plates at the same time. If I tried to memorise the plates before I spoke, the numbers vanished. In desperation, I’d say, ‘Letting five cars through, final number plate starts with V, driver looks like a paedo.’

My ditziness amused my colleagues but I felt like a failure. Driving home to Wonthaggi after work, I’d study the cars on the road and practise reciting their numberplates quickly. I could do that without a hitch. It was something about standing there on the road, exposed, that threw me. I’d lock eyes with the drivers and get distracted. He looks like he’s going home to a wife and kids. He’s taking that kelpie to the beach. She’s going into town to get her eyebrows shaped. Whole lives tucked up in moving boxes. I just couldn’t seem to concentrate. I forgot to twirl the sign, letting five extra cars through, and I was out.

I was considered a diversity hire, meaning the company was committed to keeping me on their books. They’d clocked that I was diligent with my PPE and using the sign-in and out sheets. I was told that if I paid to do an OHS certificate they could offer me a job in the office. I spent a week and a half at the training centre with an angry old bloke named Des who showed us photos of dead bodies blackened by the electrical wires that had killed them as they lopped tree branches. In the next breath he would tell stories of when he was a dogman and would ride the crane’s hook back around the worksite to make it to smoko. We cut and pasted sections from the OHS Act and acted out ridiculous role play scenarios wherein employees would say things like, She’ll be right, instead of putting a harness on, or, I can’t wear a helmet, I just got my hair done.

On my first day in the new role my manager, a no-nonsense woman named Debbie, said she’d heard all about me. I must have looked petrified, because she added, ‘Ignore anything those blokes said, love. No place for a lady out there with that lot.’

It was true that when I started on the roads, I was floored to hear one of the men onsite say, ‘Look out – sheilas.’

You were either a sheila, or a diabetic bastard, or a light-beer-drinking bastard. My liberal arts education and work experience to date had taught me that using words like that meant you were a bigot. I maintained a terse demeanour those first weeks in the job, barely speaking or making eye contact. My colleagues were chipper in the face of my frigidness. One day when I was eating lunch, a bloke caught a whiff of my devilled beef curry and sneezed.

‘Christ almighty,’ he said.

‘Sorry,’ I mumbled through a mouthful. ‘Spicy.’

‘Wouldn’t wanna rub that on your missus’ cunt, would ya?’

Eventually, when the shock had worn off, I realised some of the men were genuinely curious about my life. They’d ask me why I’d started working on the roads, why I’d moved to Wonnie. We had long conversations about me getting a dog and they’d tell me if they’d heard of any litters. One day the Barina broke down on the way to work. At the end of our shift, the same bloke who’d come to ferry me in that morning drove me back to my car. He popped the bonnet and promptly told me my battery was too old.

‘I’ll take it into the mechanic.’

‘Why not go to Mitre Ten now?’

I looked from the hood of my car back to him.

He rolled his eyes. ‘Sheilas.’

After jump-starting the car, he tailed me to the hardware store and installed the new battery for me in the car park. An hour of his life saved me over a hundred bucks.

Men in Sydney never called me a sheila, but they knew how to politely freeze me out, without assistance, leaving pathways of opportunities open for them. I thought of Timothy explaining to me the significance of Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex and then ignoring me when he saw me out in public. I began calling the blokes onsite old bastards and we got along fine. They had a point, really – I wouldn’t want to rub a curry on my vag.

Debbie’s comments in the office aren’t much better anyway. She asks me regularly if I’ve met a fella yet. Tells me the calorie count of everything she eats and scolds herself for being ‘naughty’ when she helps herself from the Arnott’s family pack in the kitchenette.

Our office is in a set of portable buildings at the back of the site, where the training for dogging, rigging and crane driving takes place. I’ve learnt to ignore the whistles as if it’s only the wind. I know what the whistles mean now. One long whistle followed by one clipped short means move the crane to the left. One long, two short means move right. Three sharp blasts means lift up. I observe the slow sweep of the crane, like a giraffe, turning this way then that. I know I could pass the test, but I would fail again if I had to do the whistles on the spot.

It doesn’t help that the work I do now is actually more mind-numbing than standing on the road holding a stick. I spend mornings reading through Safe Operating Procedures and Safe Work Method Statements, checking them against the Act. Being greeted as a sheila hurts more now, as when I drive out to worksites, I’m a nark with my clipboard, reminding workers that they’re standing within the ‘no-go zone’ of their barrier, or that the barrier itself is too short or not connected properly. I return to the office to fill in the incident reports and file them away. Debbie likes to print the files and keep them in cabinets. There’s eight years’ worth of PPE infringements printed and stored behind me as I work. ‘What if we need to provide paperwork and the computers are down?’ she says. I’ve yet to be required to show these documents to anybody. The computers have never been down.

But my hours are regular. It was once I started working in the office that I finally got Milo. One of my colleagues from the roads got me on to a litter of German short-haired pointers in Loch. I picked her from a photo before I met her. I liked her completely chocolate head and matching brown knee-high socks. Her back is speckled white like her namesake drink. As a puppy her ears were like sails and her legs like stilts. She folded into my arms like a scrap of velvet.

Her energy is boundless, but I live alone in my rented house and my backyard is sufficient as long as I also take her out twice a day. Discipline was part of why I wanted a dog. I have to get to bed at a decent hour in order to wake up early enough to run off her energy before work. Each night after dinner I take her out again, which leaves me with about an hour of free time before I collapse into bed. It’s not long for me to do any serious writing but it’s exactly the amount of time I need. If I gave myself an entire evening to write, it’d feel intimidating. I’d end up hate-watching trashy reality TV and sitting content in my superiority. With only an hour left before I need to sleep, I try to force out one paragraph. Sometimes I manage a few hundred words. Sometimes only one sentence. But if it’s a sentence I’m proud of, I can go to bed knowing I’m doing it. Ample time does not make an artist; desperation does. Sometimes I refer to Milo as my ‘dogged determinedness’. I’m doing it. She knows – she’s my witness.
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The third time I see him I know he’s avoiding me. I’m jogging to make it to the pharmacy before it closes at five. He exits the butcher and we run into one another, bodies colliding like we’re in a rom-com.

‘Sorry,’ he mumbles, head down, before walking on. I watch him striding urgently away, not looking at anybody, and I think of the list I wrote. All the things I could say to him, sitting on my bedside table at home.



My house in Wonthaggi is not romantic. The living room and hallways are tiled. There’s a fresh beige paint job throughout. It’s new and clean and has three bedrooms and it costs the same in rent as my cramped room in Sydney. All the houses on my street look exactly alike. Like they came from a single factory, which they probably did. The walk to the shops takes half an hour, but that’s good for Milo. I have to drive to take her to the beach, but I’m close to having enough savings now for a newer car.

The rentals in Cape I’d browsed online in my last weeks at work were exactly the kind of sea shacks I’d dreamt about. In reality they were dusty and boxy. None had the room with a view of the ocean where I’d envisaged myself writing. My house here doesn’t either, but I have a spare room where I hang my laundry and an office with heating and cooling. The roominess is almost pointless, as I have a tiny desk I got from a shed sale I passed on the Gippsland Freeway and I write on a laptop. I can’t afford nice furniture, but I iron my sheets and pillowcases and clip gardenias from my neighbour’s front yard and put them in a water glass in my kitchen. I bought a bookshelf from Vinnies and am slowly filling it. There’s no bookshop here, but until I’m a published author I allow myself to buy books online without guilt. Occasionally Lisa sends me copies of books from my old job accompanied by overemphatic notes on branded stationery. Very excited by this one. Please spread the word among your friends in Melbourne!! She clearly hasn’t bothered to look at my address on a map. Or noticed the fact that I have not yet published a single thing.

I have three stories completed. A widow who lost her virginity to her husband and hires a sex worker at age sixty to try someone new for the first time. An actor who works as a Play School presenter and is haunted by his memories of having been molested as a child. A person who, upon becoming paraplegic, attempts to actively exploit media’s fetishisation of trauma porn and heroes’ journeys by applying for multiple reality TV shows.

All have been rejected by every literary journal and prize in the country. The first few didn’t hurt too much. I aimed high by submitting to the oldest and most established journals and prizes. I even felt a little proud of those knockbacks. I hosted interviews with myself in my head wherein I would talk about those hard early days of rejection before I’d made it big. The newer, cooler publications were the ones that crushed me. I know their submissions are read by student volunteers. What would you know? I was paid to do your job and you’re only a volunteer. I scraped the bottom of the barrel and submitted stories to tiny local council contests that charged a fee to enter and didn’t even come with publication.


Thank you for the opportunity to read your work. We received a large number of submissions, the overall standard of which was very high. Unfortunately your piece has not been selected for publication. Go jump off a cliff for all we care.



Their lies may help some people, but I’ve read the slush pile. I know it’s so bad that you’re begging for something even slightly less than bad to save you.

While Lisa’s assumption that I am in any way in the scene is incorrect, I am across the scene at least. I subscribe to all the journals and follow their pages on socials. I flick through the albums of photos from their launch events and readings. I know who is interning where and who is dating whom. Without friends or a social life here in Wonnie, these strangers I watch only occupy a space in my thoughts that should be reserved for real connections.

Most of my neighbours here come with families. When I take Milo to the beach on the weekends we’re surrounded by them. Parents volunteering at the lifesaving club, their kids running up and down the beach in matching jerseys. I feel like a tourist, ogling their quaint seaside existence. I have moments – of clarity or panic, I’m not sure which – when I wonder how I ended up here. Envious of an entirely average middle-aged woman handing a styrofoam cup of tea to a surfer. But it doesn’t take long to remember that the other life – tailored shorts, blunt fringes, Sydney terraces – wasn’t mine either.

I don’t have anything in Melbourne to return to. The occasional cursory liking of a social media post is the most contact I’ve had with anyone from high school. There’s Matty, but the only time I’ve spent with him in person in recent years felt like the first few days of summer always did as kids, each of us refusing to admit to how stiff and unfamiliar we felt in person. Possibly it was that I’d been in Melbourne on a work trip. Wearing my Mary Janes. Sitting across from him in a cafe, it felt like we were play-acting being adults.

