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Alex Hudson is a good guy.
He plays water polo.
He has a part-time job.
He’s doing okay at school.
Then the thing that anchors Alex
is ripped away and his life seems pointless.
How can he make anyone else
understand how he feels, when
he doesn’t even know?







“A torn jacket is soon mended,
but hard words bruise the heart of a child.”
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
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A low keening noise ices my skin and fills the room.
I slip out the door, down the corridor and into the faded afternoon.
As I stumble past the man in a wheelchair sucking on a cigarette and the two guys in green scrubs laughing, I grind to a halt.
Around me people bustle to the tram stop, weave between cars to cross the road and send text messages as they walk back the way I’ve come.
My life has shattered into a thousand shards of glass, yet nothing out here has changed.
I want to scream and yell and kick and punch.
But I don’t.
Instead, I sprint up the road, away from the pain about to swallow me whole, towards home.
Because maybe, if I go home, Mia will be there, chattering and giggling and sucking her thumb.
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NEUROSURGERY HIGH DEPENDENCY UNIT, PRINCE WILLIAM HOSPITAL
A group of bright-eyed interns, wearing lanyards around their necks and clutching folders, glide into the four bed ward, and cluster in the space between the beds nearest the windows. The interns shuffle aside to create a path for the surgeon, who flips his identity tag so his photo and title are visible. Mr Michael Dobson, Deputy Head, Neurosurgery, Prince William Hospital.
Mr Dobson surveys the patients lying in the beds, their heads swathed in bandages. Both bodies are pierced by needles and attached by drips and tubes to machines that pump intravenous fluids and measure blood pressure and blood oxygen levels.
“Jeremy, fill us in,” says Dobson to the intern closest to him.
The intern consults his folder. “Both patients had brain surgery last night, so the next twenty-four hours are crucial.”
“Excuse me,” says a girl, frowning. “I’m sorry to interrupt, Mr Dobson, but do you think this is wise?” She shifts her folder from her right hand to the left and glances at the other students around her. “I mean, honestly, should these two be sharing a room?”
“Are you questioning my judgement, Eloise?” The girl wilts under Mr Dobson’s glare. “Continue, Jeremy.”
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Everything is black and quiet, yet not silent. Sounds are muffled, as though my ears are filled with cotton-wool. Footsteps and the squeak of wheels on vinyl draw nearer.
I can feel the weight of a blanket or maybe a sheet on my skin.
I’m cool, no, cold.
A wave of panic swamps me.
I’m dead – but not in heaven, because, if heaven even existed, Mia would be here, cradling Rabbit and sucking her thumb.
But there’s no Mia, so if I am dead, I’m in a morgue, surrounded by other bodies. Or maybe some place far worse.
Settle down, Alex. The voice in my head is strong and calm. Listen. Just listen.
The fog filling my head lifts, allowing the rustle of material and voices to reach me.
Dead people can’t hear. You aren’t dead, continues the voice.
I hear machines beep and a throat being cleared.
Open your eyes, Alex.
That simple task takes a huge effort. A woman, wearing a spotted shirt, swims in and out of focus. She’s writing in a blue folder.
I try to speak, but my tongue, my whole mouth, is sandpaper.
The nurse looks up. “Hello, sunshine.” She closes the folder and disappears from my view.
My eyelids are too heavy. They slam down.
When I force them open again, the woman is beside me, pressing something into my ear. I concentrate on the identity tag around her neck, willing the fuzzy letters into focus. Beneath a photo of her – hair tied back, expression bland – is her name. Jenny Dickson.
The machine beeps and she moves it from my ear and rubs my arm. “You’re cold …”
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ALEX
“Cold or not, finish your dinner,” snapped Dad, glaring across the dining room table at Harvey, my younger brother.
Ah, Thursday night dinner at the Hudson house. So. Much. Fun.
At the start of the year, Mum insisted we share a meal once a week, like a family, no matter what. Mum, Dad, Ethan, me, Harvey and Mia eating dinner and talking was not my idea of togetherness, but then again, Mum, Dad, Ethan, me, Harvey and Mia were not my idea of a family.
My older brother Ethan rattled off a thousand reasons why he couldn’t commit to any night Mum suggested. Footy or cricket training, depending on the season, study, extra classes for VCE, his work at Dad’s office, even helping out with school stuff because he was a prefect, and the most important of all – rowing practice.
I’d expected Dad to back him up, as usual, but Dad sided with Mum. “Enough, Ethan. Thursday night is family night. No excuses.”
As if being forced to eat together one night a week wasn’t bad enough, Dad, Ethan and Harvey had rowing practice every Thursday after school. That made dinner a feat of endurance. Though strictly speaking, only Ethan and Harvey had training. Dad just hung around helping head coach, Wortho, who was also Dad’s best mate.
“Harvey, to build up those arms, you need to eat a proper meal.” Dad scooped risotto onto his fork. “When Ethan was your age, he was pumping iron three times a week.”
Harvey nodded, face serious.
I wondered if I should share the stuff Scotty, our PE teacher, had covered in class that day. Apparently lifting weights before puberty, unless supervised by a professional, is seriously bad for growing kids. Despite what Dad thought, he wasn’t an exercise expert; in fact his only expertise was running a family wrecking business. And a being prick.
Instead of pointing out the danger to Harvey’s health, I swallowed the facts with a mouthful of water.
“We’ll sign you up at Wortho’s gym tomorrow,” said Dad.
“He’s eleven,” I muttered into my glass.
“What did you say?” Dad’s eyes reminded me of wolves on nature documentaries – the ones that stare at the camera with the “you’re dinner” expression. Dad’s eyes were like that – especially when he looked at me.
“Nothing. Just drinking.” I lifted my glass.
Dad’s eyes narrowed. “Powerful legs too, Harvey. Being a gun rower takes hard work and discipline.”
Hard work and discipline. The two things Dad kept reminding me I lacked.
“Dad’s right, Harv. If you work hard now,” said Ethan with a superior smirk, “you’ll make the school’s rowing squad, like me.”
Now there was something to aspire to. Being a nob who strutted around the riverbank in shorts that showed off his knob. Except in Ethan’s case, there wasn’t much to show off. I sniggered.
“What’s your problem?” spat Ethan.
I pulled my best innocent expression. “Who me? Nothing. I was thinking about something that happened at water polo.”
Maybe tonight they’d ask me about my sport.
“We’ll work on it, Harvey. Together. Course, Jake isn’t half the coach Wortho is …”
Maybe if I stripped naked and smeared myself with risotto, he’d change the topic.
To block out the rowing talk I pulled a face at my little sister, Mia, who sat across the table from me. She giggled. I scrunched up my nose and poked out my tongue. Mia mirrored my face. A grain of rice clung to the corner of her mouth.
Mum, who sat at the opposite end of the table from Dad but between Mia and me, reached across and brushed the rice from Mia’s face.
“Stop it, Alex,” Mum whispered.
Dad’s voice boomed around the room. “Huge honour being picked to represent your school, Harvey. Huge.” He stabbed the air with his fork. “No greater honour.”
No greater honour. Really?
When I’d found out two days ago, I’d decided to keep it to myself, but all that rowing talk forced it out. “Guess what? I made the team for the state water polo championships.”
Dad continued raving and pointing. “When I rowed for St James, we won Head of the River. Maybe you two can do the same.”
“How about that, Dylan?” said Mum.
Silence dropped over the table.
Wolf eyes glared – not only Dad’s, but Ethan’s too.
Harvey took the distraction as the perfect time to hide a mound of risotto in his serviette.
“How about what?” asked Dad.
“I’ve been picked for the state championship team.”
Mia clapped. “Hooray for Alex.”
“Cool,” said Harvey, grinning.
Dad sipped his wine. “Water polo?”
I wanted to say, no ballet, what do you reckon, but I didn’t. “Yep. Benny announced it to the team this week.”
“Benny?” asked Dad.
I’d told him a thousand times about Benny – Derek Benson. Benny was an Olympic medallist and one of water polo’s national selectors. But seeing as it was only water polo, none of that rated on Dad’s radar. “Benny’s my water polo coach.”
Dad nodded. “Right.”
“Not much of a talent pool though, is there?” said Ethan. “I mean, how many losers play water polo?”
I’d expected him to be at his sarcastic best, but his words still stung. “There were heaps at tryouts.”
“Yeah, but it’s not like rowing for St James.” Dad stared, daring me to argue.
“Good point.” I screwed up my serviette and dropped it on the table. “State championships are nothing like rowing for a school team. Good old St James. All hail the rowers.” I picked up my plate. “Okay if I’m excused? I have homework.”
Mum sighed.
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NEUROSURGERY HIGH DEPENDENCY UNIT, PRINCE WILLIAM HOSPITAL
Christina glances around the four-bed high dependency ward. People sit beside the two beds nearest the door. The patient opposite Alex is alone.
“I hate hospitals,” says Ethan. His face twists in disgust. “They stink.”
“I’m sure Alex doesn’t love them either.” His mother reaches out to hold Alex’s hand.
“Why are you even touching him? It’s not like he knows we’re here or anything.”
Christina glares at Ethan.
“I’ve got stuff to do for uni,” says Ethan. “I’ll come back later.”
“Sit down, Ethan.” Christina’s voice is sharp in the hospital hush. “Your brother needs you.”
“What he needs,” says her husband, Dylan, back pressed against the window, “is to harden up.”
Christina’s head snaps in Dylan’s direction. “That’s enough.”
“He’s weak, Christina. A coward. That’s why this happened.”
“Dylan, please–”
“He stepped in front of a bloody bus.” Dylan pushes off the wall. “I need air.”
Christina scrambles from the seat to the end of the bed. She reaches for Dylan’s hand. “Please. Don’t walk out on him.”
Dylan brushes past her and out of the room. Ethan stalks after him.
Christina kneads the handkerchief bunched in her fist.
From another bed, the buzzer sounds – three short bursts …



6
ALEX
Three short bursts of the school bell sounded through the locker room. I gathered my books and walked to the door.
“Hey, Alex. Wait up.” Bash’s voice crashed through the banter and slamming locker doors.
I waved but kept walking.
Bashir and Cooper had been my friends since we started school. We’d had sleepovers at each other’s houses, played on the same cricket and basketball teams, and basically had each other’s backs. Until this year when Coop and Bash were picked for the school’s senior footy team. Ethan was vice captain of the team, and another guy from our year, Amado, was a legend on the forward line.
Bash and Coop caught up with me at the rose bed, which looked more like sticks in the dirt than a flower bed after the school gardener, Brother Johansson, had pruned them.
“So, Huddo, what’s the deal with that new guy in home room?” asked Coop.
I prickled. Huddo was Dad and Ethan’s nickname, not mine. “How should I know?”
“According to Amado and Zane he tried out for the swim team,” added Bash.
“Serious?” asked Coop, his voice cracking. “I didn’t think Africans could swim.”
“Are you for real?” I asked.
“Well, Africa’s all desert and lions and tigers and stuff, isn’t it?”
“Tigers?” I shook my head. “Look it up on Google, idiot. Anyway, hanging out at the pool doesn’t make me the oracle of everything that happens there.”
“Just asking,” said Coop with a shrug.
“I reckon I saw him Thursday,” said Bash, narrowing his eyes as though trying to remember. “Yeah, Thursday. He was in the science wing with The Skull.”
“Guided tour with the principal?” I tried not to roll my eyes. “I mean, no other new kid is given the guided tour, is he?”
Bash glared. “All I’m saying is, he looked pretty confident, you know? Too confident for a reffo.”
“Reffo? From a guy whose parents left Pakistan because of some war?”
“That’s different.”
Coop chipped in. “Wouldn’t a reffo be better at rowing than swimming? I mean, they arrive in boats, don’t they?”
Bash howled with laughter.
“You two are idiots.” I started to move away from them. Coop shoved my shoulder. “Joking, Huddo. Where’s your sense of humour?”
The push was harder than I expected. I stumbled off the path into the garden bed. Pulse thudding in my ears, I shouldered Coop, who lurched into a year seven about half his size. As the kid fell on his bum, his books scattered on the ground. Coop grabbed me by the shirt with both hands.
“Go, Coop,” hooted Bash.
I broke free of Coop’s grip.
“Hudson!”
I groaned. Why was it that anytime I did the smallest thing wrong, our year coordinator Mr De Jong always caught me?
“Up here, Hudson.” De Jong stood on the first floor balcony, holding the metal rail.
“Morning, sir.”
“Brilliant observation, Hudson. What’s going on?”
I looked to Bash and Coop, but they’d bolted, leaving me to face De Jong alone.
“Checking the garden bed, sir. It looks a bit dry. I think Brother Johansson might need to mulch.”
“Indeed, Mr Hudson. Where should you be?”
“English, sir.”
His index finger tapped the balcony rail. “Then move it, Hudson, or you’ll be helping Brother mulch after school.”
“Yes, sir.” I trudged towards English class.
I used to wonder why De Jong made such a big deal out of anything I did wrong. Graffitiing the whiteboard and stirring up the weird kid in year eight weren’t worth phone calls to Dad and detention. Not compared with setting fire to lockers and punching teachers, which were the type of things Amado did on a regular basis.
One night, when Dad and Wortho were having beers by the pool in our backyard, right beneath my open bedroom window, I discovered why De Jong hated me. As usual, Dad and Wortho started talking about work then they moved on to rowing and horseracing. After a couple of beers, they ended up laughing about the stuff they had done at school – St James, the same school that Ethan, Harvey and I went to. They kept mentioning Simon the Hymen, who they said was a “complete loser” who “lunched on encyclopaedias.” They used to do this lame stuff to him – stink bombs in his locker, stupid nicknames and, the funniest of the lot according to Dad and Wortho, a prank involving dog poo.
This particular night, instead of reliving old pranks, Dad and Wortho moaned about the hard time Simon the Hymen was giving two guys from my year in the school’s rowing squad.
Talk about puzzle pieces tumbling into place.
From what Dad and Wortho said, Simon the Hymen could only be my year coordinator, Simon De Jong.
What sort of loser ends up a teacher at his old school? The same kind who sends his kids to his old school, I guess.
At least now I knew why De Jong hated me.
When I reached English class, Mr Anderson was writing on the white board, bum jiggling. He was too engrossed in what he was writing to notice me.
The new kid Bash and Coop had talked about sat at a front table in the middle row, hands either side of his pens, ruler, textbook and folder.
Coop and Bash were up the back with Amado and Zane. Amado was a legend, ask him and he’d tell you so himself. I wasn’t a big fan. Sure Amado was a gun athlete and great at any sport he tried, but he wasn’t someone I wanted to hang out with. Coop and Bash used to feel the same way, but since footy started, they spent way more time with Amado and Zane. “Sit with us, Huddo,” called Amado. Dad and Ethan’s nickname again. The skin on the back of my neck felt icy. I dumped my stuff on the empty desk nearest the door.
“Suit yourself,” said Amado with a shrug. He turned his attention to the new kid. “Hey, boat boy. Where’d you drift in from?”
The new kid twisted to face him. “I arrived by aeroplane actually.” His voice was crisp and his English better than mine.
Amado leaned back, knees jiggling either side of the desk. “Is that right, reffo?”
“Right, boys.” Anderson stopped writing. “These chapter questions are to be finished by the end of class.”
Groans scuttled around the room.
“Thought that might take the sting out of you.” Anderson waddled to his desk. “I have marking and don’t wish to be disturbed.”
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Celie’s walk is brisk as she enters the high dependency room, pulling a trolley laden with cleaning equipment behind her. Her rubber soles make no sound on the vinyl.
“Good morning. It’s good day,” she says, opening the curtains. She surveys the sky and city before her. “Beautiful. Such sunshine. No cloud. Good day,” she adds, nodding. “How you doing?” She speaks as though the unconscious figures in the beds are as bright and fresh as the day outside. “Look the mess in the sink.” She shakes her head, sprays and wipes. “No good.”
Celie weaves her cleaning cloth between the flower arrangements on the boy’s bedside cabinet. Lilies, orchids, roses and flowers Celie can’t name. Beautiful. Cards hang from the metal bar over the boy’s bandaged head, so she doesn’t bother cleaning there.
She wipes the overbed table at the foot of the boy’s bed and moves to the other side of the room to the next bed. She wipes the bare table, cabinet and floor with vigour. At the shelf, Celie lifts the coffee jar filled with drooping gerberas. Petals drop to the floor. She tuts and scoops them up.
Celie pats the lump that is the girl’s foot. “Where’s your family, eh? Your friends?” With a sigh, Celie moves to clean around the next patient. “See you after.”
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After English, I decided to ditch study and hang out in the locker room. Coop and Bash sitting with Amado again and calling me Huddo had bugged me. I tossed a tennis ball at the lockers. The ball whomped on the carpet and smacked against the metal lockers, again and again.
A shadow passed over my legs. I looked up. De Jong stood over me, hands on his hips. I fumbled the ball, which rolled to a stop against De Jong’s polished shoes.
His gaze glided over me, sleek as a shark and as ready to attack. “Care to explain, Mr Hudson?”
I kept my eyes on the locker ahead of me. “I have a headache, sir.”
“So instead of seeing Matron for a painkiller, you came to the locker room?”
“Don’t like taking drugs, sir.”
“I’ll have that in writing for future reference, Hudson.”
De Jong picked up my ball and tossed it from hand to hand. He cruised around the room. The image of a shark swimming around its prey in an ever-shrinking circle flickered through my mind.
De Jong stopped in front of me and smiled. His teeth were small and yellowing. “There’s no headache, is there, Hudson?”
“I … well …” Clearly ditching for the locker room wasn’t my smartest move. “I needed …”
With a flick of his tail, the shark attacked. “Hudson, if you are going to lie, at least make it believable,” he sneered. “I wonder how your father will react when I tell him his son displays aggressive behaviour towards others and skips classes?”
“What?”
“Daniel Peterson, the year seven boy you sent sprawling this morning.”
I pressed my thumbs into my thighs. “Oh, come on, sir.”
De Jong’s eyes sparkled. “I wouldn’t like to be you when you get home, Hudson.”
My stomach plummeted.
“Which, will be in about …” He flicked his wrist to read his watch. “Fifteen minutes.”
“What?”
“You’re suspended for the rest of the day.”
Red-hot anger raged through me. “For ditching study?”
“For that and bullying younger students.” De Jong folded his arms. “I’ll email you school work to complete at home and return, signed, by both parents, first thing tomorrow.” He straightened his tie. “Pack your belongings and leave.”
Ears ringing, I shoved my books in my schoolbag.

I was sitting on a yellow chair, sipping invisible blossom tea from a plastic cup, the fairy-wing elastic digging into my shoulders, when Dad burst into the rumpus room. Mia, dressed in a Snow White dress, Batman mask and cowboy belt and holster, looked up at him and smiled. “Daddy, be a fairy like Alex.”
“Alex seems to be handling the fairy thing well, Poss.”
For the first time I noticed how small the chair was beneath me and how much my knees towered over Mia’s table.
“So if we can’t tempt you with blossom tea, how about strawberry sausages?” I nodded at the wooden blocks arranged on the plate between Mia and me.
“Don’t be bloody ridiculous.” His phone buzzed in his pocket. He took it out, poked the screen a few times and swore.
“Daddy,” said Mia, shaking her head. “You’re squaring.”
Mum and Dad corrected Mia every time she said square instead of swear, but I kind of liked it.
Not even Mia’s serious voice softened Dad. “All hell has broken loose at work, and what do I have to deal with, Alex?”
“Clearly not strawberry sausages or the agony that is fairy wings,” I said, adjusting the elastic straps.
“Cut the bullshit.” Dad’s voice was a clap of thunder.
Mia jumped, knocking her teacup from the table. It fell to the floor, rolled on its side and stopped near my foot.
“Is it true what that idiot De Jong said? That you roughed up a younger boy?”
Mia bit her bottom lip.
“Dad, can we do this in the kitchen? Or my room?”
“Do this? There is nothing to do. The crap stops now. Understand?”
“But Dad, the thing is–”
“There is no ‘thing’, Alex. I am sick of your attitude, full stop.” He looked up from his phone. “Pull your bloody head in, okay?” Dad shook his head. “Why the hell can’t you be more like Ethan?” He kissed the top of Mia’s head and stalked from the room.
As I kicked the plastic cup, my knee smashed into the table, scattering the teapot, plates, pretend sausages and cakes to the floor.
Mia stood, hands on her hips. “Pull your bloody head in, Alex,” she yelled, her tone the same as Dad’s.
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“Will he die?” Harvey’s voice. “Will he, Mum?”
“Ethan, take Harvey downstairs for a milkshake.”
Footsteps, then silence.
“First Mia, now this.” Mum’s voice floats around me in a haze. I want to open my eyes, but they’re concrete slabs. Something makes me try harder. Two slats of light sear my brain.
Dad speaks. “If it wasn’t for him–”
The weight is too much. My eyes slam shut, and I drift away on a tuft of cottonwool towards the blue.
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ALEX
The blue wall of the cinema came into view as Tilly and I rounded the corner, hand in hand. Tilly and I had been together since before Easter. I’d first noticed her at the rec centre lifeguard course after Christmas, but according to Tilly, we’d caught the same tram to and from school since year seven.
The only reason I did the lifeguard course was because Mum and Dad had nagged me to find a part-time job. Takeaway joints and supermarkets didn’t do it for me, so I decided to ask at the Eastern Recreation Centre, where I spent about five days a week anyway, either cutting laps, training or playing water polo.
Dad didn’t get why I wanted to work there, but that was no surprise because he didn’t get why I swam there when we had a pool at home.
Basically I didn’t cut laps at home because:
a) Our pool was only fifteen metres long, which meant a lap was about three strokes. Stroke, stroke, stroke turn, stroke, stroke, stroke turn was not exactly a great work out.
b) There was less chance of Dad criticising my technique – even though he could barely dog paddle – if I swam at the rec centre.
Anyway, despite Dad ranting, pacing and listing reasons why it was a stupid job, I applied at the rec centre.
Working at the rec centre was the best. From the first shift I knew that I was meant to be a lifeguard, and not only on a part-time basis, but forever.
And if that wasn’t cool enough, Tilly worked there too as a lifeguard and swim instructor. Not that I knew who she was until we did the lifeguard course that all the new guys had to do. The first thing I noticed about Tilly was how she flicked her fringe from her forehead and screwed up her nose when she was concentrating. Then I noticed her legs – her calves to be exact. So smooth and brown in those shorts.
It took me forever to actually talk to her. Anytime she glanced my way, I twitched and jerked like I was having a fit. Anytime I did try to speak, my tongue slid down my throat and choked me.
Impressive stuff.
After we finished a late shift, she asked me to walk her to the tram stop. Somehow walking side by side made talking easy. We always talked more when we were walking, like on the way to the cinema.
“There’s Bash,” said Tilly. “Leaning against the power pole, talking to Coop.”
“Got them,” I said. The girl Coop had been crapping on about for the last month, Isla someone, stood next to him. Tilly and Isla both went to Eastern Girls Grammar, which was up the road from St James.
“Are Coop and Isla going out?” asked Tilly.
“Probably one of the things I missed Friday.”
“What do you mean?”
“I was supposed to ditch school on Friday with Bash, Coop and Amado, but Mum asked me to walk Mia to day care before school and then home afterwards. She had some breakfast meeting and a beautician appointment or something.”
“Oi, Hudson.” Bash followed his greeting with a couple of gestures that normally wouldn’t worry me, but because I was with Tilly, my stomach squirmed.
Bash and Coop strolled towards us, leaving Isla by the power pole.
Tilly shook her head. “I’m going to talk to Isla.”
“Thought you’d ditched us. Again,” said Bash.
“I’m here, aren’t I?”
“What happened Friday?”
“Yeah, sorry about that. Stuff to do.”
Coop raised his eyebrows. “You weren’t at the footy yesterday either.”
“I told you. Full day water polo training with Benny and dudes from the Australian team.”
Bash shot Coop a look I couldn’t read.
“So, anyway, Coop. You and Isla?”
“Old news, Hudson. Old news.”
“Friday or Saturday?” I asked.
“Yesterday. Missed half of the senior match so he could watch her play netball,” said Bash. “On the up side – those lycra uniforms!”
“How was Friday?” I blurted to stop Bash giving me a rundown of every netball players’ breast size.
Coop grinned. “Epic.”
“You missed out, dude,” said Bash.
“You’re missing out on heaps lately.” Coop stood in front of me, hands on his hips. “What gives?”
“Nothing.”
“Yeah, right.” Bash rolled his eyes. “We doing this?”
“Indeed.” Coop called to Tilly and Isla. “Ladies, shall we?”
Bash, Coop and Isla were behind Tilly and me in the ticket queue.
“Amado says Blood Camp’s the one to see,” said Coop, over my shoulder.
“That film is sick.” Tilly folded her arms.
“That’s what I heard.” I knew Coop deliberately misunderstood her. “When did you see it?”
“I haven’t. I just read reviews.” Tilly shuddered. “Too much blood and violence.”
“Sucks to be you then, because that’s what we’re seeing.”
Tilly glanced at me. “Watch what you want.” Only her face said the complete opposite.
“Are you buying or what?” asked the bland-faced girl behind the counter.
I opened my wallet.
Tilly stepped in front of me and placed twenty dollars on the counter. “One for September Afternoon, thanks.”
“Gaaaay,” hooted Bash, shoving my shoulder. “Here, buy mine, Alex.” He thrust money at me.
“Next.” Even the ticket seller’s voice was bland.
“Yeah, yeah,” I snapped.
“Don’t be a pussy, Huddo,” leered Bash.
Tilly pressed her lips together.
I’d promised she could pick the movie. I took a breath. “Another one to that September thing, and one for Blood Camp.”
“What?” groaned Bash.
“September Afternoon for me too please,” said Isla, brushing past Bash and Coop.
“You soft cock. Now look what’s happened.” Coop shook his head at Bash. “Told you.”
“I need to go to the toilet,” said Isla, slipping her ticket into her pocket.
“I’ll come.” Tilly handed me money. “Could you buy me a diet drink and red frogs, please?”
Before I took a step to the food outlet, Coop started. “What’s the deal?”
“What do you mean?”
“First Friday, then the footy.”
“I told you, I had stuff to do Friday and yesterday I had training at the rec centre.”
Bash scoffed. “Training my arse. Catchy in the water.”
Catchy in the water. One of Ethan’s names for water polo.
“And now this crap.” Coop’s nose curled.
“By ‘this crap’ you mean going with Tilly’s choice of movie, right? Yeah, well, sorry about that, but I promised she could choose.”
“Now I get what Ethan means.” Coop snarled.
“What did Ethan say?” And right away, I regretted asking because nothing Ethan said about me was good.
“Huddo reckons you don’t get what it means to be part of a team. Loyalty, courage and commitment. The important stuff.”
Heat charged through me. “Since when have you guys listened to Ethan?”
Bash shrugged. “Since he’s vice captain of the senior footy team.”
I shifted my weight from one leg to the other. “So let me get this straight. Because I don’t row or chase a footy around in the mud like you guys, I don’t understand loyalty, courage and commitment?”
Coop folded his arms. “Yup.”
“That is stuffed!” Tilly and Isla strolled towards us. “I’m going to buy a drink.”
As I brushed past Bash, he sneered, “Don’t forget the red frogs.”

From the moment Tilly and I sat in the cinema, I’d been so absorbed in what I would say to Ethan, that I didn’t pay attention to the movie or to Tilly, which made her crack it and take off with Isla as soon as the film finished. I caught the tram home alone.
When I arrived, I stomped through the foyer to the family room.
“Where’s Ethan?” I snapped at Harvey.
Harvey didn’t look up from the game he was playing. “Studying. But I betchya he’s messaging Ginny or something. Wanna play?”
I ignored him, climbed the stairs two at a time and pushed open Ethan’s door. Harvey was right. He was lying on the bed, laptop open, messaging Ginny.
He closed the laptop lid. “Bloody well knock before you come in here.”
“Bloody well stay away from my friends then,” I yelled from the doorway.
The surprise on Ethan’s face morphed into a smirk. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Don’t shit me.” I stepped inside his room. “Coop and Bash are my friends. Stay away from them.”
“Friends? What do you know about friends?”
“Think of that all by yourself or did Dad give you that one as well?”
“I have my own opinions.”
“Bullshit. You repeat everything Dad says because you’re too dumb to think for yourself. Even the crap you said to Bash and Coop was Dad’s stuff. Grow a brain.”
He pushed his laptop aside and was chest to chest with me in a second. “You wish you were like Dad and me.”
Mia’s voice echoed through the house. “Muuuuum! Ethan and Alex are fiiiiigggghting.”
He pushed my shoulder.
I poked his chest. “Don’t touch me.”
He raised his fist.
“What is the yelling about?” asked Mum, brown eyes staring out from behind a mask of green goo covering her face.
“He’s been talking crap about me to my friends.”
“Easy when you are a piece of crap.”
“Stop it, both of you,” yelled Mum. The goo around her mouth cracked. “Alex, go tidy your room.”
“But, Mum.”
“I can’t be bothered with this, Alex. Go. And Ethan, for God’s sake do some study. You have a SAC tomorrow.”
I kicked the pile of crap on his bedroom floor and stormed from his room. “Dickhead.”
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“Let’s roll Alex first,” says Jenny, walking into the room with the physiotherapist, Brent.
“How’s he doing?” he asks as they peel back the sheet and blanket.
“His obs are okay, but he’s been cold. He opened his eyes for a bit this morning.” They fold the bedding to the foot of the bed and arrange Alex’s legs and arms in readiness for the roll.
“Mr D may decrease the drugs tomorrow. That should make him more lucid.”
Brent and Jenny slide Alex towards them. Brent holds him in place while Jenny scoots around the bed to finish the roll.
A buzzer sounds in the distance. Jenny looks to the door then to Brent. “You okay if I answer that?”
“Yeah, all fine.” Brent lifts and moves Alex’s arm with care.
Jenny’s response is a grunt.



