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ONE

‘You’re like a walking, breathing, freakin’ diagnostic manual, seriously!’ Jeb laughs, and punches me in the arm. He’s right. My arm hurts, and he smells of salami.

‘It’s not all it’s cracked up to be. Just makes me look cracked up.’ I have a straight face, but he knows that’s a joke, for me, and laughs with so much air that I wonder how I can still breathe.

‘I think it’s great. You’re not the normal kind of abnormal, you know? You’re Peta. Peta, who has so many letters she could start her own alphabet!’ He laughs again at his own joke, and I think through the letters to see if they do make the alphabet. They don’t. ASD, ADHD, SPD ... Gifted doesn’t have letters, unless you count the G. Maybe it’s an anagram. I can only make ‘sagas’, or ‘pashas’. Neither uses all the letters, how irritating. Long pauses in conversation might make it seem you are uninterested. I chuckle and stop making words with the letters.

Jeb starts eating his lunch again. I turn away to find clean air, avoiding the consuming smell of salami, then say, ‘Don’t tell everyone, especially about the IQ test, it’s not like I get top grades.’ I fail and ace school in equal measure.

Jeb’s the one I tell about the psych stuff. I’ve learnt that I can’t trust many people, least of all myself. I tell people about ADHD because it makes them laugh, and because I must feed the Autism honesty beast a morsel now and then.

‘No one would believe me anyway. We are perfectly normal teenagers.’ He taps the concrete wall we’re sitting on. It’s cool, but my arse is starting to go numb. Try to focus on something other than the source of irritation. I talk.

‘Can you imagine if one of the private school girls came home with me? They’d see my tip of a bedroom, wardrobe plastered with scraps of paper, and wonder why our fridge doesn’t make ice!’ I use a joking tone. My chest clenches at the thought of being so exposed. I went to someone’s house when I was young and saw ice fall from their fridge door. They laughed because I kept wanting more ice, and to know how it worked. I can’t imagine having so much money that your fridge makes ice automatically.
Having a thought stuck in your mind is called perseverance. Per-severance. Sever the thoughts of ice.

‘Aren’t you supposed to be a clean freak, and have your books in alphabetical order or something?’ Jeb’s voice cuts through. If you’ve been distracted during a conversation, try replaying the words and respond accordingly. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be a clean freak, and have your books in alphabetical order or something?’

‘Probably. I’m a failure at my own alphabet,’ I say. Jeb’s laughing again, and a wave of salami hits me full in the face so I stand up to escape. Sudden movements without a cause obvious to other people can make them confused. I take a bow to hide my suffocation. This just makes him laugh even more. Inhaling clean air, I do a twirl too, so he’ll keep laughing.

I like Jeb, even if he smells. ‘And aren’t you supposed to be a boofy bloke who just wants a fast car?’ He doesn’t mind me teasing him, as long as it’s only the two of us. I swagger over like an American cowboy saying, ‘Hey, pretty lady, need that car fixed? I’m y’r bloke.’ Jeb’s creasing over with laughter, checking at the same time that no one else is close enough to hear. His course has plenty of boofy bloke types; Jeb doesn’t want them to find out he’s not really like them.

‘Yeah, yeah. I’ll be more like, “um, excuse me ...”’ He’s standing next to me twiddling his fingers with his head down, making his voice quiver and sound nervous. ‘“Um, I’m so sorry to have to tell you this ... and, um, I know that you’ve been struggling with the bills lately ... but I think I need to clean your, um, spark plugs?”’

We laugh. When we stop, Jeb starts humming a song I don’t know. He loves music, just like my aunt.

‘You going to the dance on Friday?’ I ask.

 ‘The Blue Light? Yeah, I’ll go. Not dancing though. You coming?’

I don’t know the answer. It’s harder going out at night, when my meds have worn off. It’s exciting, I’m relaxed, and I risk just being myself, talking too much, being strange. There’s a fine line between blending in and wearing a mask. Be yourself as much as possible. Disastrous advice.

‘Yeah, I’m in.’ Shit. I can’t believe I just said that. What if I change my mind? What if I go and it’s a disaster? Allocate time slots to think over worrisome events, then don’t allow yourself to think about them until then. Tonight, from 6.30 until 7 pm.

‘We’d better get moving, time for class.’ There are no bells at College. We’re expected to get to class on our own. We call the teachers by their first names, and we don’t do competitive sport. Too dangerous with kids who fight for survival in their real lives. Plus, we can’t afford uniforms, and don’t always show up.

‘Yep, you got English?’

‘Yep. You got Suspension Systems?’

‘Yep.’ We go our separate ways. Jeb is doing a TAFE elective to get an apprenticeship as a car mechanic after year twelve. The College covers trades and senior certificates for a mix of kids who don’t fit the Queensland state schooling system for whatever reason. I’m applying to uni, so I’ve got more subjects. I’m only here because I moved to the Redlands to live with my Aunty Antonia. I didn’t mind because I hated the uniform at my old school. Certain fabrics may cause irritation; try cutting the labels off or washing before wearing. No amount of washing would’ve fixed that hessian sack. My SPD makes sensory processing difficult at the best of times. Hessian isn’t even close to best times.

I head up to English and put my shields into place. I hum Jeb’s song to block out the noise of everything. I breathe into my hands, pretending they’re cold, so I only smell my own salty skin. I look down at the pavement so I don’t have to meet anyone’s eye. One boot is tighter than the other, and the waist on my jeans feels too tight. This latest attempt at a bra strangles my ribs, and my ponytail pulls at my scalp. Nothing escapes my alphabet powers. It’s exhausting.

Normal rating: 8/10
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The classroom is empty. I’m always a bit early, just so I don’t run late. Overcompensation. Being early means I can choose where to sit, but it also means I can’t choose who sits next to me. The possibilities are endless. I stand in the doorway. As long as there’s no one watching I can keep going over the branching consequences of every decision. I let my thoughts race: If I sit in the front row no one will sit with me and everyone will see the back of my head. They’ll think things about me, but I’ll be able to ask questions more quietly. If I sit in the middle to the right I’ll be able to see out the window in case I get bored. Goofy might sit with me, which is good, but then I’ll have to be friendly the whole time and keep up with his clever remarks without getting in trouble for talking. If I sit on the left in the middle then I’m trapped against the wall, closer to the door, and the same thing with Goofy. I could sit in the middle of the middle, but then I’d be in the teacher’s main eye-line and if the room isn’t symmetrical it will feel off. Sitting at the back is out of the question: I’m not naughty and can’t stand people swinging on their chairs against the wall, which they always do... I hear someone coming up behind me and my heart pounds. I wonder if I missed an earlier warning and they saw me.

‘Oh my god, did you see that? Peta’s so goddamn weird, standing like a statue, can’t even sit down.’ I throw my backpack on the floor and turn around, holding my hands out as I step closer and closer. ‘Would you like to say that again?’ I whisper into her face. She sweats.