And I have Milo. Even if I worked on the roads closer to the city, I’d need to rent somewhere with enough of a backyard for her. When I arrive home from work each day, I hear her scratching the front door even before I’ve made it up the driveway. Nobody has ever been so desperate to see me.



The third time I see him, I run after him.

‘Luke!’

He bolts. Not even pretending that he hasn’t heard me.

I follow, ignoring the fact that the pharmacy staff are pulling down their roller door.

‘Luke!’

He takes a left. I’m smaller, and not as fast, but he’s realised I’m chasing him, which is what counts. He cuts through the supermarket car park and goes inside. Gotcha, I think. A girl in a horror movie going up the stairs.

Inside, I trace the store’s perimeter, impatiently darting around people’s trolleys. I spot him standing in front of a wall of washing detergent. I move towards him slowly and silently. He takes a bottle from the shelf, turns it over and squints at the fine print. I reach out a hand to touch his shoulder then decide against it.

‘Hey,’ I say.

‘Millie! My God.’ It’s a comically poor performance. He places the Napisan back on the shelf. ‘What are you doing here?’

Luke is one of the only people I’ve not observed gradually growing older online and I am struck by how little he has changed physically. His shoulders and arms are slightly more sculpted, but his face is still innocently chubby. He’s wearing jeans, skate shoes and a faded Rip Curl tee. He hasn’t joined a new scene or started dressing in a way more appropriate to a certain profession. He appears not to have grown up at all, even though he’s one of the only people I know who has undoubtedly accrued some actual life experience.

‘I moved here about six months ago.’

‘Wow. Why?’

‘To get away from the city.’

He looks at me sceptically, which at least seems genuine. People amble past us down the aisle. A voice over the PA calls for assistance at register two. Luke says nothing.

‘I’m working on a novel,’ I add. ‘I have a dog.’

‘How’s that going for you?’

‘I love it down here. Are you…’ I hesitate on the verge of saying back for good. We’re saved too much awkwardness by a woman who asks to access the shelf behind us. We shuffle across the aisle.

‘Are you doing anything tonight?’ I ask.

‘Oh, um…’ He looks back towards the Napisan on the shelf. ‘Yeah, I have plans.’

‘What about this weekend?’

‘I stay with my parents on the weekend.’

‘In Cape?’

‘They live in Drouin now.’

‘So when are you free?’



Quotes from letters I wrote and never sent:


I worry about you and want you to be okay.

I had to tell the truth.

I hope you’re not mad at me.

Sometimes I think it was my fault.

I hate you.

I wake up in the middle of the night wanting to punch you.

I’m sorry.
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I make him give me his number and I text him every day until he agrees to see me. We make plans for a Friday night. I check my phone all day at work, expecting him to cancel, which admittedly a part of me is hoping he will do.

I’d suggested meeting up at the pub, but to my surprise he invites me over to his place. He also lives in Wonthaggi, closer to the main drag than me, in a squat brick house the colour of orange cordial. A vinegary smell hits me when he opens the front door. He’s wearing an apron and leads me straight to the kitchen, where he has a pan on the stove and the oven on. Inside, the decor is old and overwhelmingly brown, with cork feature walls and amber bottle-glass sliding doors. I want to ask when he moved here but don’t want to refer to his recent release, so instead I ask if he’s renting.

‘My grandfather built this house. My dad grew up here.’

‘Have your parents always owned it?’

‘They sold it to move to Cape, but it came on the market again when they were moving to Drouin, so they bought it back. They live with my mum’s folks now, but I think they liked the idea of keeping a place down here just in case.’

In case of what, I don’t ask.

He’s at the stove, concentrating on a pan that has what look like grapes sliding over its surface. He takes a squeezy bottle of oil and squirts some into the pan before giving it a brisk shake. I look into the oven behind him and see a tray covered in tin foil. I’ve brought along a bottle of sav blanc that I place on the countertop. Seeing it, Luke takes a glass from the cupboard. It’s short and looks like it was once a jam jar.

‘I don’t have any wineglasses, sorry,’ he says.

I shrug. ‘I’m sure it’ll taste the same.’

‘It won’t actually. Wineglasses are designed to concentrate the smell.’

‘So the wine will smell different in this glass?’

‘Most of taste is smell. Anyway, I shouldn’t tell you that when I don’t have a proper glass for you.’

‘No. It’s interesting.’

What’s interesting is his offering me this fact. Luke’s thoughts and feelings were always tightly sealed, even before there was a huge tragedy to circumvent. I admire how he moves around the kitchen, confident but nimble. Almost unrecognisable, until he tucks his hair behind his ear three times in quick succession. Growing up, Luke had several of these tics. Cracking his knuckles – not threateningly, but constantly. One summer it was clicking. His right hand, hanging loose down by his leg, seemingly relaxed, except that his fingers would be clicking repeatedly. The hair behind his ear three times endured from summer to summer. I asked Matty once if Luke had Tourette’s. Matty laughed at me. A boy of few words, Luke’s tics sometimes felt like they were his responses to the conversations we were having around him.

‘So, why did you move here again?’ he asks.

‘I lived in Sydney for four years, almost five. But I had fuck-all money. I came here just before summer. Wanted some beach time.’

‘Doesn’t Sydney have good beaches?’

‘It’s the sexiest city on earth, but, you know, it costs a lot to look that hot.’

He has his back to me, checking the temperature of the oven.

‘I work in OHS now. It’s dry, but I’m saving money. And I’m trying to work on a novel. I guess that’s really why I moved here. Less distraction.’

He moves to the fridge, retrieves a beer and opens it. Turns his back to his stove and leans against the counter. ‘What’s it about?’

This is the first time anybody has asked me this question.

‘I don’t really know yet.’

‘Sounds interesting.’

‘Keeps me busy, I suppose.’

We sip our drinks. Look at one another over the counter. I notice small ways in which he has aged. His fingers wrapped around the neck of his beer have delicate strands of dark hair. There’s a small scar just above his left eye that I don’t remember from before. Could be from the accident. Could be from prison.

‘So what have you been up to?’

‘Helping out on a pig farm near Traralgon. They were one of Dad’s suppliers. I mostly drive for them now. Deliver stock to different restaurants and butchers in the area. Where would you like to eat?’

‘Where do you usually eat?’

‘The couch.’

‘Sounds good.’

As he’s plating the food I wander into the lounge. The couch has a sagging, overly lived-in quality. The coffee table is scratched and ring-marked. A PlayStation is sitting on the floor in front of the TV. It’s dark outside. I can vaguely make out that there is a backyard beyond the lounge but none of its detail.

Despite the slightly drab setting the meal is delicious. Turns out it was olives and grapes in the pan, which he eventually mixed with kale that I watched him massage gently in water. Kale usually tastes like weeds to me, but this is silky and zingy. From the tray in the oven he serves out roasted potatoes, pears and whole garlic cloves, which he has topped with goats cheese and sprigs of fresh herbs. I’d watched him place the garnish precisely, the way Timothy used to place the needle down on his vinyl records.

‘This is so good,’ I say.

‘The pears are a little soft. I’ll add them later next time.’

‘How did you learn to cook like this?’

He’s chewing a mouthful of food and takes a moment to answer, during which I panic, worried he’s going to say, In prison.

‘MasterChef.’

‘Really?’

‘Mostly. And books. Cookbooks, I mean. Not the kind you read.’

‘I worked on a few cookbooks at my old job actually.’

‘What was your old job?’

‘At a publishing house. I started there because I wanted to work on novels, but I ended up enjoying the cookbooks. They mostly sold okay. The MasterChef effect, they called it.’

‘Wanna watch it now?’

I nod noncommittally.

The season has only just begun and they’re still auditioning contestants, who Luke enjoys heckling. ‘Quiche Lorraine? What is this, 1995?’

One contestant has a long video intro. A re-enactment of an office, the subject wearing a suit and typing methodically at a computer with a blank screen, the narration describing the stifling boredom of the grind.

‘Cry me a river,’ I say.

‘What do you mean?’

‘If he wanted to be a chef so bad, why didn’t he get a job as a kitchen hand? I bet his office job paid better. Surely he has a dead family member or something more tragic they could milk.’

Luke’s silent. Air feels gelatinous in my lungs.

‘That looks tasty,’ I observe eventually.

‘It’s pretty hard to get steak and potatoes wrong.’

I work my way through the bottle of sav blanc as Matt Preston declares dishes a triumph or a failure. Luke finishes his beer but doesn’t go to fetch another.
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I’m in a foul mood the next day, which I put down to the wine-induced headache. The day after that, the headache has faded but the anger has sharpened. I knew full well what I was doing when I moved to Sydney. What I hadn’t realised until now was that running away hadn’t worked.

I always felt sorry for Luke, even before the accident. There was something in his countenance, lumbering and unsure, that evoked pity. I hated thinking of him in prison and it made me sad to envisage him living the rest of his life soaked in shame. I was high on my own generosity, offering to spend time with him, chuffed by my prodigious capacity for forgiveness. He didn’t need it. He was calm and cool in the kitchen, like he had no worries beyond how well seasoned our dinner was. My ego hasn’t deflated so much as burst, a pin to the balloon.

I stiffen when he calls me later the next week. I’d been hoping that when we eventually ran into one another, he would go back to ignoring me. I stare at his name flashing on my phone. Seconds after it finally stops vibrating, a message comes through.


I have your dog. I found her running towards the wetlands. Give me your address and I can drop her back in your backyard?



I phone him straight back.

‘No, no, don’t go to mine.’ I’m too anxious about Milo to wonder why I don’t want him there or worry about sounding rude. ‘Are you able to hang on to her until I finish work?’



I can hear them in the backyard as I make my way up his driveway at the end of the day. The thud of a tennis ball against the fence and the scurry of Milo’s paws as she retrieves it. I lift the latch on the side gate and walk through.

‘Milo!’

She launches herself at me with goofy abandon.

‘Naughty, naughty girl.’

‘Probably not going to learn her lesson, sorry.’ Luke bends down and collects a plate from the ground. ‘Cooked chook.’

His backyard is neater and more appealing than the inside of the house. Trimmed grass. Weedless garden beds. A stocky lemon tree heaving with fruit.

‘She’s never got out before. I don’t know how she did it.’

‘She certainly looked pleased with herself.’