12
ALEX
I grunted as I shot Ethan’s commander. My score rocketed past his. Even though he was pretending not to care, tension crackled between us like static electricity. I’d changed out of my school uniform, but Ethan was still in his, even his tie and blazer. Both of us leaned forwards on the family room sofa, game controls tight in our hands.
Mia’s voice burst through my concentration.
“Alex, come play with me.”
“Play with Harvey, Mi.”
“He said I smell.”
Ethan’s score crept closer to mine. I gritted my teeth.
“And that I’m gay. What’s gay?”
Ethan sniggered. “Alex.”
I wanted to smash him – and not only in the game.
“Go play with her, Lexie,” said Ethan, “I’m about to trash you anyway. Again.”
I gripped the controls tighter. My score surged higher.
“Alex, please?”
“Clear off, Mia.” The moment I said it, I felt like shit.
Mia walked across the tiled floor, sucking her thumb. Her toy rabbit dangled from her elbow. She leaned against me.
Every bone and muscle in my body turned as soft as playdough. I pressed pause and tossed the control on the leather sofa. “We’ll finish this later.”
“Oh, what? You’re a coward, you know that, Lexie? You’re only going because I was about to smash you.”
I ignored him and followed Mia up the stairs. She chatted about Dora or something, her voice bubbly.
Mia never whipped me at games, took the piss or was cruel; she wanted to be with me. I scooped her into my arms and blew a raspberry on her neck.
She squealed and giggled.
“I love you, Mi,” I said, lowering her to the floor outside the rumpus room.
“I love you too, Alex.” She raced to the basket crammed with costumes and tossed the sparkly fairy wings at me. “Let’s play dress-ups.”
I slipped my arms through the elastic loops.
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A nurse stands over me, attaching a bag of clear fluid to a metal pole. She squeezes it and punches numbers into the box below the pole. She follows the tube from the bag to a plastic tap on the back of my hand, which is swathed in clear tape.
“Hello, sunshine.” Her voice is rich and warm.
I try to sit up.
She presses her hand against my shoulder. “Stay flat, Alex.”
I sink into the pillow, aware of pressure around my head, heaviness in my chest and a dull ache in my arm. But which arm?
The nurse slips a white clip over my left index finger and reaches for the folder at the end of my bed. She writes, checks the time on her watch and writes again. She places the folder at the end of the bed and slips the pen back into her top pocket.
“What day is it?” I croak.
She takes the clip from my finger. “What day do you think it is?”
My thoughts are thick and muddy. “Wednesday.” As soon as I say it, I know I’m wrong. I squirm and move my legs. “No, it’s um.” Each word tastes dry and brittle. My chest is filled with a stabbing pain. My right arm is heavy.
“Easy, sunshine.” Her voice is soothing. “It’s Sunday.”
“Sunday – but that’s …” I press my fingers against the sheet and count. “I’ve been asleep four days?”
She nods. “Sedated. Do you remember what happened?”
I chase wisps of memory. Bleak grey buildings looming over me, pale-faced people wrapped in scarves and huddled in coats. So much traffic.
“You had an accident, Alex. Mr Dobson, he’s a neurosurgeon, did emergency surgery Wednesday night, and another operation Friday. You’ve been asl–”
I cut her off. “In a coma.”
“Induced coma, to allow the swelling to go down.”
She moves out of my line of vision. I hear liquid splashing into a glass. She slips a hand under my shoulder and holds a straw to my mouth. “Slowly.”
The water is soft and cool. I try to drink more, but she takes the glass away and lowers my head to the pillow. “Let’s see how you keep that down for starters. I’ll bring you ice chips to suck until we’re sure your stomach is up to more.”
A drum beat starts in my head. I try to work out where it’s coming from – behind my left ear? My right ear? The top of my head? It’s like chasing my shadow.
I start to move my right arm but it’s too heavy.
“Broken – in two places,” says Jenny.
The beat in my head grows.
“Pain?” she asks.
My answer is a wince.
“Okay, let’s see what Mr D has written up for you.” She checks the folder at the end of my bed and hurries from the room. I turn my head to the window. Rain batters …



14
ALEX
Rain batters the windows that ran the length of the indoor pool. It felt strange to be sitting on a bench with a bunch of guys wearing speedos and T-shirts when outside people were rugged up in jumpers.
Smurf, our main goalie, stood between the bench and the pool demonstrating how some dude had cut up rough at his school, chucking bins and chairs at the teacher. “So I dive to the right, arm out and,” he snapped his fingers, “just like that, I save Ellie Morecombe from copping a chair to the face.” He grinned. “And now she owes me.”
The team laughed.
“What’s so funny?” asked Benny, strolling towards us, netting bag of balls over his shoulder. He was flanked by the two guys from the institute of sport, Dory and Rambo, who sometimes helped Benny.
“Smurf’s sharing his pick up techniques,” I said.
That sparked more laughter and stirring.
“Care to share, Smurf?” asked Benny.
Smurf tapped his nose. “A Smurf trade secret.”
Benny grinned and clapped. “Righto, you blokes. Let’s get started. Land stretches first.”
Spread out on the pool deck, we worked through our warm-up routine, starting with hammy stretches and working up to squats. Benny weaved between us, correcting our posture.
About two years ago, when I was towelling off on the pool deck after cutting laps, this buff old dude came over and asked if I’d be interested in playing water polo. Freaked me out when he said I had the right physique for it. I figured he was some sort of pervert. But when I asked around the rec centre, it turned out he was some sort of legend.
Smurf and I tried to work out how old Benny was once. We started with the years he competed in the Olympics, combined all the other stuff he’d done and decided he had to be pushing fifty. He didn’t look forty. As well as two Olympics, he’d played in heaps of state, national and international competitions. Not that he ever talked about it. Dory and Rambo told us about them. Since Benny stopped playing water polo, he’d coached for the institute of sport. I asked him once why he bothered with us. He shrugged and said it was a way of giving back to the sport.
It didn’t take many practice sessions for me to work out I loved water polo and Benny. Once you made Benny’s team, he gave you a nickname, usually a movie or TV character’s name. Reckoned it was his way of uniting guys who came from all over the place. Benny called Sam, an apprentice electrician with spiky blond hair and an attitude, Bart. He named Colin, who turned pale blue when he was cold, Smurf and he called me Buzz. When I asked Benny why, he smiled and said I sometimes had trouble seeing reality. There were worse nicknames than Buzz, I guess. Like Huddo.
If anyone else had dished out those nicknames, it would have been lame, but something about Benny made it work.
“Keep focused, Buzz.” Benny stood over me while I did burpees. “Great work. Onto planks.”
A snort of laughter filled the humid air. At first I thought it was Smurf and Bart trading jokes but Smurf was ahead of me, holding a perfect side plank.
“Look at ’em in their budgie-smugglers. Bunch of posers.”
Ethan.
I lost control of my plank and dropped to the pool deck.
“Hold it, Buzz,” called Benny.
I pushed back into the side plank, stretching my arm above my head.
“Stuck up, wankers.”
I gritted my teeth, determined to stay as strong and steady as Smurf.
“Man, that is so gay.” Ethan’s friend, Stav. Wherever Ethan went, Stav was close behind.
“Okay, guys. Into the water. Ten slow laps,” said Benny.
To reach the pool I had to pass Ethan and Stav plus Ethan’s prissy girlfriend Ginny and Stav’s pathetic one, Felicity.
Ethan stepped up the macho crap as I approached.
I stopped an arm’s length from him. “Really? Coming from you, who spends half his life staring at other guys’ arses?”
“You’re soft, Lexie.” The hairs on my arms rose despite the warmth. He’d called me Lexie since I was little, only because he knew it drove me nuts.
“Clear off, Ethan.”
Smurf and Bart stood shoulder to shoulder with me, arms folded across their massive chests.
“You lot rowers?” scoffed Smurf.
“Now that’s gay,” said Bart.
“Typical. Too soft to face me alone,” snarled Ethan.
I felt the humid air shift as Benny moved to stand between me and Ethan.
“Righto, boys. Water, or it’s surrender.” When Smurf, Bart and I didn’t move, Benny added, “For ten minutes.”
Surrender involved treading water, egg-beater style, with your arms straight up in the air. Pure torture. Benny only made us do it if we were late for training or if we dropped a ball in a knock out drill.
Punching Ethan would almost be worth a session of surrender. Almost.
Smurf slapped my shoulder. “Come on, Buzz.”
I waited a moment before moving.
As I dived into the water, Benny said, “Clear off from my training session. Come back and I’ll let them sort you out.”
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I open my eyes and try to look around the room. The ceiling is made up of tiles covered in tiny dots. To my right, windows fill an entire wall. Beige curtains are bunched in the corner nearest me. Beyond the windows, tufts of clouds drift across a watery sky. If I lift my head, I can see other beds – one beside me, another two opposite. In each lies a lump beneath blue bedspreads. Above the lumps, bags of clear plastic hang from a metal stand with a pump like mine. Alarms go off at different times to mine.
The room sways. I sink back into the pillow and everything fades to white …
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White empty page, black curser pulsing in the corner.
De Jong had phoned Dad again, this time about my progress in English. Apparently Mr Anderson felt I was squandering my “natural abilities” and hadn’t handed in work, which was a complete lie. I handed in two essays last week.
Dad’s message had flashed up on my phone screen as I walked through the front door after school.
De Jong emailed. Finish the essay now! Will talk later.
Mum had appeared in the foyer two seconds later, frowning at her phone. “What’s this about Mr De Jong and essays?”
Great. Dad had copied Mum into the message.
The short version of what happened next was Mum went off tap, I cracked it, she yelled louder, and I thundered to my room. It wasn’t so much her going off that annoyed me, but the fact she sounded like Dad. Just once I wish she’d say what she thought instead of what Dad told her to think.
According to the computer clock, I’d been in here for ten minutes. Felt more like hours.
The curser blinked.
English sucked.
Lord of the Flies sucked.
Dad sucked.
Mr Anderson sucked.
My fingers hovered over the keyboard. Maybe if I rewrote the question in my introduction, the rest would flow.
The door creaked open. I spun around, ready to give a serve to whoever entered without knocking.
Mia’s face poked through the gap. “Alex, have you stopped squaring now?’
My rage dissolved. “Yeah, Mia, I’ve stopped.” I pushed the chair back from the computer. “Sorry about that.”
Mia slipped into the room. She stood in front of me, her small hand clenched in a fist.
“Whatcha got there, Mi?”
“Mummy bought me chocolate after ’nastics.” She held out the fist and uncurled her fingers. Nestled on her chubby palm was a plastic penguin figurine from the movie she loved. “He’s for you.”
“He’s cool, Mi. But you keep him. Penguins are your favourite.”
She shook her head. “Yes, but he’s for you. You swim like a penguin.”
I smiled, remembering her endless giggles last summer when I swam the length of our pool under water, bursting through the surface at her feet, making penguin noises. At least the noises I figured penguins made. She had me do it again and again, until my lungs felt like over-stretched elastic.
“Alex, can you teach me to swim like a penguin?”
“You have to learn other stuff first, Mi.”
“Teach me that, then the penguin swim.”
“Okay. Sure.” I closed my fingers around the figurine.
Mia jumped and clapped. “Now?”
“Not today, Mia. What about Saturday morning?”
She nodded, face serious. “Saturday. Morning.”
“Done. Saturday morning it is.”
Mia hugged me and skipped from my room.
I sat the penguin under my computer monitor and pumped out that stupid essay.
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“He doesn’t remember what happened.”
I don’t know who is speaking and I don’t care. It’s what’s being said that captures my attention.
Doesn’t remember what happened.
Remember. I grit my teeth and try.
I remember anger.
Sorrow. No not sorrow, something deeper, more painful.
I remember slamming the front door, scared and pleased to have left my phone on the bed. Scared, because I felt naked without it. Pleased, because it meant a day of not being hounded by Dad about school and essays and manning up.
I remember a tram ride. The city. Grey roads and buildings. Leafless trees and bedraggled gardens. Blank-faced people. The colour and life leeched from everything except my maroon school-bag.
I remember sitting outside the State Library, swamped in a cold, desolate feeling that filled me so completely it spewed out my pores and whirled around me like sea mist.
I remember grey people scurrying down city streets, hunkered down in coats and wrapped in scarves.
I remember the icy murkiness seeping from me to them, consuming them so they shuddered as they passed.
My head hurts. I yawn …
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I yawned and staggered from my bedroom to the hall. Mia burst out her door, wearing her pink Barbie swimmers and goggles, which were almost over her eyes. The elastic strap had bunched up her hair at the back.
“It’s Saturday morning, Alex.”
“You don’t have to put on your goggles yet, Mia,” I said, rubbing my eyes.
“Yes. I do. Or the ’lorine will make my eyes sore.”
“Yeah, but you could leave them off until we’re at the rec centre.”
Mia did a little kid groan and stamped her foot. “Why can’t you teach me at home, Alex?”
“Because the rec centre has a special pool for teaching kids to swim, and it has shallow areas where you’ll be able to touch the bottom, and it’s warmer than our pool.” Plus there was less chance of Dad and Ethan turning up and picking on everything I did. “Anyway, we don’t have a huge slide here, do we?”
Mia’s grin dislodged her goggles. She frowned and pulled them off. “Stupid things,” she muttered, inspecting them. “Promise you’ll take me on the slide, Alex?”
“After we’ve been swimming – cross my heart, hope to die. But can I eat breakfast first?”
Mia frowned again. “Okay. But hurry.”
I distracted Mia with a TV cartoon about ducks and lions and tipped cereal into a bowl.
“Morning, Alex.” Mum kissed the top of my head and weaved around me to the coffee machine. “Sleep okay?”
“I guess.”
“You owe me.” She reached for a mug, raising it as a question.
“I’m right, thanks. Why do I owe you?”
“Because Mia would have had you up at six-thirty if I hadn’t stopped her.”
“Thanks.”
“Alex, the essay. Have you–?”
“Done and emailed last night. Thus endeth my punishment.” I scooped a spoonful of cereal into my mouth.
“Your father and Ethan are doing an extra session after rowing this morning.” Back to me, Mum made her coffee.
Of course they were – sucking up so Dad could replace the rowing captain with Ethan.
“I have to pick up Harvey from rowing at ten,” continued Mum, “so I can give you a lift to the pool.”
“That’d be good. We’ll walk home though.”
Mum turned to face me, eyes solemn. “Alex, about yesterday. The essay …”
I slammed the spoon into the bowl. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
Mum sighed.

Mia slipped her small hand into mine as Mum drove away from the rec centre. Everything – essays, Dad, De Jong, Ethan’s crap, Bash and Coop hanging out with Amado – slipped from my shoulders and fell as grey sludge to the gutter.
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“How’s it going, champ?”
It’s easier to open my eyes today. The physio – Ben? Andy? I can’t remember – is by my bed. His thick neck, rounded biceps and broad chest scream health and fitness. I barely feel alive.
I raise my hand to acknowledge him.
“We’re sitting up today.” He rubs his hands together. “Slow and easy, champ. Sing out if you’re dizzy or in pain.”
We’re sitting up? What he means is, I’m sitting up – something I took for granted until now. “Yep,” I croak.
The physio whips back the bedspread and sheets before I have time to adjust the hospital gown. I fumble to pull it down. As he leans forwards to help me, I strain to read the identity tag around his neck. Brent.
Brent slips his hand behind my shoulders. “Nice and easy …”
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“Nice and easy, Mia. Relax.” Mia became heavier in my arms. “Attagirl. Now, let your legs float.” As her toes bobbed near the surface, I glanced at Tilly, who stood on the pool deck, watching.
She smiled and gave me the thumbs up. “Now move backwards, but stay squatting.”
“Are you kidding?”
“Just do it, Alex.” Mia’s toes bubbled the water as we moved around the pool.
“She’s a natural, like you, Alex.” Tilly waved before moving to patrol another area of the pool. Lifeguards have to keep moving around the pool, but every few minutes, Tilly would come back to us.
When I promised to teach Mia to swim, I hadn’t actually thought about how I’d do it. Sure, I can swim and I’m a lifeguard, but that’s a whole different thing to being a swimming teacher. Lucky for me, Tilly was rostered to work.
Tilly had been on the front desk when Mia and I arrived at the pool, so I started by showing Mia stuff I’d seen swim teachers do. Splashing, blowing bubbles and kicking. All easy for Mia. Before long, she was nagging me to take her into the bigger pool.
That’s when Tilly came onto the pool deck for her turn to supervise. Tilly standing over us, calf muscles stretching as she rocked on her toes, scanning the pool made concentrating tough. Her shorts and runners without socks made her tanned legs look even longer.
Somehow though, I pulled it together and followed her instructions. That’s why Mia was now floating with my help instead of lying stiff like dried seaweed.
I released Mia’s head and backed away. She tensed a little, but stayed floating.
“Hey, look up.” Tilly snapped pictures with my phone and pressed the screen. “I’ve sent them to your mum and dad so they can see what a great swimmer you are, Mia.”
I groaned. Mum – sure, but Dad?
Mia beamed, stiffened and started to flounder. I grabbed her and coaxed her back into a float.
After an hour, Mia had lost interest in learning to swim, so we stuffed around on the slide and pretended to be mermaids before heading to the family change room to shower and dress. While she stood under the shower, her pink swimmers puddled at her feet, Mia gave me a run-down of why fairies don’t ride unicorns. A complicated business if Mia’s story was any indication. While she chatted, I checked my phone for messages. Three.
The first was from Mum.
You’re so clever, Mia! Xx
The second from Dad.
Clever girl, M! A, did you finish the essay?
The final one was from him as well.
Be out the front in five.
My thumbs danced across the keyboard. S’ok, thanks. We’ll walk.
Already here.
I sighed. “Hurry up, Mi. Dad is here to pick us up.”
Dad was parked in a disabled parking spot at the rec centre entrance. Ethan opened the passenger door and bellowed, “Hurry up!”
I’d buckled Mia into her car seat when Dad pulled out of the park.
“Alex hasn’t got his belt on,” bellowed Mia.
“It’s okay, Poss. He’ll do it up.” Dad’s watched me through the rear-view mirror.
I took my time easing the seatbelt over my shoulder.
“Did you have fun, Mia?” asked Dad.
“Uh-huh.”
“So, Dad, do you reckon that new guy, Tran, has what it takes?” asked Ethan, as though Mia and I didn’t exist.
“He does have a good work ethic,” said Dad.
Head resting against the passenger window, I stared at the car at the traffic lights beside us. The driver chatted to kids in the back seat. They were all smiling.
“Guess what I can do, Daddy,” said Mia.
“What, Poss?”
“I can float and go down the biggest slide.”
“Wow, that’s terrific Mia.” Dad eased the car forwards.
“Tran’s height could be an issue,” said Ethan, an edge to his voice.
Mia’s shoulders slumped.
“Mia blew bubbles while she held the pool wall and kicked,” I added. “Pretty amazing, isn’t it, Dad?”
“You bet. You’re clever, Mia. When you start school, you can have real lessons.” Dad shot a smile at Mia over his shoulder and glanced at me. “Did you finish that essay, Alex?”
“Yeah. Friday. And emailed it. After I reread it.”
“Good work.”
“Anyway, Dad, Tran’s height,” said Ethan.
“Oh, right. Look, if he works hard on his upper body strength, he may be able to compensate.”
I glared at the back of Ethan’s fat head and reached across the seat to hold Mia’s hand.
“You did good, Mia.”
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Voices rip me from a cottonwool sleep into a harsh, fluorescent world. My sight is as fuzzy as my brain. When I focus, two people stand beside my bed – sunshine nurse, Jenny, and a woman I haven’t seen before. She’s not wearing a nurse’s uniform.
Words slip through the haze.
“He’s too heavily sedated for that. Wait until he is on the ward.”
“I understand your concern, but I need to make contact, to build a rapport with him.”
My mouth is drier than I can ever remember. I work to draw moisture into it.
“See, he’s awake.” The woman looms over me. She has lank brown hair and wears a blue and tan floral shirt. Glasses with green frames hang from a chain and bounce against her big breasts. “Hello, Alexander. My name is Melinda. I’m a psychologist.” She thrusts out her hand to shake mine. When she sees my right arm’s in plaster, she busies herself pulling a chair close to my bed.
“I’m Alex.” I croak.
Liquid is poured into a glass. A hand slips behind my shoulders. Jenny helps me drink.
Melinda opens her folder and smiles. Even though I’m hazy, I can spot a fake smile.
“So, Alex, can you tell me what happened?” asks Melinda, hands clasped on the open folder.
“No.” My head is sodden.
She writes in the folder. “How were you feeling before the … accident?”
My head goes from sodden to painful. I move to try to ease the pain.
Jenny tuts. “He’s not up to this.”
Melinda’s lips purse. “Jenny, you can leave us, thanks.”
The ache in my head builds to pounding. The light is needles jabbing my eyes.
“Tell me about your sister, Alex.”
“Clear off, Melinda.”
Her startled face and huff remind me of Mum …



22
ALEX
Mum stood at the kitchen bench, wearing a Masterchef apron, studying her iPad. She pushed hair off her forehead.
“Hey, Mum.” I grabbed an apple from the fruit bowl.
“Alex. Where have you been?”
“Shopping, remember? With Tilly.”
Mum nodded and began grabbing pans from the drawers and stacking them on the stone bench.
“Where are the others?” I asked, looking at the empty family room.
“Your father is at golf, Ethan is studying and Harvey has taken Mia to the playground to give me space.”
Golf – figured. Ethan studying. Right! Messaging. And Mia and Harvey at the playground? That would end in tears.
“So why do you need space?” Juice spurted from the apple as I bit into it.
Mum glared at me and pressed both palms to the stone bench. “Tonight’s dinner party. With the Blairs and Alsops. Remember? Your father arranged it last week. I’m sure I told you.”
I’d either not been told that, or had wiped it from my memory because if I’d known Dad’s golf buddies were coming over, I’d be on a tram, any tram, travelling around the suburbs until the service stopped for the night.
Dad, Adrian Blair and Carl Alsop together in one room was more a blood sport than a social event. The whole night would be about who had the flashiest piece of new jewellery, whose kid achieved the highest score/won the biggest competition/was the greatest success, and who owned the newest piece of techno-wizardry. And then there were the kids. Stuck up, pains in the arse. I’d rather spend the night with Ethan than with that lot.
“Alex,” Mum paused to make sure she had my attention, “you will be joining us.” She banged a baking tray on the bench for emphasis.
“Yeah.” I took another bite of the apple and watched her read the recipe again. This time she followed the words on the screen with her finger. She looked up. “You’ll wear something … nice, won’t you? Clean.”
Sometimes Mum was insulting. “Because I’m such a dirt bag.”
“Your father wants us to look our best.”
“Course he does.” I craned forwards to read the iPad. “What are you cooking?”
“Antipasto for starters, fillet of beef with tomato concasse, garlic butter, string beans and chat potatoes. And for dessert, fig and caramel cake with custard.”
“TV chef menu?”
“Damn!” Mum slammed her hand on the bench. “I forgot to buy figs.”
“So that’s a caramel cake with custard then?”
Mum flung her apron on the bench and snatched her keys from the hook by the fridge.
“Back in a minute.”
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I snap awake. My head is clearer and the room comes into focus faster. Each of the beds in the room is separated by thin curtains made from the same blue material as the bedspreads. From what I can see, I’m the only one awake. The others are lumps, rising and falling, attached, like me, to I.V. stands. The machine beside my bed starts to beep. A nurse hustles in and presses buttons.
Mr Dobson arrives with younger doctors. They remind me of simpering subjects surrounding a fairytale king. They stop between my bed and the one opposite.
Maybe if I close my eyes, they won’t talk to me.
“Jeremy, what is the latest?” His voice is firm but gentle.
There’s a rustle of papers. “These two are moving to room 302 today.”
“Together?” A girl’s voice. “Mr Dobson, I can understand the two of them sharing a high dependency room, but a two bed room? I really don’t think it is appropriate.”
I open my eyes a fraction. A small girl whose face is swallowed by enormous glasses is speaking. Mr Dobson picks fluff from his lapel. “I have reasons for my decision, Eloise, and if you cared to think about these patients and their circumstances, you would understand my thinking. Being a surgeon is not only about operating. It’s about caring for the whole person.”
The girl’s face reddens. “I think–”
“They will be moved today. Into the same room.” The surgeon folds his arms. “Continue, Jeremy.”
The voices mingle and merge into a jumble of noise and black …
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Black controls in my hand, I sprawled on one of the leather beanbags in the rumpus room. Harvey sat on the edge of the other one beside me.
“Reckon we should get changed?” asked Harvey, as our players in the game moved in on a target. “Mum said we had to be ready by seven.”
I glanced at the time on the DVD player. “Nah, it’s only six-thirty. Plenty of time.”
“But what if the Blairs and Alsops arrive before – shit!”
In a flash of orange and noise, all hell broke loose on the screen. Harvey’s player died. He flung the controls to the floor.
“I suck at this game.”
“We can play something different.”
“Nah. Can’t be stuffed.” Polystyrene balls scrunched and squeaked as he shifted position. “Alex, can I ask you something?”
“Course.”
“How come you don’t row like Dad, me and Ethan?”
“Dunno, Harv. I’d rather be in the water than on it.”
“Yeah, but why?”
“Swimming is …” I searched for the right words. I closed my eyes and could smell the chlorine and feel the tingle of bubbles against my skin when I dived into the water.
“You gonna spew or something?” asked Harvey.
When I opened my eyes, his face was so serious I laughed. “No, I’m not going to spew, idiot. I was trying to find the right words to describe why I like swimming.”
His nose crinkled. “Can’t be that hard. I mean, I like rowing because it’s fun.”
“Swimming’s fun, but it’s more than that. It’s like I can do anything in the water. Like I’m free and light, but strong too. The water washes away all the crap.”
“Dad yelling at you and stuff?”
“Other stuff. School, friends, you know. None of it matters when I’m swimming. Same with water polo, but the guys, they like me.”
Harvey’s nod was slow. “That’s kind of how I feel when I play basketball. Like nothing else matters.”
“Doesn’t rowing make you feel like that?”
Harvey scratched his head. “It used to. But Dad’s so full on about it.” Harvey’s eyes widen. “Shit. Don’t … I mean, if …”
“Relax, Harv. I won’t say anything.”
He slumped back in the beanbag. “I know he’s trying to help, but …”
Mia skipped into the room wearing a denim dress that was more like something Tilly would wear. Wisps of hair had escaped from Mia’s braided ponytail and her painted toenails sparkled. She crossed the room and wriggled against me, thumb in her mouth.
I wrapped an arm around her. “You tired, Mi?”
She pulled out her thumb with a squelch. “Nope. Mum said I had to stay up here while she finished setting the table.”
“Should we go help her?” asked Harvey, not moving.
“Nah, she’ll yell if she wants us, won’t she, Mi?”
“Yup!” Mia slipped her thumb back into her mouth. “Let’s wait here.”
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“Right, Alex – phone is on the cabinet beside the bed.” Jenny holds a white control in front of me. “This works the light, lowers and raises the bed and turns on the TV. And the big orange button is the call button. Press it if you need anything. And when you are able to move about, the toilet and shower are over there.” She points to the closed door in the corner and places the control by my left hand. “Comfortable?”
“Yeah.” Considering Jenny and another nurse had only wheeled me, in my bed, from one room to another, I didn’t feel any different.
Still vague and sleepy.
A rap on the door draws our attention. Melinda the psycho-psych creeps into the room. “Luxurious new digs, Alex.”
“Melinda–” begins Jenny.
“Just a few minutes, Jenny.”
Jenny’s lips draw into a straight line.
Melinda scans the room for a chair. When she can’t find one, she perches on the side of the bed. Pain sears my ribs. I gasp.
“Move, Melinda,” snaps Jenny.
Melinda scurries off the bed.
The pain eases.
“As well as a fractured skull and broken arm, Melinda, Alex has broken ribs.” Jenny’s voice is clipped. “I’ll find you a chair.”
When Jenny returns with a vinyl-padded chair, Melinda settles on it like a nesting hen. “So, Alex,” she says, as though talking to a toddler. “Up to a little chat?”
The stab of pain has drained my energy. The walls seem to move like curtains in a breeze.
“Good,” says Melinda, even though I haven’t answered. “Is there anything you’d like to –?”
“No.” My eyes are shut, but the world is still moving.
“Okay – tell me about M–”
A flash of white fills my head. I grit my teeth. “Don’t say her name.”
Jenny steps out from behind Melissa’s chair. “Alex, what’s wrong?”
“My head. My chest.”
“We may have removed that drip too early, Alex. I’ll go organise pain relief. Melinda, you need to leave.” Jenny’s voice is firm. “Now.”
Melinda huffs and puffs but leaves.
But there is no relief strong enough for what I feel. I close my eyes …
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I closed my eyes and stood under the shower. The warm water sluiced the chlorine and residue of the crappy school day from my skin. Beside me two kids about Harvey’s age kicked water from the open drain at each other. They reminded me of Bash and Coop.
I twisted off the taps.
Instead of going straight home, I’d swum laps at the rec centre until my arms were too heavy to lift. I figured if I worked myself beyond exhaustion, I could bury what had happened. Clearly that hadn’t worked, because it was all I could think of.
The day had started off okay, double economics, a subject Dad insisted I take, with Miss Macaffer. She was the only good part of eco.
At recess, I dumped my stuff in my locker and grabbed the fruit bun I’d bought on the way to school. I was heading to the quadrangle when Coop and Bash galloped up.
“You should have been in PE,” said Coop, face glowing. “You missed out.”
I swallowed a sigh. “I have economics when you do PE, remember? What’d I miss?”
“The reffo totally dissed Amado.” Bash was all twitchy and fidgety like the time he skolled two caffeine drinks. He sucked in air. “We were doing these soccer drills, right? Scotty kicked the ball to the reffo, and next thing, he’s doing these sick as tricks.”
“So?”
Coop’s face was blank. “What do you mean, ‘so’? That’s it. No one is better at soccer than Amado. You coming or not?”
Before I could answer, Bash and Coop were running to the back stairs, shoving students out of their way. I followed, as though they’d lassoed me with invisible rope, two steps at a time. At the top of the stairs they turned right to the area that was out of bounds, except to year twelves.
The breeze on the balcony was fresh after the dank air of the stairwell. Below, I could see the guys on the oval playing kick to kick and the geeks and freaks hanging out on the grassed space near the science wing. The junior classrooms were to the left and to the right, the locker and rec rooms.
A few metres ahead of me, a huddle of guys from my year, including Amado, Coop, Bash and Zane, chilled against the metal railings.
Michael Kolo, “the reffo”, loped out of the stairwell.
“Michael, over here,” called Amado. Behind him Zane leered.
A ripple of fear ran from my shoulders to my fingertips.
I had to get him out of there. I grabbed Michael’s arm. “Michael, have you seen the new soccer goals?”
He shrugged me off. “Today in PE.”
“So let’s take another look.”
“After I have spoken with Amado. He said he wanted to show me something.” Michael strolled towards the others. Amado clapped a hand on his shoulder and began pointing out landmarks: the river, girls’ school, city, shopping centre.
Despite the churning in my stomach, I told myself everything was fine.
Amado, Zane, Coop and Bash lurched forwards and wrestled Michael. They lifted him and somehow hung him, head first, over the balcony. Amado and Zane held one leg above the knee. Coop and Bash the other.
Michael grunted. His hands flailed for purchase, grasping air.
“Hey, is his face red?” yelled Zane.
“Who can tell?” said Coop.
The guys huddled around them, peering over the balcony at Michael, hooted and cheered.
“Hey, Amado,” I said, stumbling forwards. “That’s enough. Pull him up.”
“He’s fine, aren’t you, reffo?” Amado winked and the four of them lowered Michael further.
“He’ll fall.” I tried to quell the panic bubbling through me.
“Ease up, Huddo. We’re just mucking around,” said Amado.
Coop lost his grip and released Michael’s leg. Bash struggled to hold him alone.
I shoved Coop aside and clutched Michael below the knee. I tried to haul him up, but the motion slammed Michael into the cement. The thud made my stomach lurch. Michael cried out.
“Jesus, Huddo, ruin everything, why don’t you,” bellowed Amado.
The four of us hauled Michael to safety. The other guys who’d been standing around us stepped back to give us room to lie Michael on the balcony. When they moved, I noticed Ethan, Stav and Lee leaning against the year twelve rec room window, laughing.
And that was when De Jong arrived.
Short report of a very long session in his office was suspension and a phone call to Dad. Again.
Even though De Jong had insisted the five of us: Amado, Zane, Coop, Bash and me, go straight home after he suspended us, I’d come to the rec centre to burn off my anger.
My phone buzzed in my bag as I wrapped my swimmers in my towel.
A text from Dad.
Where the hell r u?
There were also five missed calls from him and three from Mum.
I tossed the phone back into my bag.
The two kids had finished in the shower and were now flicking towels at each other. The skinny one weaved to escape his mate’s lash and crashed into me. His face twisted in fear.
“Sorry,” he mumbled and backed away, as though I would sink my teeth into his bare arm.
“S’all right.” I scooped my bag from the change room bench and walked through the pool area and outside. After the cloying atmosphere of the pool, the biting freshness of the air was sharp.
By the time I reached the iron gates and massive fence that surrounded our house, a weight, like a wet towel, had settled on my shoulders. Dad’s beamer was parked at the front door. Two in the afternoon and Dad was home. He never came home before seven, and if he did, he always, absolutely always, parked in the garage.
I shifted the strap of my backpack and continued to the front door. Dad stood in the foyer, muscles twitching, poised to strike. That image of a wolf stalking prey flashed through my mind.
“Hey,” I said, as though it was completely normal for him to be smouldering in the foyer.
“Where have you been?” he snarled.
I pointed to my damp hair. When I tried to slip past him to the stairs, he blocked my way. “I want an answer.”
“Where do you reckon? The rec centre. Gotta rinse out my swimmers.”
“You’re a piece of work, you know that?” Dad’s lip curled. His new veneers were shiny and white.
“Why, thank you.” I tried to sound braver than I felt.
Dad raised his hand and for a moment I was sure he was going to hit me. Instead, he squeezed his fist so tight it quivered. “He dislocated his shoulder and has concussion.”
I knew he meant Michael Kolo.
“How could you be so stupid?” Dad’s words buffeted me like a gale.
“I was trying to pull him up.”
“Not according to De Jong.”
“Like he’d know. You and Wortho are always crapping on about what a loser he is, but you listen to everything he says about me. Ask Michael, he’ll tell you. Or Ethan. He was there.” Who’d have thought I’d ever look to Ethan for support.
“I phoned your brother,” said Dad.
“At school?”
Dad nodded.
“So you know what happened then. No big deal.”
“Ethan said the boys were having a bit of fun. The kid would have been fine if you hadn’t interfered.”
“Serious?” My voice was hollow.
“What’s wrong with you?” Dad’s wolf eyes narrowed. “Boys do that sort of stuff all the time. At least normal boys do. Always have, but you’re too stupid to realise that.” His nostrils flared. “De Jong’s suspension will give you a chance to think about what it means to be a mate.”
Dad’s mobile buzzed. He flipped open the case. “Travis, what’s the problem?” He hurried to the study.
My head was spinning. What was normal about hanging a kid headfirst from a second-storey balcony?
Mia burst out of the family room, her face twisted with anger. She was about to rush past in her pink-socked feet, but skidded to a halt on the tiles. Her face lit up.
“Alex! You’re home.” She wrapped her arms around my knees. “Can you play with me?”
I dropped my bag and scooped her up, hugging her tight.
Mia squirmed. “You’re squeezing my bones, Alex.”
I released her and forced the words past the tightness in my throat. “What are we playing, Mia?”