I sit in the middle to the right, near the window. I always do.

Dammit. Forgot my meds. Why they get people with organisational issues to take tablets three times a day is beyond me. I swallow two with no water and feel them burn, stuck in my throat, for the rest of the afternoon.

Normal rating: 7/10
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Burgers for tea. My Aunty Antonia – everyone calls her Ant – took me in because my mum quit. Most people don’t know you can quit being a parent, but you can. Ant never liked my mum much, I think, but she took me in anyway. There was no one else when Mum moved out west. Ant has a baby with my mum’s brother, John, but they aren’t married. He’s a wanker; I’ve got no idea why she put up with him for so long. He’s gone now.

‘Can you look after May on Saturday morning? I’ve got a hair appointment and John was supposed to be here ...’ Ant asks, pretending a spoon is flying to land in May’s mouth.

‘Sure.’ John’s not very reliable with his weekend access. ‘I’m home.’

I look at my plate and try to remember if it’s rude to ask if the bun can be toasted. She bought the brand that’s fluffy and sticks to the roof of my mouth. Complimenting a meal is good manners, whether you think you’ll like to eat it or not. ‘Thanks for cooking, looks great.’ May is fussing over her mashed sweet potato and Ant looks like she’s had a long day, so I don’t ask about toasting the bun.

‘Come on, eat up, Peta. You’re skin and bone,’ she says with a weary smile. I obviously have muscles and a layer of fat. But she’s really telling me that if I got bigger, she would still love me, which is nice. People often say things to make you feel loved; the words are not as important as their intent. Before I saw the psych, I didn’t weigh enough. I know more now; they gave me guidelines. The meds mess with my appetite all day though, so dinner is the only big meal I eat, when they’re wearing off.

Layering a burger is difficult. I need to make sure certain things don’t touch. Butter, cheese, burger. The cheese needs to melt so the flavour isn’t too sharp; a toasted bun helps and the beef patties are still hot enough, I hope. Then pineapple, tomato sauce, and lettuce. The pineapple stops the sauce spilling too far, and they’re both acidic. My face sweats at the thought. The lettuce is next to the pineapple, not ideal. I still haven’t figured that problem out. See the difference between actual problems with your food, and problems with perception. I focus on the fact that the buttered bun goes on top.

‘Nah! Nah!’ May screams, slapping a fistful of mashed sweet potato down on the highchair tray. My ears ring with the sound and I close my eyes and wriggle my toes. Feed your other senses to block the one that hurts. Tapping my fingers and jiggling my leg annoys Ant, as does humming and having earphones in. When you feel the irritation building, either use one of your coping techniques, or remove yourself from the situation.

‘Nah! Nah!’ Another slap and the orange mush splats Ant’s shirt and my dinner. My perfect burger has sweet potato painted down its side. I wriggle my toes harder.

‘Oh hon, I’m sorry. Here, let me get that.’ Ant leans over to wipe my burger with the sticky bib she’s holding.

‘No, no don’t worry, it’s all good.’ I move my plate away and chop that part of the burger off. There’s no way smearing it further would help. My heart pounds at the thought that I’ll still be able to taste the sweetness. Not a flavour or texture I’m prepared for. Wriggle my toes, distracting talk.

‘How’s work?’ I ask. Ant works at a pharmacy, on the front counter. She always has funny or disgusting stories.

‘Good, good. This one old guy came in ...’ I eat, listening to the lilt of her voice to block out the sound of my own chewing. She sang in a band before she met John. I add the music and replay everything slightly slower, making a song. ‘...it was so funny, he needed denture glue, you know, to stick the dentures in? And when he opens his mouth to ask me, out fall his teeth!’ I make my eyes go wide and eat as fast as I can. This will get gross and I need to be finished before it does.

 ‘No word of a lie, his teeth fall out into his hand, he puts them back in, and tries again! It was like some kind of comedy sketch!’ She laughs and imitates the man catching and replacing his false teeth. I mumble disbelieving and encouraging sounds through a full mouth.

‘Anyway, I figured out what he was trying to say and got him some glue. It was so funny, the poor guy.’ Yep, my mind has gone there now, the music has stopped, and I imagine trying to eat or speak with my teeth falling out. I feel the sucking of the dentures and the viscosity of the saliva. I swallow the last of my burger as a large lump, nearly choke, and grab my water. It smells of chlorine and dishwasher powder, and I taste salt on the rim of the glass. My meds have definitely worn off. My mind starts to race, unable to block or switch focus away from my body. Attention overload.

‘Must have been hilarious.’ Not very convincing. A question shows you are interested in what someone is saying. ‘Did he look upset?’

‘Nah, he was half doing it on purpose, I swear. Cheeky bugger.’ Ant wipes May’s face with the bib and moves on to custard. I hate the smell of custard – or remove yourself from the situation – so I clear the plates into the dishwasher. I don’t like the sludge around the door and I try to keep my fingers from touching any of the smeared food. If I do, I’ll have to wash my hands. Then my skin will get dried out from the soap. I’d have to find the moisturiser without perfume or I’d be distracted by the smell for the rest of the night. Or remove yourself from the situation.

‘Can I go to the Blue Light on Friday?’ I ask as I’m leaving the kitchen.

‘Of course. Do you need anything new?’ Ant loves shopping. I do too, apart from the noise, the smell, and the people talking to me. And the decisions. And changing clothes a lot of times when my skin is exhausted and the lights are so stark I can’t trust the colour anyway. I shake my head and slip away.

Normal rating: 7/10
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My room is the safest place my body has. My mind doesn’t really have a safe place.

6.30 pm. Worry time. Part of me likes this strategy, the ASD part, but ADHD screams against such order and forced focus. My alphabet hates itself. Like ... imagine someone says, ‘Think outside the box.’ My hyperactive mind creates a sphere and laughs at the box and researches for hours on end how much better spheres are. Then my Autism freaks out that I broke the rules without realising there were any, and wonders why we are supposed to think inside cardboard boxes in the first place. Surely being inside cardboard boxes isn’t comfortable.

6.50 pm. I’ve wasted twenty minutes of my worry time thinking about shapes and drawing circles and cubes on the wall inside my wardrobe; they surround my favourite book quotes, blue-tacked scrawlings, curled at the edges. Do I go to the dance? Think of the best and the worst that could happen. The worst: I go, and die of humiliation. The best: I don’t go, and don’t suffer any humiliation. I’m pretty sure that’s not how this exercise is supposed to play out. Try to see your fears as things you can hold, and laugh at them. Great. My fear of humiliation just humiliated me.

7.00 pm. I’m not allowed to worry any more. My insides sink, knowing I will either give some unconvincing excuse and ditch, or go and speak all my thoughts aloud while lap-dancing on a police officer, or go and sit in the corner with my hands over my ears, wishing I’d stayed home.