‘Thank God it was you and not one of the psychos from the dog park.’

‘Do you want a drink?’

‘No,’ I answer quickly. ‘Sorry.’

Luke shrugs.

‘I have to get to the supermarket, get stuff for dinner.’

‘I’d invite you to stay, but I’m having sausages tonight.’

I’m momentarily confused by his comment. Realising he’s remembered I was a vegetarian in high school sends a warm flurry through my veins. I don’t correct him.

He’s staring at me, not saying anything, his shoulders slightly slumped. I ask if he has plans for the weekend.

‘The usual.’ He throws the tennis ball against the fence, hard. ‘Nothing.’



The next Friday night is spent much the same way as the first, although I bring beers instead of wine and Milo comes with me. It was Luke’s suggestion to bring her and he greets her like a long-lost best friend when she bounds through the front door. He squats down for a hug and tickles her behind the ears. He doesn’t squirm when she licks his face.

‘What did humans do to deserve dogs?’

‘Wait until we’re eating,’ I say. ‘She’s a pain in the arse.’

‘I made her dinner too.’ To Milo: ‘I made you dinner, oh yes I did, yes I did.’

He takes a plate of chicken out to the back porch, Milo trotting along expectantly, and shuts the sliding door behind her so we can eat in peace.

‘I have a confession,’ I say, as I dig into the lentil and beetroot salad he serves me.

He coughs gently. Sips his beer.

‘I’m not a vegetarian anymore.’

Without comment, he stands from the couch and goes to his fridge.

‘Oh my God, don’t go to any trouble. This salad is delicious.’

‘No trouble. That’s the secret to good produce – don’t fuck with it.’

It takes him five minutes. He puts a griddle on the stove. Pats the steak with paper towel before showering it in salt and pepper. A violent hiss when the meat hits the pan. He takes a block of butter, lops off a knob and then jumps out of the way as it splutters. Takes a spoon and soups the melted butter over the steak.

He returns to the couch carrying a cutting board with the slab of meat. The outside is blackened and crusted in pebbly bits of pepper. Inside it is pink. He slices it into thin strips, one of which he takes and, brushing it off first, throws out the back door for Milo to find.

The steak is soft as butter, and I groan involuntarily when I take a mouthful. ‘It’s like sex in my mouth.’

Luke laughs uncomfortably.



It becomes a Friday night ritual. Always his house, always his cooking, but I start bringing dessert. The first few times I go to some effort. Individual self-saucing chocolate puddings that shrivel out of the oven but are rich and gooey. A cheesecake that, similarly, collapses but is creamy. Luke compliments my sweets in a British accent far thicker than Matt Preston’s. ‘Despite the structural issues, there’s a nice velvetiness to the cream.’ Eventually the ritual becomes a tub of good-quality vanilla ice cream and lollies from the confectionery aisle. One week is blueberries and M&Ms. The next it’s bananas and a Violet Crumble that we crush into shards.

A couple of times I suggest we go to the pub or meet at the dog park while I’m walking Milo. He declines my invitations but always asks me over to his place, reminding me of Timothy, who never wanted to be seen out in public together. Unlike Timothy, Luke and I don’t sleep together. Unlike Timothy, Luke is kind and consistent.

Friday nights is Masterclass night, where the MasterChef contestants participate in a cooking class. Luke enjoys the actual practicalities of the lessons more than I do. He records the episodes every week in case he wants to make the recipes later. This leaves him free to keep me up to date on the trials and tribulations of the contestants.

‘He’s riding on the back of one good soufflé and almost everything else he’s done has been average.’

‘What’s a soufflé?’

‘It’s like a sponge cake. Tastes like eggs.’

‘Sounds bland?’

‘You have no idea. It has the richness of custard but the texture of fairy floss.’

‘You have no idea, you didn’t taste it!’

‘I can taste through the TV.’

Luke loves Matt Preston but hates George Calombaris.

‘What about the other one?’

‘He’s filler.’

‘Ouch.’

‘Sometimes filler is necessary. Like carbs.’

The weeks begin to slip by faster. A month passes, then another. While I’ve skipped writing a couple of nights when I’ve been preparing a dessert or even watching MasterChef in my own time, this at least eases the trickle of the rejections in my inbox. It starts getting dark early. The grass in the wetlands is speckled with frost in the mornings. When it’s forecast to rain after work, Luke will pick Milo up and take her with him in the ute while he does deliveries. Spending the day with him means she’s slightly less manic when we can’t get a long walk in. He drops her in my backyard and leaves parcels of meat on my kitchen counter, offerings that curtail the anger I still occasionally feel towards him. We don’t talk about what we don’t talk about. I interpret the gifts as his way of saying sorry, or seeking my approval. My anger softens, then curdles into shame. Who made me the moral arbiter of his life?

Mum notes I’m more chipper when she calls me.

‘Are you in love, Mill?’

‘What? Mum, no.’

Even though Mum has not stayed in touch with any of the families we used to camp with, and as far as I’m aware those families don’t live here, I’m worried for a moment that somehow she has heard that I’ve been spending time with Luke.

‘You seem so much happier the last few weeks. I said to Kyle, “I think Millie must’ve fallen in love.” ’

‘Because that’s the only thing that could possibly make me happy.’

‘I didn’t say that.’

Mum has been silently disapproving of my move here. I can’t pull her up on it because she’s never actually voiced it, which makes it more annoying. She was okay with me quitting my publishing job once I was honest with her about how much I was paid, but she never liked the idea of me twirling.

‘You pestered us to go to that high school and for what?’

‘I want to be a novelist. This pays well. I’m being strategic.’

When I moved into the office, she said, ‘I’m glad you’ve found something sensible.’

‘It bores me to tears.’

‘What makes you think you deserve anything else?’

Like Luke, who can taste through the TV, I can sense Mum’s expressions through the phone. She sounds wrung out each time she ends a call. ‘Well, darling, it was lovely to speak to you.’ Reminding me of when I used to tell her about Timothy. I never told her I was dating Timothy; I pretended he was the aloof, uninterested boyfriend of Lisa and I was telling Mum all about how awful he was to her.

‘Sometimes, darling, loving someone’ – referring to Lisa, as I always made out the two of us were much better friends than we really were – ‘means standing by supportively while they make the biggest mistake of their life.’



Despite the practical help with Milo and the gifts of food, Luke and I don’t spend time together during the week. We text occasionally. I can’t watch MasterChef alone without wanting to know his feelings.


Thoughts on that broth?

Too cloudy



He sends me photos of Milo with her head hanging out of the ute, ears flapping in the wind. We don’t talk about what we don’t talk about, but there’s an intimacy to our near constant contact. More intimate than any of the many housemates I had in Sydney. In some ways it’s more intimate than Matty. Our letters began to dwindle a while ago. Once it became absurd that we never saw each other in person other than that once and neither of us were suggesting it because we didn’t talk about what we don’t talk about. I had written to him recently, fuelled by guilt, no doubt. Two pages in which I rattled on about the differences and similarities between the companionship of animals and humans. A few things about work, but not a lot else about life down here. I only spend Friday night with Luke. It’s quickly become the centre of my week.

Luke still visits his parents most weekends. I’ve noticed the halting, clipped way he speaks about his family and I don’t ask. He never mentions anybody else he spends time with, although one night I notice an incoming phone call from a ‘Chloe’. He muted the call and turned back to the TV. I’ve asked if he has friends in Drouin. ‘Just my nanna.’ Plans while he’s there. ‘Sit with Mum while she talks to Nanna.’

Apart from MasterChef we talk about work. I complain about things Debbie says or relate funny anecdotes from my site visits. He listens to talkback while he drives and always seems to come away with some lesson about deadheading roses or gossip about the royal family. I spend most of the week looking forward to Friday night dinner and most of Friday afternoon worrying about it. Always anxious that we’re about to reach the precipice where we’ve exhausted all superficialities and the only thing left to talk about will be everything we don’t talk about. It’s called an elephant for a reason. Despite its size, we’ve become adept at skirting it.

This is not to say there aren’t occasional moments of awkwardness. While Luke will be quick to criticise someone’s cooking on MasterChef, he doesn’t join in if I mock a contestant’s clothes or try to guess who they vote for. Topics we disagree on include the carbon tax, which rendition of I Will Always Love You is better – Whitney or Dolly – if there is any point to barbecue sauce. Not that he ever tells me he disagrees. I can tell because he goes silent.

I’ve tried prodding him.

‘Let’s agree to disagree,’ he’ll say.

‘No, let’s disagree. Tell me what you think.’

‘I don’t know.’

He wants to stub it out and move on.

I sent him the short story I wrote about reality TV. He never mentioned it, and when I eventually asked if he’d read it all he said was, ‘Yeah, it was good.’ I think he noticed that I was upset and attempted to make up for it by asking questions about how books are published.

‘You should open a bookshop here.’

‘Why?’

‘So you have somewhere to have your book launch.’

‘I won’t live here when I publish a book.’

‘Why not?’

‘Do you know any writers who live here?’

I search his face during the silences that follow these moments. Where I expect to find offence or judgement, there’s only the bored sort of tolerance of someone waiting at a bus stop. Eventually one of us will pat Milo. She’ll gallop off to collect her ball and the air thins again with talk of the size of her ears. What did humans do to deserve dogs?

While it is in a way uncomfortable it’s also what I’m used to. I never believe that what I have around me is my life. I can’t remember the last time I did. I no longer remember much about primary school so I’ll say it was then. I’d only been in year seven a few months when I was sent to represent my school in a maths competition. My team was walloped by a selective school. Our teacher said to us, Don’t take it hard. Nobody is as smart as those kids. I had friends, but from then on I knew I’d be leaving them for other, smarter friends. I haven’t told my parents this, but I’ve never felt as uninspired as I was at that selective school. Everyone there was crammed so full of facts and figures they’d forgotten to cultivate a personality. They were talking about year twelve in year nine and in a way that made it clear they’d been talking about it since year seven. Almost as soon as I arrived, I was dreaming of finishing school, finding a boyfriend overseas and beginning life as an expat.