27
ROOM 302, NEUROSURGERY UNIT, PRINCE WILLIAM HOSPITAL
A physio, all perfume and hips, has left me sitting in a vinyl chair with armrests to eat lunch.
The most embarrassing thing ever happened.
Not the dizziness, the hobbling or even the fact I’m wearing white stockings with holes for my toes. The most embarrassing thing is I have a tube sticking out of my dick, a catheter she called it, and that tube links me to a bag of piss. My piss.
And she, this perfumed, pouting physio, carried the piss bag while I shuffled along like an old dude in a nursing home.
Freaking hell. Could it get any worse?
I try to distract myself from the frustration balled in my chest by checking out the lump lying in the opposite bed. The physio and a nurse moved my roommate right before my dignity was crushed. From the chair I can see a head swathed in bandages and a girl’s face. Even though she’s asleep, she’s frowning like she’s trying to solve a math’s problem.
I strain to read the name above her bed.
“Mackie Oliver.”
Mackie. Cool name.
According to the texta scrawl beneath her name, she was admitted the same day as me and we have the same surgeon. That must have been a big day for Mr Dobson.
For a moment I wonder how she ended up in here. I’ve barely formed the question when I am distracted by my icy toes.
I need socks, a rug or something. Even a towel to wrap around them. I don’t know if I have any socks here, and even if I did, there’s no way I’m staggering around carrying a bag swilling with piss to find out.
Frustration explodes into fizzing balls of panic.
What the hell am I doing here?
How come I’m sitting like an old dude, waiting for death?
How come some of the nurses grunt and avoid looking at me?
How come I need help to dress, eat, even piss?
What if when the tube comes out my body forgets how to piss, or worse, I can’t stop and end up like a mouse, with no bladder control, constantly weeing?
Every muscle is rigid. My ribs ache and my head throbs. My arm itches under the plaster. Sweat trickles from my hairline.
I tense and release my hand and try to roll my shoulder to stop the raging panic.
The lunch trolley rattles to a stop outside our door.
I swallow and nod at the scowling man who carries my tray …
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I took the tray of dirty glasses and stacked them into the industrial dishwasher. Behind me, standing in the middle of the huge kitchen, Mum issued orders.
“Table four with those mains, thanks, Heath. Andy, have the entree plates been removed from the tables in the back corner? Well, do it now, please.”
Mum had asked Ethan and me to be waiters at the charity auction for her latest cause “Books 4 Refugees”. Like we had a choice. She asked us in front of Dad and followed up the request with “All the other girls’ sons are helping.” Mum talk for “Don’t make me look bad.”
So instead of kicking back watching a movie or hanging out with Tilly, I was stuck in a nightmare of frenzied bidding for plants shaped to look like balls on sticks, tickets to the opening night of a new musical, framed and signed football jumpers, an Olympic swimmer’s signed bathers and other weird stuff. Seemed to me people were more concerned with outbidding each other than what they were bidding on.
Every time Ethan returned to the kitchen, he was full of who had bought what, like it was a news flash or something. I didn’t give a stuff.
“That Spencer guy, you know the one who used to be a politician? He bought tickets to the footy. Should have seen Kelly Matthews’ face when he was outbid.” Kelly Matthews was the current state member of parliament, who according to Dad, wasn’t worth a cold pie.
“Fascinating,” I muttered into the dishwasher.
Ethan elbowed me as he placed dirty dishes on the sink. “Shut up, loser.”
“Good comeback. Work on that for long?”
He glowered and bumped into me on his way to the door. I slammed into a dishwasher tray I’d half-filled with glasses. “Idiot!”
“Alex,” said Mum. “I need you to take meals to table five.”
“I’m filling the dishwasher.”
“Now, Alex.”
I banged the machine’s metal handle and slouched to where meals were lined up to be taken out.
“Chicken first, then beef. Serve from the left.”
“You’ve told me this before.”
“And don’t bang them down. Place them.”
“Want me to do this or not?” I snapped.
The guy drizzling sauce around the plates grinned at me.
I rolled my eyes and picked up plates.
“Table five,” repeated Mum, so close she was practically in my back pocket. As I moved away, she brushed my shoulder and tutted. “You’re a dirt magnet, Alex.”
“Add it to my list of failures,” I said, pulling away from her. The moment I stepped through the kitchen door, I was impressed all over again by what Mum and her committee had done to the dowdy city hall. They’d draped purple and red material from the centre of the ceiling to the corners, where it fell to the floor, changing the hall into the interior of an Arabian tent. Silhouettes of camels and palm trees dotted the material and cushions in rich reds, oranges and golds were scattered beneath a gazebo lined with fairy lights. On the tables, brass lanterns glowed golden. The design and colours were repeated on the stage, only on a smaller scale.
“Hurry up, idiot. Table five is waiting,” hissed Ethan, brushing past me to the kitchen. It took an effort to stop the dishes balanced on my arm from falling.
Meals delivered, I weaved back to the kitchen.
Ethan returned to the hall holding meals. Instead of going straight to table five, he scanned the room. When he saw me, he headed in my direction.
I sped up, trying to make it to back to the kitchen before he reached me. We met in the open space between the tables and the door. Ethan smirked as I passed and stuck his foot out. I crashed to the polished wood floor.
Ethan’s laughter echoing in my head, I scrambled to my feet and into the kitchen. I stood by the serving bench, knees and palms stinging, and brushed dirt from my pants. Enough shit from Ethan.
The door swung open and Ethan and Andy strolled into the kitchen.
Ethan imitated my fall. “Klutz. No wonder he spends so much time in the water.”
Andy laughed.
Something clicked in my head. Next thing, I had Ethan pressed up against the serving bench. His head thudded against a steel rack. Dishes crashed to the floor.
“Oi. Cut it out,” yelled one of the guys plating up.
Andy tried to separate us, but I elbowed him away.
“Stay away from me, you tosser,” I hissed into Ethan’s face and shoved him. His head smashed the steel rack again.
“Stop it, Alex,” yelled Mum.
My hands dropped to my sides.
“Outside, both of you.” Mum pointed to the door.
Under the streetlight in the car park, Mum stood in front of us, hands on her hips. “What the hell was that about?”
“He tripped me.”
Ethan folded his arms. “Bullshit. He fell. Ask anyone.”
I turned to Mum. “You’re not going to believe that crap, are you?”
“Shut up. Both of you.” Her voice quivered. “I have never been so embarrassed.”
“Oh, come on.”
Mum raised her hand. “Don’t say another word, Alex.” She bit her bottom lip. “I don’t understand you. In front of my friends.”
Ethan sneered at me.
“What about him?” I asked, pointing.
Mum kept talking. “What is your problem, Alex?”
My thumbs dug in to my palms. “Shove your charity. I’m going home.”



29
ROOM 302, NEUROSURGERY UNIT, PRINCE WILLIAM HOSPITAL
“Great job, Alex,” says Brent, the physio. “Need a break?”
“Yeah.” All I’d done was walk from my bed to the corridor and back. Hardly a marathon, but I’m knackered.
“Big effort, buddy,” says Brent, helping me back into bed. “You’re a fit young bloke. Your strength will return quickly.”
“I was fit.”
“You will be again. Good news is it looks like everything is working okay. We weren’t sure how you’d be.”
“Just lucky, I guess.”
“Mate, I know it’s tough, but you’ll be out of here in no time.” Brent glances at the bed opposite. “Not everyone is as lucky.”
My face burns.
“Right, this afternoon I want you to walk across the room a couple of times, okay?”
“No worries.”
“Good man. See you tomorrow.”
As he walks away, I call, “Brent. Thanks.”
He smiles. “Not a problem …”
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“Problem, Alex?” Mum’s question cannoned around my brain. Even face down in bed, head under the pillow, I could still hear her voice and see her twisted, angry face.
I’d slept all I was going to, so stumbled out of bed.
Mum and Dad were sitting at the kitchen bench, drinking coffee. Their faces were grim. No prizes for guessing what they were talking about.
“Morning.”
“Is that all you have to say?” snapped Dad.
I shrugged, which only made his face redden.
“Okay, how about, good morning, Mother? Good day to you, Father?” I took a bowl from the cupboard.
Dad slapped the bench. “Stop being a smart-arse, Alex.”
“Dylan,” said Mum, her voice soft.
“Don’t Dylan me, Christina.” Dad’s voice battered the windows. “Apologise to your mother for last night’s debacle.”
Mum clasped her mug with both hands.
Debacle? “Mum, I’m sorry about last night.” I opened the pantry door and grabbed the Weet-Bix box.
“Like you mean it,” Dad growled.
I slammed the pantry door. “I do mean it.”
“Words to shut me up.”
My hand tightened on the cereal packet. “Look, I’m sorry. All right? But … Ethan started, and –”
“Ethan?” Dad snorted. “Your brother is a great kid who works hard at everything.”
Great kid? Two-faced, sly, slimy bully that was Ethan, not that Dad could see it. And I’d given up trying to point it out. “Yeah, especially being a complete twat.” I banged the cereal onto the bench.
“What?”
When I didn’t answer, he launched into his favourite speech. Attitude, respect and hard work.
“… time to harden the hell up, Alex.”
Dad’s favourite expression.
I glared at his pointed finger. “Nice one, Gramps.”
His eyes narrowed. “What?”
“You sound like an old fart from the fifties. So what’s the deal? Sign me up for the army? Who knows, Dad, maybe I’ll be sent to Afghanistan and die in a suicide bomb blast and then you can rave about being a war hero’s father, because it’s all about you, isn’t it?”
“Alex,” gasped Mum.
“Too far,” bellowed Dad, standing. “Time this crap was knocked out of you.”
“Gonna hit me now?” Every drop of anger was seeping out of me. “Just because I’m not a freaking carbon copy of you, like Ethan, doesn’t mean I’m crap. Hell, two of you in the world are more than enough.”
The vein in Dad’s temple was purple and bulging. “I will not be insulted by you.” He stabbed the stone bench with his index finger. “I am proud of who I am and what I’ve achieved. What have you accomplished, Alex? Hey? Apart from stumbling from one stuff-up to another?”
Mia skipped into the family room, arms full of paper and pencils. She dumped them on the coffee table. Hands on her hips, she assessed the three of us. “Are you fighting?”
“No, Mia,” said Mum. “Dad, Alex and I are talking.”
“Loud talking.”
“Nothing to worry about, pumpkin.” Dad pulled the chair under him. “Alex, you’re grounded. You will go to school and come straight home. You will not go anywhere else.”
“But I have water polo Monday and Wednesdays. And I have two work shifts this week.”
“Tough.” He took a swig of coffee.
I hit the cereal box and stormed out of the kitchen.
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The tube is out. I haven’t turned into a mouse. Everything works when it’s supposed to.
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I’m supposed to be studying after doing the dishes, but the warm evening drew me outside. I’d spent the day avoiding Dad, playing computer games with Harvey and fairies with Mia. She changed the rules so often, I ended up mucking around until she went off and banished me. No doubt about it, Mia would end up a TV or movie director.
I lay on one of the two reclining chairs on the lawn.
“Brought you a beer.”
I jumped at the sound of Dad’s voice. “I’m underage.”
“Yeah, but the law says you can have a drink at home if you’re supervised.” Dad placed two stubbies of Italian beer on the table between the chairs and settled in. “Can’t wait for summer.”
“I reckon.” I reached for the bottle and took a sip, at the same time checking Dad from the corner of my eye.
He chugged beer, legs crossed at the ankle.
Bugs whirred and the distant traffic droned.
“Looking forward to the beach this summer, Alex?”
“Yeah, be good.”
We’d spent every summer at the beach for as long as I could remember. At first we stayed in holiday units, but after Mi was born, Mum and Dad bought a house with views from the top storey. When we were there, I spent most days at the surf or bay beach, depending on the conditions. Sometimes Mum let me ask Bash and Coop to come and stay. Hope she didn’t this year.
The silence stretched between Dad and I until it felt taut.
Dad spoke first. “So I’ve been looking into buying the family a jet ski for Christmas. What do you reckon?”
That would be amazing! “Okay, I guess.”
Dad uncrossed and crossed his legs. “It’d come with rules. Safety rules.”
“Fair enough.”
The air between us prickled.
“Alex, yesterday …”
My whole body tensed.
“… the grounding stands. You can’t treat your mum like that. But training and work, well, they’re commitments. You are still to do both. But straight there and back home. Okay?”
“Yeah.” I traced the beer label with my finger.
“Good.” Dad drained his beer. “Well, I better tuck Mia in.” He wriggled off the chair. “Bloody awkward thing.”
“Thanks for the beer.”
I stared at the green hedge and wondered what the hell had just happened.
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Mum sits on the chair Jenny brought in for Melinda. When was that? Ten minutes ago? An hour ago? A day ago? The painkillers make everything wispy, like trails of a spider’s web on the wind.
“Harvey sends his love. He’s trying out for the school cricket team. Isn’t that terrific?”
Cricket? What about basketball? Harv loves it. But then cricket is what Dad did and Ethan does, so I guess he had no choice. “Hmmm.”
“He can’t decide if he’d rather be a bowler or a wicketkeeper. I suggested he do both, but he and Ethan howled me down.”
Maybe if I close my eyes, she’ll stop.
“Dad wants to know if you need anything.”
As far as I can remember, Dad hadn’t been in to see me – maybe once.
“A book? Special food? That chocolate bar you love … what is it again?”
“I hate chocolate.”
“Yes, that’s right. Ethan has the sweet tooth.”
“When’s Dad coming in?” Who’d have thought I’d want him to visit? But for some weird reason I need to see him and Harvey and even Ethan.
Mum folds her hands in her lap. “He’s very busy at work, Alex. He has a new site manager and …”
“Right. He’s avoiding me.”
She won’t look at my face. “That’s crazy, Alex. Why on earth would he be avoiding you?”
I pat the bed, feeling for the control switch.
“What do you need?” Mum leaps to her feet.
My fingers close around the cord. I tug the control to my hand. “Nothing.” I press the button to lower the bed.
Mum moves to inspect the flowers scattered on the shelf, cabinet and floor by the windows. “Aren’t people thoughtful?”
I groan. Yeah, like flowers fix everything.
“What can I do? Do you need something?”
“Sleep.” I close my eyes …
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My eyes still heavy from sleep, I dumped my toast and Vegemite on the kitchen table and sat opposite Mia. She held a spoonful of honey above her bowl of Weet-Bix. Face a mask of concentration, she watched the honey drizzle onto the cereal in a thin stream. She lowered the spoon and the stream thickened. She raised her eyebrows as though she’d discovered something.
Mum bustled into the room, all clanking jewellery and rustling clothes, blanketed by the cloud of her spicy perfume.
“Mia,” snapped Mum. “Don’t play with your food.” She shot me a “you’re older, you should have stopped her” look. She pulled tissues from the box and shoved them into her handbag.
“Meeting?”
“Two today.” She was oblivious to the bitterness dripping from my words. “The Sudanese Resettlement Committee morning tea and a luncheon for the Tibetan orphanage.” She tucked her bag under her arm and kissed Mia on her chubby cheek.
“You or Sally-Anne driving?”
She glared. “What is that supposed to mean?”
Mum knew exactly what I meant. After last month’s Tibetan orphanage luncheon, Sally-Anne was picked up and charged for drink-driving while taking Mum home. Dad had to pick them up on the freeway. She was as hammered as her friend. Great help to the Tibetan orphans.
“Oh, yeah, sorry. I forgot Sally-Anne got busted for drink-driving.” I bit my toast.
Mum glared at me and smoothed Mia’s tussled hair. “Make sure Mia brushes her hair. And if you’re going anywhere, that she wears matching clothes.”
“’Cos that matters.”
Mum’s eyes narrowed. “As a matter of fact, Alex, it does. A great deal. We can’t have people thinking Mia is an unloved street urchin, can we?”
“That would be the worst.”
She frowned then snatched the keys from the hook by the fridge. “I should be home by four.”
Mia looked up from her cereal, which she was now breaking into pieces with her spoon. “Alex is taking me swimming again today, aren’t you, Alex?”
“Sure am, Mi.”
“I thought you told your father you’d finish that essay Mr Anderson emailed him.”
Dad had arranged for Anderson to “keep him abreast of my progress” which meant Anderson sent Dad every piece of work we had the day he gave it to us in class. Dad didn’t bother looking at due dates, he just demanded I finish the work before school the next day. At least Anderson had given us the latest essay Friday, which gave me two days to do it.
I concentrated on the swirl of Vegemite and margarine on my toast. “I can do both.”
“I don’t see why you can’t teach Mia in our pool.”
Yeah, and I don’t see why you haven’t booked her in for lessons before now. “Better equipment at the rec centre.”
Mum reached into her bag. “Take my credit card and buy what you need.”
“Buy it” was Mum’s answer to everything. “It’s not the stuff, Mum. The rec centre pools have different depths, which are better for Mia.”
Mum tapped the bench with one finger. “All right then. Take good care of her, Alex.”
“Mum.” I rolled my eyes.
I heard the smack of her lips and the puff of air that comes with the kiss I know she had blown.
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Time moves at sloth-like speed in hospital. You actually look forward to meals. The arrival of food, even bland, rubbery food, somehow proves that time isn’t frozen. All I seem to do here is sleep, eat, sit, lie or think. I can’t listen to music or play games because my iPod was smashed in the accident and watching TV makes me feel nauseous. Reading, even flicking through the magazines Mum brought in, makes my head hurt and eyes blur. The magazines are piled abandoned, on the overbed table.
I asked Mr Dobson about the blurring and concentration yesterday when he and his loyal subjects visited. He reckons it will improve with time. Well, I have plenty of that.
“Aren’t these gorgeous?” A nurse appears in the doorway. At least I figure there’s a nurse behind the huge box of lilies, irises and green stuff. All I can see are her hands holding the box, navy trousers and shoes. She rests the arrangement on the table and with her free hand, passes me an envelope. “Where shall we put them?”
I read the card. Mark and June Zimmerman. Dad’s friends. I toss it into the cabinet drawer. “Actually, why don’t you put them where the nurses hang out?”
The nurse looks from me to the garden she’s holding. “But …”
“Come on, look at this place.” I smile. “I’ll make sure Mum sees the card when she visits.”
“Well, you are tight for room,” she says, glancing around. “Okay. Thanks.” She grins and waddles out, holding the box in front of her.
I stare into space, the wall opposite a white blur and end up focussing on the shelf above my roommate’s head. There are two cards – one handmade with what looks like rabbits on the front, the other has balloons on it. A bunch of daisies, lavender and roses stuffed in a coffee jar, sit on the bedside cabinet.
In the bed, the girl called Mackie lies on her back, sheets pulled tight across her chest, thin arms on top of the bedspread. A tube hooks her to a bag of clear fluid and a pump like the one I had before the drip was taken out. Her arms and face are as white as the bandage that swathes her head. Her cheeks are hollow and her eyes sunken.
“So what happened to you, Mackie?” I say aloud.
I’m trying to remember if Mackie has had any visitors when an ache begins in my head and spreads to my ribs. I slip back down the bed so I’m lying flat.
The nurse who brought the flowers a moment ago enters the room wheeling the blood pressure monitor behind her. “Time for obs,” she says.
While she measures, counts and records, she chats about the night netball game she played last night. Care factor? Zero.
My head feels like it’s being crushed between a giant’s hands, and my ribs hurt so much I can only take shallow breaths.
She studies me for a moment. “Are you in pain?”
“Yeah. Bit.”
“I’ll grab you something for that.”
She returns with another younger nurse. This nurse has her hair pulled back in a sleek ponytail, the way Tilly wears hers at work. She twists her lips as she reads the name and number from my identity bracelet aloud to the flower nurse.
Tilly twists her lips the same way when she’s thinking.
Flower nurse hands me a glass of water and a small plastic cup holding two tablets. I gulp the water, swallow the tablets and lie back on the pillow.
Tilly.
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Tilly.
The curve of her neck disappearing beneath her polo shirt.
The hollow at the base of her throat.
The dimple on her left cheek when she smiles.
The crinkles on her forehead when trying on ten thousand pairs of identical skinny leg jeans.
The tilt of her head when she asked as many questions about each pair of jeans.
“Okay from the back?” “What about red? Or is the green better?” “Does my butt look huge in this?”
The curl of her lip when she hands all the jeans to the changing room assistant.
The warmth of her hand in mine as we walked along the beach.
The toss of her hair when she stormed from my room after I dumped her, the night before the funeral.
I didn’t want to break up with Tilly, but I had to. It wasn’t that I didn’t love her any more. I did. It was because the last thing I needed then was Tilly stuck to my side, patting my knee and asking every ten seconds if I was okay.
Actually, it was more than that. I didn’t deserve to breathe in her vanilla scent or feel the softness of her thigh against mine.
I didn’t deserve anything good.
Not after what happened.
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It’s late afternoon, judging by the gloomy sky beyond the window. I press the button to raise the bed. Across from me, a woman holds Mackie’s hand and chats to her. The woman’s voice is low and steady, but too quiet for me to hear what she’s saying.
I pour a glass of water from the plastic jug and watch. The woman has a book, like a scrapbook only bigger, which is covered in what looks like fabric. She’s showing it to Mackie the way a teacher holds a picture book when reading it to kids.
The woman turns as she senses me watching. “Hello, I’m Mackie’s mum, Vicky.”
“Alex.”
She smiles. Her face is pale and drawn and her greying hair pulled into a ponytail. “I brought in Mackie’s scrapbook.” She turns the scrapbook so I can see a page covered in pictures of dresses. “She’s really creative. Makes her own clothes and paints and sketches too. She wants to be a florist and an interior …” Vicky’s voice trails off.
“Must be good to be arty. I’m not much good at anything really. Except stuffing up.” I’m surprised by the wave of self pity that has engulfed me.
Vicky watches me for a moment. “How’s your head?”
“Not bad, thanks.
“Much pain?”
“A bit.”
Vicky nods.
“Got to expect that I guess. They say I was hit by a bus – broke my arm, couple of ribs and my head.”
Vicky runs her finger along the edge of Mackie’s scrapbook. “They say? You can’t remember?”
“No.”
I dredge through the things I remember – the cold, sitting outside the library, feeling sad. No, that’s not strong enough. Desolate. Alone. As though a heavy weight was dragging me down. Then nothing. The dull ache in my head spreads to my fingers. I scrunch up my face.
Vicky rushes to my bedside. “God, I’m sorry. Heaven knows I’ve been in enough hospitals to know better. It’s an unwritten law. Never ask why someone is here.”
She’s younger than she looked across the room.
“Everything was shit. My sister …” My throat clogs up. “She was only four.”
“I’m sorry.” She squeezes my left hand.
I nod, hoping the movement will dislodge the sorrow struggling to burst from me.
“What–”
“Hello, darling,” Mum bustles into the room, all make-up and perfume and jewellery. She has my gym bag over her shoulder. She stops when she sees Vicky.
“Vicky, this is my mum, Christina. Mum, this is Vicky, Mackie’s mum.”
Mum looks puzzled. “Mackie?”
“My roommate.”
“Oh.”
Vicky reaches out to shake Mum’s hand. “We kind of met when the kids were in the high dependency unit.”
Mum takes a step back towards the flowers. It’s then that I notice how garish my side of the room is compared to Mackie’s.
“Think I’ll grab a coffee. Would either of you like one?” says Vicky.
“No, thank you.” Mum’s voice is clipped.
“I’m right, thanks, Vicky.”
The moment she leaves, Mum wrenches open drawers, placing clean pyjamas inside.
“Do you reckon you could bring in T-shirts and shorts? Or a tracksuit, please? And socks? My feet are cold. Maybe thongs too.”
Mum doesn’t answer. She pulls the chair close to the bed and looks around, as though searching for a waiter in a restaurant. “Surely there’s a private room available by now.
Exhaustion seeps into my bones. “Leave it, Mum. Please.”
“But it’s not right, Alex. We pay our health premiums; we are entitled to a private room. In fact, I’ll enquire about having you moved to a private hospital as soon as possible.”
“Bloody hell, Mum, leave it!” Pain hums round my head.
Mum raises her finger. “I won’t, it’s …”
Vicky returns, holding a coffee mug.
Silence fills the gap between me and Mum.
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Mum waved as she pulled away from the kerb. I flung my sports bag over my shoulder and walked through the automatic doors into the rec centre. My muscles softened as the wave of thick chlorinated air engulfed me. I normally trammed it to work and training, but Mum had insisted she drive me. The moment I had closed the car door as we left home I knew why.
“Alex, this tension between you, Ethan and your father. I want it to stop.” We drove the length of the street in silence. “I can’t help if you don’t talk to me.”
“What’s the point?” I muttered, watching the cars flash past. “Any chance of you ever sticking to the speed limit?”
“Don’t deflect, Alex. Why do you always bait them?”
I twisted in my seat to face her. “Serious? Me bait them? They gang up on me all the time. Make me feel like a piece of crap. Why don’t you ask them why they do that?”
Mum stared straight ahead, face blank. “Can’t you please try to do things their way? Try–”
“To be more like them?” I shook my head. “No way.”
“Alex.”
“I don’t want to hear it.” I stuck my earbuds in and turned on my iPod. The Broken drowned out Mum’s bleating.
Mum driving me to training meant I was first to arrive. I changed and was on my way to do warm-up laps when Benny called out.
“Hey, Buzz. Dory can’t make it tonight. Give me a hand, would you?”
Benny and I took balls, training gear and caps from the storage cupboard near the change rooms to the deep end of the pool. We placed “Training – no access” sandwich boards on the pool deck.
“You’re quiet,” said Benny.
“Am I?” I forced a smile.
“Everything all right?”
I watched a small boy in huge boardies run in and out of the spray spewing from the top of the giant mushroom sprinkler in the middle of the little kids’ pool. “Yeah, fine. Family crap.”
Benny nodded. “So you could do with a bit of good news then?”
“Training is enough to work it out of my system.”
“Shame. I had pretty sick news. I was going to wait until everyone was here, but …” Benny rubbed his chin, making a big show of pretending it was a tough decision, but I could tell by the sparkle in his eyes he’d already decided he was going to tell me. “Ahh, stuff it, Buzz. You’ve been chosen to go to Canberra for a training camp.”
I heard the words, but they didn’t make sense. “What?”
Benny’s face was alight with excitement. “A training camp, in Canberra, with the national team. Australian Institute of Sport. For a week during the holidays.”
My blood fizzed and popped like soft drink. “Serious?”
“Deadly.”
I stared at my feet, white against the cement pool deck. “Me?”
“Yep, you and Smurf.”
“What about Bart and Pumba? They’re way better players than me, and they’ve been on the team longer.”
“You deserve it, Alex.” He clapped his hand on my bare shoulder, which felt kind of awkward, but good at the same time. “If it’s okay with you, I’d like to ring and tell your parents,” he said. “Let them know what a big deal it is.”
Bart rolled up and flicked his towel, which snapped the air around my thigh. “So, Benny, Alex, what’s cooking?”
“The usual.” Benny winked at me. “Right, you two. Cordon off this section of the pool with the lane rope.”
I dived into the water and freestyled to the other side, smiling so hard, water rushed into my mouth.
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It’s rest time. The room is eerily quiet. The curtains are drawn and somehow they’ve dimmed the fluorescent lights in the corridor. I’m lying on my back, left hand sitting on my plastered right arm, tired, but I don’t want to sleep. If I sleep, I’ll dream. My dreams are always about Mia.
I move my legs. The rustle of my tracksuit against the bedspread fills the room.
Across from me, Mackie lies still and quiet. I watch the drip, drip, drip of fluid into the tube connected to her hand. The same two cards sit on the shelf over her bed. A coffee jar now filled with only daisies, sits between them.
On my side of the room car magazines, a bottle of juice and a windcheater lie on the overbed table near my feet. Cards are strewn on the shelves and hang from the silver bar above my head. Flower arrangements cover shelves and the floor. Even in the dim light, it looks like a rainbow has taken a floral dump over here.
I sit and ease my legs off the bed. My head begins to pound and the room spins. I grip the edge of the bed with both hands until the sensation passes. The moment it does, I stand and again wait for the swaying and pounding to ease before tottering to the flowers on the floor. I reach for a bouquet of irises, and carry it in my left hand to Mackie’s side of the room. I place them beside the daisies on the shelf above her head.
The pain in my ribs doubles me over.
“What are you doing?” asks a nurse in the doorway.
“Can you help me for a minute? Please?”
She comes closer, arms folded. “That depends.”
“I’d do it myself but …” I raise my plastered right arm, while checking her name tag. Deb Foran. “I need to move stuff, Deb, to Mackie’s side of the room.”
Deb frowns. “Why?”
“Because the flowers are wasted on the floor. And besides, girls love flowers.”
Deb sucks in her bottom lip. She looks from my side of the room to Mackie’s. “Okay, but then you must rest.”
“You’re a legend.”
I collect the cards from the arrangements before Deb carries them across the room where she places them on the shelf and bedside cabinet. While she works, Deb talks about gardening, shopping and her nieces. I grunt and mumble replies.
“Can you make sure her mum’s flowers stay at the front?” I say, as Deb makes room for one more arrangement.
When we’re done, Mackie’s side of the room is brighter, but I’m completely knackered. I slip into the seat Vicky sat in yesterday.
“Looks better, eh?” Deb’s smile fades when she looks at my face. “You okay?”
“Sore.”
“Right. Bed now and rest.”
Before I answer, a buzzer sounds in the corridor. Deb bustles from the room. I stay where I am, watching Mackie’s sunken face and cracked lips. Her breathing is slow and shallow. She looks sick. Seriously sick.
The scrapbook Vicky showed me lies on the overbed table. It’s one of those big, spiral sketchbooks. The front page has been covered in floral fabric. The reds, blues and pinks remind me of Mum’s many scarves.
When I touch the cover, it’s soft, as though it’s padded beneath the material. Letters, cut out in darker material and glued to the cover, read “Mackie’s Projects and Dreams”.
I look back at her pale face and wonder if she is dreaming.
With great care, I lift the scrapbook and open it. The first page is covered in a collage. There’s a photo of a girl holding two flop-eared rabbits, drawings of birds, and magazine pictures of knitted scarves, felt birds and handbags made from coloured jeans.
I turn the page and see another collage, but this one is photographs of skirts, T-shirts, scarves and hats. The background is the same in each picture – a pink, striped doona. Written at the bottom of the page, in thick black print, is “Completed projects”.
The next page has more craft: a long skirt, a woven belt, painted canvas shoes, bows and more clothes. At the top is written “To Do …” and added in blue pen above the ellipses is “BEFORE”.
Before what?
I hear movement in the corridor and close the scrapbook. I wait, heart pounding. When no one enters the room, I open the book again at the completed projects page. The largest photo, a chunky scarf, isn’t completely glued down. When I lift it, there’s a list written in black, purple and blue ink. The list is surrounded by stickers and drawings of smiley faces, flowers, skulls and cartoons.
RANDOM LIST OF STUFF TO DO BEFORE I TURN 30!
* Fly somewhere, anywhere, but preferably overseas, in first class.
* Stay at a five-star hotel.
* Learn to surf.
* Stand under the Eiffel Tower and kiss a really hot guy (Johnny Depp-hot, only younger) who is really into me.
* Have romantic, candle-lit, perfect “movie sex”, with same hot guy.
* Marry same hot guy and have fat-cheeked babies with chubby fingers and heart-melting giggles.
* Buy a weatherboard cottage, with wisteria hanging down from the verandah (and picket fence to keep in babies and animals) and renovate it.
* Own a brown labradoodle called Sampson, and a Himalayan cat called Miffy.
* Breed lop-eared rabbits to donate to kindergartens, child care centres etc.
* Design and make the winning dress in Melbourne Cup “Fashions On the Field”.
* Watch turtles hatch on a remote Queensland island.
* Climb Uluru.
* Holiday at the snow.
* Visit Disneyland.
* Backpack around the world with Tammy.
* Go to London.
* See Kings of Leon in concert.
* Meet Daniel Radcliffe. (And the guy who plays Snape.)
* Watch Rafael Nadal play tennis at Wimbledon. Or Paris.
* See elephants, rhinos and giraffes in the wild. (i.e. Africa.)
* Fly in a helicopter.
* Bungee jump.
* Lie under an ice-cream machine, have someone turn it on and then eat!
* Shower under a waterfall, like they do in TV ads.
* Go to a music festival – Falls or Big Day Out. Damn it – both!
* Volunteer at the RSPCA.


I lower the scarf picture, and with my palm resting on the page, stare at the closed curtains. My head swirls with … what? Shame? Embarrassment?
About half of the things on Mackie’s list, I’ve done, sometimes more than once. I’ve been in a helicopter, visited Disneyland, Paris, London and Uluru, holidayed in the snow, slept in plenty of five-star hotels and watched Rafal Nadal play a final, though it wasn’t overseas, only the Australian Open.
“Alex, you promised.” Deb’s voice is gentle.
I close the scrapbook and return it to Mackie’s table. “Sorry, I …”
“It’s okay, but you need to rest.”
Settled back into bed, I’m unable to fight the tiredness engulfing me. Facing the closed curtains, I shut my eyes.
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I shut my eyes as the plane’s wheels left the runway. Maybe I’d sleep all the way to LA. God knows I was completely stuffed after this morning.
Even though our flight didn’t leave until nine, which meant we didn’t need to check-in until seven, and despite the fact we’d spent the night in a family suite at the motel linked to the airport by a walking bridge, Dad had us all out of bed at five. Five!
As if any of us needed two hours to shower, dress and eat breakfast.
And if that wasn’t bad enough, Dad was furious. Smoke pouring out his ears, laser beams shooting from his eyes furious. All because he, who was too busy to organise any of the holiday, discovered after we arrived at the motel that Mum had booked us as economy passengers.
Talk about volcanic eruptions. I took Mia and Harvey for a walk around the foyer as Dad exhausted his rage at Mum. For the rest of the night, and most of the morning, he bullied and blustered airline staff by phone and in person about upgrading us to business class. Nothing he said worked.
Gotta love family holidays!
The engines’ roar eased as the plane climbed higher. I wriggled into a comfortable position. As my shoulders became heavy, Mia twitched in the window seat beside me.
“What’s up, Mi?” I asked without opening my eyes.
“Harvey’s kicking my seat.”
“He’s probably getting comfortable.”
“But he keeps doing it.”
So much for sleep. “Hey, can you see clouds?”
She pushed herself up in her seat so she could see out the small window. “Uh-huh. And blue.”
“Yep, we’re going right up past the clouds into the sky.”
“I know that. That’s what happened when we went to Queensland.”
Okay, so the clouds and sky weren’t a big deal for her. I thought about suggesting we play a game on her iPad, but it was too early in the flight to turn on electronic stuff, plus Mum had told me not to even think about it until we’d been in the air for a couple of hours.
“Alex,” said Mia, still looking out the window. “How come the plane doesn’t fall out of the sky?”
As if I knew? It just didn’t. “Um, because we’re going so fast.”
“Faster than Daddy drives?”
“Faster than Mum too.”
Mum, sitting on my right, elbowed me. “Alex!”
“Okay, maybe not as fast as Mum.”
Mia giggled. A second later her face collapsed into a scowl. She crossed her arms. “Harvey’s doing it again. Harder.”
I twisted to look through the gap between seats at Harvey. He sat behind Mia and beside Ethan. Dad was in the aisle seat, gripping the armrests, knuckles white.
“Hey, Harv,” I said, keeping my voice light. “Can you try to not kick Mia’s seat, please?”
“Christ, Alex!” spat Dad. “We’ve barely left the runway.”
“And I’m asking Harvey, nicely, to watch his feet so Mi stays calm.”
“I swear, if you are going to bitch the whole way, I’ll have you moved to the back of cattle class.”
“I don’t get why we’re in cattle class anyway,” said Ethan.
“We’re crammed in here because your mother stuffed up the booking.”
Mum stiffened in her seat.
“How hard is it to book seats in business class? Even premium economy? Hardly rocket science.”
I gave Harvey a pleading look and slumped back in my seat. “Hey, Mi, want to play a game on your iPad?”
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It’s late. Or early. I can’t tell which. At home I can judge the time of night by sounds and sights. TV jabbering in the family room meant it was before midnight. Dad would be sitting up, laptop on his knees, doing paperwork. A soft glow from Harvey’s nightlight shining under my door but a silent house, meant it was after midnight. No glow, silence and a grey rather than black room and it was close to dawn.
In hospital, it’s much harder to gauge. During the day the sound of a vacuum means it’s about seven in the morning. The food trolley rattling and clanging can be one of three times – breakfast at eight, lunch at midday or dinner at five-thirty. But if I’m awake after ten, it’s impossible to work out what time it is without checking my watch.
Nights are kind of eerie. The hall lights are dimmed and night staff prowl the corridor armed with torches, so it’s never completely dark. Patients cough, cry out in pain and sleep talk. Night. Day. Day. Night. They roll on and on.
Tonight, something has woken me – maybe a dream or pain. Perhaps a night staff visit. Who knows, but I’m wide awake. I lie still for a bit, listening to muffled voices, rubber soles squeaking on lino floors and distant moaning.
The moaning, though faint, is disturbing.
I stumble out of bed and ease the heavy door of our room shut to block out the sound. On my way back to bed, I change direction and sit beside Mackie’s bed. Her scrapbook is on the overbed table where I left it. I switch on the reading light and flick to the page after “To Do Before”.
This one isn’t filled with crafty stuff but pictures of hearts, silhouettes of couples kissing and all that girly stuff. Two pictures aren’t stuck down. The first is of a red-and-white hot air balloon against a blue sky. The curling writing underneath in black ink isn’t neat or decorated, but scrawled. The words are pressed into the paper.
If every sucky day in the history of sucky days was lined up in a row, today would be right at the head of the queue. And that would be because today sucked. Big-time.
As if I haven’t put up with enough. Chucking, mouth ulcers, needles, the shivers, that foul metal taste in my mouth and being bald. Today in the middle of school assembly, right when it felt like all that stuff was way behind me, I fainted.
Collapsed.
Passed out.
Whatever.
One minute I was counting the ridges in the basketball stadium roof while Miss Hindmarsh droned on about rubbish, and next minute, I was all hot and sweaty and cold. My vision blurred and then – bam! Nothing!
Until I woke up in the aisle on my back, with Mr Jacobson and Miss Sutherland leaning over me. I could see right up Mr Jacobson’s nose, which was not pretty.
But that wasn’t the worst of it. No, my humiliation hadn’t even begun.
Somehow when I fell off the chair, my school dress hoicked up to my armpits and nobody, not even Miss Sutherland, bothered to pull it down. And guess which knickers I was wearing, mainly because I was too stuffed to go searching for any others? Yep, the massive bog-catchers covered in old lady roses that Tammy gave me for a joke.
If Mum hadn’t been busting her gut, working three jobs, I would have been wearing my Bonds knickers, which would have been way less embarrassing.
But not even the granny bog-catchers was the worst of it.
Oh no, the mortification factor had a long way to go yet.
Some idiot called an ambulance.
Did anyone call an ambulance when Rosie Pyrillo fainted because of her period?
Or when Jake Lansa fainted while we were watching that childbirth DVD in biology? No!
But the short-haired girl who used to have cancer faints and it’s all ambulances, hospitals and a thousand scans.
So now, I’m sitting in this uncomfortable hospital bed and no one will tell me what the hell is going on. Mum and Tim and Dad are in some stupid meeting with my doctor. Who knows where my little brother is. In fact, I’d rather not know, because wherever he is will involve shoplifting, alcohol or pot. Probably all three.
All alone, bored stupid, embarrassed, waiting.
Yep, today sucked a big, slimy one.