I climb onto the window ledge and take off into the night air. The bats welcome me, and we fly to their caves. I live out the rest of my days in the dark and the smell of rancid shit. Happy and safe, furled in my wings.

I revise for my English exam and go to bed early.

Normal rating: 3/10
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TWO

I catch the 8.20 bus to College. It’s cold this morning; meds cause a tremor in my hands, so I hide them in my pockets.

It’s Thursday; two days until the dance. I can do this. Jeb will be there, and I’ve been twice before. Everything feels better in the morning. My meds and coffee are singing in my veins and I feel like I could take on the world. I could do anything at all.

The bus pulls in and I help an old lady get in and then jump up at the front and lead everyone singing the chart-topping ‘We Got This’ song. They all look at me with adoration, and sing along, glad to break the monotony of going to school or work. We all feel better for the rest of the day. They think I’m friendly and talented and wish they had my courage.

The bus pulls in. I get on last and stand squished between a woman wearing perfume that makes my eyes water and a kid picking his nose and wiping it on his dad’s jacket.

[image: image]

‘Coffee?’ Jeb sits on top of the picnic table outside the cafeteria. It’s one of the only rules College has, don’t sit on the tables, so we break it. I know the security guard’s rounds, and we won’t get caught.

‘No thanks, I’ve had one.’ I started drinking coffee two years ago. My meds were upped, and I found a good combination that gives me a few hours of feeling good, normal. Some people probably feel like this all day, but for me it’s limited to when I have meds and caffeine. It’s more than I’ve had before, so I’ll take it.

Coffee is a poison. The trees drop coffee beans and they poison the ground around the trunk so nothing else will grow. Maybe they poison my self-doubt and my need to hide. Poison the words that hurt people’s feelings, too, and let the fun me through.

There’s a new girl on the next table, reading a book. ‘Who’s that?’ I ask Jeb. ‘I’ve seen her in my English class.’

She has short black hair curling onto her face like Betty Boop, and red lips. Girls do often have long hair, and boys have short hair. But girls can have short hair, and boys might even have long hair. If you’re confused, you might have to look for other clues, or find out their name. This person breaks the rules. She’s fresh, and different.

‘Sam. New girl in my Maths in Space class.’ Jeb does ‘Maths in Society’, which is taxes and other things I don’t get. I can’t remember why we call it Maths in Space – it’s just a joke that stuck. Algebra seems easier to me, but the final grading system gives it more weight for some reason. I’m thinking about how the grading seems unfair when Jeb elbows me. ‘We should be friendly, Alphabet Girl.’

He smirks. He knows I’m all ADHD and full of caffeinated confidence in the morning. I can cope with change, uncomfortable clothes, and irritating noises. There is a risk, though, that I will make big plans or agree to do things I’ll later cancel. Once, in the morning, I decided I would be a biologist, and spent hours in the library studying, preparing for my amazing career. I told the librarian, who still smiles at me. She must think I will get out of this place and make it one day. One book I found about organisms was so fascinating I sat down with it in the stacks, engrossed. It took me fifteen minutes to realise it was about orgasms. I read until lunch and then hid the book on the shelf.

‘Hey, Sam? Come sit,’ I say, patting the table next to me. She looks up, holds back a smile, and puts her book away. Jeb moves over so she can fit between us. ‘Nice boots.’

‘We look like an album cover,’ Sam says. We’re all wearing black boots and black jeans. She does a DJ voice, ‘Everything’s Black, by Misfit Stompers.’

Jeb laughs and stomps on the bench seat. Sam and I stomp too, and now we’re all friends. My heart soars and I stomp a bit too long. It’s important to let the joke pass.

 ‘So where are you from, and why move to the Bayside, Misfit Stomper Sam?’ Jeb covers for me.

‘From Sydney. I guess this looked like a good place to be the new kid.’ She shrugs. I can’t imagine being a new kid would be a problem for this confident-looking person called Sam.

‘Is Sam short for a longer name?’ I ask, hoping it isn’t prying.

‘Short for Samanta, but everyone calls me Sam. Sam I Am.’ We all laugh because of the Dr Seuss books. I’m careful not to finish last again, and don’t ask about her pronunciation of Samantha.

‘Did you finish that Maths homework? I couldn’t get it,’ Jeb says.

‘Nah, I’ll do it on the weekend, I doubt the teacher will mind, finance stuff isn’t that hard,’ Sam says with such ease that it sounds like she often doesn’t do homework, or doesn’t need to, I’m not sure.

‘Well, if you understand compound interest then you’re always welcome at our table,’ Jeb says with a grin.

The guard is about to come by. We call him Batman because of his dark hat and dark sunglasses. I get up and drag Jeb and Sam up too. Her hand is warm and soft.

‘Uh, what?’ Sam says.

‘Best to listen to Peta, she’s got a sense about things.’

 Sam nods as Batman slinks around the corner, and she gives me a look I don’t know. Jeb heads off to class. I normally walk away too, but Sam is here so I’m not sure if that’s the right thing to do. Batman leaves, disappointed, as we stand innocently next to the bench.

‘Can I walk with you?’ Sam asks. Her skin is a perfect golden brown, and she has a slight accent I don’t recognise. She wants to walk with me.

‘Sure.’ We are the same height, though she stands taller. I try not to hunch, or stick my chest out, and can never quite get it right. Beside me, Sam makes walking look easy, with a relaxed pace, and a natural set to her shoulders. Try not to look out the side of your eyes, people might think you are hiding something. I stop trying to see her.

‘It’s good we don’t have uniforms here. I hated mine. Ties and blazers, it was so itchy. I was always in trouble for wearing it wrong.’ She’s making conversation.

‘I know, same,’ I say. ‘Except, I didn’t wear it wrong, and we didn’t have blazers – but the dress was blue and they called us Smurfs.’ She laughs and my chest ripples with excitement. Normally only Jeb thinks I’m funny.

‘I’ve got Music. See you later?’ She is actually asking, not like when we say see you later as a goodbye. When people say they will be back in a minute, they don’t mean an exact minute. Try using ‘later’ if it’s easier. Vague is never easier, so I decided ‘later’ means more than an hour but less than a week.

 ‘Yeah, see you, Stomper.’ I risk a look into her eyes, and she smiles with lovely lips. She touches my arm and turns away.

I saunter off to Maths with my head up, smiling at anyone who comes by. Sam’s new in a good way. I wonder if I could wear red lipstick too.

Normal rating: 10/10
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‘What’s up with Peta?’ I hear Sam asking Jeb as I sit down for lunch.

‘Don’t mind her.’ He says, and elbows me, ‘Meds worn off?’