I had neither the confidence nor the money to go to London. Sydney seemed bigger than Melbourne and had better weather. Everyone I met in Sydney came with vast groups of high school friends and families with rowdy siblings and parents who sat on boards. When I met Timothy – Timothy, never Tim, with his velvet skin and lips like risen dough – I had a moment of believing I could slot into his life, but he seemed confused as to why I’d moved there. He was intrigued by my being an only child of divorced parents, but not in a good way.

The only other people like me were my housemates, who dealt with their lack of community by making one with each other. I did do acid with them on the trampoline one time, which culminated in me cowering in the tall weeds of our backyard, convinced the neighbours’ cat was going to call the cops on us.

Even when my parents and I camped here when I was a kid, I so smugly dropped the other caravan park kids to make friends with the locals. I’m a barnacle, forever clinging to things I perceive as bigger and more substantial than myself. Awareness of this hasn’t done a thing to solve it, but I can’t help but be smug with my enlightenment. It was my psych, Maria, who articulated it for me, but I gave her the clues and the barnacle metaphor is mine. The psych sessions were courtesy of the publishing house’s employee assistance program. Free therapy was our compensation for all the unpaid overtime. Maria told me a common trap for people starting out in their careers was to stop doing the things that made them happy. ‘One of my other clients recently joined a mixed netball team and is doing much better.’ I told Maria I didn’t have things that had ever made me happy. She set me a task for my next appointment: to remember the last time I could remember feeling jubilant. It was a summer down here. Not the last one, obviously, but an earlier one, when I’d just met the boys. Stepping off the edge of Face Rock. Feeling my feet, which had been burning, hit the water.

I emailed her about my plan to move here, to which she replied: I am available for over-the-phone appointments. I wonder if she tells her clients about me, like she told me about the wing attack, or if I’m more of a cautionary tale – a reminder that some of her clients take advice too literally.
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Dear M-Millie,

Milo sure does sound like a good girl. I looked up the Tuckerbox statue and found quite a poignant history. I trust you’ve already read it was inspired by a poem that chronicles the various misadventures of a worker’s dog, including it sitting on his tuckerbox which – again I trust you know – is a lunchbox. Workers used to sing the poem, but instead of ‘sat on’, they would sing ‘shat on’. I want to visit the statue now. If there isn’t already graffiti of the dog doing a shit on a box I think we should get the job done.

I got a tingly feeling when I read about it, and I’m getting it again now. It’s a feeling I’ve learnt to associate with the idea for a gag germinating. There’s a joke there. I don’t know yet what it is, but I can sense it. I’ve become very good at finding jokes, but crafting them is much harder. Like trying to catch a bubble without making it burst. I watched a teenager play ‘Hallelujah’ on the guitar at a pub last weekend. The song goes for weeks, it’s so repetitive, and yet it’s one of the most popular pub covers. I think there’s a joke there too. The more I think about it, the more I think the joke is simply playing ‘Hallelujah’ on the guitar at an open mic.

It’s still so funny to me picturing you living in Wonnie, but I needn’t picture it much longer. You’ve probably realised at a glance that this letter is much shorter than usual, which is because I’m going to be home in a few weeks to visit Mum and Dad.

We’re long overdue a hang out.

M-Matty






Gunna have to raincheck tonight. Sorry!

You k?

Gotta work on my novel. Very behind.

Good luck.



The contestants are learning to make beef pies. George Calombaris kneads the buttery dough flamboyantly. Time-lapse footage shows beef browning, shrinking, collapsing inside the oven. The finished pies with their perfectly fluted edges are like something from a picture book. The grand denouement comes when George takes a bog-standard bottle of tomato sauce. The upward tick of this parabola – these food snobs are just like us.

I stumble when I stand from my couch, shins knocking the coffee table. I opened my second bottle of wine ten minutes ago. I pace around the lounge room, which is what I spent most of the day doing after I phoned in sick to work. Milo pelts up and down the hallway. Poor girl gagging for a walk. We haven’t been outside all day.

I haven’t done anything wrong. Matty never said he wished me not to speak to Luke. For all I know he speaks to Luke himself. But because we never speak about it to each other, I don’t even know whether he’s aware Luke is out of prison and living here. Thoughts, the same ones I’ve had since reading Matty’s letter, are hammering in my skull like a strobe, obscuring everything else. I feel a familiar rumble in my blood. The feeling I get before I make a run for it.




How’s the novel going?

Shit

You k?

Its hard

Sounds it

Sorry

Bout what?

Last night

It’s fine

You in Drouin?

Nah

Hang tonight?

Yep xx





A homey, meaty aroma hits me when I open his door. It’s the pies. I know it even before I see them assembled on the cooling rack. I feel guilty thinking about how I snuck out of the house while Milo was eating tinned slop from her bowl. Luke doesn’t comment on her absence as he pours two glasses of red wine; I’ve never seen him drink wine before. I’d downed four Panadols and a litre of water to make it here, none of which worked as well as the first sip of wine.

‘That’s nice.’

‘You sound surprised.’

‘I’m hungover.’

‘Is that what you do when you write?’

‘Write drunk, edit sober. That’s what Hemingway said.’

‘Who’s that?’

‘A writer.’

We eat our pies on the couch, footy playing on the TV: ‘Just while we eat,’ he assures me. He heckles the players, but with less enthusiasm than he has for the chefs. He says ‘ball’ like he’s answering a call from a telemarketer. ‘You sleep with a nightlight, Jobe.’

Buttery, flaky, soft, rich. An unpleasant addition to the soupy mess of guilt and nerves in my belly – fuck you, Calombaris. I push my plate across the coffee table and top up my wine.

‘Do you want to watch something?’ he asks.

‘This is fine.’

I stand. Pace around his kitchen like I’d paced in my own. An animal in a cage. Milo when she’s giving me the shits. A metronome, wound and set not to stop. He keeps his focus on the TV, his posture stiffer than before. He never makes it more than a third of the way through his glass before I’m topping us both up.

‘Are you…?’ He pauses, frowns at the wine in my hand.

‘Yes?’

‘Nothing.’ He continues eating his dinner.

I’m even annoying myself. I used to do this to Timothy. Not this exactly. At best Timothy would’ve ignored my pacing around, or more likely told me outright to leave. But when I was hungover I’d prowl around him like a cat. A gaping hunger comes over me in this state – the need for a man.

‘Why didn’t you visit your parents today?’ I stop pacing. Face him. Accusatory.

‘I dunno. I just didn’t feel like it.’

‘Why not?’

He stares at me.

‘Like, were you tired? Can’t be bothered talking to your parents?’

‘Are you mad at me?’

‘Why would I be mad at you?’

Not saying anything, but not looking away. Everything we don’t talk about. I realise I’m drunk again.

He turns back to the TV. His own plate scraped clean now, pushed across the coffee table. I wander again, but slower this time. His voice is tiny when he eventually speaks, as though it’s been muffled by our silence.

‘I was hoping maybe you’d want to hang out tonight. I stuck around for this.’

I join him on the couch again. Inch closer to him each time I reach for the bottle on the coffee table. Our bodies gradually folding in on one another. It’s a juvenile scene – silent on the couch, the girl pretending to care about the football, titillated by his arm around her – which only makes me want it more.



I’m still on the couch when I wake up. Mouth even drier than the day before. Wineglass on the floor beside me, empty but for sediment chunked like dirt.

My teeth look grey in his bathroom mirror. My face craggy. I splash water on it, then cup some in my hands and drink it. I’ve never been down the hallway of his house. I don’t know what’s beyond the bathroom, let alone which room he sleeps in. The door at the end of the hall is ajar and I tentatively nudge it open.

‘Come in.’

He’s sitting up in his bed. The black sheets and doona look crisp, which is surprising given the state of his couch. The room is tidy, mostly because it’s almost empty. A chest of drawers, one can of deodorant propped on top. A bedside table with a copy of Shantaram, no lamp.

‘Morning.’

I stare at him, trying to read his expression.

‘You can come in.’

I don’t know if he means right into bed. I stay loitering in the doorway.

‘So, last night was weird,’ he says.

‘Sorry.’

He shrugs. Despite the fact I have no memory of the night ending, not even the football ending, there’s an ease between us. The anticipation of the night before has been diluted and, more than that, the avoidance that’s hung over us for weeks.

‘Did we?’

‘You don’t remember?’

I shake my head.

‘We didn’t.’

I nod. He’s not smiling, but there is a bemused air to his reticence. He’s not going to help me. At least I can tell he’s not mad.

‘But I…?’

‘You floated a few ideas.’

Finally he smiles, and I laugh. We’re teenagers again. Waking in the morning at Spray Street, swapping what moments we recalled from the night before. But also we’re not. Because the twins aren’t here. The moment of ease disappears, butter on a hot griddle of sadness.

‘It’s not that I didn’t want to,’ he adds hastily.

‘Don’t explain. I’m sorry. I’m just not –’ Feeling great feels too limp for the landslide that’s happened in my brain, so I say nothing.

‘Is everything okay?’

‘I think I might leave soon.’

‘Don’t feel like you have to. I don’t have plans today.’

‘I mean, like, leave leave. Go back to the real world.’

His expression deflates into the vacant, bored look I’ve seen so many times before. But only for a moment. He lifts his doona and smiles at me. ‘Better get in then.’



The sex is intense, but tender. Nose to nose and dead quiet, as though we’re not alone in the house. Moving so tentatively not even the bed creaks. Except when I come – I cry out sharply and loudly, like I’ve jammed a finger in a drawer. He burrows his nose into my neck.



The rain is slow but persistent all day. I’m relieved by how hungover Luke looks as he shuffles from his bed to the bathroom. Despite this he drives to my house to retrieve Milo. While he’s gone, his phone rings. I look over and see it’s ‘Chloe’ again. When he returns, he dismisses his phone screen quickly before getting back into bed. He doesn’t call her back. He doesn’t mention it.

We lie with our faces on the pillows. One of his feet rubs up and down my calf. I haven’t shaved in months and I’m softer around the edges from Luke’s rich cooking, but I’m unselfconscious. My limbs loosely threaded through his.

I tell him more about my parents’ divorce, my housemates in Sydney, even Timothy. He tells me a bit about his parents, what caring for his nanna is like at this point in her life. Once it’s dark I know I’ll have to go home soon. I start crying. Tears silent and lazy, like the rain outside.