I lower the balloon picture and stare at Mackie’s sleeping face. My mind is blank, except for one word, written across it in heavy black print – CANCER.
I flip back through the scrapbook, looking for some kind of hint about times or dates. None of those, but I do find another picture on the same page that isn’t glued down. Beneath a couple kissing under fireworks is a list.
UPDATED LIST … TO DO BEFORE I’M 20.
* Kiss a hot boy while on a Ferris wheel.
* Kiss under fireworks.
* Kiss under water.
* Kiss in the rain.
* Swim with dolphins.
* Sleep on a beach.
* See Sydney Harbour Bridge and the Opera House.
* Buy a homeless person lunch.
* Rope swing into a river.
* Watch every episode of Once Upon a Time – again.
* Have an all-night Disney animated movie marathon – Mulan, Pocahontas, The Little Mermaid and Hercules for starters.
* Go on a road trip with Tammy and Granger.
* Go hot air ballooning.
* Do the Sadako thing – make a thousand paper cranes and have my wish come true – that the cancer has gone. Forever.
* Ride a camel.
* Taste custard fruit.
* Watch the sunrise.
* Watch the sunset until it’s totally gone.


It feels like my bones, blood and muscles have turned into wet sand. I close Mackie’s scrapbook and place it back on the overbed table. Hand on the closed book, I sit there for a moment watching her sleep. An image of that stupid vampire sitting watching his equally stupid girlfriend sleep flashes into my mind. I ease out of the chair and shuffle back to bed with that word pulsing in my head – cancer.
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Mark, the pool manager, dumped a cardboard box on the desktop. “Latest newsletters. Hot off the press.”
“Want me to stick them on display?” I asked.
“That’d be great, mate. Can you freshen up the other brochures too, if you have time before your turn on the deck? Gotta make a call.”
“Too easy.” I’d just added a bundle of newsletters to the display stand and had topped up the membership and swimming lesson pamphlets when a voice echoed through the pool foyer.
“Alex, how’s it going?”
Fish was one of our regulars. Burly, fit guy who looked uncomfortable in a suit. He turned up every day around twelve-thirty, give or take a few minutes. He would hang around the desk chatting to whoever was on duty about the state of the new car market and the benefits of Mazdas, which he sold. Then he’d change into speedos and churn up and down the fast lane for forty-five minutes. When he was done, he’d chat to the lifeguard on duty, disappear into the change rooms and stop by the desk on his way out for another chat – usually about footy or his three daughters.
At least that used to be his routine. He hadn’t been around for a couple of weeks.
“Fish, been slacking off?” My voice faded as I turned and saw him. His suit hung from his shoulders, his face was gaunt and his thick hair shaved.
He ran his hand over his head. “Like the new look? Shaved it off before it fell out. Cancer mate. Of the liver.” He shrugged. “Bastard, eh?”
What was I meant to say? Sorry? Short hair suits you? Good weather? “That sucks.” Lame, but at least it was something.
“You said it. Figured it’d be good for me to get back into swimming while I feel well enough.”
“Yeah.” The change in his appearance had sucked all sense from me.
“So you going to scan my card?”
“What? Sorry. Sure.” I took his membership card and hurried back behind the counter.
I scanned the card and was about to ask about work when I figured he probably hadn’t been there either. “So, how are the girls?”
Instead of sparkling, Fish’s eyes darted from me to the card. He sucked in his lips. “Good, Alex, good. See you on the way out.” And he was gone. No long chats, no customer stories.
Mind blank I grabbed a walkie-talkie from the charger and the bum-bag filled with medical stuff and followed Fish through the glass doors to the pools.
Inside the pool area, people cut laps, kids played in the shallow pools and parents watched from plastic seats. The smell of chlorine was stronger and the air denser.
Jessica met me by the kids’ pool. “Pretty quiet really. But watch those guys.” She jerked her head at three guys a bit younger than me, who were treading water in the deep end. “They’ve been okay, but are starting to wind up.”
“No worries.”
“Scott’s patrolling the west side of the building.”
She nodded and left. I headed to the guys Jessica had mentioned and started scanning the pools. Fish emerged from the change rooms. Instead of burly he looked frail and tired. He slipped into the water and started swimming, not his usual smooth style, but a choppy, jerky stroke.
A massive splash and raucous laugh echoed through the pool complex. I could tell by the waves splashing over the pool lip that someone had just bombed.
The three boys Jessica had warned me about wrestled and pushed each other under the water.
“Oi,” I said, marching towards them. “No bombs and no wrestling. Cut it out, now.”
Mullet-boy dismissed me with a glance then duck-dived to grab the thinner guy’s foot and drag him under the water again.
I stepped to the pool lip. “Did you hear me? No more bombs, and stop the wrestling or you’ll be banned from the pool.”
“Says who?” asked mullet boy, now sitting on the pool ladder.
“Says me.” I stood with my feet a little apart and my left thumb hooked into my the bum-bag around my waist. The two in the water exchanged a look. I braced myself, ready for a scene. “Your choice, boys.”
“Righto, we were only mucking around.” Mullet boy slipped back into the water and dog paddled down the pool. The other two followed.
Eyes fixed on them, I headed back to the corner and continued scanning the pools. That’s when I noticed Fish climbing the ladder onto the pool deck. Normally he’d strut to one of us on duty and chat while he towelled off his hair, but today, he wrapped the towel around his waist and limped to the change room.
I told myself he had forgotten something – or had to go the loo. But he emerged five minutes later, dressed and holding his gym bag. He walked straight out of the pool area, past Jessica on the desk and out the front door.
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Sunlight bathes my bed. Beyond the grey balcony I can see treetops, buildings, traffic and the ocean.
“You’re moving today,” says a nurse I haven’t met. She pushes a trolley with the blood pressure monitor and other medical stuff in front of her.
I sit straighter in the bed. “How come?”
“There will be a single room vacant this afternoon.”
“But I don’t want to move. I’m happy here.” I glance at Mackie, then jerk my head to the window. “I like the view.”
The nurse shrugs. “I’m only delivering the message.” She unfolds the grey cuff and nods for me to raise my arm.
“When is Mr Dobson coming?”
“He’s on the ward now.” The cuff inflates. The nurse watches the numbers rise then fall and writes in the folder that’s kept at the end of my bed. “Let’s get you into the shower.”
“No!”
The nurse jumps.
“Not until I see Mr Dobson. If I have a shower, I’ll miss him.”
She scowls. “Have it your way.” She leaves, lips tight and bum wobbling.
I close my eyes and wait.
A woman’s voice fills the silence in my head.
“The waiting is the hardest part.”
What bullshit. It’s the easiest bit, because while you wait, before you’re told what’s going on, there is still hope.
What’s that thing Grandpa used to say? Where there’s hope, there’s life. Or is it where there’s life, there’s hope. Whatever.
We – Dad, Mum and me were in that room close to emergency when that stupid social worker or nurse, or whatever the hell psycho she was, came in. The first thing she said was, “The waiting is the hardest part.”
Complete bullshit. But at the time I was too stunned to speak.
The point is, Grandpa was right and that idiot was wrong. Way wrong.
This is the hardest part, not the waiting. The waiting was a splinter in my thumb, a hangnail on my index finger. This emptiness, this grinding ache, is the very worst part. That and the huge gap in my soul.
I saw this movie once – lots of half-naked people running through the jungle killing each other with primitive weapons. I can’t remember what it was called. Anyway, at one stage, this guy, a chief I guess because he had more feathers in his hat and more paint on his body than anyone else, ripped the heart out of a young guy while he was still alive.
That’s what every day feels like.
That’s the hardest part.
Not the waiting.
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There’s bustling outside the door. Shadows fill the doorway. Dobson and his gaggle of students are about to enter. I shuffle to the chair. I want to be out of bed when I talk to him.
The rustle of clothes and the tap of heels announce their arrival. They stride past me to Mackie. A girl with cropped hair pulls the curtain around them. As the gap closes, I see sunshine nurse, Jenny, amongst the doctors. She smiles at me.
Surprised at how tall and stiff I’d been holding myself I slump in the seat. The moment I do, my ribs scream in pain. If I wanted to, I could eavesdrop and work out what’s going on with Mackie. But I don’t. I can’t. Reading her journal is bad enough.
As I wait, my knee jiggles and my thumb beats a frantic rhythm on the chair’s armrest.
The curtains open and Mr Dobson, flanked by student doctors and medical people, strides towards me. One of the guys closes the curtains around my bed. There must be eight of them, but it feels like one hundred.
Mr Dobson stands in front of me. A girl with huge glasses watches me with disturbingly distorted eyes and takes the folder from the end of my bed.
“How does it feel to be sitting up?” asks Mr Dobson.
“Yeah, good. Ribs hurt a bit.”
“Dizziness?”
“When I first sit or stand. It passes.”
“And how is your head?”
“Not too bad. Kills sometimes, but most of the time it’s okay.”
“Blurred vision?”
“When I’m tired.”
Mr Dobson nods to the girl reading. “Annika, fill us in, please.”
She bursts into medical speak about obs, fluids and medication. She doesn’t mention my name. She closes the folder and places it back in the box at the end of the bed.
“Alex.”
All faces turn to me.
“My name is Alex. In case you were wondering.”
Annika’s eyebrows rise.
“How are you going emotionally, Alex?” asks a guy wearing a purple cardigan.
“Fine.”
“You’ve sent your flowers to the other side of the room. Why?”
“Figured the other side could use colour.” I shrug. “I had heaps.”
“Are you giving other things away?” he asks.
“Why would I?”
Everyone, except Mr Dobson, scribbles on their clipboards.
I want to scream, knock their pens and stupid folders out of their hands. Only my head has started to throb again and my ribs won’t let me move.
“It was a lovely gesture, Alex,” says Jenny.
“Yes, it is,” says the purple cardigan guy.
The same guy who closed them rips the curtains open and the group takes a step to move to the next room.
I clear my throat. “Mr Dobson.”
They stop.
“Can I talk to you?”
“Sure.” The surgeon sits on my unmade bed. His groupies watch, eyes full of questions.
“Just you, if it’s okay.”
Mr Dobson nods and they bustle from the room.
“Is it all right if I stay, Alex?” says Jenny, at the end of the bed. “You’re supposed to have a nurse here to make sure you understand all that is said.”
“Yeah, fine.” I feel like I’m being stabbed in the side, but I have to do this. “Mr Dobson, that nurse who came in today. She said I was moving to a single room.”
Mr Dobson’s nod is slow. “As requested.”
“But I didn’t request anything. I like being in here with … I like the view.”
Mr Dobson’s grey eyes seem to look through my skin. “Alex, your parents, at least your mother, came and asked me if you could have your own room. She feels you–”
“My parents wouldn’t know my arse from my head.”
Mr Dobson laughs.
I look at my lap. “I’m sorry. That was rude.”
“Why do you want to stay in here, Alex?” asks Jenny.
“The view, and the sunshine.”
“No, really,” says Mr Dobson.
I take a slow breath and look straight into Mr Dobson’s grey eyes. “For real?”
He nods.
“I like hanging out with Mackie, so she has company.” It sounds weird. Creepy weird. Wrong. “Look, I’m not a psycho or deviant or anything.” Next thing I’m crapping on, words flowing from me like water from a tap. “She doesn’t have many visitors, and I figure she’s been pretty crook and could do with …”
Pain pounds in both my head and ribs.
“Hurting?” asks Mr Dobson.
My smile is weak.
“Jenny will help you back into bed.”
He stands to leave.
“So, can I stay in this room?”
“I’ll do you a deal. Talk to someone from psych, and I’ll handle your parents.”
“Not that Melinda.”
Dobson glances at Jenny and says, “Paul would be a better fit, I think.”
“And you’ll tell my parents I have to stay. In this room?”
Mr Dobson smooths his shirt. “Rest, Alex. You look exhausted.”
“I’ll catch up in a moment, Mike,” says Jenny. She places her arm around my back and helps me stand. “Easy now, Alex.”
“Jenny, he doesn’t think I’m a weirdo, does he?”
She helps me onto the bed and pulls the covers to my chest. “Far from it, Alex. You just proved a point for him.”
“How?”
“Talk to you later.” She winks and is gone.
My breath out is long and slow. I’m not rapt about talking to a counsellor, but if it means I can stay here, it’ll be worth it.
I wriggle and wiggle, shuffle and squirm, but can’t get comfortable. Next thing I’m standing by Mackie’s bed, flipping through her scrapbook. I stop at the page after her updated list of things to do. Three massive handwritten numbers – 2, 7, 22 – fill the page. They’re stuck down, but in true Mackie form, not completely. I peel back the edge of the paper. Scrawled in pencil is a mass of writing. I take the scrapbook to the chair and read.


2, 7, 22
Two years, seven months and twenty-two days. That’s how long this has been going on. MRIs, CAT scans, ultrasounds, so many blood tests and needles that I feel like a colander.
I’m not complaining about all of that, it’s just what I have to do. The bit that shits me to tears is what happened six months ago.
ALL CLEAR.
When Dr Stevenson said those two words, I could have flapped my arms and flown out of the doctor’s surgery, down the corridor and soared way above the hospital into the perfect blue sky. I wish I had. Instead I sat there grinning, believing him, planning what I would do first.
Tell Granger and Tammy to book that “Swim With the Dolphins” cruise?
Find the nearest helicopter joy ride?
Start making a dress for the school dance.
Yep, I should have flown away, because a fat lot of good those two words did.
All clear.
Six months later – 185 days later to be exact – I’m lying on my bed, waiting for one-thirty, when Tim will take me to The Maxwell Centre for my latest course of chemotherapy. Tim’s taking me because Mum has to work and Dad still hasn’t got his licence back.
Actually, it’s good Tim is taking me. Being with him will be easier than having Mum fuss and fluff about. He’ll muck around on his laptop, send emails, play games with me, or chat about weird stuff, like how polar bears’ skin is black and how giraffes don’t have a voice box. Who knows where he gets those facts.
Funny how having to face all this again dumps me right back at the very beginning. I can’t stop thinking about that time in Dr Stevenson’s office when he first said that word.
Malignant.
Everything went silent as though someone had dropped a soundproof dome over me. I could see Dr Stevenson, hands clasped on the desk in front of him, mouth moving, moving, but no sound reached me. Instead a string of words rolled through my mind.
Malignant.
Malevolent.
Malicious.
Malfunction.
Monumental.
Then the words stopped, and Dr Stevenson was staring at me, poised expression gone.
Mum placed a hand on my knee and squeezed.
“Malignant,” I muttered.
Dr Stevenson nodded. “I’m so sorry, Mackie.”
“You understand what this means?” asked Dad, his face not as blank as usual.
I shrugged. “I watch TV.” Like that explained everything.
“The reality is very different, Mackie.” Dr Stevenson added, his voice soft.
“Look, tests, needles, chemo, surgery, not necessarily in that order. I get it, okay?” I must have sounded like a complete smart-arse, but I couldn’t stop myself.
Now cancer and chemotherapy is a roller-coaster ride I know too well. I know when to tighten my grip for the bends and when to brace for the drops.
To make the ride okay, less scary, I need details: dates, times, things I can organise and make happen. Because let’s face it, if I didn’t sort stuff out, nothing ever happened in my family.
Mum was flat out rushing from one job to another – currently she has three. Dad couldn’t organise his way out of a wet paper bag, even if I ripped a hole in it for him, and Ash would end up in Canberra if I didn’t point him in the direction of school every morning.
When Mum took me to meet the neurosurgeon, Mr Dobson, I reached across his desk and grabbed the notepad and a pen and said, “Give me all the details.”
That was two weeks ago, before the MRI and before I knew exactly what I was facing.
Two years, seven months and twenty-two days is a bloody long time to be organised. I’m tired of it. I’m tired of being brave, of pretending each twist and turn is no big deal.
Right now all I want is for someone to tell me everything is going to be okay, that I don’t have to keep fighting and struggling and pretending. That I don’t have to be in charge any more. That I don’t have to act as if it doesn’t hurt.
Only thing is, if I stop pretending and organising everyone, what happens?
What happens to them?
What happens to me?
Movement outside the door startles me. I slam the scrapbook shut and shuffle back to bed.
“Tea, coffee or milo, love?” asks the woman pushing the tea trolley.
I choose milo but not the packaged biscuits, and sit back on my bed, hands wrapped around the mug. Thoughts slip through my mind like dry sand through my fingers.
Two years, seven months, twenty-two days.
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Physios Brent and Carmen are working Mackie’s limbs when I come out of the shower. Jenny peels away plastic taped over my plastered arm and bandage on my head. I climb up onto the bed.
“Need anything?” she asks.
“I’m fine, thanks.”
The moment she leaves, Carmen goes back to chatting – flirting would be a better word for it – about a new dress. She lowers Mackie’s arm and runs her hands down her own sides, accentuating her shape.
“Mackie’s into dresses. The ones with the full skirts and fitted tops.”
“The fifties style?” asks Carmen.
I shrug. “I dunno.”
“You and Mackie been talking?” asks Brent, a strange expression on his face.
“Yeah, Mackie never shuts up. Talk, talk, talk.” I shake my head. “It’s in her scrapbook.”
A look passes between Carmen and Brent. I point to the book lying on Mackie’s overbed table. “I’m not being creepy or anything. Her mum showed me.” Which, in my defence, wasn’t a complete lie.
Carmen breathes out. “Oh, right.”
Brent laughs. “Had us worried for a minute, mate.”
My face feels hot. “I thought … well, you could talk to her, not over her.”
This time Carmen flushes. She carries the scrapbook to my bed. “Show me the dresses she – Mackie – likes.”
I flip to the page.
“Oh, wow. They are beautiful,” says Carmen, running her fingers over the collage, as though she can feel the fabric of the dresses.
I thumb back two pages to the “Completed Projects” page. “She makes stuff too.”
“Look at this, Brent. She’s amazing.”
I move the scrapbook so they both can see Mackie’s work. I hope maybe Mackie can hear what they are saying.
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“On the left. The one with the brick fence and iron gates,” I said, pointing. Our place wasn’t hard to spot. The rest of the houses in our street had wooden or metal picket fences with clipped shrubs and mown lawn you could see from the road.
Benny slowed the car. “Bloody hell. Fort Knox.”
“Fort what?”
“Fort Knox. It’s where the American government keep all the gold and stuff.” He parked the car. “What treasures lurk behind your walls?”
“Just egos.” I unbuckled the seatbelt and opened the door. “Want to come in for coffee or something?”
Benny yawned. “Thanks, but I’m buggered, Buzz. I’ll head straight home.”
I heaved my bag from the back seat and walked around to the driver’s door. My whole body ached, but not in a bad way.
Every day for the past week, along with Smurf and twenty guys from the eastern states, I’d been up at six and in the pool by seven. We started with fitness work – laps, sprints, treading water – then moved on to land and water drills, gym sessions and position and technique theory classes. We watched replays of international games and played practice matches, trialling different positions. Turned out, I had the speed in the water to be a driver, something I thought was way beyond me.
If there was a best thing about the week, it would have been doing it all with the Sharks, the Australian men’s water polo team. Man, are they tough, fit dudes.
Before I went away, I loved water polo, really loved it, but after the camp, it was as much a part of me as my arms or legs. And the thing was, the people were even cooler than the game. Sure they pushed and hassled me, but nothing like Dad and Ethan. The water polo guys laughed with me, encouraged me and kept me grounded. I belonged.
“Thanks, Benny. For everything. Canberra was sick.”
Benny grinned. “Pleasure mate. Work on that speed whenever you can. You’ll be a gun driver.”
I patted the car roof. “Training Sunday?”
“You bet.”
I watched Benny drive away before punching the code into the gate. In the foyer voices tumbled from the family room.
“Daddy, play properly,” said Mia.
“I am, Poss, but I’m not very good at this.”
“Yeah, you suck, Dad,” said Harvey.
From the family room doorway I stared at the scene before me. It was like watching a documentary about a foreign culture. Harvey was bent over a piece of paper on the coffee table. Mia, snuggled on Dad’s lap, held a notepad and pencil. They sat next to Ethan on the sofa, facing the TV. A black and white sketch of Nemo filled the screen. Mum trimmed chicken thighs at the kitchen bench, but kept glancing up, smiling.
After a moment, my brain started functioning again and I realised they were playing the Pictionary DVD game someone gave Harvey for his birthday.
“Whose turn is it?” asked Dad.
“Ethan’s.” Harvey and Mia answered together.
“Alex!” squealed Mia. “You’re home.”
I jumped as though I’d been caught doing something wrong.
She leaped off Dad’s knee and bear-hugged my thighs. I dropped my bag and bent to hug her.
“How was it?” asked Dad.
“Good.” I straightened up. “The best, actually.”
Mi skipped back to Dad.
Mum wiped her hands and walked around the bench. Still holding the tea towel, she kissed my cheek. “Welcome back. You look well.”
“I am.” I tried to find words, but my brain was still digesting the happy family scene. “Stuffed though.”
Dad looked up, his face relaxed. “But worth it?”
“Yeah. Absolutely. Thanks. For letting me go. And for paying.”
“No worries, mate.”
Ethan scowled.
“Moroccan chicken for dinner.” Mum smiled. “Your favourite.”
Ethan’s favourite. Mine was lasagne. “Great.”
Mum, looking pleased with herself, headed back to the kitchen.
“Play with us, Alex,” said Mia.
From beside her on the sofa, Ethan’s eyes simmered with anger.
“I’ll take my stuff upstairs first.” But I knew I wouldn’t come back.
There was no room for me.
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If you’d told me a few weeks ago that shuffling around a hospital room, doing leg exercises in a chair or on a bed would leave me totally stuffed, I’d have laughed. Sure my fitness had dropped off since I quit water polo, after everything went to hell, but I wasn’t useless like I am now.
“One more leg raise, Alex. Little more. Yeah, that’s it, good man.” Brent claps. “Great session. Do those couple of times a day and walk whenever you can.”
I nod. “Sure.”
“And I want you to move that hand,” He taps my plastered right arm. “Squeeze and hold, that sort of thing. I’ll bring in a stress ball for you tomorrow.”
“Great.” I wish I could feel as fired up as he sounds.
“Righto, back onto the bed and rest, okay?”
“Am I interrupting?” The guy in the cardigan who’d asked me questions this morning when Mr Dobson and his gang visited stands at the end of my bed.
“My work’s done here for the day, Paul,” says Brent. “See you tomorrow, champ.”
As Brent leaves, Paul pulls the curtain around the bed.
“Don’t bother,” I say.
Paul frowns.
“It’s not like the curtains are soundproof or anything.” Yesterday two nurses drew the curtains around Mackie so they could wash her and change the sheets. The whole time they discussed a nurse on leave whom they were sure was doing drugs. Kind of interesting, but it proved my theory that nothing was private in hospital.
“Well, if it’s okay with you, closing them stops people from interrupting.”
I shrug.
Paul pulls a chair closer to the bed. “I’m Paul Shannon, Alex, from psych.”
Psych – psychology. A quiver ripples through me.
He reaches out to shake my left hand, which feels kind of awkward.
Paul watches while I take my time to manoeuvre and wiggle onto the bed. I raise the bedhead and fluff around with the pillows. The whole time we’re both checking each other out. He looks like a normal bloke. Probably in his late thirties with brown hair, a pierced ear and a tatt on his wrist. He’s kind of rangy – all arms and legs. He has a calm air about him, nothing like Melinda – everything about her screamed psycho, not psych.
I settle back against the pillows.
“Comfortable?” he asks.
“I guess.”
“Cool.” Alarm bells ring. Cool? If he’s one of those old people who think they can relate to teenagers by saying cool, he can shove his questions.
“How’s it going with Brent?”
This isn’t what I’m expecting. “Brent?”
“The physio.”
Great first impression, Alex! “Yeah, Brent, sorry. Good. I’m pretty unfit though.”
“Don’t you play sport?”
“I used to play water polo, but I stopped.” I cringe. I’ve led him straight to where I don’t want to go.
“Play anything else?”
“Polo and swimming.” Again! I fold my arms.
“Swimming’s like meditation for me,” says Paul. “I get into that breaststroke rhythm and I forget everything.”
“Breaststroke? Really? I feel like an emu or something when I do breaststroke. That stroke’s all jerky and weird. I love …” My mouth clamps shut. How did that happen?
“Let me guess. You’re a freestyler.”
I nod.
“Do you compete?”
“Not good enough. Just love cutting laps.” Endless laps – stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe. Stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe. Nothing to focus on but that black line.
The noise in my brain is swallowed by the sound of my breathing and the splash of the water. Sometimes I don’t breathe – just swim until I swear my lungs will splatter like a water balloon against a brick wall. So I can feel what it’s like.
“You should ask Brent about hydrotherapy. You know, exercise in the water. Great for recovery.”
“I’ve heard of it.”
Paul stands and strolls to the windows. “Good view, isn’t it?”
“Not bad. You can see the gardens, government house and the ocean. Be good to go out onto the balcony. For fresh air and stuff.” I expect Paul to launch into a thousand questions about why I want to go onto the balcony.
“Yeah, but because of health and safety regs, the doors and windows have to stay locked.” He strolls back to his chair. “The caf has tables outside. I’ll take you for a …” He looks me up and down. “Not a cappuccino man I’d say. Maybe an iced coffee or a chocolate milkshake?”
“Close – chocolate thickshake.”
And just like that we start talking about the perils of fast-food thickshakes, the best burgers in the city and a shop in a place called Warrnambool that Paul reckons has the best hamburgers in the world.
“Good beaches around there too.” He glances at his watch. “Gotta fly, Alex. I have a department meeting. Mind if I drop in tomorrow?”
“I guess not.” The truth is I kind of want him to come back. Talking to him was easy.



48
ALEX
Walking all the way from the tram stop to the pool near the city on a stinking hot day wasn’t my smartest move. By the time I reached the pool entrance, sweat trickled down my spine.
Since the funeral, I’d pretty much stayed in my room, but Mum had insisted I “do something”.
“Visit Tilly. Or Cooper and Bashir,” she’d snapped, flinging open my window. “What about water polo practice? Go for a swim …” She chocked on the word. “Bloody well do something.” She stormed from the room, tears glittering in her eyes.
Not that me leaving the room was her idea. Like everything she thought, said or did, Dad was behind it. I’d overheard him ranting last night that I needed fresh air. She was only the messenger.
I hadn’t played or practised water polo since Mia.
In fact, I hadn’t seen the team since the funeral, where they had stood up the back with Benny, awkward in ties and ironed shirts.
I wasn’t ready to face them yet.
The logical thing to do, seeing as I had no one to visit, was to cut laps, and the bonus of that was, no one could talk to me while I swam. I decided against the rec centre, even though it was closer to home because there were too many people I knew and too many memories lurking in the humid air. Instead I caught the tram to a pool in the city.
Changed into boardies, not my usual swimming gear, I walked onto the pool deck. A lifeguard leaned against the back wall, fiddling with a walkie-talkie. There were only a handful of people about – mums with kids and a few old people. Soft gig if you were on duty.
The voices and splashes merged into that familiar pool sound. Normally, that noise and the feel of the chlorinated air on my skin was enough to chill me out. But today it was a weight that pressed against me.
Medium or fast lap lane?
An old guy, wearing pink speedos and matching swim cap, churned up the medium lane, head out of the water, kickboard in front of him. An even older man waded until the water reached his ribs, then he turned back and jogged to the wall. His skin was creased and saggy like an elephant’s.
I lowered myself into the empty fast lane. The water lapping against my hips was soothing. I pulled on my goggles, took a deep breath and launched forwards. Eyes fixed on the black line beneath me, I fell into the familiar freestyle rhythm.
Stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe. Stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe.
Despite not having exercised for a couple of weeks, my kicks were powerful and my hands cut the water, angled and strong. Stroke by stroke, the crap clinging to my skin dissolved.
For the first time since everything went to shit, I felt normal. At the start of my third lap, I misjudged my breath and gulped a mouthful of water. It surged straight to my lungs. All that calm was snuffed out. I coughed and spluttered to the lane rope.
“Oi, off there,” yelled the lifeguard.
In waist-deep water, I clung to the plastic buoys, spluttering.
“Mate, you hear me?
“Yeah,” I gasped. Tears prickled my eyes. “Miss. Timed. My. Breath.” Still struggling to breathe, I lurched off the lane rope and swam as hard as I could to the deep end. My lungs screamed as I touched the wall. Arms on the pool lip, I puffed and panted until my breathing calmed. The smell of wet concrete mixed with the chlorine.
A wave of intense guilt and sorrow engulfed me, so strong it was as though my chest was being crushed in a massive vice.
I eased back from the wall and slipped beneath the water, arms above my head. I breathed out. Silver circles shimmered to the surface and were gone. The gurgle and burble of the water soothing. I released the last of my breath. My lungs shrank from my ribs then screamed at me to breathe.
I pushed my arms down and burst from the water, gasping for air.
The lifeguard leaned over the edge of the pool. “Geez, mate. I thought you were drowning.”
“I’m fine.” I heaved myself from the water and stormed into the change rooms. In the shower, head pressed against the wall, tepid water streaming down my back, I decided.
No more swimming.
No more water polo.
Ever.
I didn’t deserve it.
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Once showering was a basic, low-stress thing to do. But in hospital, it’s tough. For starters I have to wear a plastic bag on my arm to keep the plaster dry and a shower cap thing to stop the dressing from becoming soaked. Seriously. A shower cap.
At least, apart from help with the plastic bag, I’m able to shower on my own now, even if it’s exhausting. The first couple of times a nurse actually came in with me. Showering in front of a stranger is beyond weird.
I’m dressed and lying on the bed, regrouping, when Dimity, the brash nurse who is anything but diminutive, drags the curtains around the bed closed and pushes the button to raise the bedhead. So much for the “raise it a bit at a time” approach.
I close my eyes and wait for the dizziness to pass. A ripping sound snaps my eyes open. Dimity tears open packages of bandages.
“Let’s change that dressing.”
I swallow. The last time Dimity changed my dressing it ended with strong painkillers and sleep filled with bizarre dreams about power tools drilling into my head.
Without looking at me, she busies herself laying scissors, tweezers, gauze and swabs on a white bandage thing with plastic stuff on the back. When she’s done, she peels the bandage from my head.
While she cleans and applies a fresh bandage to the wound, I concentrate on the flowers on Mackie’s side of the room.
When Dimity has cleaned up the rubbish and gone, all without saying much, I’m restless. I shuffle around the room and stop at Mackie’s bed. Instead of lying on her back, like she had earlier, she’s on her side, facing the window. Someone must have been in to roll her while Dimity changed my dressing.
I reach for her scrapbook. Part of me feels wrong, but the pull to know more about her is stronger. I settle in the chair beside Mackie and flip past the pages I’ve read to one that has a sketch of a rabbit filled with patterns. At least I figure it’s plain patterns and that crosshatching thing artists do, until I look closer. The pattern is actually small drawings, repeated over and over so they look like a pattern. There are rabbits with glossy eyes, broken hearts, clouds, single teardrops and all kinds of medical stuff – needles, drip bags, tablets and those kidney-shaped dishes.
The most disturbing sketch is the single eye that appears every so often. It seems to stare straight through me. Used to Mackie’s way of placing writing under her pictures, I check the edges. Mackie has drawn on the scrapbook’s pages, so there’s nothing to look under.
“Hey, Alex. Up to a bit of exercise?”
I jump and close Mackie’s book. Brent stands in the doorway, so alive it’s like he has a golden glow about him.
“Yeah, I guess so.” I stand, place the scrapbook on the chair and meet Brent by my bed.
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During the rest period, as they call it around here, I find myself back at Mackie’s bedside, reading her scrapbook. I stop at the double page past the rabbit. On the left is writing in pencil, another list, and on the right a collage of random stuff – cuttings from cards, magazines and photos. There are strawberries, so real I could almost pluck them from the page and eat them, bottles of perfume, tropical beaches with white sand and turquoise water, dolphins leaping from the ocean, bunches of flowers and actors. Scattered across the collage are words cut from headlines.
Summer. Love. Happy. Peace. Dreams. Joy. Sewing. Birds. Friends. Laughter. Freedom. No Pain.
I read the list on the left page.
I WISH …
* I could sing like Florence Welch.
* I looked like Miranda Kerr.
* My hair would grow back long and lush like Anne Hathaway’s before she did Les Misérables.
* I could draw … really draw.
* Dad would smile.
* Ash would stop drinking so much.
* Mum and Tim would inherit millions so Mum didn’t have to work.
* My scars would fade so I can wear a bikini.
* I could fly way above the pain.
* There was a cure for cancer.