‘Shut up, Jeb.’ He’s told her I take these little white pills now, so I swill them down right in front of her. You don’t need to hide who you are, Peta... but sometimes it will help you get along with your peers if you are less open. Shit. I can’t win if they can’t decide. ‘Sorry, Sam, I shouldn’t be crass.’ No one my age says crass. I was over an hour late with the meds, and she’ll think I’m a freak. Eyes closed, I wait for caffeine and the tablets to take the irritation away.

‘So ... did you leave family behind, down south?’ Jeb makes conversation with Sam, covering my weirdness.

‘Nah, we brought my grandma with us. It’s a Persian thing,’ Sam says, waving her hand as if to say we wouldn’t understand. I think how nice it would be to have proper parents, and parents who cared about their parents.

 There’s some noise on another bench, and I open my eyes. There’s a fuss over a video on someone’s phone.

‘Who are they?’ Sam asks.

‘Just a few of the film guys.’ Jeb has a strange tone in his voice.

‘No one here seems to ... you know ... pick on anyone.’ Sam seems surprised. I remember my old high school and a shiver goes down my spine. The cliques, the hierarchy.

‘Not here, at Misfit High. None of us have the energy,’ Jeb says. ‘You see her?’ He nods his head towards Big Kat as she lines up for a dim sim. She stands at five foot eleven inches, solid. Jeb keeps his voice low. ‘She’s recovering from a nasty case of heroin addiction and crappy life. Her ex was a dealer. She got in a fight and someone bit off her little finger. Now she’s clean, and lives in a home for stray foster kids even though she’s too old to be there officially anymore. And see him?’ He nods his head at the table full of guys in overalls. ‘The one with the goofy grin? He’s with Natcha, and they live with her mum and their five-month-old baby.’ We all look down at the table quickly as Goofy looks up.

‘Serious?’ Sam must think Jeb is lying. I realise we probably aren’t much like the kids in the school she came from. We have strange homes, histories, to end up here. It’s not all about who got detention, or who got school captain. I don’t think we even have a school captain.

 ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Jeb wouldn’t lie.’ Try to keep your voice moving, rather than maintaining one tone. ‘I mean, you couldn’t make this shit up.’

‘I guess not.’ Sam looks smaller.

‘But hey, at least we don’t have to worry about pulling up our socks, or waiting for our trust funds!’ Jeb laughs loudly, and we join in. Anything to break the tension. Coffee has created magic in my veins with the tablets; I feel my shoulders relax, and my words find their filter. Everything seems less loud and I release my jaw. I didn’t realise it was clenched. The tears that always threaten are reabsorbed, and the world doesn’t grate on my nerves.

Inhaling eucalyptus-scented air, I think of asking Jeb about the weekend but hear Sam humming a tune. Then she sings quietly in lyric tones. Her voice is perfect and clear, her words flow in another language, too quiet for me to figure out which one. Jeb raises his eyebrows, impressed. She glances over as Big Kat carries her lunch to sit with Goofy. Maybe she’s worried Kat heard her. I can’t imagine why Sam would be shy, when she can sing like that.

‘Ooooeee! We have a singer, people!’ Jeb’s not quiet or shy around anyone, and laughs at his usual volume, pointing his fingers like one of the Wiggles.

Sam blushes. ‘Shhh! I don’t sing!’

‘What was that song? What language?’ I ask. Try not to interrogate people for information. Before I can take the questions back, she answers.

 ‘That’s a Mzaza piece, don’t you know them? They’re from Brisbane.’ Jeb and I shake our heads. ‘They redo old Eastern European songs, Romani Gypsy or Macedonian stuff.’

‘Are your family Romani Gypsies?’

‘Us? Nope, Iranian, but I was born here. Mzaza use some of our instruments and weave a Persian kind of sound into a few songs. Enough to keep my grandma happy if I play it in the house.’ She gives me a knowing look, even though I don’t know. ‘I changed a few of the lyrics to match our traditional folk tales and she thinks it’s all Iranian.’

‘Ha! You write and you sing?’ I try not to feel jealous. I wish I could sing like that. Ant can write and sing music too, and she always wants me to join in, but I prefer to listen. I’d hate to stuff up Ant’s music right in front of her.

‘Pete.’ Jeb shortens my name. I like that, even though it makes it a boy’s name. ‘Maybe Sam should come to the Blue Light?’

My heart beats too loudly at the change in plans. Changes happen sometimes; they aren’t always a bad thing. I grip my coffee cup and wriggle my toes. I can do this, the coffee says; of course you can, the meds reply. My brain is starting to go a little too fast. I know it’s risky, but I don’t leave.

‘Sure! Wanna come?’ My voice is too high pitched. Sam is searching my face for something; I don’t know what she will find.

 ‘What’s a Blue Light?’ she asks. Jeb and I chuckle.

‘It’s our local excuse for an underage nightclub-type dance. The police are there, hence the lights, and they relax the parents,’ Jeb explains.

‘Oh, I guess you don’t have a school dance.’ Sam lifts her eyes to the other table of misfits.

‘No, no school dances here. Can you imagine the security? Loads of us are over eighteen and can just go clubbing anyway,’ Jeb says, glancing around at Big Kat, Goofy and some of the vampires. They go to the goth clubs in town. Big Kat said they take speed and can see their spirits blending. Reality freaks me out enough, I wouldn’t intentionally make it worse. ‘We do have a formal though, next year,’ Jeb says.

‘Can you come?’ I interrupt because need to know, so I can adjust. In a flash of panic, I realise Sam is here now, and me and Jeb are not two anymore, we are three.

‘I’ll ask. Probably. Do I need to dress up?’ We laugh. Me and Jeb, this is our territory.

‘No, sweetheart, you don’t. This isn’t Frock Private.’ He means the private girls’ school down the road; they have big dances and invite the private boys’ school. I guess their parents want them to meet kids with parents like them. ‘There are snacks and drinks. Starts at six-thirty,’ Jeb says as he stands up and gathers his things. ‘I’ve got to go and suck up to the teacher, my assignment’s having a bad week.’ He doesn’t do so well in English.

 ‘See you after last period?’ It’s Thursday. We go down to the Point and chuck chips at seagulls on Thursdays.

‘Yeah, I’ll come by at three-ish.’ Jeb has his licence, and his dad’s old Kingswood. He repeated a grade in primary school so he’s older than me, but no one notices that kind of thing here. ‘You?’ He means Sam. She’s coming to the Point now too? Smile. Keep breathing.

‘I can’t today, maybe next time?’ She doesn’t say why. Jeb looks disappointed, I think. It’s one of the harder expressions. We have this new program, Peta! For each face, click on the emotion you see. And look, there are reward stars!

‘Sure, see you later,’ he says. I watch him walk away. His dark hair shines almost blue sometimes, especially when it’s dirty. He punches Big Kat on the arm as he passes her; she tries to get him back but he’s too fast, and laughs as he weaves through the other tables.

‘He’s nice. Are you two a thing?’ Sam is asking me a question. Replay the words, and respond accordingly. ‘He’s nice. Are you two a thing?’