‘Don’t worry,’ I whisper. ‘I always cry when I’m hungover.’

He rubs his thumb below my eye.

‘I’m sorry, Mill.’
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The hangover lasts all week, which I know has little to do with the wine. Having slept with Luke, it’s become glaringly obvious that I had nothing to feel guilty about before, when I hadn’t slept with him. The rain labours on for days. Pissing in my face any moment I’m outside, which is only when I’m trying to entice a pent-up Milo to come back in. I spend my evenings in bed, doona pulled up to my chin, staring at my ceiling. It has no Victorian detailing. I’m watching paint, already dried.

He messages me first thing Friday morning.


We on for tonight?



Recent weeks keep play in my mind. MasterChef, bowls of ice cream with sweets, easy conversations about nothing. All nourishment and comfort. Indistinguishable from one another. He never used to message to confirm. In envisioning the various scenarios of Matty’s visit, I’ve realised the most likely one is that I spend time with Matty, he and Luke won’t meet, or even if they do I won’t know about it. No awkward conversations. No guilt or responsibility. A tense, fidgety feeling ricochets round my limbs. One that could be quelled a few ways, one of which is climbing back between Luke’s sheets.


Milo is looking forward to it xxx





I don’t think anything of the Commodore parked on his street until I walk up the drive and hear voices coming from the backyard. I open the side gate for Milo. She bounds away and starts barking.

‘Whoa-whoa-whoa, settle down, girl.’ I don’t recognise his voice so much as recognise the queasy jolt in my belly.

He’s aged. Burly, but leaner in the face. Stubble budding from cheeks pitted with acne scars.

‘Well, g’day.’ His expression remains stern for a few seconds before he smiles. ‘How are you, Millie?’

It might be the first time he’s ever used my name.

‘You remember Ian, Mill.’ Luke tilts his head in Ian’s direction, as though I might not realise who he’s referring to.

They’re seated in canvas camping chairs, facing out over the yard. Ian’s wearing a high-vis hoodie and faded work pants. Milo lifts her paws onto his lap, sniffs around his pockets, tail wagging proudly. He scratches her behind the ears, asking repeatedly, ‘You like that?’ and then answering for her. ‘You like that, don’t you.’

‘Milo – here, girl.’

She ignores me.

I worry for a moment that Luke might’ve invited Ian to stay for dinner. I hesitate before asking – not out of politeness, but because I’m struck by how different Luke’s demeanour is with Ian here. Slouched low in the chair, one arm hooked over the back, knees angled outwards.

I can feel Ian looking at me.

‘Don’t want to intrude. I’ll leave you girls to it.’ He stands. ‘Let me know about tomorrow, Lulu. Thinking we’ll leave about eight.’

‘Gotcha.’

‘You two have fun.’ He smiles at me.

I stay mute, searching his expression for menace.

Milo tries to follow Ian out of the backyard.

‘Milo!’ I snap at her.

‘Here, girl,’ Luke calls, as he grabs a tennis ball from the ground.

She trots toward him happily.

‘See ya,’ Ian calls from the side of the house. I’ve not said one word to him.

Luke stands and leads us to the kitchen. He takes two beers from the fridge. Starts talking about dinner, moving around frenetically. Or maybe he’s relaxed, and it only seems frenetic because my insides are clenched.

‘What was he doing here?’ I interrupt as Luke is telling me about his new cast-iron pot.

‘He borrowed my chainsaw. He was dropping it back around.’

‘You have a chainsaw?’

‘It’s my dad’s.’

He continues cooking, but doesn’t finish the story about the pot or tell me about the meal. He takes potatoes from a colander in the sink. Quarters them slowly. Methodical and calm. An absence of anger, or any feeling really. We talk about our respective weeks. There’s a laundered quality to our politeness. I knew this might happen after sleeping with him, but I don’t know if things have become awkward because we slept with each other or because of Ian’s unexpected appearance or a combination of both. I want to leave. I want him inside me. I want to hold him and apologise for how bad I am at all of this.

‘Have you actually read Shantaram?’ I ask him.

If he is shocked by the non sequitur, he doesn’t show it. ‘I’m about a quarter in. Why?’

‘Is it good?’

‘Yeah.’ He nods, takes his first sip of beer. ‘We might be in for a long one tonight.’

At first I think he’s referring to our stiltedness. Nudging the door open, an offer to enter into everything we avoid, an acknowledgement of it at least. ‘It says let it simmer for ninety minutes, but I’ll check it in half-a.’



I’m straddling him, bucking with abandon, my hands pressing into his chest. Luke follows my lead, pulling my ponytail and grunting in my ear. He comes sitting up, my legs wrapped around his waist. We’re both still panting when a timer trills from the kitchen.

‘One way to work up an appetite.’

He fishes his jeans from the floor next to the bed. He’s still pulling them on over his bare arse as he walks down the hall to the kitchen. I feel the fibres of his sheets on my skin. The sound of opening drawers and the gentle clattering of utensils carries down the hall. It strikes me as I’m lying here that all I ever wanted from Timothy – someone to care for me, in simple domestic gestures – I am getting from Luke.

His phone buzzes on the bedside table – Chloe. The cosy domestic film that had covered the scene fades. The room is bare. It’s got dark out and there are no lamps to provide a soft romantic ambiance, only an overbearing ceiling light. Black sheets. No possessions other than a single book, big enough to club someone.

I get up, pull my clothes on and pad down the hall to the kitchen.

‘I’m gunna head home.’

Despite his worried expression he looks absurd – undone apron slung around his neck, covering his bare chest.

‘I feel sick,’ I add.

‘You can lie down in my bed.’

‘I’d rather go home.’

He turns the stove off. Takes some cream from the fridge and pours it into the pot, stirs it through so the mixture turns pale. Tastes its contents. Sprinkles in some cooking salt and turns the heat back on low. The kitchen smells like cardamon and all spice. He takes two bowls and ladles food into them.

‘Come on, Milo.’

‘You know, if you weren’t going to stay, I could’ve made other plans.’

‘Like with Chloe?’

Whatever he expected, it wasn’t this. He blinks at me several times, before shaking his expression loose and smiling. ‘Thank you.’ There it is – the smug menace I’d been searching for in Ian’s face. ‘Thank you for finally confirming what is wrong.’

He takes one of the bowls with him to the couch. Aims the remote at the TV like a gun then tosses it onto the coffee table. Milo sits at his feet, gazing at him patiently while he eats.

‘Milo,’ I say.

She only has eyes for the food.

‘Milo!’

It’s useless.

Some British guest chef yammers on about folding technique. Milo squirms. Luke eats, ignoring me. Eventually he pushes his bowl across the coffee table, stands and returns to the kitchen. He takes the dinner meant for me and decants it into a takeaway container.

‘Chloe is my sister,’ he says, his gaze on the bench as he wipes away drops of soup.

I turn away from him. My reflection stares back at me from the windows. I feel exposed suddenly, like when I’m walking alone at night. ‘I didn’t know you had a sister.’

‘Half-sister. She’s a lot older than me. If you thought she was my girlfriend, you could’ve asked.’ He opens the fridge to put the leftovers in there.

‘Wait. Can I?’

He pours it back into the bowl, shoves it across the bench with a spoon. I stand across from him and take a mouthful – it tastes like honey and cream. He takes a pepper grinder and adds some to my dish.

‘It startled me, seeing Ian here.’ I stare at the soup as I talk.

‘It shocks you that I have friends?’

‘I didn’t realise you were still friends with him. You never mention him. You never even mentioned you had a sister.’

The sound of my spoon hitting the edges of the bowl dings between us like a tiny church bell. ‘It makes me sad.’

‘What does?’

No matter how small I make my voice, his frustration doesn’t soften. ‘It makes me feel bad about myself that you’d still be friends with him. After he – he was horrible to me.’

‘What am I meant to do when you move back to Melbourne?’

I look up and see his punctured expression. Sad, yes, but also spent. I think of Timothy. How he screamed at me in one of our final arguments, You are SO exhausting!

‘A part of me wants to stay here. Forever, really.’

‘Admit it, Millie.’ He’s speaking softly, but the use of my name is a warning. One of those road signs that shows the car skidding around corners. I hear Milo snuffling behind us, searching for crumbs between the couch cushions.

‘Admit what?’

‘Nobody here is good enough for you.’

‘That’s not true.’

‘Why did you even come here? So you can get ideas for your books and then move back to the city and make money from them?’

‘Writers don’t make money.’

‘See.’

‘What?’

‘You talk to me like I don’t know anything.’

‘Where the fuck is this coming from?’

Milo bounds off the couch and starts darting around our feet, excited by our raised voices.

‘Do you want to know why I’m still friends with Ian?’

‘Yes. I want to know why anybody would be friends with that prick.’

‘That prick was the only person who visited me in prison.’

Tinnitus rings in my ears like an alarm. Like my body doesn’t want to talk about what we don’t talk about.

‘What about your parents?’

‘The only person who didn’t have to. You didn’t. You’ve never even asked about it.’

‘Luke, you literally ran from me in the street.’

‘I wonder why.’

‘I’ve been spending every Friday night with you.’

‘Want a medal?’

‘No, I want to talk to you. About all of it. But’ – I try my hardest not to cry – ‘but it makes me too sad.’

I’ve as much hope as a single tissue dropped in the ocean. Luke ploughs on, only getting angrier.

‘Ian’s dad used to belt the shit out of his mum. Why don’t you write about that? Then when she left, he belted the shit out of Ian.’

‘Why are you telling me this?’

‘It’s a lot fucking sadder than your parents’ divorce. A lot more interesting than some posh cunt you used to date in Sydney.’

‘Fuck you, Luke.’

‘You already did that. First thing when you got here.’

‘You know what? I do feel sorry for Ian. A whole lot more sorry than I feel for you.’

‘Did you hear that, Milo?’ She jumps, starts pawing Luke’s knees. ‘Turns out there are even bigger losers than me.’

I take Milo’s lead. Attempt to attach it to her collar. Luke won’t stop razzing her up.

‘That’s right, Luke, way bigger losers. People who aren’t straight, white men. Who don’t inherit houses.’ I flail my arms absurdly.

Milo turns to jump at the swinging lead.