I read the list twice before closing the scrapbook. I reach out and touch Mackie’s hand. Not hold it or anything, but rest my hand against hers so she knows someone is here.
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I’m determined to make the distance from my room to the end of the corridor and back before the pain swallows me. As I reach the TV room, I hear bracelets rattle and a hollow voice floating on the disinfectant thick air.
Pain sears from my rib towards my heart.
Two more steps and I see Mum at the nurses’ station, arms flailing, face red.
“I requested my son be moved. Now I am demanding it happen.”
Dimity stands strong in the face of Mum’s attack. “Mrs Hudson, you need to discuss this with Alex.”
“Have you looked at my son lately? He’s not in any state to make decisions about his own welfare.”
“Indeed, I have seen your son lately, Mrs Hudson. And I have watched him work hard to be stronger.”
Mum tuts. “So he can jump in front of a train this time.”
I gasp, and grip the handrail. The pain in my ribs is searing hot. I stare at the floor, trying to fathom what Mum has said.
“Dimity, can you help Alex back to his room?” I look up to see Jenny scurrying to the desk. “Seems he’s overdone it.”
Jenny takes Mum by the elbow and leads her to the office behind the nurses’ station.
Dimity scowls at Mum and stomps my way.
“Thanks,” I say when Dimity reaches me.
Heat rises off her as she walks me back to my room. She stops at the doorway. “Look, I’m sorry I spoke to your mother like that. I’m sick to death of her crapping on about moving you to a private room, and now a private hospital ‘more suited to your needs’.”
I shake my head. “More suited to her social standing.”
Dimity does something I thought her incapable of – she laughs. “Touché!”
“I don’t want to move rooms, and I sure don’t want to move hospitals. She’d know that if she asked me. She’s never even asked me how all of this happened.”
“The accident?” says Dimity.
“Yeah.” I stare at the grey swirled pattern on the lino. “The thing is, I can’t remember.”
Dimity slips past and lowers my bed. “Come and rest for a bit. You can walk around and visit your girlfriend later.”
“She’s not–”
“Joking, Alex, joking.”
I stay away from Mackie for the rest of the day and night.
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“One chocolate thickshake,” says Paul. He waits while I shuffle around and raise the bedhead until I’m sitting. “A proper one, I might add, not a fast-food job.”
“Thanks.” When I take a sip, the icy sweetness explodes in my mouth. Such a contrast to the bland hospital food. “Where’s it from?”
“Caf downstairs. They do good smoothies too.”
“The hospital cafeteria?”
Paul grins. “Not all hospital food sucks.”
I take another sip. What I really want to do is chug the whole thing, but a brain freeze is the last thing I need. Enough of me hurts as it is. I place the drink beside the magazines Mum left on the table.
“You into cars?” asks Paul, picking up the top one.
“I want to drive and stuff, but I’m not like into cars. Mum brings them in. Reckon she grabs what she thinks are guy magazines. Or she asks the newsagent what teenage boys like.” Bitter and twisted. That’s how I sound. I wonder what Paul makes of me.
“So, you and your mum aren’t close?”
“No. Yeah. Kind of. I’m closer to her than Dad. No one really gets me at home, except for …” What the hell did I say that for? Paul will dive like a seagull on a chip. I reach for the thickshake and take a massive slurp, welcoming the sharp pain spreading through my palate and the front of my head.
“My mum and I didn’t get along at all, but Dad and I were best mates. I lived with him after they divorced.”
I stare at Paul. That isn’t the response I expect. He’s talking to me as though we are, well, equals.
“Did you grow up in Melbourne?”
“Taree.” Paul stops flicking through the magazine. “Heard of it?
“Kind of. New South Wales? Or Queensland?”
“New South Wales. Bit different to Brunswick.”
“That where you live now?” I ask.
Paul nods. “My partner and I are renovating a weatherboard house, hence …” He holds out his hands, which are covered in scabs and scratches. “I’m not exactly handy. Lucky my partner is a builder.”
“Be cool to be a builder.”
“Is that what you want to do?” asks Paul. “When you leave school?”
“First thing I want to do is leave home.” I stare at the gaudy fruit images on the thickshake container. “So I can be a lifeguard. Hang out at a surf club and improve my skills, especially paddling the surf ski. I’m pretty good at swimming, but I suck at paddling.” I hope I’ve distracted him from the leaving home thing.
“So you’ve already done training?”
“A bit. Lifeguard certificates and other short courses. Now I have to rack up the hours and experience. And find a job.”
“Money – the necessary evil,” says Paul.
We talk for ages about jobs I could do. Paul has good ideas, like labouring for a builder, or work at a pool like I do – strike that – used to.
“No point in mentioning jobs in fast-food joints, I’m guessing.”
“Nah – not unless I’m seriously desperate. Though that one you talked about in Warrnambool would be okay.”
“I’m telling you. Best. Burgers. Ever.” He glances at his watch. “Hell, late again. Okay if I come back tomorrow?”
“That’d be good.”
“Cool. See you then.”
I call after him. “Thanks for the shake.” I lower the bedhead and lie still, listening to the beeps, whispers, shuffles and the hum of air conditioning.
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I ignored the first soft rap on my closed bedroom door. Maybe whoever it was would go away. The next knock was harder. Harvey or Ethan? I didn’t want to talk to them, or anyone else for that matter.
“Go away.”
“Alex, it’s me.” Tilly sounded unsure.
“I have a headache, Tilly,” I lied, pushing back from the computer. I’d spent the morning scrolling through photos of Mia. “And I’m in my PJs.”
Took more than the threat of flannelette to scare Tilly. The door opened a fraction and a wedge of light fell across my dishevelled bed. She stepped into my darkened room.
“God, Alex, no wonder you have a headache. It’s seriously funky in here.”
She picked her way through the discarded clothes and damp towels, flung back the curtains and opened both windows. The light gave her a golden halo.
When my eyes adjusted, I could see out the window. Trees shimmered in the sunlight and beyond that, the sky was rich blue with a few fluffy clouds, like something from a cartoon.
“Shut the curtains.” My voice sounded deadpan even to me.
“Alex, you need light and …” Her words drifted away. She was looking past me at the computer. I turned. A picture of me and Mia, in her Barbie bathers, lying in the shallows on Surfers Paradise Beach filled the screen.
Barbs of sorrow stabbed my chest.
Tilly crossed the room and leaned in to hug me. I pushed the chair back and crashed into the computer desk.
Her face crumpled with confusion. “Alex, I–”
“This isn’t about you,” I snarled like one of those dogs from the movies – ugly, desolate things with bared teeth, ready to fight for survival.
“I came over to see how you were. To see if I could help.”
“What are you like at bringing back the dead?”
She recoiled, tears sliding down her cheeks. “Don’t, Alex. I love you.”
For the first time in days, I felt something other than numb. Like that desolate dog, I attacked.
“You’ve seen how I am, Tilly, now leave.”
“You don’t mean that.” Her voice cracked.
“Yeah, I do. And while we’re talking, we’re done.” I knew my words would pierce her.
She shook her head. “You’re hurt and sad, and you’re trying to make me feel the same way. Mum warned me.”
“Sure. If that makes you feel better. Either way, we’re done. I don’t love you. Didn’t love you. End of story.” I leaned back in the chair, hands clasped behind my head.
Tilly rushed from my room. The door slammed behind her.
I’d sounded just like Dad.
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The cleaner leaves her trolley in the doorway and enters our room. A spray bottle hangs by its trigger from one of her apron pockets. Blue cleaning cloths stick out of the other one.
“Hello. How you doing?” she says, as she sprays the sink near the window.
“Okay.”
“Is cold.” She shivers as though making sure I understand.
She moves from the sink to Mackie’s side of the room. The flowers Deb and I added to Mackie’s shelf are wilting. I slide off the bed, which is a little bit easier today, and walk, rather than totter, to her bed. “Is there a bin? Some of these are looking pretty manky.”
The cleaner smiles. “Leave it to Celie. Is good she has flowers, eh?”
“Yeah.” I look around me. More flowers have arrived since Deb helped me move a heap to Mackie’s side. “Celie, could you help me carry some of those?” I point to the flowers on the floor. “When you’re done.”
“Sure. Sure. Then I mop.”
Celie whirls into action. It’s exhausting watching her. Flowers rearranged, water changed, dead ones chucked out. Floors mopped, everything dusted, even cupboard handles wiped.
She looks around the room. “Good job.” She winks and leaves.
Once she’s gone, I cross the room and move the coffee jar of daisies to the front of the now-crowded shelf. After a quick check over my shoulder to make sure no one is watching, I pick up Mackie’s scrapbook. Settled in the chair, I flip to a page I haven’t read.
This one is different to the others. Beneath a handwritten heading, “Gratitude” are two large photos, one on each page, surrounded by collages of smaller photographs. There’s two lop-eared rabbits from an earlier page; a guy and a girl in school uniform, poking their tongues out; the same two people with a third person in, what looks like, a selfie; a shell being lapped by the ocean and a couple of photos of Vicky laughing.
The first of the large photos, framed by cream paper, is of a boy, younger than me, and a girl with sparkling green eyes and long black hair. They sit either side of a guy, probably Vicky’s age, with the saddest eyes ever. Across the bottom of the frame the purple writing reads, “I’m grateful for Dad and Ash.”
The photo on the right page is of Vicky, smiling into the face of a guy with tousled brown hair. Their arms are entwined and they both hold a champagne glass. Under the photo, Mackie has drawn hearts and written, “I’m grateful Mum and Tim are happy.”
The double page is framed with more cream paper, on which Mackie has written in black:
I am grateful for … Tammy and Granger being my BBFs … Ash talking openly … My rabbits, Flopsy and Mopsy … Being able to make clothes, bags, costumes and stuff … Mum’s laugh … Tim’s talks … Dr Stevenson’s honesty … Watching a movie with Dad … Blueberries … Mr Dobson’s skill and care … Strawberries … Watermelon … Macadamia nut ice-cream … Light, fluffy clouds in a blue sky … Painting … STILL BEING HERE …


With my index finger, I trace STILL BEING HERE.
My breath hitches in my throat and my eyes prickle. I can’t seem to take in enough air. A feeling I won’t name wells in my toes and rolls up towards my heart like a wave ready to break. Teeth gritted, I push the feeling back down and study the girl with sparkling green eyes.
She’s in a few of the collage pictures, including the one with the sad man and the younger kid. She looks like one of those girls who laughs at weird things. She’s tall and has creamy skin and freckles. Her clothes are different from the usual skinny leg jeans and T-shirts. She’s wearing stripes with florals and crazy combinations of skirts, stockings and cardigans.
I look from her to the girl with the sunken cheeks and dark rings under her eyes in the bed. And I realise. The girl with the sparkly green eyes is Mackie.
I stand, place the scrapbook back on the table and return to my bed, where I ease myself onto the bedspread. I lie on my side and breathe.
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I breathed in the scent of roast meat and potatoes. Roast dinner with the works on a hot Saturday night in summer was ridiculous. Not that I was about to say that. Everyone was edgy enough. It was the first time Dad had asked friends over. Since Mia.
White runners crisscrossed the table. Candles were bunched on the sideboard and mantelpiece and scattered down the middle of the table amongst the white bowls filled with broccoli and carrots and snow peas. A platter of beef with verjuice was between two glass vases filled with green and white orchids. A woman wailed from Mum’s iPod on its dock behind me.
Mum placed a large white bowl filled with roast potatoes on the table. “Does everyone have a drink?”
“Sorted, Christina,” said Dad, who sat at the end of the table like a medieval lord overseeing his followers.
Mum tossed the tea towel on the buffet behind her and sat with Harvey, opposite Dad. I was sandwiched between Dad’s school friend Jai and his new girlfriend, Ochio. Ethan was across the table with Wortho and his second wife, Tiffany.
Dad raised his wine glass. “To good friends.”
“Indeed. Here’s to us,” Wortho’s voice drowned out the wailing woman.
“And bright futures,” added Jai, touching glasses with Wortho. Glasses chinked and leather seats creaked.
I didn’t bother lifting my glass of water. Tiffany stared across the table at me.
“Enjoy, everyone,” said Dad.
I picked up my knife and fork and avoided eye contact with Mum, who had made it clear without words that my shorts and T-shirt didn’t measure up to her dinner party standards.
“Ethan, are you still planning on doing law next year?” said Jai. “Or have your plans changed since …”
“No, no,” said Ethan. His eagerness made me cringe. “Still going to do a double degree, business and law. Live in res and join the rowing club.”
“Fabulous. Aren’t you organised,” said Tiffany. “At Melbourne Uni?”
“Yes, St Mary’s residence. Father Ryan has written me a great reference, and he’s had a chat to the committee about, well, what happened.”
“Anisa has applied for physio at Melbourne and La Trobe and she plans to live in res,” said Jai, about his eldest daughter who, like Ethan, had finished VCE and was waiting for university offers. “But honestly, physio? I say if she can get the marks for physio, she should do medicine. Don’t you think?” He looked to Dad and Wortho.
“Exactly.” Wortho’s voice was like the roll of an orchestral drum. “Go for the bigger bucks. The prestige.”
“Because that’s what it’s all about,” I muttered.
“Alex,” Tiffany’s cloying perfume wafted across the table and down my throat, “what are your plans when you finish school?”
I sliced my roast beef. Bloody juices flowed onto the white plate.
Did I tell her or stick to the family line of uni, degree, res, big bucks. Might be right for them, but it wasn’t for me.
I wanted to be a professional lifeguard. Spend summer in Australia and move somewhere like Hawaii or Bali for the off-season. The only reason I’d go to uni would be to study PE so I could teach if working overseas in the off-season didn’t work out. Maybe I wouldn’t even do that. Maybe I’d be a lifeguard part-time and open a business, like a cafe and surf shop, at Phillip Island or along the Great Ocean Road.
“Alex? Plan?” Dad scoffed.
My attention snapped back to the room sparkling in the candlelight.
“Flat out getting him to think at all,” continued Dad.
Ethan laughed.
My hands curled into fists and dug into my knees.
“Of course Alex has plans, Dylan. He’s your son.” Ochio turned to me. “So what are they, Alex?”
Mum spoke. “Alex is going to do a business degree, then take over the operational side of the business from Dylan. The way Dylan did from his father.”
“Fabulous, Alex.” Tiffany smiled. Pink lipstick stained her front teeth. “You two must be so proud – both sons in the family business. I suppose you will join your brothers too, Harvey.”
I couldn’t take it. Hudson’s Wreckers was not my future. I pulled my chair close to the table. “Actually, Tiffany, I won’t be working in the family business. It’d be great and everything but it’s not what I want.”
Silence slammed down on the dining room.
“Oh, really.” Tiffany looked from Dad to Mum, an eyebrow raised. “So what do you want?”
At the end of the table, Dad placed his knife and fork down and set those wolf eyes upon me.
I folded and unfolded the edge of the runner near my plate. “What I really want is to be a professional lifeguard.”
“Like Bondi Rescue?” said Harvey. “Serious? That’d be way cool.”
“That’s the problem,” sneered Ethan. “Alex isn’t cool enough or good enough to do that.”
“Is that a proper job?” asked Ochio, looking from Jai to Wortho to Dad.
A leer crawled across Dad’s face. “What Alex means, Ochio, is that he’ll keep working as a lifeguard at the recreation centre while he studies business.” He turned to Wortho. “Any chance that Lake Wendouree will be right for the Masters Rowing next month?”
Dismissed. Again. I was over it.
Voice shaky, I ploughed over the top of him. “Actually, Dad. I mean permanently. And not at pools. I want to work beaches in Australia during the summer and move to Hawaii or Bali in the off-season. Like Benny’s friend, Dale.”
“Who the hell is Dale?” Dad’s eyes narrowed.
“Friend of Benny’s. They were lifeguards together somewhere in New South Wales. I met him when he came to the rec centre with Benny.” Before Dad could ask, I added. “My water polo coach.” At least he used to be. Since everything with Mia, I didn’t want to play water polo any more.
“Not Dale Anderson?” said Dad.
Wortho sniggered.
I shrugged. “Benny calls him Ando.”
“Has to be Dale Anderson.” Jai chuckled. “Figured he’d end up either a beach bum or in the big house.”
“What’s the big house?” asked Harvey.
Jai chortled and leaned around me to talk to Ochio. “Dale Anderson was in our year at school. Pot-smoking, bleached-blond guy. Real beach bum, surfer type. Never fitted in with any of us. Got done for having dope at school in our last year, didn’t he, Dylan?”
Like Dad, Wortho and Simon De Jong, Jai hadn’t moved far since finishing school. A suburb closer to his old school and school friends. No way was I going to hang out with anyone from school or even come back to the place when I was done.
“Dale Anderson.” Dad reached for his wine glass. “Laziest bloke I’ve met. Weak. Real loser.”
Wortho leaned back in his chair like a seal lazing in the sun. “A professional lifeguard. That’s hilarious!”
“Do you go to uni to be a lifeguard?” asked Harvey. “Or do you buff up and get tatts and that?”
“Alex with tatts? Yeah right.” Ethan shook his head. He couldn’t let a chance to needle me go by.
“That will do.” Dad’s voice fell like a weight on the table, crushing the banter. “Alex will not be a lifeguard.”
A bushfire of rage burned from my gut to the top of my head. I looked Dad square in the eyes. “The wreckers is not for me.”
A knife scraped a plate.
Beside me, Jai swallowed.
Dad’s lip curled. “You’re assuming you have what it takes to work in the family business.” Dad’s voice sliced into me like a sword. “The people who work for me are hard workers. Respectful. Loyal. Disciplined. Trustworthy. That’s hardly you, is it, Alex?”
The room pressed against my skin. My brain screamed “Tell him to stick it.” But I sat there, staring at my limp hands either side of the plate.
“You couldn’t be trusted to empty my office bin.”
Something exploded in my brain. “Why don’t you shove your bin and your business up your arse!” I flung my chair aside and stormed from the room and out the front door.
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I’ve been sleeping, dozing maybe, because somehow I was aware of noises beyond my room – trolleys in the hallway, hushed conversations, distant beeps. With a yawn, I stretch and roll onto my back. Well, to avoid it hurting too much, it’s more of a three-point turn than a roll.
Vicky sits by Mackie’s bed. “Hi, Alex.”
“How are you?”
“Good.” She smiles, but doesn’t look at me. “You’ve been at it again with the flowers.”
“If you don’t like them–”
“No, no, thanks,” says Vicky, shooting me a quick glance. “They look lovely. Mackie deserves lovely things.” She turns back to her daughter. “Don’t you, love?”
I watch Vicky wipe Mackie’s face with a flannel and apply lip balm. She straightens the pillow and sheets. It’s all about Mackie.
A pang of sorrow swoops in my chest. “Has she – Mackie – been sick for long?”
Vicky nods. “On and off since she was 14. Feels like forever.”
“Must be hard.”
“Not as hard as it is for her.” Vicky turns to face me. “I’d be here every minute if I could, but it’s tough. Not the drive, that’s easy. The problem is the time it takes to get here and back again. I work two jobs to pay for everything. I had three, but …” Her chin wobbles. “Three made it impossible to visit at all.” She sits straighter in the chair. “Still, once she’s awake, we’ll take her home. That’ll be great. Her friends Tammy and Granger can visit. You’d like them. And Ash too. He’s Mackie’s brother. He’s lost without her. And her father should be able to drag himself out of his house to visit.”
I try to think of something to say. “Can I do anything?”
Vicky smiles. “Talk to her when I’m not here. Make sure she knows we need her.”
“Sure.” A weight presses against my chest.
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A weight pressed against my chest as I reached the school gates. After the funeral, Mum arranged for Harvey and me to have the rest of the year off from school.
For Harvey, that had meant hanging around home playing computer games and watching DVDs or rowing with Dad and Ethan.
But for me, it meant finishing essays, reading and preparing for end of year exams, thanks to Dad and De Jong who decided it would be in my “best interest” to keep up with my work. I may as well have been at school. At least staying home meant I didn’t have to talk to anyone.
Seeing as Ethan had finished VCE exams the day before everything happened, he did what he liked. If I was him, I’d have stayed home. But not Ethan. He hung out with Stav, partied and came back hammered, if he did come home at all.
And Dad didn’t say a thing.
But if Dad caught me watching TV or listening to music, I was lazy. If I said I’d finished my school work, he banished me to do revision, even after exams, or tidy my room, or do any number of bizarre things. And if he was in the family room or kitchen when I entered, Dad left.
It almost became a game for me to see how long he could stand being near me. Almost.
Normally, Christmas meant a massive pool party at our place with all of Dad’s friends complete with Santa arriving on the back of a fire truck. But that didn’t happen.
Dad even cancelled his work Christmas break up and he had never done that before, not even two years ago when Grandma died the same week as the party.
Summer holidays were different too. Dad kept working, taking Ethan with him, which meant no staying at the beach house or barbecues or late nights or yachting or surfing or skindiving. Just day after long day at home.
Harvey hung out with his friends, Zac and Ange, mainly at their places. Mum drifted along in a drug haze, and I stayed in my room. The only time I left was if Mum, instructed by Dad, insisted. When she did manage to nag me out of there, I’d tell her I was going to see Bart or Smurf or even Tilly. But what I really did was catch the tram into the city and hang out at the Fitzroy Gardens or, if it was hot and I had cash, the museum or cinema. Basically, anywhere I didn’t have to talk to anyone and where no one knew me.
When I returned home, Mum never questioned where I’d been or who I’d been with.
Turned out I was a pretty convincing liar. When I quit my job, I told Mum and Dad there wasn’t enough work at the rec centre for me. When Mum asked about Tilly, I told her everything was fine and when she asked about water polo, I told her competition had been cancelled. And nobody questioned any of it.
But, two and a half months after Mia’s funeral, the school year was about to start, which meant I had to leave my room and face people again. And lucky me, Dad had arranged for me to check-in with the year eleven coordinator before school, who it turned out was Simon De Jong. Like me, he’d gone up a year.
As I passed year seven kids, a moving mass of too big uniforms, I consoled myself that seeing De Jong would be about as bad as my day was going to get. Backpack loaded with new books, I trudged up the driveway, to the office, where all three secretaries were on the phone. The older one, wearing more make-up than Mum when she went out, raised her eyebrows in a silent question.
“Need to see Mr De Jong.”
She directed me with a pointed finger to the maroon chairs by the door. I slumped in the seat, backpack at my feet and waited.
When De Jong arrived, he beckoned for me to follow him to his office. From behind his desk he looked me up and down. “Welcome back, Hudson.” His eyes seemed to bore into my heart. “How are you?”
“Yeah, great. Tiptop!”
Chin pulled in, he nodded. “Terrible business with your sister. My condolences.”
I shifted the backpack on my shoulder.
“So, Hudson, if there’s anything the school can do.”
“I’m right.”
His lips twitched. “Alex, our welfare office, Mrs Tr–”
“I said, I’m right.” I stared at the polished wooden desktop.
He cleared his throat. “Very well. There is, however, something we need to discuss. Your hair.”
Of all the things I expected him to say that was not one of them. “My what?”
“Your hair.” He opened a drawer in the filing cabinet beside him and pulled out a sheet of paper. “Its length and,” he glanced at me, “style, contravenes school policy.”
“Haircuts haven’t kind of been on my radar, sir.”
“I understand that, Alex.” His voice was more human than I’d ever heard it. “However, your appearance is a reflection of how you view yourself and the school. St James has a reputation to uphold.” He handed me the A4 paper. “You are after all a senior student now, and as such, need to lead by example.”
I glanced at the page. The school’s hairstyle policy. The short version of which was neat hair, no colouring, no mohawks or shavings. Beneath that was a list of consequences.
Only the second made my stomach flutter.


Failure to abide by the college’s regulations will result in:
1. Suspension until hair is attended to.
2. Parents being informed.
3. In the case of repeat offences, the principal will decide on further action.


Dad’s thunder-faced warning about “keeping my head down” at school, and how he didn’t want a single call from De Jong this year echoed in my head.
“Now, considering your circumstances, I think suspension is unnecessary. However, I will need to speak to your parents and ask that they ensure your hair is attended to before tomorrow.”
I shifted my weight from one leg to the other. “Sir, Mum and Dad have enough to deal with.”
“Indeed, but I’m already flouting school rules.”
“Heaven forbid.” I stared so hard at his desk that my vision blurred. “Tell you what, how about I clear off and get my hair cut now. That way you won’t have to flout any rules.”
“Alex, there is no need for this,” he scurried around his desk and placed a hand on my forearm. His nails were oval shaped.
I flicked his hand away and stalked from the room.
My phone buzzed as I reached the school gates. I took it from my pocket and scowled.
“Father – Work” flashed beneath a picture of Dad standing next to Goofy at Disneyland.
I leaned against the school fence and pushed answer. “Yeah.”
“Is this Alex Hudson’s phone?”
Dad’s secretary. “Hey, Julie.”
“Alex, your father asked me to call.”
“Figured.”
“He said … never mind what he said. Are you okay, Alex?”
“Fine, Julie.”
Julie sighed. “Alex, go to the hairdresser and then straight back to school.”
“How mad is he?”
“On a scale of one to get your haircut? Get your haircut. Now. Do you need his credit card details?”
I slipped my hand into my pocket and pulled out the thirty dollars Mum had given me to buy a new school shirt. “Nah, I’ll be right.”
“Okay, but, Alex, phone back if you need anything. Promise?”
“Promise, Julie.”
“Good luck, Alex.”
I knew she wasn’t talking about the haircut. I pushed off the wall and trudged down the hill to the main road. Traffic droned, rushing to who knows where. I wished I was in a hurry to be somewhere, anywhere, but here.
At the intersection, I looked left, towards Mum’s hairdresser, then right to the shopping centre near the train station where a new salon with barber’s chairs and hairdressers wearing black jeans, T-shirts and lace-up boots had opened last week. Yesterday, on the way back from buying text books, pens, folders and stuff, Mum stopped at the level crossing to wait for a city-bound train. She glanced at the salon and screwed up her nose. “Hipsters. Will never survive in this neighbourhood.”
I turned right towards the level crossing.
After the haircut, I went home and sprawled across the sofa, watching a DVD. I was still there, eating cornflakes, when I heard the front door open and footsteps on the entrance slate. I turned off the TV.
“… keep up that great attitude, Ethan, and you’ll be transferred into the office.”
“You reckon?” Ethan’s voice reminded me of a bouncy puppy. “Working the yard is good, but I’d like to get a handle on the business side of things.”
I stared at the sodden flakes in the bowl. Dad and Ethan hardly ever came home in the middle of the day. Keys clattered and glasses clunked on the stone bench. The bottles in the fridge rattled as the door opened.
“Want a toasted sandwich for lunch?” asked Dad. “There’s chicken.”
For a split second I thought he meant me.
“Yeah, cool,” said Ethan.
My left leg cramped. I shifted to ease the pain but knocked the bowl which sent the spoon clattering to the floor.
“Did you get that haircut, like I told you?” snapped Dad, the lightness gone from his voice.
I swallowed. What had seemed a good idea a few hours ago now felt like a ridiculous choice. “Like Julie asked?”
“To my standards?”
“To the school’s.” Not a complete lie. A bit of product to hold the top and fringe in place and my haircut would fit school policy.
“Well, show me,” said Dad.
I placed the bowl on the coffee table, stood and turned to face him.
“Jesus,” he spluttered.
Ethan froze, drink near his mouth.
Dad’s face reddened. “You look like one of those poofs from that boy band.”
Ethan’s laugh was like fingernails down a blackboard.
I ran my shaking hand over the short back and sides of my head. The fringe flopped over my left eye. “Pretty happy with it actually. Fits the school policy, no worries.” I folded my arms. Dad stared, his neck now as red as his face. His silence gave me courage. “Kinda cheap too.”
“You paid someone to do that?”
“Bobbi at Hair-Art near the level crossing. Cool place.”
Dad snatched his car keys from the bench. “Car now, Alex.”
And like the pathetic, spineless dweeb I am, I walked to his car.

I was out of the back seat, door slammed behind me, before the car came to a complete stop.
Dad bellowed, but the beamer’s windows trapped his words.
An iron bar had wrapped around my chest and squeezed tighter and tighter. Inside, I stormed to the stairs.
Mum called from the kitchen as my foot hit the first step, “Alex? Is that you?” Her heels clicked against the foyer’s slate floor. “Alex.”
I’d reached the landing. “Leave me alone.”
“You’re only making this worse.”
I thundered back down to the foyer. “Worse?” I screeched. “How the hell can it be any worse? Look at me!” I touched the top of my head, recoiling at the feel of the bristles.
Mum’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh.”
“Yeah. Oh. Big hero snatched the clippers from the barber’s hand and shaved a chunk out of my hair. He told the guy to do the same to the rest.” Tears prickled my eyes. If I cried, Dad won.
“Maybe if we …”
“What, Mum? Buy a wig?”
“It makes your eyes look–”
I raised my hand. “Don’t, okay? Bloody well don’t.” I sprinted up the stairs.
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Paul walks into the room, holding a bundle of papers. The air rushes out of me as a groan. Brochures about death, teenage angst and dealing with feelings, I know it. Like everyone else, he’s been sucking up so I’d relax and let him probe my useless brain. Well, he can shove his brochures right up his–
“Hey, Alex. I’m headed home, but wanted to drop these off first. We can talk about them tomorrow.”
“Actually, I changed my mind.”
Paul frowns. “What about?”
“Talking.”
“Right.” Paul sits in the vinyl chair, bundle of papers on his knee. “Any reason?”
“Don’t have anything to talk about.” I jerk my head at the brochures and fold my arms. “So you can take that stuff about grief with you. I’m dealing with things my way.”
“I can see that.” Paul dumps the papers on my bed. “You’ll enjoy them more than the car mags.”
After he leaves, I count to sixty before looking at what he left. When I do, my face burns and my stomach churns.
The magazines and pamphlets aren’t about grief and angst. They’re surfing magazines, Surf Life Saving Australia brochures and leaflets about towns by the ocean. He’s even printed a list of websites and written across the top in blue pen, “You can check out these links when you have access to a computer. Paul.”
I slap my plastered arm and soak up the rush of red pain that follows.
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My thoughts are murky and slow and my head throbs. I can’t bring myself to walk around the room, despite the pull of Mackie’s scrapbook.
Mum arrives at the same time as the morning tea trolley. She’s carrying a bunch of pink roses, a basket of fruit and my pillow from home. I close my eyes. The pillow is a horse kick to my heart. Mum kisses my cheek. She smells of oranges and spice. “How are you feeling, darling?”
“Fine.” I open my eyes and watch her place the fruit on the overbed table, prop the pillow behind my head and rummage through my drawers. It’s as though the scene with Dimity never occurred.
She assesses what’s left of my flowers, then Mackie’s side of the room. She scowls. Still holding the bunch of roses and greenery wrapped in purple foil, she sits and leans forwards.
“Are they your flowers over there?” She whispers, glaring at Mackie. “Did that dreadful fat nurse move them?”
I know she means Dimity. “What fat nurse?” I wrestle the pillow out from behind me and toss it to the floor.
“She had no right. I’ll report her.”
I sigh. “Mum, I did it.”
Her face is blank. “Why would you give gifts from your friends to someone else?”
“They aren’t from my friends. They’re from yours and Dad’s. Anyway, who is going to know? It’s not like I ever have visitors.”
The foil rustles as Mum shifts position. “I visit.”
“Yeah, but no one else.” I don’t know why it matters – it’s not like I’m awake for long. But visitors, other than Mum, would mean the world is still turning outside the hospital and that someone has realised I’m not around.
Mum stands and shoves the flowers into a vase already holding a small bouquet of carnations. “Your father felt …” She looks up, her face bright but brittle. “I saw Cooper yesterday. He’s working at the supermarket. He asked after you. Benny has been calling too. And the other boys from water polo – Bart? Smurf? Strange names. Your mobile flashes with messages and missed calls all the time.”
“So why didn’t you bring it in?”
Mum twirls her wedding ring. “Well, that’s against the hospital rules.”
“Dad’s rules.” I snort. “He’s told people not to come, hasn’t he?”
“He thinks–”
“Like I give a shit about what he thinks.”
“That will do, Alex.”
“Actually, it won’t.” It’s like I’m on my bike, flying down a massive hill. “I’m over the way Dad treats me and I’m sick of you never stopping him or standing up for me. It’s like he hates me.”
“Alex, that’s not true.” She looks around her.
“It is. I don’t do all the stuff Dad thinks I should. He’s ashamed of me. You both are.” Every muscle is taut. “I don’t fit your idea of the perfect family.”
Mum slaps her flat palm on the overbed table.
I jump.
“For God’s sake, Alex. Stop this.”
Her next words are like an dagger to my heart.
“Someone will hear you.”
“Yeah, because that’s what really matters. Not how I feel, but that some stranger will hear me.” I press the nurse call button. “Go back home to the others. I have a headache.”
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It’s rest time, the curtains are drawn and the lights dimmed, but I can’t sleep. Mum’s face and words swirl through the muck that is my brain. After what she said, I feel as though my skin has been scrubbed away with a hard-bristled brush. I roll to my left side, hoping for sleep.
Muffled voices, footsteps and the constant beep for attention of the drip pumps fill the air.
And still Mum’s words keep coming.
“Someone will hear you.”
I roll to my back and stare at the ceiling, which seems greyer and lower in the gloom.
Mackie’s sheets rustle. I glance at her bed. Dreaming, maybe. About sewing and dresses and mothers who talk to you as though you are the only person in the world.
I peel back my sheets and shimmy to the edge of the bed, then pad, barefoot, to Mackie. Her pale face is contorted into a frown. Her lips are white and flaky. I look around for the lip balm I’d seen Vicky apply to Mackie’s lips. There’s only a hospital phone and a box of tissues on the cabinet. I ease open the top drawer. Two lip balms roll against a packet of those face wipes girls use. I study both lip balms in the gloom. One moisturises. The other repairs. Mackie’s lips look dry, so I go for moisturise. I take off the lid and wind the bottom, looking from the balm to her lips.
I’ve never applied this stuff to my own lips and certainly not to anyone else’s. How much do I use? Do I, like, draw as though it’s a texta? Do I dab it? And how hard?
I quiet my churning brain and think of how Tilly used to apply lip balm. I lean forwards and trace the waxy stuff over Mackie’s lips. They ripple like water. I stop when her lips are white and waxy.
Lip balm back in the drawer, I pull a wipe from the container and clean around Mackie’s eyes and the corners of her mouth. The whole time I’m jumpy as, ready for a nurse, the physio or even Vicky to walk in and crack it with me. But no one turns up.
Mackie’s scrapbook is within arm’s reach on the bedside cabinet. I resist returning to it. But only for a moment. I lift it and flip through, past the collages of clothes and people and past the sketch of the rabbit, to a page framed with drawings and pictures from magazines. There are stars, fairies, fairy wands, sparkles and all kinds of fantasy stuff. Inside the frame is a list. Each line is written in different coloured ink.
I DON’T BELIEVE …
* I don’t believe in the tooth fairy.
* I don’t believe in Santa.
* I don’t believe in the Easter bunny.
* I don’t believe in chemotherapy or radiotherapy.
* I don’t believe in stupid, hippy treatments.
* I don’t believe in cancer cures.
* I don’t believe doctors when they say, “This won’t hurt. Sharp scratch.”
* I don’t believe there is anything fair about the world.
* I don’t believe anybody understands what it’s like to be me.
* I don’t believe I’ll ever be kissed, married or a mum.
* I don’t believe I have much time.