‘What? He is nice, that’s why he’s my friend.’ I try to sound sarcastic and earnest at the same time.

‘Yeah, but is there potential for more?’ She’s hinting at something, but I don’t know what she’s actually saying. This doesn’t happen to me much anymore, and I’ve forgotten what to do. When you’re really stuck, try asking for more information.

 ‘As in ... more friendship?’ My mind feels sluggish. I can see every muscle in her face, and I’m trying to read every movement. Her eyebrows are up; she’s not angry. Maybe she’s surprised or shocked. Her head is tilted strangely, and I can’t see her eyes. When I try to, I just see the curls of hair on her forehead, and think about Betty Boop.

‘More friendship,’ she says in a flat voice and then whacks her leg against my leg. ‘As in, is it a simmering, long-haul, will they/won’t they situation?’ She puts sushi in her mouth after her comment, so now I can’t even try to read her face. Don’t cry.

‘Oh!’ I realise it’s like plots in English, romance plots. ‘Romance with Jeb?’ She chokes a bit, and laughs into a napkin. I’m stuffing this up, badly. I haven’t had a close female friend before; they’re hard work and talk about people instead of things.

‘Romance, you’re hilarious!’ She’s laughing.

‘Jeb’s a mate.’ If you like someone, be a mirror for their body language and emotions. I laugh, watching her face for a clue what to do next.

‘Okay, okay. Just checking. Don’t want to be a third wheel or anything.’ Third wheel? I check the time on my phone and stand up. The coffee and the tablets aren’t enough to make me normal. She has short hair and doesn’t do her homework. She says things in a confusing way. She is hard work. Dangerous. Run.

 ‘It’s all good, Sam, no third wheel.’ I hope that’s the right thing to say. ‘Coming to English?’

‘I’ve got an appointment with the guidance counsellor – she wants to check up on the new student.’ She rolls her eyes and continues to eat her sushi.

I have no idea what just happened.

Normal rating: 5/10

Inhale. Exhale. Survive.
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English class always starts with a word game. Mr Jenkins – we call him Paul – likes to make us think about how words are made. The routine of the exercise calms my heart and lets me forget about getting it all wrong with Sam.

‘Our word today, my young people, is “fipple”. Go!’

We all have a few minutes to write a definition of fipple. I write A fipple is, and stop. I know Marcus will write something funny, and it will be worth more than any correct answer. I can’t think of anything funny, or even wrong. I finish the sentence:
A fipple is the mouthpiece of a woodwind instrument. Folding up the little piece of paper, my insides sink. It’s the right answer. No one wants that. I put it in Paul’s hat, passed around the class, pretty sure I’ve just broken a silent rule.

‘Great! Here we go. Remember, you vote for one definition only and the winning writer gets a round of applause.’ We laugh because there are no prizes at College. ‘Okay, so is fipple “the act of riding backwards on an emu while eating ice-cream”? Or is fipple ...“the name for Goofy’s third nipple”?’ More laughter as Goofy throws his hands in the air. His real name is Gerard and he does have a third nipple. ‘Okay, okay, let’s keep it less personal next time. Is a fipple ...“the mouthpiece of a woodwind instrument”?’ Silence. ‘Or is fipple “the difference between a tipple of port and a glug”.’ Laughter returns. He reads the rest of the definitions.

‘Votes!’ He goes through the definitions we call out as the most likely, or funny, and we raise our hands for the one we think is true. I vote for Goofy’s third nipple.

‘Well I hate to tell you guys, but you just got bluffed. It is actually ... the name for a woodwind mouthpiece! Round of applause, take a bow whoever wrote the correct definition!’ The class is clapping, but they all wish it really was the nipple, or a measure of drink. I keep my eyes down, and don’t stand. ‘Okay, quiet, you lot. Keep your silence, oh knower of all things wordy.’ He puts the pieces of paper in the bin, and places his hands together in that teacher way. I used to always want the teacher to know I had the answer, but the tablets help me remember being right isn’t the most important thing. It can make other people feel less smart, and hurt them. I should keep the knowledge in my own head without it coming out of my mouth. My letters rest anonymously on a piece of paper in the bin.

‘Today, we keep working on Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus.’ Groans. ‘Hey! Have any of you actually read the whole book yet?’ he asks, knowing most people haven’t gone past what we’ve done in class. ‘Look, Mary Shelley was only nineteen when she started writing this novel, and she’d had three children and one had died. Only one of her four children outlived her.’ The room has gone very quiet. Paul seems genuinely moved. ‘Anyway, at nineteen Shelley had lived a pretty remarkable life, and wrote this remarkable book, so you will all read it, and give it the respect it deserves.’ He shakes himself, snapping out of a serious tone we rarely hear. ‘Let’s pick up where we left off last time.’

Everyone opens their book, or shares one, and there are no jokes or silly comments. We all know Paul and his wife tried for a long time to get pregnant, and even though they adopted a baby at the beginning of the year, it must still hurt. We were all very excited, even when Paul had to take a week off to go and get his new daughter from the Philippines. That’s where his wife is from, too. They called her Poppy, and she’s a bit younger than May. I watch him reading from the novel, and I’m glad he has Poppy now, and that she has a family.

‘“...but I learned that there was but one means to overcome the sensation of pain, and that was death,”’ he reads. ‘Now discuss with the person next to you the symbolism of fire and ice, life and death, and the legend of Prometheus.’

I am sitting next to Marcus, the funny guy, and he starts talking about the Greek gods and fire being life. I listen and try not to get annoyed by the way he doesn’t finish sentences properly, or how he keeps trying to look me in the eye. I can’t think and look at him and do the right faces all at once. I pretend to be reading the novel as he talks and make agreeable ‘hmm’ sounds every so often. You need to demonstrate verbally that you are participating in a conversation. A lot of his assumptions are wrong, like thinking the monster is evil, and I wonder if he only watched the movie. I don’t say anything. It’s not polite to constantly correct people.

At the end of class, Paul calls me over to his table. Everyone else piles out, talking loudly and banging their bags on desks and walls.

‘Hey, Peta, how’s the year treating you?’ he asks.

‘Good.’ I keep my eyes on his table, where the laminate is flipping up on the corner and could catch on a jumper and shouldn’t they glue it down? It’s a hazard.

‘When do you think you’ll take credit for your definitions?’ he says. I check to make sure we aren’t overheard.

‘I won’t. It’s not polite to be right all the time,’ I say.

 He laughs. ‘I wouldn’t say that, but I guess it could get difficult for the others if they’re jealous.’ I don’t know what he means. The laminate should be glued down, it might be sharp. I slowly reach over to check. He doesn’t notice, and keeps talking. ‘I heard you did well on your IQ testing, that’s great.’

No, it’s not, it’s another difference. I’ll never be normal. He’s waiting for a reaction. ‘I like this book,’ I say, to change the conversation. The laminate is sharp, and I pull it back, feeling the resistance.