‘It’s a shithole!’

‘It’s a house! Gifted to you by your parents, who also gave you a job, and who own a business you’ll inherit. How many people you went to prison with are handed jobs when they get out?’

‘Don’t pretend you understand anything about those people.’

‘Okay, tell me then. How was it?’

His expression is dour. Devoid of boredom or patience. If you saw this Luke at a bus stop, you’d think he was going to knife you.

‘Not that bad.’

The fridge hums loudly behind him. Even that sounds mean.

‘Not the answer you were hoping for? Did you want to hear that it was awful? Want to know that I suffered in there?’

‘Are you trying to make me apologise to you? Apologise to you because you killed my boyfriend?’

He takes Milo’s lead from my hand. Calmly clips it to her before offering it back to me. ‘I hate to break it to you, Mill, but he was never your boyfriend.’
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It’s not hard to find the cafe. A large weather-beaten pelican on the sign. It’s been over two years since I last saw her. She’s both more the same and more different than I expected. Her hair’s gone. A crew cut, except for a long fringe tucked behind one ear. No make-up. A baggy skivvy tucked into jeans. When she sees me, she smiles. Crow’s-feet, but still Chloe.

‘Reuben.’ Her son shoves a toy fire truck into the salt and pepper shakers on the table. ‘Reuben, can you say hello to Luke?’

‘Hey, buddy.’

The toddler stares at me, blank-faced and shit-scared.

‘Sorry, Roo’s shy.’

I sit down across from her. A waitress comes with a cappuccino for Chloe and a hot chocolate for Reuben. I say I’m fine with water. Chloe quickly orders me a latte.

‘You don’t have to drink it,’ she says, once the waitress has left. ‘I just feel like we should spend money. This place used to be nice, but it looks a bit tired now.’

‘You’ve been here before?’

‘This is where the exchange used to happen.’ She takes a sip of her cappuccino, grimaces before putting it back on its saucer. ‘When I visited as a kid, Mum would drop me off here and then Dad would come pick me up.’

I look around the cafe. We’re about thirty minutes out of Cape. This place reminds me of a milk bar. Ham rolls, hedgehog slices, fruit buns, everything mummified in Glad Wrap.

‘Mama?’

‘Yes, Reuben?’

‘Can we go now?’

‘No, darling.’

Chloe takes a colouring book from the bag at her feet and passes it across the table. Reuben takes the pencils in his fists and scribbles on the front cover. The waitress returns with my latte.

‘So, how are you?’

‘Okay.’ I take a sip of the coffee and feel the end of my tongue singe. ‘You?’

‘Tired.’ She rolls her eyes at me, then turns to smile at Reuben. ‘But good.’

I should probably apologise for ignoring her calls for months. I remember her sitting between my parents in court in an oversized striped shirt and bike shorts. A giant belly swollen over her thighs. I watched her rubbing her hands up and down the bowling ball. Probably hoping her baby wouldn’t end up like me. Then, once, she came to visit me inside. Reuben was born by then. I don’t remember anything we talked about. I just remember catching a glimpse of her huge, brown nipple as she pulled her singlet down to feed him. I stared into my lap, not wanting to look at her. It takes every ounce of strength to look her in the eye now, not to run out the door.

‘I like your hair,’ I say.

‘Break-ups are a boon to the beauty industry.’

I don’t know what this means, but I know Chloe broke up with Reuben’s dad and that since then she stopped working at a hospital and got a job at a skincare clinic, because the hours are easier for her. Mum and Dad drop these facts about her life when I’m in Drouin.

‘Sorry about that.’

‘I’m not,’ she says. ‘Happiest I’ve been in years.’

Chloe keeps talking and I listen. Sort of like when we were kids – her pulling me along, showing me the world. Except not like when we were kids, because she’s exhausted and the world kind of sucks.

‘My mum helps a bit, but not without reminding me of the mistake I made. She was always telling me he was bad news, as though I didn’t already know. As if I was strong enough to leave him when he made me feel like shit all the time. As if it helps for her to rub it in now.’

This is a lot. ‘Bummer.’

She shrugs, has another sip of coffee. ‘She’s right. I was a fool. I thought if I had a baby it might change him.’

I think of the postcards from London and Paris we used to stick on the fridge. Chloe was like a celebrity to me as a kid. Glamorous and worldly.

‘It’s hard, obviously, with Reuben. But I got a new job, and when you’re poor day care is actually affordable. Your mum helps sometimes too.’

‘Does she?’

She smiles, smug, like she knew I didn’t know that. ‘She’s a trooper, your mum.’

I never met Chloe’s ex, but I remember Mum going on and on about how worried she was when Chloe got pregnant. I thought Mum was exaggerating. Like it might make me feel a little better about the fact I was facing prison. Or maybe Mum was just more worried about everything back then.

‘She’s how I knew you were alive when you wouldn’t return my calls.’

‘Sorry.’ I take another sip of my coffee. Cool enough to drink now, but the tip of my tongue still scalded and numb.

‘I just wanted to know you’re okay, Luke.’

‘Thanks.’ I stare at the sugar on the table. Put a spoon in my coffee for something to do. ‘You didn’t have to.’

‘I’m your sister.’

I’ve never heard Chloe say that before. Or my parents, for that matter. It was always ‘Chloe is coming’ or ‘a postcard from Chloe’.

Reuben bangs his fist on the table. Chloe beckons the waitress over and orders a cookie.

‘He looks like Corey.’ I haven’t said either of my brothers’ names aloud in years. Dad stopped updating me on their lives a long time ago. I heard him talking about them to Mum in the kitchen recently, meaning it wasn’t that he didn’t know anything about his older sons, but that he’d noticed I didn’t like hearing about them.

‘Yeah. He reminds me more of you, though.’

‘How?’

‘He doesn’t say a lot, but I always know he’s thinking something.’ She narrows her eyes at me, but her expression isn’t mean – more like playful. I feel like a little kid again, like Chloe is about to pull glitter pens from her bag and draw on my face.

‘I think you’re giving me too much credit.’

‘You don’t give yourself enough credit, Luke.’

‘For what?’

‘He was a really good dad once. He wasn’t always so self-loathing and vacant.’

I didn’t expect her to mention Dad and I’ve no idea what to say. I can see she thinks this means I don’t believe her.

‘You can’t see it because it’s all you ever knew. When I was little he’d play with us and make us laugh all the time. To be honest, I think it was part of what went wrong between him and Mum. He liked us more than her and I don’t think she could stand it.’

‘He cheated on her.’

‘Everyone cheats, Luke.’

‘Really?’

‘If you don’t cheat, you’ll be cheated on. It’s a part of life.’

I’m distracted by a chubby hand poking at my forearm, offering me some biscuit. Reuben’s mouth is smeared with brown, a matching spot above one of his eyebrows.

‘Very good sharing, Roo. I’m so proud of you.’ She turns back to me. ‘You don’t have to eat that.’

I eat it. It’s rich and soft, much nicer than the coffee.

‘Choc-choc,’ says Reuben.

‘I’m not saying what Dad did was great.’ Chloe takes a wipe and cleans Reuben’s face. ‘Mum and my brothers laid it on him so hard. It was like the three of them were in competition, trying to see who could be the meanest. I think it broke him. They framed it as though you got Dad, so you won, but I always felt sorry for you.’

‘Is that why you were always nice to me?’

‘Yes.’

This stings a bit. As though she never actually liked me.

‘And I hoped maybe I could make Dad go back to the way he was before.’

I feel guilty hearing all this. Like Chloe is reading from Dad’s diary. I know Dad doesn’t have a diary, but that’s the point. He wouldn’t want me to notice these things.

Chloe clears the table of Reuben’s mess. Collects the used wipes and piles them on her saucer. Busy and bossy, like a teacher.

‘Don’t hate yourself, Luke. Nothing good will come of it.’

‘Luuuke.’ Reuben points his finger at my forehead.



I stop in Kilcunda on my way home. Turn into the beach parking and walk to the shore to watch the ocean breathe. The tide gasps for life before spewing water back onto the sand, over and over again. The wind thwapping in my ears just as desperate. A few passers-by, mostly older couples. Afternoon walks, daily rituals. Stiff nods and muttered hellos. Nobody is bothered by me. Nobody wonders what I’m doing. We might not talk about our feelings where I’m from, but at least a man can stand on his own, staring at the ocean, and nobody will question his sanity.

It’s not revolutionary, what she said. I’ve heard it before. My parents, a psychologist, even the judge when he sentenced me – one bad decision doesn’t have to define who I am, there’s still a lot more good I can do. Believing is different from understanding, though. It feels like everyone decided one day that the sky is red. They’re all saying it. The illustrations in the picture books all have a red sky. A psychologist explains to me that it’s only me who sees it as blue, when it’s actually red. And I can get my head around that. The sky is red. The sky is red. The sky is red. But every day there’s a big blue lid sealed tight over my life.

I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket.


I’ll be in town next week. Fishing?
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Driving inland from Drouin, I think about Matty taking the road from Cape to Inverloch. Passing the spot where it happened. If I can avoid it, I do, but once or twice I’ve had to take that road on a delivery. A few times I’ve stopped and got out of the car. There’s no cross, but sometimes there are flowers on the ground. One time it was a bunch of correa picked from one of the bushes nearby and tied with a dirty shoelace. I took a stick and drew a cross in the dirt once. I rubbed it out with my foot before I moved on. I never hang around long, for the same reason I’ve never visited Josh’s grave – I don’t want to be seen.

I arrive and realise we didn’t agree on exactly where to meet. There have been more platforms built since I was last here. I spot a car about halfway along the stretch. I pull in next to it. Calm, which is surprising considering everything, but not surprising considering I’m about to see a friend I’ve spent the best part of four years pining for.

He’s on the platform, facing the estuary. Solid and still, like a barnacled groin that’s been there forever. Tight jeans, legs like pencils. Long hair flying in the wind. He turns around before I reach him. He looks older. He doesn’t look exactly like Josh.

‘Pretty built up here now, eh?’

‘Wonder what Geoff thinks.’

‘Probably hates that it brings more weekenders.’

We set ourselves up. The same chairs and tackle boxes we used as kids. I got a new esky on my way here. I always used Matty’s, never actually had my own. We have both brought bait with us.