My heart lurches in my chest. My eyes keep drifting back to that last line.
Much. Time.
I don’t want to think about death. Not Mackie’s and not anyone else’s. I feel around the edges of the page and find the right side is held down by a slither of BluTack. I carefully peel it back and read.
Mum and Ash are trading insults in the kitchen. It’s like listening to the broadcast of a tennis match.
Mum serves. “Can’t trust you.”
Ash returns. “Always picking on me.”
A lob from Mum. “Always stuffing up.”
Smash from Ash. “You’re never home.”
Fifteen – love.
I am completely over them. I can handle the nausea, the tiredness, even the mouth ulcers, but this fighting is doing my head in. And it’s not like they fight over new stuff, it’s always the same old thing.
Mum goes to work. Ash doesn’t do what she asks (take the rubbish out, put his washing away, clear the table – not major stuff). Mum comes home, sees nothing has been done and goes mental. Mum and Ash go at each other until one of them storms off, slamming doors. And then the one who’s left turns up in my room needing support.
I used to do Ash’s jobs for him so it would be more peaceful at home. But now it’s too hard. Even walking to the loo is a major effort.
Kind of embarrassing to admit, but part of me thinks he owes me. Apart from doing his jobs, it’s me who makes sure Mum and Tim don’t find out after he’s been caught wagging school or that the police brought him home for drinking at the skate park. He has no idea how tough that’s been for me.
So I reckon he can wear the lectures for not doing his dumb jobs.
Only thing is, lying here listening to them fight is tough, especially when I can see through the words to what’s really going on.
Ash wants Mum to notice him, but Mum’s too busy working or fussing over me to pay him attention.
I guess that’s why I keep covering up for him.
Great. Now they are yelling. Scratch that – screaming. And Mum lobs a grenade. “You’ll end up just like your father.”
Ouch! That’s gotta hurt. Dad is so depressed he’s practically comatose. Won’t work, won’t even leave the house since he was caught drink-driving and lost his licence. Ash is scared-stupid that he’s like Dad.
The sound of smashing glass fills the air. I’m off the bed and down the hall to the kitchen where Mum stands at the kitchen sink, hand over her mouth. There’s glass on the floor at her feet and on the bench. Behind her, the kitchen window is broken.
Ash stands beside the table, his left hand clenched.
When I ask what happened he says mum won’t lay off. And then it’s all about me. He spits words at me, his face a mask of anger. The ones that hurt the most are, “It’s all your fault. Why’d you have to go and get sick again?”
He bolts out the back door.


Beneath that, Mackie has drawn a row of daisies in coloured pencil. Then the writing starts again.


Bloody Ash.
Lucky Tim was at a work and then dart night so missed the whole thing.
I promised Mum that I’d find Ash to stop her calling in sick from her new casual job.
Me and my big mouth.
Bucket by my side, I rang like a thousand people and talked to his feral mates. After piecing their stories together, I worked out Ash was with that loser Conrad Fennell. Not that I know him, I’d just seen him around school. He stands out. Dreads, a stretching thing in each ear and a pierced upper and lower lip.
Anyway, I had to talk to Conrad Fennell, who denied Ash was there until I completely cracked it. When Conrad finally put Ash on the phone, I pleaded, begged, cried, even promised to do his jobs for him if he came home before Mum finished work.
He flat out refused.
But he did come home and was in bed fifteen minutes before Mum returned.
I try to imagine that frail body in the bed in front of me brimming with fight for her family.
Would I fight like that? For Mum? For Ethan? Even Harvey?
Probably not.
But I’d have done that and a thousand tougher things for Mia.
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Visiting hours, and the halls are filled with people carrying everything from flowers and balloons to bottles of soft drink and quilts. I’m walking towards the lift, staying close to the wall and away from any one when the lift opens. Paul steps out, satchel over his shoulder. He’s with a woman in a black dress and boots.
I’d run, but my ribs and head kill if I move too fast. Standing still and looking stupid is my only option. I pray he won’t notice me.
“Alex, how’s the walking?”
Clearly a red T-shirt and navy trackies are not great camouflage in a hospital.
“Yeah, good.” Shame squirms up from my gut and wraps itself around my tongue. I wish the woman would clear off.
“The stuff you left, it was great. Thanks.” I can’t look at Paul’s face. “When you turned up with that, I thought you’d been sucking up to me to make me spill my guts. But you’re not like …”
“I’ll meet you in the office, Paul,” says the woman, touching Paul’s arm. Her red nails are bright against his blue shirt.
“Mind taking my stuff?” Paul hands her his satchel. He leans against the wall, legs crossed at the ankles. “So, what aren’t I like?”
“That Melinda chick. She talked to me like I was a puppy. And that hairy bloke with dopey eyes that Mum sent me to after …”
“Mia?” Paul’s voice is gentle.
“Yeah.” I pick at the fluff where the plaster stops near my thumb. It’s like someone has their hands wrapped around my throat and is squeezing. “I can’t talk about her.”
“That’s okay, Alex. When you’re ready, I’ll listen.” He pushes off the wall. “You’re looking pretty pale, mate. How about a rest?”
He walks me back to my room.
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I’m lying on one of those blow-up mattresses floating on murky water, which rolls and boils beneath me like the sea. Only it’s not the ocean, but an outdoor pool surrounded by hard-faced people I don’t recognise. Like zombies, they raise their arms to point at me.
A man steps forwards, holding a hammer and one of those big arse nails. He wades into the pool. I try to jump off the mattress, but I’m tied down. The man holds the nail against my head, raises the hammer and grunts as he pounds. With each stroke, the mattress is forced beneath the surface until I am submerged. I open my mouth to scream. Water streams into my mouth. Huge silver bubbles float to the surface. Mia is trapped in each one. I stretch out, reaching, reaching for her, but the bubbles burst and she’s gone.
I gasp and jerk awake.
There’s no pool or pointing people and no silver bubbles or Mia. It’s dark – but is it morning or night? I listen hard to the hum of heating and distant beep of a machine.
I turn on the reading lamp and pour a drink, swilling the water around my mouth to ease the dryness before swallowing.
The dream has left me wired. I stand and cross the room to the window where I part the curtains. Beneath me, lights twinkle golden, red and green. A handful of cars slip along blackened roads. I’d guess it’s about three am.
When I release the curtains they close with a rustle. In the dusky light thrown by the reading lamp, I glance at Mackie. She lies on her side, facing me. I wonder if she’s aware of time, dreams, voices, pain.
As I go back to bed, I take her scrapbook from the table. Pillow end of the bed raised, I open a random page which is framed by movie, concert and exhibition tickets. The film tickets are for the movies Tilly likes and those animated ones, like Madagascar, that Mia loved. The concert tickets are to everything from the dude who won that TV talent show to Carols by Candlelight. The exhibition tickets are to craft shows, museums and art galleries. All of them are dated late last year and this year. In the middle of the tickets is another list in black. There are no sketches or decorations.
IF ONLY …
* People didn’t stare at my bald head.
* Mum didn’t have to work three jobs to pay for my treatment.
* Ash would stop being selfish.
* I’d kissed a boy.
* Chemo didn’t make me feel like shit.
* Chemo worked for me.
* Everything didn’t hurt so much.
* I’d never had cancer.
* It hadn’t spread to my brain.
* I could let go.


I remember something from one of the earlier pages, about wishing she’d seen a sunrise or something and slip back out of bed. After shutting the door, I open the curtains. Back at her bed, I squat beside Mackie’s head and check if she could see above the balcony to the eastern sky. I raise the bed until I’m happy she has a clear view over the city to the bay. If she opened her eyes.
Back in my own bed, while I wait for sleep, thoughts bubble like boiling water.
What would be on my wish list?
Only one thing.
I wish it had been me instead of Mia.
But I can’t think about her. I search for something soothing. Home? Yeah right!
During an English class before Easter, Mrs Jenkins had talked about home being a haven. Maybe home had been a kind of haven for me once, but not now. Without Mia, home was shit.
Dad either avoided or yelled at me. Ethan refused to acknowledge me unless Mum was around, and Harvey had turned into Mini Ethan, right down to his haircut. As for Mum, she was blanketed in a world of pain that she tried to ease with more charity work.
And school, well last time I was there, I’d turned into one of the weirdo loners who hung out near the science wing. Bash and Coop ignored me and spent all their time with Amado and his mates. Michael Kolo looked straight through me and even the teachers didn’t notice me.
It was like I was trapped in one of those huge jars that hold pig foetuses and snakes in the science labs. Only it was worse than that, because at least people noticed those jars on the back shelf, took them down and studied them every now and again. No one paid me any attention.
Until I smashed Bash.
That day flashes across the inside of my eyelids as clear as a movie. Clearer. The smell of body odour, old fruit and aftershave clinging to the locker room walls and carpet douses the cold hospital smell.
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A bleak, biting wind ripped through the school corridors. In the stuffy locker room, I chucked biology books into my locker and reached for my ham and cheese sandwich. Around me, books thudded against metal and laughter buffeted my skin. Bash’s voice boomed through the laughter. Though I couldn’t hear what he was saying, I recognised the tone of his voice. He was bragging. A name cut through the noise as I closed the locker door.
Tilly.
Everything came into sharp focus – the lockers, the smell of freshly sprayed deodorant and the voices.
“Tilly Denaris?” asked Coop.
“The same. We hooked up at Toby’s party, Saturday.”
The jeers made my stomach flip.
“You two on now?”
“Maybe. See how I feel when she gets back from visiting her sister in Foster.”
“Does Alex know?”
“What do I care? He dumped her,” said Bash. “Anyway, he’s gone psycho.”
I pressed my forehead against the locker. But Bash wasn’t done.
“Tilly reckons he’s lost it. She said he blames himself for his sister’s death.”
I wasn’t aware of the rage that had swallowed me until I was on the other side of the lockers, glowering at Bash. With a grunt, I shoved aside the boys surrounding him. I drew my fist back and slammed it into his face.
A cracking, crunching sound filled the air. Pain exploded in my knuckles and up my arm.
Hands grabbed and punched at my ribs, kidneys. Face.
And then I was crumpled on the carpet, pain surging through me, surrounded by school shoes, grey trousers and silence.
“Geez,” said Amado. “Big hit. Check out the blood and shit.”
I sat up and the room came into focus. Coop was bent over Bash, and even though his back obscured Bash’s face, I could see the blood soaking Bash’s white collar. Everyone gathered around him. While they concentrated on Bash, I staggered to my feet and stumbled out the door.
On the main road, I caught a tram and sat with my head against the window. The rattle and shudder of the tram slammed into my rage. It wasn’t until I reached the city that I realised I’d left my phone in my locker. Not that it mattered. There was no one I wanted to message or call and no one I wanted to contact me.
For the rest of the day I sat on the free tourist tram, wandered along the Yarra River and hung out at the Fitzroy Gardens. I didn’t notice the strange looks people were giving me until I saw my reflection in the public toilets’ polished-tin mirror. My jumper was ripped, my shirt collar bloodstained and my face was battered and swollen. I figured there was blood on my jumper too, but it didn’t show up against the navy.
Late in the afternoon, I found myself not far from the rec centre, wandering the streets lined with houses, mesmerised by other people’s lives being played out behind glass. A flickering TV screen. A ladder in the middle of an empty room. A man chopping vegies and talking.
When rain fell, not a shower but massive splattering drops, I headed to the rec centre, but instead of going inside, I huddled at the back between two recycle bins. Knees hugged to my chest, I watched the hail flatten grass and smash into gravel. By the time the rain eased, it was dark.
Even though Bash had said she’d gone to visit her sister, I walked to Tilly’s place, huddled into myself.
Except for the weak light thrown by the solar lights throughout the garden, the house was doused in darkness. I slunk down the drive to the old cubby where I sat on the Bananas In Pyjamas sofa. Foam stuck out where the fabric had worn. On the wooden stove lay an abandoned tea set. Which made me think of Mia.
I burst out of the cubby and ran.
And then I was home. Wet and freezing, bloodied and sore, I punched the code into the gate and felt between the agave’s leaves for the key I’d stashed a couple of weeks ago. When I unlocked the door, I expected Dad to be in the doorway, arms folded, ready to attack. But the foyer was empty. A lamp shone from the family room. I tiptoed over the slate.
Mum was curled on the sofa, a rug over her knees. Tucked under her arm was Mia’s rabbit.
My heart gave a horse-kick beat.
Mum startled. “Alex! Where have you been? I wanted to call the police, but your father–”
“Why do you let him push you around?”
“This isn’t about me, Alex. Where have you been?”
“Thinking.”
“Do you have any idea what the time is?”
I shrugged.
She swung her legs off the sofa and rubbed her face. When she looked back at me, her mouth formed an O. “God, Alex. You’re a mess.” She rushed over and reached out to touch my face.
I pulled away. “It’s fine.”
“Does it hurt?”
“It’s okay.”
She stepped back and studied me. “That shirt is ruined. Have you had ice on your face?”
“I said it’s okay.”
Mum sighed. “Did this happen today, after Bashir?”
“Who told you about that?”
“Ethan. And Mr De Jong rang. For God’s sake, Alex. Bash has a broken nose.”
“He deserved it.” I hung my head. “So did I.”
“Nobody deserves to be beaten.” The force in her voice surprised me. Mum moved back to the sofa. “Sit, Alex.”
It didn’t feel like a request. I wedged myself into the corner where the armrest met the back of the sofa. “Bet Ethan couldn’t wait to spill his guts.”
“He’s worried, Alex.”
An image of Ethan while the ambos worked on Mia flashed through my mind. “Yeah, I can imagine.”
“Alex, this bitterness – anger – it isn’t you. Let me help. Please.”
Once, when I was little, I wrapped a piece of string around and around my finger. After a few minutes, the tip of my finger turned red and throbbed in pain. All I had to do was untangle the cotton and my finger went back to normal. I’d had that same wound up, throbbing sensation, only worse, since Mia. Except it wasn’t my finger bound up, but my whole body. It hurt so much I couldn’t catch my breath sometimes. But how did I tell Mum that? “I’m okay, Mum.”
“You’re not okay.” Mum ran her fingers through her hair. “Try to talk to me, please?”
“What’s the point? I stuffed up. Again.” I reached beyond the gap between us to touch Mia’s rabbit. He should have been with Mia. But no one would listen to me.
Mum stroked my arm. “It wasn’t your fault, Alex. Nobody blames you.”
I recoiled. “That’s bullshit and you know it. Everybody blames me. Especially Dad.”
Mum tucked her legs under her so she was facing me. “Alex.”
“Don’t. Don’t try to tell me he doesn’t blame me. Before Mia, he just didn’t like me, but now … now he full-on hates me.”
She bit her bottom lip and slid across the sofa, taking my hands in hers. “Alex.”
“I told you to wake me when he returned.” Dad strutted through the doorway.
Mum released my hands and slid back to her corner of the couch. “I was about to come and get you.”
“Where were you?” he snapped, ignoring Mum.
“Nowhere. Walking. Thinking.”
“Hiding instead of facing up to what you did.” His lip curled. “I’m ashamed of you.”
“Yeah, well, you’ve made that clear often enough.”
Dad lurched forwards, grabbed my wet shirt and dragged me to my feet. “Want to punch me too, big man? Hey? Go on, take a swipe.”
My fists clenched and unclenched. I wanted that rush of hate then relief that had swamped me when I punched Bash. The urge to sink my knuckles into Dad’s fleshy gut was so strong, it hurt. Then I remembered the horror after I’d hit Bash.
“Go on, Alex. Take a shot.”
My hand twitched.
Mum was beside us. “Stop goading him, Dylan.”
“Coward.” Dad poked me in the chest with his index finger. “Absolute coward.”
I pulled back my fist, but Mum was faster.
“Enough!” She stepped between us. “Go and clean yourself up, Alex.”
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On the breakfast tray, soggy cereal bobs in milk. Beside that, the toast, jam, margarine and orange juice are untouched. I’m over trying to rip off the foil lids on those stupid plastic containers with one hand. Every time I try, I spill stuff all over myself.
Mackie’s scrapbook is beside the breakfast tray. I meant to take it back before the nurses do obs, but the moment I touch it, I have to read more. The book opens at a page with only a few sketches and doodles.
In black texta, with the headings underlined, are two more lists, this time with hearts as bullet points.
BEFORE THIS JOURNEY ENDS I WANT TO:
* Taste snow.
* Feel an elephant’s skin.
* Travel in a plane somewhere. Anywhere.
* Win the lotto so I can:
* Buy Mum, Tim and Ash a mansion with lush lawn and trees with glossy leaves.
* Buy Dad a place at the beach so he can fish whenever he likes.
* Buy Mum and Tim a car each – Mum a Mazda and Tim a Subaru.
* Send Tammy and Granger on the backpacking holiday I won’t be able to take.
* Donate anything left over to cancer research so no one ever has to do this again.
* Kiss a boy.
* Visit the


Visit the what? Why did she stop? Was she too tired? Too sick?
I read the next list, which is written in blue, pressed so deep into the page that there are holes in the paper. Across the page are splodges of smudged ink and shadowy, transparent letters.
I WISH I’D …
* Driven a car.
* Ridden a horse along a beach.
* Gone paintballing, zip lining, abseiling, skydiving, skinny-dipping.
* Kissed a boy.
* Grown old with someone I love and who loves me.
* Been to a pool party.
* Wagged school.
* Been to a strawberry farm and eaten berries straight from the bush.
* Been normal. Healthy.
* Been able to fight harder.


Something thick and hard lodges in my chest. I cough and clear my throat and slap that flat place above my heart, but I can’t dislodge whatever it is. All I manage to do is stir up the pain in my ribs.
I take Mackie’s scrapbook back to her table then shuffle around the room for a bit, still coughing and hawking.
“Do you have a cold?” asks Paul, strolling through the door.
“Nah, there’s something stuck in my chest.” I rub my sternum with my left fist and head back to my side of the room.
Paul drags a chair closer to the bed. “How’d you enjoy the surf magazine?”
“Yeah, good.” I pour a glass of water and gulp it down before sliding onto the bed.
“Let me know if you want to look up any of those sites. I can bring in my iPad.”
“Thanks.” I know I’m being weird, but I can’t help it. I feel disjointed or something.
“How’s physio?”
“Okay.” What else can I say? “Lots of walking, tiptoeing and squeezing my hand into a fist.” I hold out my right arm to demonstrate.
“Happy with your progress?”
“I guess.”
Paul clears his throat. When I look up, he’s gazing past me, out the window. “Can you believe it’s nearly spring? The almond tree in our front yard is in blossom.”
“Yeah? We have an almond tree in our backyard. It’s a huge old thing and has this cubbyhouse that the people who lived there before us built. The cubbyhouse not the tree.” I can see the forked lightning splitting the air either side of the almond tree.
“Did you play in it?”
“The cubbyhouse? Not really. I used to, but then Dad told me that cubbyhouses were gay … I kind of stopped.” I realise what I’ve said. “Not that, I mean …”
Paul laughs. “Relax, Alex. It takes more than that to offend me.”
My face burns. “Well, I’m sorry. I don’t care about that stuff. Dad’s the one with the issue. He’s always crapping on about being a real man.”
“So what’s a real man to your father?”
“Not me.” I look at my knees. “Sorry, that sounds tragic. I mean I don’t measure up.” I roll my shoulders, trying to shake off the crappy feeling that digs its claws into my skin. “Look, Paul, I don’t mean to sound like I feel sorry for myself or anything. I feel weird today. You know?”
Paul nods. “Physically weird, or …”
“As though I have something stuck here.” I slap my chest again. “Something I need to cough up. And it’s like there’s something digging into my back.”
“Can I run something by you?” He says each word with care.
My eyes narrow. “What?”
“It’s a theory. One I’ve heard about a billion times, and I think, well, it seems relevant to you.” His chinos squeak against the vinyl as he shifts position. “People – psychologists – reckon that when emotional pain becomes too much to bear, we hurt ourselves – you know bump our head, cut a finger – because the physical pain relieves the emotional pain.”
“I’m not one of those psycho cutters, if that’s what you’re getting at.”
“Nice overreaction.” He leans forwards, elbows on his knees. “Look, Alex, that thing in your chest, your accident – they’re all to do with Mia and how much you’re hurting.”
I stare at the cast on my arm.
“Have you ever talked about it? Properly? Cried? Really cried, since she died?”
I swallow.
“Did you know you never say her name?”
Panic soars through my veins. “That’s not …” My words fade away, because I know he’s right. “Can we not?”
“Because you can’t or won’t?”
Anger explodes in my head as white shards. “Look, you don’t even know, no one does, I …” A nurse enters the room – it’s Dimity. She looks at me then Paul.
“Rolling Mackie. Mind if I draw these curtains?”
“No problem,” says Paul, standing. “I’ll do it.”
Paul whips the curtains surrounding the bed closed. My brain swirls and twirls, so many thoughts and fears packed into such a tiny space it hurts.
Paul sits back down. “Alex, I’m not going to force you to talk about Mia, I promise. But I do believe if you can, doesn’t matter who to, it will help.” He leans back and pats his knees. “I hope this hasn’t been too full-on, mate. Okay if I come back?”
“What the hell is the point of ‘refreshments’ after a funeral?” I stare at my feet, resting against the end of the bed. “It’s a shit idea.”
I can feel Paul’s stillness.
“And what kind of twat thinks having ‘refreshments’ at their home is a good thing?” My lip curls. “Oh, I know. My father, that’s who. School offered the hall, but Dad said it was too shabby and that the caterers needed a better kitchen. Caterers. For funeral refreshments? That’s stuffed.”
If Paul speaks, I’ll stop. But he doesn’t, so I keep going like that Shakespearean character who wanders around talking to a skull.
“As if you want to be social, you know, eat and drink and stuff, after a shitful funeral. Especially with Dad’s plastic mates.” My right arm is itchy. “Dad started issuing orders, dealing them out like they were cards, as he drove out the crematorium gate.” I imitate his voice. “Harvey, you’re in charge of the children’s food and drinks. Ethan, Alex, you will mingle, clear plates and glasses. Make people feel welcome.” I snort. “Dickhead. Welcome to the house of pain. Would you like a poke in the eye or your heart ripped out with that red wine?”
I draw my legs up. “I wanted to tell Dad to shove his welcome right up his fat arse. But I didn’t. I was completely and utterly numb. And not only because of the tablet I snuck from the bottle the doctor left Mum. The whole thing – the service, the small white coffin, the stupid pictures of her – they left me dazed. Like none of it was real.”
“But it was real, wasn’t it?” Paul’s voice seems far away.
I nod. My chest is even more jammed up than it was before. I cough to dislodge the sensation, stretch my arms to the side and behind me, but that tight, heavy feeling won’t budge.
“Alex?” asks Paul. “Do you need me to call Dimity?”
I’m frowning so hard my forehead aches. “People on reality shows, the hospital ones, reckon they had a bad feeling on the day something horrible went down.” I look up at Paul. “But I didn’t. I felt hot. And lazy, you know?” I shake my head. “Yeah, hot and lazy. No premonition. It was just another day.”
The air presses against my shoulders. Paul watches with gentle eyes.
A huge yawn racks my body. When it passes, my head starts to throb. I rub my left temple.
Paul leans forwards. “You okay?”
I nod. “A headache.”
“Rest up, mate. I’ll drop back tomorrow.”
I lower the bed and close my eyes.
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I closed my eyes and stretched out on the family room sofa, listening to the ceiling fan struggling to move through the heavy air. The forecast was for thirty-nine degrees. Felt more like forty-eight and it hadn’t gone midday. Lucky for me, St James, and about every other private school nearby, had a pupil-free day for report writing. Being crammed into classrooms having to think in this heat would have been the worst.
The floor-to-ceiling windows leading onto the barbecue area and pool deck were folded right back, but the curtains hung limp. I opened my eyes, reached for the remote and flicked through TV stations. Cricket, a black-and-white movie, a current affairs show and endless repeats of American sitcoms. As I moved to go for a swim, Mia burst into the room, dragging a piece of butcher’s paper behind her.
“Alex, I painted us at playgroup, look.” She laid it on my lap. “That’s you.” She tapped the smaller of the two heads sprouting legs and arms. “See, you’re wearing your red boardies.” She pointed to the larger pink head. “And that’s me in my Barbie swimmers. We’re floating.”
“Cool painting, Mia.”
“I know,” she said, looking around. “It’s for you.”
Mum entered the kitchen and dumped supermarket bags on the bench.
Mia skipped to her. “Can I have my icy pole nooow, Mum?”
Mum rifled through the bags. “Sure. Alex – come put away the shopping.”
I sighed. “Why can’t Harvey or Ethan do it?”
Mum placed her hands palm down on the bench. “Don’t start with me, Alex. Harvey is getting his stuff together to take to Angelo’s place and Ethan is with your father, I believe. And it’s my turn to sell raffle tickets at the shopping centre and I’m late. Put this away and look after Mia.”
“Yeah, but me and Tilly–”
“Too bad, Alex. I need your help.”
“Mum, Tilly and I were going to a movie when she finishes work.”
Mum smiled. “Fine. Take Mia with you.”
“It’s not a film for little kids.”
“Then you’re not going, are you?” Mum ripped open the box of icy poles and handed one to Mia. “Be a good girl for Alex.” She kissed Mia on the head and ran her hands over her cheeks. “I’ll be home about six. I have my mobile.” Mum scooped up her keys. “You’re in charge, Alex.”
In the kitchen doorway she bellowed. “Harvey, if you want a ride to Angelo’s, I’m going now.”
Harvey thundered down the stairs, dragging his backpack behind him.
“See you later.” Mum left a cloud of busyness and perfume behind her.
Mia sat at the kitchen bench, eating her icy pole, while I unpacked the shopping. When I was done, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and texted Tilly.
Mia tugged my boardies. “Can we go swimming, Alex?” Her lips were covered in blue icy pole.
A rumble of noise rolled in from the hallway. Girls’ giggles weaved through boys’ voices.
Ethan led Stav, Felicity, Ginny and other guys and girls I didn’t know into the family room. Some had towels tossed over their shoulders, others held cardboard boxes and bags filled with alcohol and junk food.
“Wow!” said a blond girl with a pierced nose. “This place is awesome.”
“Ginny’ll show you where to change.” Ethan patted his girlfriend’s bum. She giggled. I felt my lip curl.
“What’s up your arse?” asked Ethan, glaring.
“Alex and me are going swimming,” said Mia.
“Nah. You’re not. We’re chilling down here. And we don’t want to be disturbed.”
“But Mum said Alex is the boss.” Mia folded her arms across her chest.
Ethan snorted. “Tough luck for you, Mia. We’re having an ‘end of exams’ pool party.”
Outside, one of the guys cracked open a can of scotch and cola, which sprayed all over the outdoor setting. The others cheered.
“Did you check this with Mum or Dad?” I asked.
“They trust me.”
Mia stamped her foot. “But I want to swim!”
“Too bad. Go upstairs and watch a movie.”
Mia’s chin wobbled. I squatted so I was at her eye level. “We’ll go upstairs and watch anything you want and turn the aircon on high.”
“Too humid for that,” said Ethan.
“Shut up, smart-arse.” I snapped at him. “And, Mi, we’ll swim as soon as they’ve gone. I promise. Anyway, swimming will be more fun when it’s cooler.”
“Huddo,” called Stav from the pool fence. “How do you open the dumb gate?”
“Coming.” Ethan turned back to me. “Stay out of my face, Lexie boy.”
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After lunch, Brent takes me to the physio department on the first floor. The huge room with its wooden benches, crash mats, handrails and weights reminds me of a gym from one of those World War II movies.
“High-tech,” I say, leaning against a bench with ropes.
“The latest equipment. That baby is our new Pilates reformer.”
“Cool!” What else do you say to someone who is buzzed about a wooden bench with springs and black padding?
Brent rubs his hands together and we’re into it. After an hour of balancing and testing my hand and leg strength, Brent adds to my list of daily exercises and walks me back to the neurosurgery ward.
He stops at the nurses’ station. “You know, Alex, you’re very lucky. There doesn’t seem to be any permanent damage, not even to your arm.”
Maybe not, but it feels like I’ve done permanent damage in that gym. My ribs ache and my legs burn. Back in my room, Vicky is sitting by Mackie’s bed.
“Hello, Alex. How’s she been?” She nods at her daughter.
“Doesn’t shut up.”
Vicky smiles. “That’s how she used to be – talked nonstop. Even in her sleep.” She fusses around Mackie, applying lip balm and wiping her face. “Her lips aren’t as dry.”
My face feels hot. After that first time I applied the balm, I made sure I did it a couple of times a day, so Mackie would feel more comfortable.
“Thanks, Alex.” She turns back to Mackie.
I start flicking through the magazine that Paul left, but it’s impossible to block out what Vicky is saying.
“I can’t talk to him, Mack. He’s completely off the rails. Again.”
I think of the stuff I’d read in Mackie’s scrapbook. Not the page headed “Reasons to be happy” which was filled with random words like sunshine, sparrows, beach, shells, rain on the roof, my rabbits, but the page with another of Mackie’s lists. This didn’t have sketches or squiggles, just words.
REASONS TO KEEP FIGHTING:
* Mum.
* Dad.
* Tim.
* Ash.
* If I’m not here, who will cook meals, keep the house tidy and do the washing when Mum and Tim are at work?
* Who will make sure Mum doesn’t find out about the stupid things Ash has done like stealing DVDs, wagging school and stuff?
* Who will lie to the school to cover for the dumb things Ash keeps doing?
* Who will listen to Dad and make sure he’s taking his tablets? Ring him each night and check he’s okay. Still alive?
* Who will hold everyone together?