‘Yeah, me too.’ Slap! The laminate pings back and I jump.

‘Sorry!’

‘Ha! That’s okay, scared yourself? I should stick that down, shouldn’t I?’ He feels the sharp edge on the laminate. Relieved that he’ll fix it, I nod and put my hands in my pockets, waiting for him to indicate when I can leave. Instead, he says, ‘I can’t wait to read your essay. Always a delight, Peta, always. Now you know I’m here if you need anything, okay? You seem to cope very well though, maybe they got it wrong and you were just super clever all along.’ He laughs, and I walk out. Got it wrong? I’m passing as normal. Pride fills my chest and I know all the books and sessions have been worth it.

Normal rating: 10/10


THREE

Nine Years Ago

I lock the door to my bedroom, climb into the wardrobe, and hold onto my stuffed bunny. Mum and Dad are arguing again. They think I can’t hear them, but they’re so loud my ears hurt. I made them angry by telling the teacher she was wrong. But she
was wrong. She wrote the incorrect answer on the board in blue marker pen, and even though I know I’m not supposed to correct people, the words just came out. The other kids wouldn’t have known she was wrong; they would fail and it would be my fault. And sometimes if I don’t say anything the facts stay in my head; like that time Mr Glens told us about spaghettification and how if you go into a black hole you would feel yourself stretch thin like spaghetti. This wasn’t right because you would just be dead. I had nightmares for a week.

I rub the bunny’s ears. One has a hole. Why don’t you play with some of these dolls, honey? Mum asks me all the time. Strange dolls with stretched-out limbs and eyes too big for their heads. Their faces don’t move and they aren’t people. Animals are safer, less complicated, and feel nice and furry. We make them have voices, but they can’t really talk. I’ve tried listening. For hours I waited, watching my animals, just in case they were about to speak. Or to see if they had private lives like the teddy in my Corduroy book. They didn’t.

A door slams.

Maybe Mum and Dad will stop yelling now. A slam normally means Dad’s left, or Mum has escaped out the back for a smoke. They told us at school how smoking kills you, infects your lungs with black tar – they squeezed it out of sponges to show us. Mum didn’t like it when I told her about the demonstration. She said I shouldn’t be a
smart arse. Arses are bottoms. Bottoms can’t be smart, or not smart. It made no sense, but when I asked her to clarify she got more angry and stormed out with another slam.

When I’m older, I won’t have doors. A whole house with no doors so nothing can bang shut. I won’t live with anyone who gets angry, and I’ll go to university like doctors do. Where people know the right answers, and are so clever I can just sit and listen and be amazed.

Mum finds me asleep in the wardrobe; it’s dinner time. She clucks her tongue and gives me a big hug. ‘What am I going to do with you?’

 I don’t know the answer, but the hug is nice and she squeezes me tightly, smelling of smoke and chewing gum and her old leather jacket.
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It’s Thursday, and we aren’t going to school. Mum says there are no other appointments available and we have to go to the therapist and ‘it’s all costing me a lot of money’. Dad can’t take me, so she’s angry with him because she has to do ‘all the Peta shit’. We park on a busy street full of cars and new smells. It must be the city because there are so many people, and we can’t just cross the road, we have to find the little green and red men to tell us when it’s safe. The button bips by my head, and the cars grumble in mismatched tones, so I cover my ears with my hands for relief. Mum yanks my hands down.

‘I’ve told you not to do that. Everyone will look.’ She holds my hand so I can’t put it back over my ear. My chest is tight and my eyes can’t stop flicking as the cars go past. The bipping goes deeper and faster. The red man turns green and Mum jerks my arm to cross the road. My shoe is loose and I stop to tighten the velcro, so they’re even. Mum screeches, ‘Get up, Peta! For fuck’s sake, we’re on a road!’ My feet leave the ground as she pulls me to the other side.

‘My shoe ...’ I try to explain. I use my words. She doesn’t hear me and makes me keep walking with one shoe tighter than the other. Every step is uneven, and I find it harder and harder to walk properly.

‘Right, we made it.’ She smiles and pushes open the glass doors.

‘How can I help you?’ I hear from over a counter made from blue and green speckled plastic. Or maybe it’s painted wood. I run a hand over the surface, cool and smooth. A child is crying behind us, and I use one arm and my free hand to block them out.

‘Peta Lyre, to see Dr Wright.’ Right. Write. Right. Write.

‘Ah yes, please take a seat, fill these out, and she’ll be with you shortly,’ the voice says. Mum drags me to a red couch.

‘Find a book or something while I do this, will you?’ I don’t think it’s a question. At the little table there are wooden puzzles, and some books with the spines flaking away. I choose a wooden puzzle and sit on the floor. By the outline, it’s a spaceship. All the pieces fit easily, but there’s a gap. One’s missing.

‘Mum, there’s a piece missing from the puzzle.’

‘Not now, Peta, I’m just doing this form.’ I go around the counter to the person with the voice.

‘There is a piece missing from this puzzle. You really need to find it, or you shouldn’t have it on the table for people to do because it can’t be completed,’ I tell the person with brown leather shoes that have buckles on the toes.

 ‘Oh, thanks for letting me know,’ she says, and takes the faulty puzzle. I look up and she has smooth dark skin and a necklace with a tree on it. I reach up to touch. She leans back.

‘Peta! I’m so sorry.’ Mum grabs my arm. ‘Peta, you can’t just go around the counter! Far out. Just choose a book.’

I read the posters instead, humming to myself because the room is so quiet now the crying has stopped. One poster says, Do you need support? It’s not easy to be an ASD parent. Another one has bright blocks and handprints, and says, This is a cat. Not a defective dog. I’m happy being different. There is a cute brown cat on the picture. I trace the lines with my finger.

‘Peta Lyre?’ My name is called. I don’t look up. I’m tracing the words.

‘Yes, come on.’ Mum puts her hand on my shoulder. I only have different left to trace. ‘Now, Peta!’ She hauls me away; I haven’t finished. When I try to go back she holds me under the arms and we go into the office. I make the word on my leg when she drops me on the carpet.

‘You’re too old for this, honestly,’ she says.

They talk and talk about me, list my faults and say how incapable I am. They think I’m not listening, but I hear everything. I don’t know what deficit means, or emotional regulation, or sensory integration. No one explains. Mum says I’m just like Uncle John. Dr Wright – right, write, right, write – gives me magnet sticks. They click together in lots of ways so I play with them and try to make a pyramid, humming to block their noise.

Eventually, Dr Wright calls me over.

‘Have you had fun with the magnet sticks?’ she asks.

‘I have. I like magnets. Did you know the forces of the earth all have to do with magnets? Magnets have two poles, and they won’t touch because they repel. That means they strongly go opposite ways ...’ I want to tell her more about magnets, how many ways they are used and how important they are, but she holds up a hand and stops me talking.