‘You know, I haven’t been fishing since school,’ he says.

‘Neither.’

He laughs once. So do I. Two friendly grunts. A warm, floppy feeling in my guts. Identical buzzing noises, one and then the other, as we cast out. Plop-plop of the sinkers falling in the water. Sit back. Matty sighs.

‘So,’ I say.

‘How you been?’ he asks.

‘Just get it done. Day-to-day. You?’

It’s cloudy, but he squints looking out across the water.

‘Sad as fuck. But yeah. That’s a good way to describe it. Just get it done.’

The water runs downstream, pulling our lines with it. We’re both out of practice. Tugging at our rods every few seconds.

‘Matty, I’m really sorry.’

‘Don’t.’

‘I –’

‘I didn’t message you so we could talk about all that.’

‘Really?’

‘Really.’

‘Why did you message me?’

‘I haven’t been fishing in a long time.’

We stare at our lines quivering ever so slightly in the breeze.

‘And,’ he continues, ‘Millie told me that she ripped you a new arsehole. I felt like maybe you could use a friend.’ He smiles, big and toothy. I see Josh again.

I laugh a bit. Look at my feet. ‘I was pretty harsh to her too.’

‘She said.’

‘Ian had just been over. He told me you were coming, he asked me if he should speak to you, see if you wanted to talk. It…’ I fade into nothing. Tug at my line for something to do. Matty doesn’t push me.

‘So what was prison like?’

‘You said you didn’t want to talk about it.’

‘I mean, like, what did you do in there?’

‘It was a bit like school.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, but without kids like you. And no girls.’

‘What did you do all day?’

‘You have to work. Other than that, sat around. My parents paid for me to get Foxtel.’

‘Root anyone in the shower?’

Shock thwacks me like an elastic band. I’ve never heard Matty be so crass.

He laughs. ‘That’s what they say happens!’

‘Nah. I didn’t root anyone in the shower.’

‘Boring.’

‘It was pretty boring.’

‘What were the people like?’

‘You know, nobody has ever asked me these questions.’

He shrugs. ‘It’s interesting.’

‘Some of them were pretty sad. The meth heads mostly. I became friends with one, actually. I felt pretty sorry for him. It fucked up his life real bad.’ Shuffle in my canvas chair. Shift my feet. It doesn’t shake the shame. ‘In some ways it was easier. In there, everyone is a fuck-up.’

Matty reels his line in. His bait is gone. ‘Bastards.’

He slices more squid, attaches it to his hook.

‘What about college?’ I ask.

‘Kinda like prison.’

‘Really?’

‘No.’ He wipes his hands on an old tea towel then sniffs his fingers. Scrunches his face. ‘I forgot how much this shit stinks.’ He casts out again. ‘It was okay. Everyone thought I was weird.’

‘Wasn’t that always your thing?’

‘I guess.’

‘Do you have a girlfriend?’

‘No.’ Bobs his rod up-down, reels in about an inch. ‘I’m gay.’

He looks across the water, his face serious. I have to stop myself laughing. Not because I care, but because I realise I’m not that surprised. ‘That’s cool.’

‘Surprised?’

‘No. I mean yes, but also sort of not.’

He sniffs. Runs a finger under his nose. Leans forward. Stares hard at his rod. ‘It was why I didn’t take ecstasy that night. I was worried that if I got high, I’d come out to you all.’

A breeze blows over us. The water ripples into a thousand tiny lines before settling back to itself. A gust of wind makes it inside my collar. I shift in my seat, chilly. ‘Sorry, if you, like, thought we’d care.’

‘I knew you wouldn’t care. It’s hard to explain.’

‘So do you have a boyfriend?’

‘Nah.’ He laughs a bit. ‘I haven’t told anybody, by the way.’

‘Cool.’

‘In case you, like, run into my parents.’

‘I never go to Cape anymore.’

‘Not much has changed.’

‘Never does.’

A bird swoops low and cruises slowly past us, lazy and relaxed.

‘Why didn’t you go to his funeral?’

Because I killed him. We both know that. It feels too obvious to say, so I say nothing.

‘I mean, like, I know why. But, you know, you were his best friend.’ Yanks the rod briefly, settles it again.

‘I think you were my best friend.’

‘Same.’

‘Fuck!’ My rod nosediving into the water, bent like a shit spoon. Fling it back towards myself, feel the pull against me. Start reeling in. An estuary perch, a keeper, just. I carry my rod over. Matty jumps out of the way. Lay it down on the wooden slats. Flits its tail like a whip. Gills flapping fast. Eye solid and staring. Round, black pupil like a peppercorn.

‘Well?’ says Matty.

I didn’t bring a drink bottle. Or anything heavy enough to kill it. I could fill the esky with water, let it suffocate. The gills have slowed, quivering.

‘Might just throw it back.’

‘You’ve turned soft.’

I carry it back over the inlet and un-jig the hook. The water is brown and foggy. The fish gone the second it plonks in there.

‘Fuck, I hope it’s still alive.’

Matty laughs at me.



There are no more tugs. Each time Matty reels in, his bait is gone. Eventually we pack up and walk to our cars. Side by side, we load our boots with the eskies and chairs.

‘It was good to see you, man.’ He holds his hand out to shake mine. Something we’ve never done. Stiff and rugged. Pretending to be men. The pinging feeling returns to my blood. The feeling I lived with for months before Millie came back.

‘So are we, like, friends again?’

It’s the second time I’ve seen that face. The crumpling pity that Millie had the night I confessed my love. My guts drop like a sandbag. I look at the ground, like I might see them there. He comes forward with his arms open. The hug somehow stiffer and less natural than the handshake.

I get back in my car. Relieved, but still weighed down. Like this morning I was walking around with concrete in my shoes and now it’s wet cement. It’s still a lot to be me. I wait for the traffic to pass then back out, ready to drive on.

Matty’s horn blasts three times.

‘Hey!’

I wind down the passenger-side window as he jogs towards me. He doesn’t come right up to the window but stops a few paces away. He leans over, holds his hand up in a wave.

‘Tight lines,’ he says.

‘Tight lines.’
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My alarm screams in my dreams before I’m awake. It’s dark. I worked late last night. Hung back two beers into a lock-in with some of the waitstaff. Ragu scratches at my door, forcing me out of bed before I can remember why I set an alarm. I walk him through the house to let him into the backyard. The kitchen jogs my memory. Beef cheeks in the fridge. Chloe will be here at eleven. I’ll have Reuben for the night.

Kettle. Two spoons of Nescafé, one of sugar. Shower. Cold water for thirty seconds before it heats up. Awake.

It’s freezing. I call out to Ragu, who ignores me. Shut the back door on him. Predictably he scratches at it a second later. Let him in. Turn the heater on. I’ll turn it back off once I start cooking. Take my coffee to the couch with my phone. Scroll. A moment for myself. A post on Facebook.


Peak and Pit fans! Today I have published my favourite-ever episode, where I interview my favourite-ever human!



Love heart. Don’t read the whole post. Open the podcast app and get my headphones from the counter. Start unpacking the fridge. Rest the meat on the bench. Chop garlic and onions as the theme music plays.


Hello, everyone, and welcome to Peak and Pit, the podcast where I ask people I admire about the highlight of their life and the lowlight – although not in that order because that would be depressing – and what they’ve learnt along the way. Today is a very special episode. I am interviewing Matthew Townsend, who you would know as Matty T. Comedian. RAW Comedy and Golden Gibbo winner, queer icon and keen fisherman. Or, for sake of brevity, we could also just call him an overachiever. A fun fact about Matty that you may not know, and the real reason I’m so excited about this interview, is that he happens to be my best friend in the world. Welcome, M-Matty.

Thanks for having me, M-Millie. It feels like an assault to be referred to as an overachiever by you. I’ve always thought of you as the overachiever.

I’m a try-hard.

There’s a difference?

Yes. You actually achieve things. I’ve failed to achieve my dreams.

There’s still time. Plus you’ve achieved this wonderful show. I love listening.

Thank you. But you have to say that.

I could say the same to you about that very flattering introduction. Although I don’t think we’ve ever confirmed that we’re best friends.

Is there someone else I should know about?

No, but I don’t really have many other friends, so it’s not a stiff contest.

You might not have friends, but you certainly have admirers.

Those people would be sorely disappointed if they met me.

Before I get into asking you about your highs and lows, could you please introduce yourself for people who don’t already know and admire you?

You just introduced me.

Yes, but people like to hear you do it.

Hi, I’m Matty.

Is that all?

That’s how I introduce myself. But okay, okay. I’m Matty. I am a comedian. I am gay and I love fishing.

I’m Gay and I Love Fishing also happens to be the name of the show you’re about to tour around the country.

Never miss an opportunity for a plug. I also love Nintendo. And Milo. As in Millie’s dog, but I’m rather fond of the drink too.

Frequent listeners will of course know Milo very well. Congratulations on your success at the recent comedy fest.

Thank you.

How does it feel to be a celebrity?

I just want to have a normal life, you know. Paparazzi everywhere.

Have you been recognised?

Well, my neighbour recognised me. Obviously he already knew me. But he told me that he saw me in the paper and that it surprised him, because he’d never thought of me as very funny.

Well I can see what he means.

Thanks, Mill.

Not that you’re not funny, but that you come across as very unassuming.

It is strange to suddenly get a lot of attention in a small space of time. The mainstream media are describing me as a newcomer or an up-and-comer, and it’s odd – I mean, I’ve been doing comedy for six years. Which in the scheme of things is not long, and I know I am so lucky to have this success so early. But it’s also all I’ve been doing or thinking about for six years, so it doesn’t feel like I’m particularly new.

So your show, I’m Gay and I Love Fishing: can you tell the listeners about it?

It’s a stand-up show. It’s really not very different from any other stand-up.

You gotta sell it to them, Matty.