When I was reading it, I wondered if Mackie was exaggerating, but listening to Vicky, it’s obvious. Mackie believes her family can’t survive without her. And by the sounds of it, she is right.
I need space. Even though my legs feel like they’ve been filled with wet cement, I slip on my thongs and head for the hall. Usually, when I walk past the TV room, people wearing dressing gowns and blank expressions are watching television. The colours from the screen throw eerie shadows over their faces. Today, even though the television is blaring, the room is empty. I settle on the lumpy sofa and stare at the screen.
An advertisement for a pool company fills the screen. My vision blurs and a different scene plays in my head.
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The air conditioner hummed and the ceiling fan beat the rumpus room’s cloying air. Mia lay on her stomach across the beanbag, watching Shrek 3 for the seven billionth time. Outside, the laughter, music and splashes had grown louder. Sounded more like fifty of Ethan’s mates out there, not the ten or so who’d arrived an hour ago. I couldn’t be stuffed moving, not even to message Tilly. My phone sat beside me, where I’d left it after Tilly cracked it when I told her I couldn’t make the movies. Actually, that wasn’t entirely true; she didn’t crack it until I said she couldn’t come round for a swim. She thought that was about her, when really I didn’t want her near Ethan and his mates.
A scream followed by a huge splash came from the pool area. Mia ran to the window and lifted the blind to peek outside. “Mum’s gonna be mad.”
“Big mess, Mi?”
“Yep. Cans and rubbish everywhere. And they’re smoking.”
“Yeah, I know.” It wasn’t only cigarette smoke wafting through the house. I reached for my phone, almost tasting the satisfaction of Mum and Dad’s horror when they arrived home to see how their perfect son behaved when they weren’t around.
Mia squealed and clapped. “They’re leaving, Alex.” She dropped the blind against the windowsill and jumped onto my stomach.
I grunted. “Easy, Mi.”
She held my face in her chubby hands. “We can swim now, Alex. Come on.”
My phone rang. Tilly’s face flashed on the screen. “Wait. I have to talk to Tilly. Then we’ll swim. I promise.”
Mia’s bottom lip poked out.
“Honest, Mia.” I scooped her off my guts and picked up the phone.
“Okay – but you promised.” She skipped from the room as I pressed the accept button.
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“Alex? Are you okay?” Mum stands in the TV room doorway. “You’re very pale.”
My heart is galloping and my skin is clammy. I can feel the warmth of Mia’s touch on my face. I try to rip myself out of the memory.
“Alex?” Mum hovers beside me, her face creased with worry.
“Don’t fuss, Mum. I’m fine.”
Mum slips her hand around my waist and helps me stand. We walk back to my room, where Vicky is holding her phone up to Mackie’s face, maybe showing her photos.
Mum settles me on the bed and fluffs the pillows behind my shoulders and head. “Where do you want these?” she asks, holding my thongs.
“Under the cabinet.”
“Should I call a nurse?”
“What’s the deal with the concerned mother routine?”
She bites her bottom lip.
“Sorry,” I clench and open my right hand.
As Mum inhales, her breath hitches in her throat. “I need to ask you something, Alex.”
My heart flutters. If she says Mia, I swear I’ll punch something. Maybe even her. Not once since Mia died has Mum tried to talk to me about what happened. “What?”
“About you. The accident.” She stretches the word accident as though it’s a toffee. “How did it happen, Alex?”
The wound on my head itches. “Mr Dobson says I might never remember.”
“I know what he says. But I need to hear what you remember. From the moment you left home.”
The muscles in my forehead and around my eyes ache.
“Why did you go to the city, Alex? Why’d you leave your phone on the bed?”
I try to grasp what she is hinting at, but it’s hard to hold, like spiders’ silk. “What are you asking?”
“I have to know, Alex. I need to know what was going on in your head before.” She scratches her neck. Her nails leave red marks. She looks into my eyes. “Alex, did you mean it?”
“What?”
Mum places her hand on my forearm. Her skin is cool and smooth. “Your father thinks you meant it. That you …”
I pull away from her. A jagged pain spreads through my right side. “And if Dad says it, it must be true.”
Head bowed, she spins her wedding ring round and round her finger.
“Jesus.” The word rushes out with my breath. “What the hell makes him think that?”
“Oh, Alex, you’ve been so …” she looks past me searching for the word, “… distant. Withdrawn.”
“Yeah, the concern has been overwhelming.”
“That’s not fair.”
“Maybe not, but it’s true.”
Mum bites her bottom lip.
I feel awful. I’m not the only one hurting over Mia. “Is that why Dad doesn’t visit. Or Harvey and Ethan? Because Dad thinks I tried to top myself?”
“Your father …” She screws up her face. “He’s worried that–”
“I’ll influence them. Turn them into nut jobs like me.”
Mum’s head snaps up. But she can’t make eye contact. “No! That’s not true.”
“Did he stop my friends from coming too?”
“Alex, let it go.”
“Has he stopped my friends – Benny? Smurf? Bart?”
“He told people the doctor said you weren’t up to having visitors.”
My laughter is bitter. “Because imagine if anyone found out the great Dylan Hudson’s son tried to kill himself.”
Mum is back to spinning her ring. “Alex.”
“Does he even know you come here?”
A fat tear rolls down Mum’s cheek to the corner of her mouth. “I don’t think I could bear it if he’s right. If you really had tried to …” Her words are swallowed by a sob.
“Since when has he ever been right about me?” I try to sound surer than I feel. The truth is, I don’t know why I went to the city that day. I was just trying to keep ahead of the pain.
Mum rummages in her bag for a tissue. “The surfing, Alex. Being a lifeguard. Is that what you really want?”
“I don’t make stuff up to annoy everyone, you know, despite what Dad thinks. It’s what I really want.”
“Then we’ll make it happen, Alex.”
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I’m standing naked and alone on a building ledge. Below me, cars the size of Christmas beetles scatter in all directions. I blink and the traffic is gone. I’m still naked and standing on the edge, but now it’s a cliff face, not a building ledge. Below me is endless black, as calm as still water.
A howl like nothing I’ve never heard before shatters the stillness.
Arms flail. Feet slip.
I’m stumbling, splashing, duck-diving.
Dragging, grasping, struggling.
Another howl.
Someone, something is in unbearable pain.
I gasp and sit up, staring around the darkened room. The top sheet is tangled around my waist and leg. My body is drenched in sweat.
“Alex, are you okay?” The yellow light of a torch shines in my face. “You were yelling.”
It’s Jenny.
I can’t find any words.
“Alex?” She presses two fingers against my wrist. “Your heart is racing. Are you in pain?”
I shake my head. The movement sets my body shaking.
“Dream.” My mouth is so dry my tongue crackles.
Jenny hands me a glass of water and stands beside me while I drink. “Want to talk about it?”
Do I? “I’m okay.”
Jenny feels my back. “You’re drenched, Alex. Where are your clean PJs?”
I nod at the bottom drawer of the cabinet.
She pulls out a T-shirt and pyjama pants. “Go freshen up while I change your sheets.”
When I return from the bathroom, the crumpled sheets have been replaced and the bedspread is folded back.
I’m sliding between the cool sheets when Jenny returns, holding a mug. “Thought a milo might help you go back to sleep.”
The warm liquid seeps into my veins. My muscles soften.
“Are you hungry? There are sandwiches in the fridge.”
“I’m fine.”
Jenny rests her elbow on the back of the chair. “Sure you don’t want to talk about it?”
I stare across the room at the lump that is Mackie. “Sucks, doesn’t it.”
Jenny follows my gaze. “I’ve nursed Mackie a couple of times. She’s a gorgeous girl.”
“Vicky thinks she’ll be going home.”
A shadow crosses Jenny’s face. “What do you think?”
I mentally flick through the pages of Mackie’s scrapbook. “I don’t think so.”
The sound of a buzzer fills the air. “That will be Mrs Erikson in room four.” Jenny sighs. “Sure you’re okay?”
“I’m fine.”
“Buzz if you need me.”
“Thanks, Jenny.” I take another sip of milo. This time the sweetness turns my stomach. I place the mug on the bedside cabinet and wriggle down until I’m lying flat.
My eyelids start to feel heavy.
Howling. Flailing. Dragging. Kicking.
My eyes snap open. I can’t go there again.
I press the button to raise the bed. For a moment I envy Mackie, her seemingly peaceful sleep. A wave of guilt swamps me.
I slip out of bed and walk to Mackie. Her breathing is slow and shallow. Her small hand lies on top of the blue bedspread. There are chips of yellow nail polish on her thumbnail.
The dream howl and something else taps at the edges of my brain.
I drag the visitor’s chair closer to her bed and sit. Without thinking, I reach out and hold Mackie’s hand. Eyes shut, I let the memory, waving in the wings of my mind for attention, take centrestage.
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Mia held my face in her little hands. “We can swim now, Alex. Come on.”
My phone rang. Tilly’s face flashed on the screen. “Wait. I have to talk to Tilly. Then we’ll swim. I promise.”
Mia’s bottom lip poked out.
“Honest, Mia.” I scooped her off my guts and picked up the phone.
“Okay – but you promised.” She skipped from the room as I pressed the accept button.
“You still mad?”
“Nah,” said Tilly. “Well, a bit. Me, Christy and Sel are meeting at the Harold Holt Pool. You and Mia should come.”
Outdoor pool with Tilly or swim amongst the crap left by Ethan? “What are you wearing?”
Tilly giggled. “My new bikini. And shorts.”
I swung my legs off the couch. “You’ve convinced me. You don’t have the train timetable, do you?”
Tilly clucked her tongue. “I’ll look it up.”
I grinned. Sure, I could have done that myself, but I liked it when Miss Organisation did things for me. The sound of her fingers tapping on a keyboard was loud. I could picture her leaning close to the screen, nose twisted, the way she did when concentrating, phone lying beside the collection of shells on her desk. A bubbly sensation filled my stomach.
“Can you be at the station in twenty minutes?”
“Easy! I’ll grab a towel for me and Mia and we’re on the way.”
“Great. See you at the pool”
“You bet.” As I spoke, I snatched beach towels from the linen press and moved to Mia’s room.
“Hey,” said Tilly. “Bring cash – your shout. You owe me for lunch last weekend.”
Mia’s door was open and her room empty.
“Sure.” I scooted down the stairs, towels over my shoulder.
“And can you burn that CD you were talking about?”
“Angus Stone?”
I froze in the foyer, a flutter of fear fanning my gut. The front door was wide open.
“Yeah, that’s the one. ”
“Got to go, Tilly.” I hung up.
“Mia.” My voice echoed through the empty house.
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I jerk awake. I’m sweating and shaking and breathless. For a moment I can’t work out where I am. Pyjamas. T-shirt slicked to the back of the vinyl chair. Right arm plastered. I’m holding Mackie’s hand. Hospital. I breathe out.
It’s only a memory. It’s not real. It can’t hurt me. My breath catches in my throat. But it is real. It did happen.
I rub my thumb against Mackie’s index finger. “She wasn’t in the front yard, Mackie. Not anywhere, not even in the garage.” My voice quivers. “I wanted to check the street, in case she was riding her bike on the footpath or something, but it was like someone had tied a rope around my waist and was hauling me back inside. In the family room, I called and called.”
It’s as though a dagger is being twisted in my heart. I release Mackie’s hand and rub my sternum with my knuckles. But the pain builds. I shift positions, peeling my sweaty shirt and PJ pants from the chair.
“Oh, shit. Oh, God.” I clutch Mackie’s hand again. I’m rocking back and forth in the chair.
The cork I’d jammed and waxed in place had worked its way loose, allowing all the memories I’d locked away to leech out as snapshots.
I’m floating above the patio, watching it happen all over again.
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Wet marks on the sofa from pool-soaked people.
Discarded cans scattered over the coffee table.
That bowl, the one Mum and Dad fought over when he found out it had cost her close to a thousand bucks, filled with ash and rollie butts.
The outdoor table and chairs strewn with towels and sunscreen, more cigarette ash and butts and cans and bottles.
A chip packet limp against the pool fence.
Chair cushions floating on the still water.
The pool gate loomed in front of me. The open latch came into sharp focus.
I sprinted to the pool deck. Despite the stifling heat, my skin was icy.
Please.
Oh, please.
Please.
I stared at chair cushions, pool noodles and Dad’s blow-up lounge chair floating on the surface. I let out the breath I seemed to have held for ages.
No sign of movement. No sign of Mia.
Tears of relief pricked my eyes.
I looked over my shoulder at the chaos behind me. “Mum’s gonna kill him.”
Not only had Ethan and his mates trashed the joint, but Ethan – perfect, respectable Ethan – had broken Mum and Dad’s most important rule. The one they had repeated, as though it was a mantra, from the day they first talked about a pool in the backyard.
“The pool gate must be closed and the latch locked at all times. It’s your responsibility. Not your friends’ or any other member of the family’s. Yours.”
Feeling smug, I placed my phone on the chair nearest the pool and took a step into the water, disturbing the stillness, to retrieve the floating junk. As I dragged a cushion towards me, Mia’s goggles popped to the surface of the water.
My knees buckled.
I lurched forwards, dragging noodles and cushions aside. At the deepest end of the pool, just beneath the surface, floated something bright pink. Tendrils of hair drifted like seaweed with the tide.
An animal howl filled the thick air.
Arms flailed, feet slipped.
Stumbling, splashing, duck diving.
Dragging, grasping, struggling.
I crushed the sodden weight to my chest and kicked to the shallows.
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When I wake, my head pounds and my legs are cold. Jenny is on the other side of the bed, taking Mackie’s blood pressure. I pull my hand away from Mackie’s.
“Morning, Alex.”
“Hey.” I stretch and wriggle my toes, hoping my face isn’t as red as it feels. “I couldn’t get back to sleep. After the dream.”
“You were pretty upset.” Jenny writes in Mackie’s blue folder. “Feeling better now?”
“Yeah. How’s Mackie?”
“She’s doing okay.” Jenny’s lips press together. “Come on, I’ll do your obs before handover.”
Not long after my untouched breakfast tray is taken away, Paul strolls into the room.
“You’re in early,” I say.
“Breakfast meeting. Only the food was crap. Thought I’d go down to the caf. I know you’ve eaten, but do you want to come? For a smoothie or juice.”
“Okay if I shower and dress first?’
“Great. Give me a chance to check emails. I’ll be back in twenty minutes.” Paul bounces away, humming. I wonder if I’ll ever feel like that again.

In the cafeteria, the air throbs with the whir of the juicer and the roar of the coffee machine. The rumble of voices mingles with the clink of crockery and glasses. Doctors dressed in blue scrubs sit in groups, drinking coffee. An elderly couple watch a sparrow hop along the floor, searching for crumbs. Beneath it all plays a song Mum often sings when she’s driving. Something about flame trees and weary drivers. The smell of bacon, coffee and fresh bread makes my stomach rumble.
“Did you eat?” asks Paul.
“Too hard. I end up wearing most of it.” I raise my plastered arm. “The juice, jam, marg – they all have those stupid peel-back lids. Impossible to open with one hand.”
“My shout then. What do you feel like?”
“It’s okay, I’m not hungry. Honest.” My stomach betrays me again.
Paul raises his eyebrows. “Yeah right. Well, I’m having the works – bacon, eggs, tomatoes, mushrooms. A kick start juice and a coffee. What about you?”
“A tropical smoothie.”
Paul gives me the look. “Oh, come on.”
“All right. Same as you.”
“I’ll even cut it up for you.” Paul winks and steps forwards to order.
I watch the staff hustle behind the counter, squeezing juice and preparing our meals. When they are done, Paul hands me the juices and I fumble a bit with my broken hand. He carries the plates. “Let’s sit by the windows.”
We choose a table overlooking the outdoor eating area where smokers are huddled around an ashtray, arms folded.
“I’ll grab your smoothie and my coffee.”
While he’s gone, the sparrow the old couple were watching reaches our table, its movements swift and jerky. It pecks a crumb near my feet and flies to the back of a chair, eats and flutters back to the floor.
Paul returns with my smoothie, cutlery and, tucked under his arm, our order number on a small metal pole. Number seventeen. “They’ll bring my coffee.”
“My favourite number.”
“Seventeen?” says Paul, placing it on our table.
“Used to be.” I cut up my egg. “But Mia died on the 17th.”
“How old was Mia?”
“Four years, two months.” The coffee machine and conversations seem louder. I’ll stop talking if he says something inane like “sorry for your loss”.
“Four? Jesus.”
My head jerks up. “She would have started kinder this year.”
Paul shakes his head. “That is bloody horrible, Alex.”
“You don’t even know.”
A girl with thick black eyeliner that arcs to her eyebrows stands over our table. “Flat white?” Her voice is deadpan.
“Thanks,” says Paul. She places the coffee on the table and leaves.
“She could do with one of our kick start juices,” says Paul. “Can you manage okay?”
“Yeah, no foil.”
I sip my juice and watch a new lot of smokers light up outside. “Never been keen on that.”
“Smoking? Me neither.”
While we eat, Paul chats about his dad, who was a big smoker. He pulls a face. “The ashtrays were the worst. Revolting.”
“I reckon the ambo, Lucy, smoked. She reeked of it.” I glance at Paul. “Weird thing to remember, eh?”
“If you ask me, our brains are weird.”
A sensation swamps me. The cafeteria, its customers and tables melt away. It’s as though Paul and I are sitting by the pool at home, surrounded by Ethan’s mess, watching me stagger and lurch, feet struggling for purchase on the bottom of the pool. I can feel the weight of Mia in my arms. She’s heavy, so bloody heavy. And floppy.
I place my knife and fork on my plate.
“Alex?” says Paul. “Pain?”
“Ethan and his mates took off for food or something. They left the pool gate open.” I grip the table with both hands. “When I, um …” I press my lips together for a moment before continuing. “When I found her, I kept saying, ‘you’re right, Mi. You’re right.’ But I knew she wasn’t. She was blue and floppy, like her toy rabbit.” I lean forwards then back in the chair. “It was like my brain was in hyper-drive. Like a DVD on fast forward. In the time it took me to swim Mi to the shallow end of the pool, a tonne of crap flashed through my brain.” I squeeze the edge of the table. “Not thoughts or sentences, but flashes of stuff.”
“Like what?” asks Paul.
“TV ads about kids drowning in twenty seconds. Bits of CPR classes. A news report about a little boy who was dead for ages under the ice, but they revived him and he was fine.”
“Sounds like your brain was working out how to help Mia.”
“Fat lot of good it did.” I look around the cafeteria at people talking, laughing, reading papers and iPads. “Get this. I could carry her in the water, no worries, but when I reached the steps, bloody hell.” I shake my head. “Normally, I could lift her up, swing her around, you know? I mean, she was a just a little kid, but, man, she was heavy.” I twirl my fork between my thumb and index finger. “I was so scared I was hurting her. I had to drag her, pull her by the arm. I had to be hurting her.”
“You had no choice, Alex.”
I shrug. “Once I had her out of the pool, I rolled her on her side and checked her airways, like they taught us. I noticed a smashed mixer bottle under the table, and you know what I thought? ‘Shit. Dad’s gonna go off tap over that.’ That’s bullshit, right? I’m about to do CPR on my little sister. Who gives a fat rat’s arse about a smashed bottle?”
Paul opens his mouth, but I talk over him. If I stop talking, I mightn’t ever start again.
“So Mia’s all limp and blue and stuff, and my CPR instructor’s voice fills my head, as loud and clear as if he’s right beside me. ‘Danger, response, airways, breathing, CPR, defibrillator.’ I do all of that and press the heels of my hands into my baby sister’s chest, with the chorus of that old disco song, Staying Alive – buzzing in my head. The huh huh huh huh bit. The guy told us the compressions had to be to that rhythm.” A shuddering sigh racks my body. I rub my forehead. “What a dickhead, right, thinking about disco songs?”
“It’s what you were taught, so that’s what you do. And to be honest, Alex, I’m floored by your composure.”
“My composure?” I scoff. “Yeah right.” My voice cracks.
Paul places his hand on my left arm. I don’t pull away. “Alex, most people would have completely lost it, and who could blame them? That is as horrible as it gets.” He takes his hand from my arm. “How did you call for help?”
“I’d left my phone on a chair near the pool, so I pulled the chair over, pressed triple zero and put it on speaker. Took a bit of effort because I had to keep working on Mi at the same time.” A whirring sound fills my ears. “The compressions were forcing this bright blue watery and spewy stuff out of her mouth. I panicked at first then realised it was the same blue as the icy pole. Anyway, all that gunk meant I had to keep clearing that her airways, keep count of compressions and ring triple zero. It was …” What? Hectic? Disgusting? Shithouse? There’s no word for it.
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Pump, pump, pump. Sweat dripped down my forehead.
Questions from a disembodied voice.
“Is she breathing?”
“No.”
“Pulse?”
“No.”
Pump, pump, pump.
“How long was she in the water?”
“Dunno.” My knees scraped on the pavers and my shoulders burned. I didn’t care. “She’s not as blue, that’s good, right?”
“You’re doing fine, Alex. The ambulance is on its way.”
The smell of hot chips and burgers and the sound of voices filled the dense air.
A shadow crossed Mia’s body. Ethan snarled something at me.
“Alex, is someone else there?” asked Sam, the guy on the phone.
“My brother.” I was puffing hard and sweating. “Ethan.” Pump, pump – tilt head, cover mouth, blow. Pump, pump.
“Ethan?” says Sam.
“What?”
“I’m Sam. The ambulance is about two minutes away yet. Alex has been doing CPR for about fifteen minutes; he needs a break. Can you take over? I’ll guide you. It’d be better for Mia.”
“I can’t.”
“Ethan, I’ll help you.”
“I said, I can’t,” he yelled at Sam.
I wanted to shake him, thump him. But to do that I’d have to stop working on Mia. “You have to, Ethan”
“It’s okay, Alex.” Calm, reassuring Sam. “You’re a gun at this, mate. You can do it.”
Pump, pump, pump.
“So, Ethan,” said Sam. “I need you to wait out the front for the ambulance. Can you do that for me?”
“I guess.”
“Good man. And do you have a mobile?”
“Course.”
“Great. I also need you to ring your parents. Straightaway.”
Something sharp and pointy settled in my heart.
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That same sharp and pointy feeling is there now, sitting in this crowded cafeteria with Paul.
“Ethan arrived before the ambulance. I heard the noise, but didn’t realise he was there until he spoke.” My laugh is brittle. “Know the first thing he said?”
Paul eyes are fixed on me.
“He said, ‘What the fuck have you done?’” My head starts to thump. “And his mates were standing around, but none of them helped Mia, Paul. Not one.”
A tray clatters to the floor. Plates and glasses smash.
I stare up at the ceiling. Everything hurts, my legs, shoulders, arms, ribs and head. “They blame me. Dad, Ethan, Harvey, even Mum. They all blame me for what happened. And that’s okay because it was my fault. I was in charge.”
“Alex, have you told anyone the gate was open?”
Tears prickle my eyes. “What’s the point?” I push my chair back from the table and stand. “I need to go.”
Paul places the serviette on his plate. “I’ll walk you back to your room.”
Paul and I don’t talk as we wind our way through corridors to the lifts. In the elevator, I lean against the back wall. The wooden handrail rubs against my spine. At the third floor, a bell rings and the doors open.
“Alex,” says Paul outside the lift. “You’re incredibly brave, mate. Know that.”
I bite my lip.
“Like me to walk you back to your room?”
“Nah, I’m right.”
“I’ll drop in later.”
“Paul.” I force myself to look into his face. “Thanks.”
He pats my shoulder and heads down the corridor to where I figure his office is.
Exhaustion engulfs me the moment I see my bed. I curl up on my left side and sleep.
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Screaming sirens announced the ambulance’s arrival. In moments two ambulance officers were with me and Mia.
“Alex, isn’t it?” asked the guy, his voice slow and calm.
“Yeah.”
“I’m Duncan. You okay to go a bit longer while we set up?”
What I would have been okay with, was Mia sitting up and crapping on about fairies. “Whatever it takes.” Teeth gritted, I keep pumping.
Duncan unzipped a bag and took out a clear balloon thing and mask. “How long was she under the water?”
The girl ambo had a towel and was drying Mia off.
“I don’t know. She was floating, blue …”
“How long have you been doing CPR, Alex?”
“I don’t know. Forever. As long as I’ve been on the phone to Sam.” The words came in the same rhythm as my compressions. “She’s not as blue now. That’s good, right?”
“You’re doing well.”
The girl picked up the phone. Her movements, like the guy’s, were calm and measured. She spoke to Sam then pressed call end.
Panic cloaked me. “Shit! No! You can’t hang up!”
“It’s okay, Alex. We’ve got it.” Her voice was soft and light. “I’m Lucy. What’s her name?”
“Mia. She’s my sister. Damn it. I’ve lost count.”
“Relax, Alex. Keep that smooth rhythm going. Duncan will look after Mia’s airway in a tick.” She unzipped another bag. “We’re going to do everything we can, Alex, okay?”
The guy placed the mask over Mia’s face. “I’ve got her airways, Alex. Keep the compressions going.”
Lucy came at Mia with enormous scissors.
“Hey,” I yelled. “Don’t cut her.”
“Just the straps, Alex, so I can roll down her bathers.” Lucy worked around me, cutting and peeling and attaching big blue stickers to Mia’s small chest. Wires hooked Mia to a monitor or something beside Lucy. “Right, Alex. Stop for a tick.” She frowned. “Okay, keep going.”
My stomach lurched. Not real. It couldn’t be.
More people in uniform arrived; ambos carrying bags, another who gathered Ethan’s friends and took them inside, two firemen.
“There’s no fire,” I puffed.
“Normal procedure, bud. We’re all here to help,” said the new guy, kneeling beside me.
“This is Alex, Harry,” said Lucy, who was now sticking needles into Mia.
“Hey, Alex,” Harry placed his hand on my shoulder. “Let me take over now.” When I didn’t move, he added. “I’ll look after her, I promise.”
“I can’t leave her.”
“You don’t have to leave, just let me take over.”
I shuffled aside. With my hand on Mia’s ankle, I watched them work. The stuff we’d been taught, DRS, ABCD swirled around my head. Had I done everything? Had I done it right?
D – check for danger. Tick.
R – check for response – yep.
S – send for help – done.
A – airways clear – definitely.
B – check breathing.
C – commence compressions.
D – defibrillator.
“Hey,” I said, my voice loud. “The defibrillator? You have to shock her.”
“Just compressions, Alex.” Lucy, who was attaching tubes to the needles, didn’t look at me.
“But you have to.”
Lucy shook her head. “Alex, we can’t shock her.”
My stomach lurched. At the CPR course they’d told us you couldn’t shock a patient whose heart wasn’t beating.
From then, everything was a blur.
Two police – a guy and a girl – bags of fluid – medical equipment – a tube down Mia’s throat.
Four of them lifted Mia, floppy like one of her dolls, onto a trolley, then surrounded her small body, each doing a different job – compressions, holding IV bags, steering, ventilating, watching monitors, swapping who did compressions every few minutes. Their movements were smooth and machine like.
The trolley’s rattle on the tiles was a physical sensation beneath my skin. I followed like a zombie, my brain and body numb. Some part of me registered Ethan as we moved through the family room. He stood by the sofa, holding a garbage bag, picking up rubbish.
In the driveway, the sunlight was harsh and heat oppressive.
Ethan hovered by the ambulance’s open door, glancing from the vehicle to the open front gate.
The trolley jolted and dipped as the crew glided it into the ambulance. The sound of metal scraping against metal echoed the panic writhing through my veins.
Three ambulance officers climbed into the back with Mia, blocking my view of her.
Duncan closed the ambulance doors. “Coming, Alex?”
Ethan strutted forwards. “He’s not. I am.”
The thread that held me together snapped. I shoved Ethan hard. He stumbled and fell to the driveway.
“I’m staying with her.”
Ethan cowered.
“Tell your parents we’re taking Mia to the children’s hospital,” said Duncan to Ethan. “Sit in the front with me, Alex.”
Without another glance in Ethan’s direction, I climbed into the passenger seat.