‘Just give me short answers, please, and have a look at these cards. How do you think this girl is feeling?’ She is holding a photo of a girl on a park bench. On the other end of the bench there are five children.

‘She is playing in the park.’

‘Ah. How do you think she is feeling?’

I like playing in the park. ‘Happy.’

‘Hmm,’ is all Dr Wright says, and then she writes in her book. She goes through seventeen cards. How do these people feel? Look at the picture. I tell her: happy, sad, happy sad, happy, sad. On and on.

Mum cries, and we go home.

We go back again to Dr Wright, and Mum cries again because they give me letters –
ADHDASDSPD – and say I will need a lot of help. I don’t know why; I’d be fine if
they stopped asking me so many questions. Apart from the questions, they don’t talk to me.

Maybe they’ve forgotten I’m here. She says high functioning and will probably pass very well and look into medication. Pass what? Maybe I have a fever.

When I broke my leg, they lent us a wheelchair from the hospital. I didn’t have to talk to anyone about it, they just put a ramp over the front steps and at school they took my other chair away. When I got a skin infection from picking they put cream on it and Mum had to wash the sheets a lot more. Apparently, letters mean you should change. I need to learn a lot of rules instead of going to the park. I like rules. I don’t like talking about rules.


FOUR

Jeb is late. It’s three-ish. That means anywhere from 2.45 pm to 3.15 pm. It’s 3.20 pm and I’m waiting at the roundabout at the College entrance. I can still hear the words of Frankenstein’s monster. Sometimes phrases get stuck in my brain. It is true, we shall be monsters, cut off from all the world; but on that account we shall be more attached to one another. Over and over.

I wish I didn’t remember words so well. Jeb thinks it’s great; he says I’m like a walking quote machine, but he doesn’t hear the words go on and on and not go quiet when I want them to. We shall be monsters... attached to one another.

My heart races, and my palms sweat. I’m jiggling and I can’t stop. I jiggle so much that the vibrations of my body ease the tension in my chest. I vibrate until the leaves fall off the trees and shower me in red and orange and gold. I lift off the ground and soar into the sky, free to leave this place behind. No longer ill-made.

 Revs of a V8 engine bring me back. I realise I’ve had my head down, panting and jiggling like a freak. Stimming. Shit. My 3 pm tablets. I hunt for the packet as I’m sliding into the Kingswood. The familiar smell of old vinyl seats, stale smoke, and Jeb’s Lynx deodorant calms my senses. Inhale deeply.

‘Sorry I’m late – damn thing wouldn’t start.’ Jeb knows I get jittery when things don’t happen on time, even though I’d never say anything because it’s rude to mention when someone is late.

‘No probs. Maybe it doesn’t like the cold.’ I smile, my hand on the tinfoil bubble, popping out my last tablet of the day. ‘Can I?’ There’s an old Coke in the cup holder hanging out of the dash. I like stale fizzy drinks; I can taste the syrup they use better, with no bubbles to go up my nose or make me burp. I hate burping. Gases from the stomach revealing the combinations of food and drink we would never want to eat as a mushy puree. My brain whirs on and won’t stop until the tablet takes effect.

‘Go nuts,’ he says. I swig down the tablet and take another breath. It’s a bit too late in the day for caffeine, so I don’t have any more. Sleeping is hard enough. Jeb pulls onto the main road, heading east. The window’s down, and the scent of gum trees and dry grass fills the car. There’s no rain in winter. It’d look like a hot summer day in any other country.

 I rest my head out the window on my elbow, closing my eyes. The rush of air is all I can hear over the engine, and the nerves on my face soak up the pressure of the wind. We drive forever. I am safe and contained in a state of endless motion.

‘Who’s buying?’ The engine has stopped and Jeb’s waiting for me to answer. Sitting up, I shake my hair down and check I haven’t drooled.

‘Me. You bought last time.’ It’s the best chip shop around, but not cheap.
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I haul myself onto the Kingswood bonnet. It’s still hot from the drive. The chips are wrapped in off-white paper and fit between us as we face the ocean. The islands are a grey smudge on the horizon. They break the force of the Coral Sea so there are no big waves and there’s no real sand. Just a blackish sandy mud. If the wind picks up it’s perfect for windsurfers. Those days, Jeb and I watch them jump and glide over the water, wondering how it would feel.

‘Did you get extra salt?’ Jeb loves salt. I chuck him the little packet and he sprinkles it over his half of the chips. Seagulls smell the feast and gather.

‘How was English?’ I ask.

‘Crap. I’ve got this essay due, and I haven’t had time with all the extra Suspension workshops.’

 ‘Want me to help?’ I don’t normally offer. It’s not good to be boastful about your abilities.

‘Maybe. She gave me until Monday, so I might be able to figure it out, if Dad doesn’t need me.’ He throws a chip to the seagulls. They squawk and fight over the offering. Some have blue rings around their eyes, and others have red. I don’t know why. I always think I’ll look it up, but then I forget. ‘Sam’s nice,’ Jeb says.

‘She is.’ The chips are squishy and soft, with crispy corners. ‘Can I ask you a question?’

‘I might not answer.’ He smirks. It’s a joke.

‘What’s a third wheel? Two wheels and four wheels make sense, but what’s a third wheel? Is it one too many? Or one too few?’ Try to give people a chance to answer before you ask more questions. I stop, and then accidentally eat one of Jeb’s chips. The salt burns in my mouth.

‘Did Sam say something?’ Jeb asks. I nod.

‘She asked if we’re a thing. Then about being a third wheel, and I got lost.’ Jeb’s always been good at explaining things. I don’t ask very often, it’s easier when we just have fun and muck around, but I can’t search ‘thing’ or ‘wheel’ online.

‘Ohhh!’ He laughs and the seagulls scatter, then return more hopeful than before. ‘She wants to know if we’re a couple, like boyfriend and girlfriend.’

‘I said we’re friends.’

 ‘Good. That’s a good answer. We are friends, Pete, we are.’ He is smiling, and I don’t think he’s upset, even though I think of him more as family.

‘Would you like to be more than friends with Sam?’ I ask.

‘Me? Nah, she’s not my type.’ He shakes his head and I remember the girl he had a crush on last year, and her big bubbly laugh. Maybe that kind of person is more his type.

‘So, what’s a third wheel for?’

‘It’s like asking if she’s always going to be the odd one out if she hangs around with us.’

It takes a little while for that to sink in. Then it does. And we both start to laugh at the idea of someone else being the odd one. Two seagulls screech at us, then peck each other.

‘The odd one out!’ Half a chip flies out of my mouth and lands on the ground. The angry seagulls stop fighting each other and grab the chip at the same time. For some reason it’s so funny, we can’t stop laughing. Jeb slaps his thigh and wipes a tear off his cheek.