Fine. I grew up in a small coastal town. I was called a poofter before I even knew what the word meant. Moving to the city and finding the comedy scene and the queer scene and people who were more left wing and who aspired to things other than getting married and having children was obviously exciting and transformative and necessary for my life to take shape. But everyone is familiar with that trajectory. What I sometimes think that narrative does – and this is not the fault of the people telling the story, I think it’s an off-shoot of the way it’s interpreted – is it means people have this idea that regional Australia is inherently regressive in its entirety, and that it’s a place where people are trapped, and that there aren’t real, genuine good things about living in a small town. I didn’t fish for years after I moved to Melbourne. I remember seeing a bit by another comedian taking the piss out of fishing and fishermen. That it was dumb and mind-numbing. It really grated on me. Then a friend pointed out to me that I hadn’t been fishing the entire time they’d known me. Returning to that past time was kind of my first step in reconciling where I came from and where I am now.

I saw your show twice at the festival, the first preview and then the last performance. Something that struck me the second time was that it’s funny.

Oh God, it took that long to sink in?

No, it’s not that I didn’t laugh the first time, but that I had forgotten the jokes, because the sadder parts of the show are what stuck with me. Then, seeing it again, I was like, oh right, this is funny. Can you talk about why you did the show like that?

I got stoned one night watching The Two Towers and it just came to me.

As in, like, September eleven?

As in the second movie in the Lord of the Rings trilogy.

Oh right. What?

At the end, Samwise Gamgee has this inspiring monologue. And a new day will come and when it does it will shine out the clearer. I just suddenly decided I wanted to make a show that was like an inspirational speech rather than comedy.

Why do you think that is?

I’m interested in the mechanics of a joke. I wanted to see what would happen if I did something almost the opposite of comedy and said it was comedy.

But there are jokes in there.

I threw a few dick jokes in there to get it over the line.

I really want to unpack this more, but I think if we start the highs and lows then we will swing around to more of this for sure.

So you want me to ruin everyone’s day now?

Hopefully before you pick them back up. That’s why we do highs second.

When I was eighteen my best friend drunk-drove my twin brother and me home from the pub and we crashed and my twin brother died.

You said that like you were reciting the ingredients in a Big Mac.

It’s a habit. I don’t like ruining people’s days.

So that’s a pretty big low.

Yeah. I mean, I’ve never asked you this, but I assume it was a pretty significant lowlight of your life too?

The lowest. Easily. It still makes me sad.

Do you have anything to add to stop your audience turning this off now?

Josh fingered me, like, just before he died.

[Laughs]

I think about that sometimes. That his finger probably still smelt like my vagina when he died.

Slut.

I know.

Was it any good?

No.

Don’t speak ill of the dead, Millie.

I’m not. Finger banging is objectively bad. That’s why no adults do it.

I might use that.

Well that segues nicely into a question I had. Do you think you’ll ever do a show about what happened?

If I were to do a show about grief, it would just be me screaming on a chair on stage. Maybe I’d end on the floor. Producers love trauma porn, but there’s no narrative arc. At least, not one that is linear or sensical. It just sucks. I would also feel guilty. Like, I’m not the only person who was affected by that accident. I would be commodifying the worst thing that ever happened to some people I care a lot about and making money from it. I don’t think that’s ethical.

Tell me more about the chair.

Mainstream narratives like the idea that we move on. But in my experience that is yet to happen. Which doesn’t mean I am sad all the time. I actually am happy a lot of the time now. But I’m also sad. And it wasn’t until I accepted that, until I stopped waiting for some epiphany, that I was able to live with it.

So in order to move on you had to accept that you’d never move on.

Ironic, right? But that comes back to the whole way that acute grief is just bad content.

So what is it that helps you to be happy?

Comedy.

Tell us a joke.

Babushka dolls are very full of themselves.

[Laughs]

You know, I don’t think I would’ve pursued comedy had Josh not died. Or maybe I would have. But I would’ve been fifty and going through a mid-life crisis.

Why do you think that is?

I’ve never said this out loud, but I think if my brother hadn’t died then maybe he would have been famous.

What?

I mean, he had this energy. And charm. He was a star… You look unconvinced.

I mean, he did have energy.

Don’t pretend he didn’t charm you, Millie.

He charmed me.

So?

I’m coming around to this, but like maybe he would’ve won Big Brother or something.

Oh, tell us what you really think, Millie.

That’s what I think.

That he was Big Brother material.

No, but Josh fundamentally didn’t care about a lot of things. Like he wouldn’t have wanted to chase fame.

It would’ve found him. Maybe I’m romanticising him, but I’m allowed to. I think I had this idea that Josh would live this big, bold life – and when he was gone I wanted to do that for him. Like, maybe I wanted to achieve a big life for him. Or maybe I’m just making all of this up to mask how fame-hungry I am.

Did his death help you with coming out?

The fact that I was in the comedy scene helped. Meeting other queer comedians. But actually Josh’s death made it harder to come out.

Why’s that?

I felt that if Josh was alive my parents could’ve relied on him to start a family, like a nice straight boy. But of course that was absurd, because actually my parents just love me so much and don’t want me to be fucked up, so they really support me in everything.

Speaking of queer comedians, one of your mentors when you started out was John Carlton.

Yeah.

Do you want to comment on the recent allegations against him by women in the comedy scene?

They’re fucked up and bad. And I’m genuinely sorry to all the women that he hurt with how he spoke about them. I also feel like it would be cowardly of me if I just wrote John off and wasn’t grateful to him. He emceed the first night I ever did stand-up and he told me I was funny. He workshopped my first show with me. Introduced me to people.

So what you’re saying is you’re a major beneficiary of the patriarchy.

Yeah, wow. Maybe edit this part out.

[Laughs]

I in no way condone the way John treated women. I guess the easiest thing for me to do for my own image would be to completely disown him. Or to disown him publicly and then be friends with him in secret. I think the braver thing to do, or the right thing, when a man who has done awful things is your friend is to try to make them see the error of their ways and help them. Which sounds very naive and maybe it’s pointless. But this culture we have of throwing people in the bin just means that all the guys in the bin get together and revolt and create some awful bin gang. It’s a lot more complicated to try to accept the whole truth of someone and also maybe try to help them.

So would you say comedy is the highlight of your life?

Some days. A lot of days.

Anything else?

Fishing.

Go on.

Sitting still is very underrated.



An old sadness sucker-punches me as I listen to them laughing. A sadness older than the accident. One from when we were kids. The feeling that everyone around me spoke a language I couldn’t.

But there’s no time to ruminate in that muck. Kitchen is a mess. Beef is sitting in the slow cooker. My nephew will be here soon. I go about it. I get it done.

Afterwards, I comment on Millie’s post.


Love this.



She love hearts my comment. I haven’t actually seen Millie since she moved back to the city. I guess our relationship now is superficial. Birthday wishes and digital love hearts. That’s real enough for me. A nod between us. When Matty’s in town we don’t catch up. But if we run into each other we stop and chat. It’s not forced, which sometimes makes it harder.



Chloe knocks as she’s opening the front door.

‘Chaos has landed!’ she calls.

Reuben’s shoes thunder on the floorboards as he pelts down the hallway. Ragu bounds towards him and licks his face. Reuben half laughs, half cries as he’s pressed into the wall. I reach down and pull him up and over my shoulder. His giggle like a firecracker in my ear. I throw him down onto the couch.

‘Again, again, again,’ he says.

Chloe is going on a spa retreat with her girlfriends. She unloads bags onto the bench. Packet foods and toys that Reuben rarely touches while he’s here.

‘Thanks again for this.’

‘Don’t mention it.’

‘I’ve sent you some money, in case you want to order pizza tonight.’

I point at the slow cooker on the bench.

‘You put my mothering to shame, Luke. Reuben, can you come give Mummy a hug goodbye?’

He’s hitting buttons on the PlayStation. Shaking the controllers at the TV, which is mute and lifeless. Chloe walks over and wraps her arms around him, and he hugs her back. Rests his chin on her shoulder.

‘Call me if you need anything,’ she tells me as she leaves.

‘We won’t!’



I take Reuben to the pier. There aren’t a lot of fish here anymore, but it’s where most people take kids. The flatties are tiny, not even the length of my hand. Reuben squeals when they flap on the line. When we drop them back in, he waves at the water.

‘Bye-bye, fishy. Bye-bye.’

He doesn’t listen as I tell him, again, why we throw the little ones back. He decides on names for every fish. Most are named Ragu or Reuben.

He chants, ‘Fishy, fishy, fishy, fishy,’ as we wait.

It’s not still and quiet like it’s meant to be. Reuben asks me the most questions while we’re at the pier. Are fins different to hands? Can worms swim? Do the fish have to be dead for us to eat them?

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘Because they die when we cook them.’

‘Why?’

‘Because being cooked makes them too hot.’

‘Why?’

‘Our bodies can only withstand so much.’

‘Why?’

No matter the topic, we arrive at the same conclusion.

‘That’s just life.’

Which, thankfully, he accepts.

Chloe doesn’t have a lot of rules, except for rules about feelings. The worst thing I could ever do is tell Reuben to suck it up. I have to laugh sometimes. Reuben screaming on the floor of a shopping centre while Chloe stands by telling him it’s healthy to express his feelings.

‘Do worms have arms?’

‘No.’

It’s impossible to be sad for long with Reuben. He’s like a puppy. A beautiful helpless creature. Too innocent for the world.

‘Oops,’ he says proudly. He’s flicked his bail arm back in boredom. Watches happily as the fishing line plummets into the water and hangs there, saggy like drool.

I squat behind him. Wrap my arms around his little frame. If a fish was to yank him, I could stop him from falling over the edge of the pier. Even if I didn’t, I know I’d throw myself in, shoes and all, to save him. It can be haunting being with Reuben. A hundred what-ifs dance in my mind. Occasionally these days I walk up to the edge of Face Rock. Watch the waves pelting the ledge. Shudder thinking about how young we were when we threw ourselves over. Full of abandon as we danced with death. Reuben wants to learn to boogie board and I keep telling him, ‘One day,’ knowing that no bastard is a match for the ocean on a bad day.

Even if he makes it to my age alive, there are endless mistakes ahead of him. A million bad choices to pick from. A lifetime of feeling things.

I can’t stop any of it. But I stand here with him. I take his hands and position them correctly on the rod. Reel in the slack so it’s taut. A small tug back, a quick up-down, trying to feel for the sinkers on the sand.

Give him a soft, swift kiss on the top of his head and ruffle his hair.

I do all that I can.
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