77
ROOM 302, NEUROSURGERY UNIT, PRINCE WILLIAM HOSPITAL
Vicky stands over me, rubbing my shoulder. “It’s okay, Alex.”
I struggle to sit up. My face is wet and my nose snotty. It takes me a moment to realise I’m crying. I pull away from Vicky and wipe my face with the back of my hand. “Hayfever,” I mumble. “Allergic to … antiseptic.”
Vicky sits in the visitors’ chair that only Mum or Paul have used. “It’s horrible when you wake from a dream, crying. Most of mine are about Mackie.” She twists her hands in her lap. “Was your dream about your sister?”
“It was more like a memory than a dream.”
“They feel so real, don’t they?” Tears well in Vicky’s eyes.
A shard of ice spears my heart. “Mackie? Is she?”
“I had a meeting with the doctors.” Vicky bites her bottom lip. “She’s dying, Alex.”
“I know.”
“In my heart I’ve known since the cancer returned, but I couldn’t–” A sob catches in her throat. “She should be at home, Alex, surrounded by her things. Not here.” Tears run down her face. “They say she’s too unwell to move. That she needs constant nursing and pain relief. But there isn’t enough time to organise everything for us to take her home.”
My heart kicks in my chest.
“Mackie’s brother, Ash, won’t come in. Neither will her dad.”
“What about Tim?” If Vicky is surprised I know his name, she doesn’t show it.
“He’s in Sydney for work.” Vicky wrenches tissues from the box on my cabinet. “I pushed him to go. Said we’d be fine, that nothing would happen this week.”
“Maybe this is how Mackie wants it.” I wriggle to sit higher in the bed. “Maybe Mackie’s worried that if she dies at home, it’ll become a kind of torture chamber for the rest of you.”
Vicky chews her thumb nail, her gaze fixed on Mackie. “Your sister died at home.”
“Kind of.”
Vicky’s hazel eyes seem to look right into my heart. She bites her bottom lip. “What was her name?”
“Mia Christina Hudson.”
“I’m glad you’re here, Alex.” She blows her nose. “Thank you for all you’ve done for her.”
My face burns. “I haven’t done anything.”
Vicky smiles. “You and I both know that’s not true.”
Mum walks through the door, my gym bag in her hand, followed by my first visitor other than her; Harvey.
“I’ll leave you to your family,” says Vicky. She wipes under her eyes and turns to Mum. “He’s a treasure, Christina.”
Mum places the gym bag on the foot of my bed and squeezes the lump that is my foot. “Thank you, Vicky.” Mum moves to the cabinet. “Clean clothes.”
“Last time I was here I thought you were going to die,” says Harvey. He’s smiling, but his eyes hop around like that sparrow in the cafeteria. He places a black shopping bag on the end of my bed. “What do you do in here all day, anyway?” asks Harvey.
“Sleep mainly.”
“At least you have a TV.”
“Can’t concentrate for long though.”
“Oh. That sucks. Hey, maybe I’d beat you at Wii for the first time ever.” Harvey’s eyes narrow. “Alex, are you, like, mental now?”
“Harvey!” Mum’s voice is sharp.
“Well, that’s what Dad and Ethan said …”
Mum taps Harvey’s shoulder. “Give your brother the bag.”
He picks up the shopping bag. “Mum and I bought you this.”
An iTunes card and an iPod identical to the one that was smashed that day in the city.
“I said we should bring in your phone, but Mum said they won’t let you have it in here,” continues Harvey.
“I don’t suppose an iPod will matter,” says Mum. “Harvey and I synced it with your itunes account. At least Harvey did. He knew your password.”
“It’s not hard. It’s my birthday.” I turn the iPod over in my hand. “Does Dad know about the iPod?”
“Shit no. He’d kill us.” Harvey blurts.
“Harvey!” snaps Mum.
“How’s he going to avoid me when I come home?” I ask.
Harvey shuffles his feet.
Mum chews her bottom lip. “Alex, when you come home …”
A woman wearing a floral shirt and holding a folder walks past the end of my bed to where Vicky is sitting with Mackie. I watch the floral woman introduce herself. Vicky’s face crumples as she shakes the woman’s hand.
“Alex? Are you listening?” says Mum.
“Yeah.”
Vicky wipes her eyes and shakes her head. “No!” Her voice is strong.
How come this woman is talking to Vicky without a nurse? I push my buzzer.
“What is it, Alex?” asks Mum. “Pain?”
Dimity’s arrival silences Mum. “Okay, Alex?”
“Yeah, but …” I look to Vicky.
Dimity nods. “Ah, thanks, mate.” She bustles across the room to stand beside Vicky.
“Have you told Alex about camp?” Mum’s voice is tight.
Harvey sighs. “Next week, we go to that place you and Ethan went in year seven.”
“Great.”
Dimity has her arms folded. Vicky is pointing at the floral woman’s chest. Dimity speaks and Vicky glances at me. I look away.
“… orienteering and this huge obstacle course.” Harvey hasn’t noticed I’m not listening. Mum has. She scowls.
“Excuse us for interrupting.” Dimity, Vicky and the floral woman stand at the end of my bed.
Mum’s eyes narrow. “Not at all.” Only it sounds like she does mind.
“Mrs Hudson, Alex, this is Sarah Walton from palliative care.”
“What does this have to do with us?” says Mum.
“We’ll leave,” says Sarah.
Dimity glances at Vicky, “Sarah wants to move Mackie to a palliative room.”
“No!” The word ricochets around the room.
“Alex, you need to listen.”
“No, I don’t,” I say to Sarah. “Mackie stays here.”
Sarah’s face flushes. “I don’t think you understand what you are saying.”
“I’d rather Harvey wasn’t part of this conversation,” says Mum, placing a hand on Harv’s shoulder.
“TV room is down the hall, buddy.” I say. “And there’s a vending machine. They have honey soy chips.”
Harvey grins and turns to Mum, who is already fishing around in her purse.
Before he’s out the door, Mum starts. “My son has been through enough.”
Vicky hangs her head. “I shouldn’t have asked.”
“Does it matter what I think?”
All four of them look at me. “Palliative care rooms are private, right?”
“Indeed,” says Sarah. “So the family isn’t restricted by visiting hours and can sleep over if they wish.”
“But it’s hard for Mackie’s family to be here all the time.” I shrug. “I have to be here, so I’ll keep her company. And it doesn’t worry me if Vicky or the others stay.”
“Are you sure you understand what you’re saying, Alex?” asks Dimity.
“Mackie is …” I glance at Vicky. “… dying. I get that. I don’t think she should be alone.”
“But, Alex,” says Sarah, hands clasped in front of her, “if Mackie stays in this room, people will be coming and going all the time, at all hours.
“You’ve never been a patient in hospital, have you?”
Sarah shifts her weight from one leg to the other.
“Hospitals aren’t exactly the quietest places. Cleaners, physios, ward staff, nurses and doctors are in and out all the time.”
“I don’t think Alex is equipped to make this decision.” Mum’s arms are folded. “I’m his mother and I …”
“Mum, I want to do this.”
“But, Alex, I don’t think you understand what this means.”
My lip curls. “Yeah, because I haven’t been touched by death, have I, Mum?”
Mum’s eyes widen.
“I didn’t mean to start a fight,” says Vicky.
I ignore her. “Please, Dimity. If it’s okay with Vicky, leave Mackie where she is.”
“I can’t see it being a problem,” says Dimity.
Sarah’s lips twist as she takes a business card from her folder and hands it to Vicky. “You need time to think about this. Contact me when you change your mind.”
“I won’t.” Vicky eyes are filled with tears, but her face is less drawn.
Sarah takes a deep breath. “We do have a few other matters to discuss.” She, Dimity and Vicky go back to Mackie’s bed.
Mum leans close to me and whispers, “Alex, are you sure?”
“Absolutely.”
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It’s dark when I wake. I’m groggy and foggy, like I was when I was on morphine. Only I’m not on morphine any more, just paracetamol and codeine. The residue of a dream clouds my head. I try to remember what it was about, but all I can conjure up is me at the bottom of a pool, reaching for Mia, who is trapped in silver bubbles that float away from me to the surface. No matter how hard I try, I can’t reach her, save her.
I pour a glass of water and with each swallow try to douse the despair and uselessness that lingers.
Across the room, Mackie lies on her back. Instinct draws me to her. I watch her shallow and irregular breathing for a moment, then reach for her scrapbook. It feels like weeks since I’ve read it, but it can only be a day or two. I re-read the whole thing, from the finished craft projects to the last entry I read, Reasons to Keep Fighting. On the next page an unfinished pencil sketch stares at me. Wavy hair frames a face with eyes, but no nose or mouth. The eyes are filled with sorrow and knowing. The necklace around the girl’s neck is a string of words: “Kiss. Ferris wheel. Fireworks. Kiss. Dolphins. Babies. Love. Kiss.”
The next page is blank, and so is the next. Like the face, Mackie’s journal isn’t complete.
“So, Mackie,” I say, taking her hand. “Pretty sure your mum is moving in tomorrow. Any bad habits I should know about?” I watch her face, as though I expect her to answer. “Like, does she sleep talk? Worse, sleepwalk? Mia used to talk in her sleep. I’d hear her from my room sometimes.”
There’s a tightness in my chest, like someone has wound a massive rubber band around and around me. I roll my shoulders forwards then back, but the pressure won’t ease. “This sucks, Mackie. You should have been able to do all that stuff. The hot air ballooning, concerts, all that normal things. It’s not fair.” I squeeze her hand. “I’m sorry.”
I rest my head against the back of the chair, listening to Mackie’s shallow breathing.
Kiss. Ferris wheel. Fireworks. Kiss. Dolphins. Babies. Love. Kiss.
“Okay, this is going to sound stupid. There aren’t any fireworks and we’re not in a Ferris wheel, and I don’t look anything like Johnny Depp.” I take a deep breath. “But if it’s okay with you, I’d like to cross one thing off your list.”
Holding her hand, I lean in and kiss her lips.
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I walk out of the bathroom, wet towel and pyjamas over my left arm, plastic bag still strapped over my right, straight into Mr Dobson and his groupies.
“Good morning, Alex,” he says. “How are you feeling?”
I shrug. “Okay. Better.”
“Good, good.” Mr Dobson motions for me to continue to my bed. As I sit, one of the male interns pulls the curtain closed.
“Let’s have a look at how you are healing. Sanzia, would you?”
A tall girl with eyes the colour of chocolate, steps towards me. “Do you mind?” she asks, her voice soft.
“Go for it.”
Her name tag swings near my nose. She peels back the plastic Deb taped over the dressing before my shower.
Her touch is bird-like. “Don’t let me hurt you.”
“Firm but gentle, Sanzia,” directs Mr Dobson. “How is the wound?”
“Good. Healing well. Staples can come out.”
“Staples?”
Mr Dobson smiles. “Quicker to insert than sutures and less scarring.” He cranes past Sanzia to inspect my head. “Very good. You can take them out today, Sanzia.” He folds his arms. “Well, Alex, as long the orthopaedic surgeons are happy, looks like you’ll be home in a day or two.”
My stomach flutters. “Are you sure I’m ready?”
“You’re ready.” He turns to his groupies. “Right, who’s next?”
They scurry out. Jenny lingers a moment. “Okay?”
“I guess.”
“It’s normal to be scared about leaving hospital, Alex.” She unpeels the tape from my arm. “I’ll be back with Sanzia to take those staples out later.”
After she leaves, I stare at the empty doorway.
Home.
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Paul arrives at the same time as Vicky. He helps her carry an overnight bag, quilt and matching pillow to Mackie’s bed.
“Hey, smaller dressing,” says Paul, checking out my head when he comes back.
“Yeah, staples came out today.”
“How’d that go?”
“Not exactly painful, but not exactly easy. Kind of like having hot needles wrenched from your skull.”
“Ouch.” Paul screws up his face. “So, it’s a fantastic day outside and I have permission to take you across the road to the park. Keen?”
“Are you serious?”
Paul raises his eyebrows. “Absolutely. We’ll grab a drink on the way.”
Outside on the footpath, waiting for the pedestrian lights to change, the spring sunshine is so bright I have to shield my eyes. “Wish I had my sunglasses.”
“We’ll sit in the shade.” Paul carries his iced coffee and my mango smoothie.
I squint past the endless line of cars, vans, trams, buses, trucks and bikes to the green parkland spread in front of us like a desert oasis. The combination of engines and brake noises, sunlight flashing off glass and the smell of exhaust is overpowering. The ding of an approaching tram makes me jump.
“You right?” asks Paul.
“Fine. It’s …” I search for the right word. Loud? Confronting? Alive?
“If it’s too much–”
“It’s fine. Different after being inside, that’s all.”
As we cross the road, the bones in my legs go all soft and rubbery.
“What about over there?” Paul jerks his head to where an elm’s new season leaves throw shade across a picnic table.
I slide into the seat that faces the park, leaving Paul to look at the hospital hulking behind us.
Paul stirs his iced coffee with the straw. “So, home in a couple of days? How does that feel?”
I shrug. “Dunno.” I gulp my drink. My palate aches. First signs of brain freeze.
“You okay with Mackie staying in your room?”
“You know, as far as changing topics go, you suck.”
“Home or impending death,” Paul laughs. “Not the best way to get you to relax.”
“Maybe not.” Ahead of us a poodle weaves across the oval, nose to the ground. His owner whistles and the dog bounds across the grass, ears flapping. “About Mackie. I’m glad she’s not in a palliative care room. That’s where they moved Mia.”
“Mia died in hospital?” It’s like Paul has found his way to the room deep inside where I’ve locked everything away. He has his hand on the door handle and I’m too tired to stop him from opening it.
“Technically. But she was dead when I found her. Me doing CPR and stuff only prolonged everything. For hours. And hurt her.”
Paul rubs his chin. “It’s not like you had a choice, Alex. You had to try.”
“It would have been better for her if I hadn’t though. All that thumping and needles and tubes down her throat.” I scrape my thumb nail along a groove in the table. “I should have been there when they did it.”
“Turned off the ventilator?”
“Yeah.” My throat and chest are being squeezed. “I don’t know how it happened. I’d bolted.” I look into Paul’s face. “Impressed by my bravery now?”
“Doesn’t change anything.” Paul twirls his drink. “Which hospital?”
“Children’s.”
Silence wraps around us. After a few minutes, I whisper. “The trip to the hospital was, well, they didn’t speed or use the siren or lights, except at intersections. Duncan said it was safer that way, for Mia and the guys in the back, but I wanted them to floor it, you know?”
“Duncan?”
“The ambo. He was driving. When we pulled up at the hospital, a guy was waiting for us. He talked to Duncan as they wheeled Mi inside. The moment we entered the hospital, people in scrubs swamped Mia. One of them took my arm.” I place my hand on the plaster encasing my right forearm. “And I started going off, yelling that I had to stay with Mia. But the nurse guided me away, and said in this steady voice, that the best thing I could do for Mia was stay out of the way and let the doctors do their job. ”
The park, the rustle of the leaves, the smell of possum pee is gone and I’m pacing in that waiting room again, body numb and brain buzzing.
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“Have a seat,” said the nurse, guiding me to side room.
“Why didn’t they use lights and sirens the whole way?” I asked. “Get here faster?”
The guy cleared his throat. “Mate, they had ambos working unrestrained in the back. It’s better for them and your sister if they don’t speed.”
I couldn’t take any of it in.
“She has the best doctors, nurses and all kinds of specialists helping her. How about I go check on her so I can tell you how she is?”
“Hey,” I said, before he reached the door. “My sister – her name is Mia.”
“Mia. Okay.” The nurse nodded and left.
I paced for a bit then hunkered down on the sofa, elbows on my knees and head in my hands. The whole time I pleaded. Prayed. Bargained. Begged.
I’d never fight Ethan again.
I’d be everything Dad wanted.
I’d start rowing.
I’d drop the whole lifeguard thing.
The door opened. The nurse who brought me here stepped aside and Mum and Dad entered. Mum’s face was white. She clutched her bag to her chest. Dad reminded me of a cornered dog – ready to attack.
My heart skidded in my throat.
“I’ll be back with an update on Mia,” said the nurse. He smiled at me but gave Dad a cold look.
Dad opened his mouth, clearly about to issue an order, but the nurse was faster and closed the door on him.
For a moment the three of us were frozen, lost in our thoughts. Then Dad charged, teeth bared like an attack dog. He grabbed me by the T-shirt and pulled me from the sofa.
“You were supposed to be looking after her.” A fine spray of spittle hit my face. I kept looking down, unable to face his hate-filled eyes.
“Stop it,” yelled Mum. “This is not the time or place.”
“It’s never the time or place to deal with Alex, is it, Christina?”
Mum cringed under Dad’s wolf stare.
Dad released me. I tumbled back to the sofa.
“What happened?” he snarled.
I stared at the lino squares. “I don’t know. She wanted to swim. I told her to wait until Ethan and his mates left.”
“Ethan had friends over?” said Mum. “Today?”
“Christina, we’re facing much bigger issues than any lies Alex tells about Ethan.”
Mum sunk into the chair.
“Well, what happened, Alex?” Dad folded his arms. “I’m waiting.”
Heat exploded in my chest and sparked against my skin. I raised my head and looked Dad in the eye. “Fucked if I know.”
Dad stepped forwards, fist clenched.
Good. He was going to hit me.
A woman wearing a bright shirt and navy pants entered the room. She took in the scene before her. “My name is Kath. Can I bring you anything?”
A different father?
“I need to see my daughter,” said Mum, her voice shaky. “Please?”
“The doctors are still working, Mrs Hudson. Would you like a cup of tea while you wait?”
Dad’s phone rang. He swore, took it from his pocket and brushed past Kath, out the door.
“A coffee or a cold drink?” Kath’s voice was softer now Dad had left. I wondered what mayhem he’d caused when he arrived.
“I’d love a coffee, please,” said Mum. “And one for Alex too. Thanks.”
When she left, Mum started to cry. Not big, loud sobs, but the worst kind of crying – silent tears.
I chewed my bottom lip. Mia’s blue face, floppy body and clammy skin didn’t leave any room for comfort.
Mum blew her nose. “Alex, he doesn’t mean what he says.”
I scoffed. “Yeah, he does. Always has.”
Mum’s skirt rustled and her heels sounded on the lino. She sat beside me, her leg warm against mine.
Kath returned holding two steaming mugs.
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A strong breeze rustles the leaves above the table where Paul and I sit. A twig lands on the table beside my drink. I reach for the smoothie and take a sip. It’s thinned a little while we’ve been talking.
“Paul, do you think Mum really believed it when she said Dad didn’t mean what he said?”
“What do you think?”
“You’re coming over all therapist,” I say.
Paul smiles. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
A gust of wind blows across from the road. I shiver.
Paul checks his watch. “We’ve been out here for ages. I should get you back.”
While we walk back to the hospital, Mum’s words swirl and twist around my head with all the stuff Dad has said and done until they form a massive snarl.
One Christmas, I nagged and nagged Mum for a stunt kite. First time I flew it, the string tangled into a knot the size of my hand. I sat on the sand, legs crossed and unteased and unravelled that tangle. Right when I knew I’d done it, as the rush of excitement surged through me, Dad stormed across the sand, snapped the line either side of what was left of the knot and tied the two ends back together. He chucked the tangled string into the water.
I know I have to tease and unravel the tangled mess in my head the same way, only like the knot, I have to do it on my own, without Dad.
As the lift arrives at the third floor, I turn to Paul. “I understand if you don’t want to, but, after I go home, could we still talk? About things?”
“Are you sure that’s what you want?”
“It’s okay if you don’t want to.”
“Alex,” he cuts me off. “I’d love to. But I need you to think about it a bit longer, make sure this is what you really want.”
“It is, Paul. Anyway, I owe you a smoothie.”
“Two,” says Paul with a grin. “I’ll bring my appointment book and business card to your room later.”
“Good.”
“And, Alex, well done today. That was tough going.”
“Yeah.” I walk down the corridor, completely drained, but somehow freer.
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ROOM 302, NEUROSURGERY UNIT, PRINCE WILLIAM HOSPITAL
A folding bed has been set up between Mackie’s bed and the window. Vicky stands near the bunched curtains, talking on the phone. Her voice is soft, too soft to hear what she is saying.
The afternoon tea guy arrives and I ask for a milo. He places a mug and biscuits and cheese in crinkly plastic on my table. I take both across to Mackie’s table.
Vicky ends the call. She startles when she sees me.
“Milo, but no sugar. Is that okay?” I say, passing the mug.
She opens her mouth, but the words catch in her throat. Vicky slips the phone into her pocket, takes the drink and sits on Mackie’s bed. “Have a seat.”
Though all I want to do is rest, I perch on the visitor’s chair.
I watch the curls of steam rise from the mug as she sips the drink.
Her shoulders drop. “That was Tim. He’s trying to find a flight back tonight. The doctors think it will be …” Her words trail away.
She doesn’t need to say it. I know. Mackie’s breathing is much slower and sometimes there are long breaks between each breath.
“What about her dad? Ash?”
“They want to remember her as she was.” She shrugs. “Okay for some.”
Mia lying on the pool deck. Blue stickers on her chest and side. That plastic mask over her mouth. “I get the remembering thing.”
“When your sister …” Vicky stares the mug. “Were you there?”
“No.” The word is a whisper. I close my eyes and the inky water is before me again …
… still and silent, a beast waiting for prey. The pool fence pressed into my back. Not that it hurt. My back had long passed pain and was numb, like my mind.
I raised my eyes from the water to the cubbyhouse perched in the ancient almond tree that towered over the back fence. Lightning speared from the brooding clouds, forking either side of the tree. Thunder split the air, so close the sound rattled the house windows.
That’s when I knew; knew in every cell of my body, it was over.
I open my eyes.
Out the window, sunlight sparkles on the bay, the spring leaves glitter and sway amongst endless buildings. “I was at home. Sitting outside. This big arse thunder cracked, and I knew.”
“Do you regret not being there?” asks Vicky.
Do I? A sparrow lands on the concrete balcony, chirps and hops to the window. It pecks a bug and flies off. I turn back to Vicky, who watches me. “No, I was with her when it mattered.”
Vicky breathes out. She reaches for the packet of biscuits, rips it open and offers it to me.
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MACKIE
Mackie is flying, skimming above a patchwork carpet of green hills. There are no trees, no houses, just hills. Apple, jade, lime and forest green hills, dotted with golden flowers. Cattle with calves that gambol and kick. Caramel horses with white flowing manes nuzzle foals. It’s so beautiful. Peaceful.
Pain rips through Mackie’s scalp to her toes. It drags her down, down. She lands with a thud on something soft and smooth. She’s cocooned in cool cotton.
Steady beeps break through the silence and pressure builds on her upper arm, as though someone is squeezing it with both hands. Her head throbs a deep and steady beat like a bass drum.
She’s tired. So very tired.
Whispered voices. Movement. Shadows.
A rush of warmth floods her and spreads to her fingertips and toes.
Mackie is flying again.
No, floating, near the ceiling. She looks down, and though some part of her knows it is early morning and still dark, she can see clearly. She watches her broken body, lying still, small and white in the hospital bed.
Beside her a nurse unwraps the blood pressure cuff and places it on the trolley. She talks to Vicky, who sits on the edge of a fold-up bed. Vicky nods, tears tumbling down her face. She takes Mackie’s hand in both of hers.
Mackie thinks about stroking Vicky’s hair, hugging her. Staying with her. But it’s too hard. She wants to keep floating. Free.
She glances to the other side of the room where Alex sleeps. He’s on his back, plastered arm on top of the blue bedspread, mouth agape.
He’s hot, even with a bandaged head.
Mackie smiles and takes a slow breath.
There’s something she has to do.
Look after Mia.
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72 MICHAELA CRESCENT
Mum pulls on the handbrake. My heart hammers against my ribs. Ahead of us, our home looms grey and oppressive.
“They aren’t here,” says Mum. “Dad has taken Ethan and Harvey away for a couple of hours.”
Am I relieved or upset? Relieved. It’s not facing them that’s eating me, it’s being here. Being home.
“You okay?” asks Mum, her hands gripping the steering wheel.
“Yeah. Course.” But I’m not. It’s as though molten lead is creeping through me. My hands are clammy and my head heavy. I push open the passenger door. “Pop the boot, Mum.”
“I’ll bring your bags.”
“I can do it.” I know I’m snapping but I can’t help it. With my left hand, I heave my gym bag from the boot. Mum is beside me, white faced. She reaches for the painting on stretched canvas.
Air breath rushes out of me. “Sorry.”
She raises her hand. “It’s okay, Al. I get it.”
She hasn’t called me Al for ages.
Mum leads the way to my room.
I stand in my doorway. There’s a new striped doona on my bed – red, white and blue. The heavy drapes have gone, replaced with sleek roman blinds. The rest of the room is so ordered and neat, it sparkles. I drop my gym bag and take a slow deep breath. “Mrs P has been busy.”
“Actually, I did most of it. I only tidied though. I didn’t throw anything out.”
“It’s okay, Mum. Looks good.”
I stare at the canvas Mum has placed on the bed.
A dark-haired girl sleeps on a bed of lilies, golden waves, autumn leaves and books. Behind her, the sky is blue and gold. The full moon shines on the sleeping girl’s face. It’s Mackie’s painting.
Even though I was sure I’d be holding her hand, maybe make it easier for her to let go, I was asleep when Mackie died. It happened as the sun was rising, according to Vicky.
The moment I woke, I knew. The air was stiller and the room emptier. Vicky lay on the bed, eyes shut and arms wrapped around Mackie.
I climbed out of bed and crept over. Vicky opened her eyes and smiled. “No more pain, Alex.”
I slumped in the seat and reached for Mackie’s hand. We stayed like that until Paul arrived. He was the only one who came near us – no nurses, Celie, physios or breakfast tray.
Paul waited while I showered and took me to the café for breakfast.
When I returned, Mackie and Vicky were gone. I pulled the curtain around Mackie’s stripped bed.
Later that afternoon, Vicky, Ash and Tim turned up to collect Mackie’s stuff. Tim was like I figured he’d be: easygoing, relaxed and honest. Ash, though, was nothing like I imagined. He wasn’t a surly, tattooed, pierced bogan in a heavy metal T-shirt who swore more than Benny. He was quiet, like Tim, slight and unsure. Almost fragile. I understood why Mackie felt she had to protect him.
It was Ash who gave me the painting. “Thanks,” he said, thrusting the canvas at me.
“It’s one of Mackie’s,” added Vicky, chin quivering. “Last one she ever did.”
“I can’t take this. You should–”
Tim cut me off. “Please. We want you to have it.”
“I didn’t do anything.”
Vicky hugged me and whispered, “But you did, Alex.”
Mackie’s side of the room stayed empty until I was discharged the next day. I’m not sure if that was deliberate or how it worked out. Either way, I was glad I didn’t have to face another roommate.
In those twenty-four hours Paul and I locked in weekly appointments for the next couple of months; Benny dropped by to ask if I was up for helping him train the junior water polo squad, until the plaster was off and I could play again; and Mum arrived, beaming, with the news she’d booked me into a week-long lifeguard course on the Great Ocean Road in summer.
I’m sure she was the one told Benny he could visit.
Tomorrow, Mum is driving me to the outskirts of Geelong for Mackie’s funeral. I didn’t have to ask. She offered.
But right now, I have to cope with being home.
Mum places Mackie’s painting on the new doona cover. “This would look good over your bed.”
I take it to the other side of the room and hold it above my computer. “I reckon I’ll put it here, where I can see it.”
Mum’s smile is brief. “I’d love a coffee. Want one?”
“Nah, I’m right.” I place the canvas on the floor.
“Oh.” Her eyes fill with disappointment.
“I’d kill for an orange juice. If we have any.”
She brightens. “I’ll squeeze you a fresh one.”
The sound of the juicer drifts upstairs. I leave my room, intending to go to the kitchen, but end up in Mia’s open doorway.
The pale pink walls and fairy frieze are gone. The room is now a soft green, with matching roman blinds and a cream doona cover. The quilt Aunty Jodie made for Mi when she was born is folded over the end of the bed. Rabbit sits on the pillow beside the fluffy penguin I gave Mi for her fourth birthday. Her Barbies, teddies and baby doll, which used to be scattered around the bed and floor, are piled in a basket under her window.
I can hear Mia’s giggle, feel the warmth of her hand in mine. Smell the strawberry bubble bath she loved.
Next thing I’m sitting on the edge of the bed, hugging Rabbit to my chest, sobbing.
I don’t hear Mum enter the room, but I do feel her fold me in her arms. The two of us lean into each other. After who knows how long, Mum pulls away. She sucks in a shuddering breath.
I swipe at the tears and sniff. “You don’t even know how much I miss her, Mum.”
Mum rests her head against my shoulder. “I know, Alex. I know.”
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The sun sinks, pink and gold, behind the almond tree’s leaves. The warmth of the colours and the gentle breeze draw me from the family room, outside.
For the first time since Mia’s funeral I stand at the pool fence, watching the sunlight dance across the cubbyhouse roof to the water. Even though I feel stronger, a sense of unease niggles at my gut, a feeling that there’s something I need to do.
With a shaking hand, I reach for the pool gate.
“When’d you turn up?”
I spin around. Ethan stands by the outdoor setting, arms folded, smirking.
I’m determined to stay calm. “Yeah, I’m well, thanks for asking.”
“Like I give a rat’s about how you feel.” Ethan scoffs. “You’re an embarrassment, you know that?”
“Whatever, Ethan.”
He shakes his head. “A weak coward.”
“Right. I’m the coward.” I wrestle to stay in control. “Remind me again how the pool gate was left open? Oh, that’s right, you and your friends left it unlocked when you took off for munchies. Brave of you to tell Mum and Dad that.”
Colour drains from Ethan’s face. “What’s that got to do with anything?”
“Just pointing out I’m not the coward.”
“Yeah? So why’d you jump in front of a bus instead of facing up to what a loser you are? Real brave, Lexie. Real brave.”
My heartbeat throbs in my ears. The thing I’ve locked deep within bobs to the surface. I don’t want to see it but I can’t look away.
… I was kneeling over Mia’s still body, pumping and blowing, pumping and blowing. My shoulders, arms and back were burning. No one told me how physically tough it was to do CPR.
From the phone on the chair beside me, the ambulance guy’s voice encouraged me and helped me keep count.
The smell of hot chips and burgers and the sound of voices filled the dense air.
Ethan and his mates had returned.
Sam spoke to Ethan. Calm. Reassuring, even when Ethan refused to help.
Fury built in my chest, but I forced it away. Mia was what mattered, not Ethan.
“So, Ethan,” said Sam. “I need you to wait out the front for the ambulance. Can you do that for me?”
“I guess.”
“Good man. And do you have a mobile?”
“Course.”
“Great. I also need you to ring your parents. Straightaway.”
Parents. Panic nipped at my gut.
Ethan’s next words ground my panic into the pavers. “Ginny, go out the front and wait for the ambulance. I need to clean this shit up before I call Mum and Dad.”
The memory fades.
I’m at home, by the pool again. There’s no ambos, no friends of Ethan, and no Mia.
Ethan stands opposite me by the outdoor setting. He puffs up his chest and swaggers closer.
Thunderheads of rage gather in my chest.
“You’re so pathetic, Alex, you can’t even get bumping yourself off right,” he snorts. “You even stuffed that up, just like you stuff up everything.”
The thunderheads burst.
“You piece of shit.” I lurch forwards, grab him by the shirt and shake him. Eyes wide, Ethan stumbles, fear etched across his arrogant face. He tumbles into a chair and squeals. “You’ve lost it, psycho.”
I stand over him. “I remember, Ethan. You can pretend all you like, but I know. Mia was dying and all you cared about was saving your own skin.” I reach down to grab him again, “I’m not the coward.”
“Alex!” bellows Dad. “Let him go.”
Mum rushes out the door. “Stop it, you two.”
“Tell them,” I hiss, releasing Ethan. “Tell them what a weak shit you are or I will.”
He huddles into himself.
Mum and Dad are beside us.
Dad pushes me aside and pulls Ethan to his feet. “For Christ’s sake, Alex. You should be institutionalised.”
I scoff. “Ask Dylan Junior what happened the day Mia died.”
Dad groans. “Not this crap about Ethan again. Your jealousy is–”
Mum put a hand on Dad’s arm. “Let him speak, Dylan.”
Ethan glowers. “You don’t have the guts.”
“Yeah, I do actually.” My hands start to shake. “Mi wanted to go swimming, but we couldn’t because Ethan had friends here.”
“What does that have to do anything?” snarls Dad.
I continue. “They took off for food. Mi …” I slump against the table. “I was on the phone to Tilly …”
“Oh God.” Mum’s hand flies to her mouth.
“I’ve looked at the call record a thousand times. We didn’t talk for two minutes. When I hung up, Mia was … I thought she was changing into her swimmers.” I rub my face with both hands. “Ethan left the pool gate open.”
Mum gasps.
“Who gives a shit, Alex. You were in charge,” says Dad.
I look into his face. “You think I don’t know that? You think I don’t know I should have looked after her better? That I completely fucked up?” A dull pain blossoms in my chest. It just about takes my breath away. “But Ethan …”
Ethan cowers. “It’s not true.”
“Ethan?” Dad sounds panicked.
“Ask him.” I glare at Ethan’s pale face. “He was here and could have helped. Should have helped.” I shake my head. “Ask him what he did while I was doing CPR on Mi.”
Mum and Dad both turn to Ethan.
Ethan’s bottom lip twitches but he says nothing.
“Say it, you piece of shit.” I spit the words. I wait for two heart beats. When he doesn’t speak, I keep going. “I asked Ethan to help me do CPR, but he wouldn’t.”
Ethan standing in the family room, garbage bag in his hand while I follow the ambos and Mi outside flashes through my head. I struggle to stop the pain that throbs in my chest from swallowing me whole. “Instead of helping Mia, know what big hero Ethan did? Before he called you? Instead of waiting for the ambulance out the front? He sent Ginny outside and tidied up the mess he and his friends made.”
“Jesus.” Mum’s voice is a whisper.
“Bullcrap,” thunders Dad. “You’re just trying to make yourself look better.”
“Enough,” barks Mum, cutting Dad off.
Tears spring to my eyes. I’ve ripped open my chest and she’s going to back Dad and Ethan. As usual.
Ethan, face twisted with hate, pushes up from the seat to stand beside Dad. He folds his arms and stares me down.
Mum steps closer to me. Her voice shakes. “Alex, swear to me you’re telling the truth.”
“I promise it’s true.” My voice is dead. “Why would I lie?”
“Oh, Alex.” Mum raises her hand and strokes the side of my face.
“Christina, accept it, he lied.”
Mum spins around. “Yes, Dylan, he lied.”
Tears stream down my cheeks. But I don’t feel sad, even hurt, I’m just exhausted.
“He lied, and worse, when my baby needed him, he wasn’t there.” Her voice is shrill. “Were you, Ethan?”
It takes me a minute to realise Mum isn’t talking about me. The smug expression slides from Ethan’s face.
“The son you call soft, Dylan,” continues Mum. “The son who you rip apart, day after day, has more integrity and courage than any of us. Enough, Dylan, enough. Open your eyes.” She places her arm around my waist.
The world shifts beneath my feet. Even though she’s shorter than me, I lean against her.
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After Mum took my side last night, Dad and Ethan’s bluster and fight faded. Mum sent me to rest while she, Dad and Ethan discussed “what had happened.” I ended up sleeping for thirteen hours straight.
When I wake, only Mum and I are at home. Mum’s eyes are puffy and her face pale. I wonder if she slept at all.
“So where’s Harv?” I ask, sitting at the bench.
“Stayed over at Angelo’s,” said Mum, pouring coffee.
I don’t ask about Dad and Ethan. Dad can pretend all he likes that Ethan is some sort of demi-god, but I know the truth. I remember and I’ve said aloud that Ethan acted like a complete coward the day Mia died.
Over raisin toast and fresh orange juice, Mum and I talk about what is suitable attire for a funeral. Apparently jeans and a T-shirt don’t cut it, so I end up wearing a short-sleeved shirt I can pull over my cast and chinos.
“You look good, Al,” says Mum when I climb into the car.
“Thanks.”
“You sure you’re up for this?”
I nod.
She pats my knee and reverses out the drive. The rumble of the tyres on the bitumen and the hum of the engine are the only noises until we reach the top of the West Gate Bridge.
“Alex,” says Mum, eyes fixed on the traffic ahead. “Thank you for all you did for Mia.”
I look beyond the ugly ships to the bay sparkling in the sunlight.
“It was so brave. I … Thank you.”
I don’t trust myself to say anything without crying. The thrum of the car on the freeway fills the car again. Thoughts, too swift and slippery to hold, flash through my mind.
“Mum,” I say, after a while. “What happens now?”
Mum glances at me. “At Mackie’s funeral?”
“No, with us. Our,” the word doesn’t fit, but I force it out anyway, “family.”
Her chin quivers.
“Has Dad kicked you out for standing up for me?”
“Oh God, no.” Mum pushes her fringe back from her face. “Not at all, but he’s not happy about it.”
“Why do you stay? He always treats you like crap.”
“Not always, Alex. Before he took over the business, when you were at primary school, he was different. Remember?”
I frown as I search for scraps of the dad Mum is talking about, but all I can dredge up is wolf stares, frowns and indifference. “He’s never liked me.”
“He’s very hard on you, it’s true, but he loves you, Alex. And for all his moods and demands, I love him. Dylan doesn’t know how to …” Her words drift away and again we stop speaking. Paddocks, massive houses on tiny blocks and trees merge into a blur.
After a while, Mum indicates and turns off the freeway. “Should be there in twenty minutes, which means we’re an hour early. What would you like to do, Alex?”
“Change schools.”
“What?” asks Mum, her voice sharp. “Alex, that’s a huge thing to do at this stage of your education.”
“I know, but …” I search for the right words. “Let’s face it, Mum, I don’t fit. St James is Dad and Ethan’s thing, not mine. Especially not after everything.”
Mum nods and sucks in her cheeks. “Where would you go?”
“Probably not the high school. Maybe the Anglican school that’s up the road. Smurf goes there. The Christian College has a water polo program.”
“So you’re going to swim again?”
I shrug. “I miss it.”
Mum smiles. “Good. Mia would like that, Al.”
She turns off the main road onto a side street and parks beside a white building. “Geelong Library,” says Mum. “I used to borrow a stack of books from here when I was a kid.” She pulls on the park brake. There’s a grassed area with huge trees beyond the building. “Go have a seat on a park bench in the sunshine and I’ll grab us a drink from the cafe.”
Mum locks the car door and crosses the road. I slide onto the wooden bench. A memory rushes at me with all the force of a physical blow.
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Winter – grey and bleak. I was perched on a park bench outside the State Library in the city, wind icy against my neck. Inside my closed fist, the plastic penguin Mia gave me stuck into my palm.
My backpack, bulging with my school blazer, tie and pants, was cradled between my ankles. I’d dressed for school, but had no intention of going, not after the thing with Bash in the locker room. Instead of books, I’d packed my bag with jeans and hoodie. If only I’d brought a coat as well. I’d left it on my bed, beside my mobile.
On the corner, behind posters and stands of pamphlets protesting about some human rights atrocity, women stamped their feet and huddled into themselves. People scrambled past them, hunkered down in woollen coats and scarves, clutching takeaway coffees in gloved hands as though trying to leech the warmth from their drinks to their veins. Trams rattled and dinged. Cars whirred as they slowed at red lights and for a moment a strange peace settled over the city. But when the lights changed to green, the traffic roared back into life, an endless dragon of movement.
In the lulls of traffic my own rush occurred, not movement, but thoughts, words, images. Dagger-shaped memories that had been haunting me since last November.
Mia’s tiny body in the hospital bed.
The tube in her small mouth.
Mum clutching Mia’s chubby hand.
Dad, head resting against the emergency room wall, face contorted in pain.
The pale-faced doctor, words as slippery as oil and as hard to grasp, flowing from her mouth. Her trembling chin when she raised her eyes from the notes to meet Mum’s for the first time.
A look that doused all hope.
Those words – organ donor.
Mum biting her bottom lip. The low keening sound. A sound that iced my skin.
A burst of laughter dragged me from my memories and back to the cold city, the women huddled against the cold and the dragon of endless traffic.
A group of girls wearing oversized beanies and long scarves strolled past the statues to the State Library entrance. They were all looking at a phone screen. Again, their laughter filled the grassed area.
I needed to laugh again.
I needed to play water polo and cut laps again.
I needed new friends.
I needed to regroup.
For Mia.
I was thirsty. Really thirsty.
Thickshake. That’s what I felt like.
There was a cafe about halfway between the State Library and home, where they made the best thickshakes ever. I tossed my backpack over my shoulder, turned on my iPod and walked towards the tram stop.
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“Alex?” Mum stands over me, holding a takeaway coffee and a milkshake. “Alex, you’re crying.” She places the drinks on the dirt beneath the bench and sits beside me, knees pressing into my legs. “You don’t have to move schools, you know. It’s okay if you stay at St James.”
“No, it’s not that.” I clasp her hand. “Mum, I remember. I know what happened.”
Mum sits a little straighter, as though bracing for bad news. “Mia?”
I shake my head. “No, to me. That day, in the city, when I had the accident. I’d ditched school because I couldn’t face Bash and Coop. I needed space to think. That’s all. And being on the tram is a good place to think. Somehow I ended up outside the State Library.” I squeeze her hand. “And you know what? I left because I was thirsty.” I was laughing and crying. “I figured I’d stop at that cafe on the way home. What’s it called? Twiggy’s? And buy a thickshake before I came back home to sort myself out. Stop fighting everyone. For Mia.”
I turn so my knees are pressed against Mum’s.
“I wasn’t trying to kill myself, Mum. I was just stupid. I didn’t check the street and I didn’t hear the bus over my iPod.”
A sob lurches from her throat. She hugs me tight, so tight my broken ribs ache in protest.
But I don’t pull away.
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To Courtney.
For all that you are.
xx
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