‘Classic! Pre-digested chips for sale! Or, just nick one from your mate!’ he shouts, pretending to call to people going by.

I didn’t completely stuff up our new friendship with Sam. Elation undoes all the tightness as Jeb spits out another chip, doing a good impersonation of the seagulls, calling, ‘Mate! Mate! Mate’s rates!’ He holds out his hand to the seagulls, expecting payment. We’ve lost it now, and I slide off the bonnet onto the grass, clutching my side. It feels so good to laugh deep down in my belly.

Jeb slides down too, bringing the chips. It’s a dangerous move, level with the gulls. ‘Ah, fuck me, what a week.’ Jeb’s chips are all mixed in with mine, so I don’t eat any more. I’m full anyway.

‘You been stressing?’ I ask.

‘Yeah. Doesn’t matter. Just my old man, the business, on top of school.’ Jeb’s dad is a mechanic, and runs a mobile car-fixing business. That’s why Jeb knows so much about cars.

‘Have you been working lots?’ Try not to interview people, ask questions in more of a back and forth. ‘I don’t know how you juggle work and study, and the TAFE subject on top.’

‘Nah, it’s not that.’ He pauses. I don’t know what to ask now because he didn’t give a proper answer, so I wait. ‘I mean, it is. I don’t want to go to uni, but I don’t know about the TAFE stuff either.’

‘What would your dad say if you didn’t do an apprenticeship?’ Jeb’s always talked about being a mechanic, I didn’t think it was optional.

‘Dunno. You had enough?’ He means enough chips to eat.

 ‘Yeah. Jetty?’ We usually walk down the jetty and see if anyone caught any fish, and watch the boats head out to the islands. We don’t go out if it’s too windy, or raining. Then we eat in the car.

‘See ya, maties!’ he yells, throwing the leftover scraps to the seagulls. As we stand up the sound of a big engine comes rumbling through the car park.

‘Ah shit. It’s Damo.’ A Holden Premier creeps by, two guys in the front, with the windows down and music thumping so loud my chest has to keep time.

‘Jeb! My main man!’ Damon is Jeb’s older brother. He’s not my favourite person, or Jeb’s.

‘Hey, Damo.’ Jeb locks the Kingswood and turns towards the jetty.

‘Where ya going, Jeb?’ He thumps the roof of the car. ‘Can’t we sit and have a smoke?’ Damo smokes, Jeb doesn’t.

‘No, Damo.’ Jeb grabs me by the jacket sleeve and we walk down to the jetty where cars can’t follow.

Damo does a burnout and then starts screeching around the car park. An elderly couple turn their heads and tut. The noise hurts in my ears and I’m glad Jeb’s leading me away. I can smell the burning rubber in the wind over the brine and salt. I turn back and storm over, grabbing the car by the rear bumper, making it stop. Damo gets out and I tell him to shut up and leave Jeb alone. His macho shit is exhausting and no one likes him. Damo gets angry and tries to hit me like their dad hits Jeb. Always Jeb. But we escape and dive into the water and swim out to the islands where we live in peaceful silence with the seagulls and fish.

‘Hey, sorry, Pete.’ Jeb is holding my elbow with a firm grip, making sure I don’t trip.

‘You’re sorry? What for? It’s all good. Let’s just walk.’ My words come out in a rush. I don’t know how he knows when I can’t think, or why he doesn’t tease me like the kids in primary school did. He just keeps going, doesn’t make a big deal.

‘Hey.’ Jeb shoves me. I’m taking little steps like a weirdo, trying to make my feet fit onto the wooden planks without stepping on the cracks, but it’s not working. ‘You count the fish caught on your side, I do mine. The loser buys drinks tomorrow at the Blue Light.’ I look up. Jeb’s face is tired, his hair blown flat on his forehead by the wind. I start counting.

Normal rating: 4/10

Inhale. Exhale. Survive.


FIVE

Jeb picks Sam up first, then me. I have to sit in the back, which is weird because I always sit in the front. I don’t mind. We shall be monsters, together. Frankenstein’s monster is made up of all different people, and he needs to learn how to be a person by watching. Just like me.

Except I also had a therapist. I saw her for years when I was younger. Then she said teenagers are all learning so I won’t be different, and didn’t need to see her anymore, and I was her best student. I had star charts and list boards, books on what might happen, and what to do so people are happy. Me and Jeb, and Sam too, we can all be learning together now.

‘Thanks for picking me up,’ I say.

‘Oh, yeah, thanks for the lift,’ Sam says. ‘My brother was meant to take me, but he’s got some big essay due for uni.’

‘Not a problem,’ Jeb says, turning onto the main road. ‘You sure your mum’s okay with you coming out with us?’

 ‘Yeah, thanks for talking to her on the phone. She’s protective when it comes to new friends. But she knows you’re not the kind of person I date, which helps. No offence.’

Jeb laughs. ‘None taken.’ He glances at her with a smile and I’m relieved. I wonder who is her type.

‘It’s so darn cold.’ Sam shivers and holds her arms tightly around herself. Jeb turns up the heater, and the music. Birds of Tokyo sing songs about darkness and lanterns.

‘Aren’t you southerners supposed to be used to cold?’ Jeb says as the engine gurgles down the street. He drives carefully to reduce the petrol cost. V8s aren’t cheap to run.

‘Yeah, but we had central heating. My house up here is so cold inside we can leave the milk out.’ Her voice wobbles and her breath is fogging up the windscreen.

‘Try sitting on your hands.’ I offer this solution because it works for me. She does.

‘Are you coming on the ski trip in July?’ Jeb asks.

‘What ski trip?’ Sam probably doesn’t know about it yet. It’s already June, so the date to book has passed.

‘The College got some funding to help us poor kids go to Perisher Valley.’ He uses a winsome voice for ‘Perisher Valley’.

‘Have you saved enough?’ I ask.

‘I’m nearly there. You?’ Ant agreed to pay me babysitting money, and I don’t spend much, so I have enough.

 ‘Yeah, I’ll be going. Sam, you should see if you can come. I know some people have pulled out. No third wheel,’ I add, and Jeb shakes his head and laughs. I hope I got that right. I can’t see Sam’s face.

Jeb parks at the PCYC. Cold air rushes in when we open the car doors, trying to steal the heat we’ve created.

‘I’ll ask. Can’t be any colder than here.’ She jiggles up and down on the gravel, eyeing the entry to the disco. I was nervous, but now I’m not the newest person I feel confident. Plus, I had an extra coffee this afternoon and took extra tablets. The music’s already playing, and more people are being dropped off.

Inside, Jeb gets drinks because I counted the most fish yesterday. I take Sam’s hand and lead her to the dance bit, in the gym. They make it darker, with flashing lights and loud music. Mattresses are stacked around the walls, and it smells of clammy chalk and sweat. There are kids from all the schools in our area, and we don’t know anyone.

The speakers make my body pulse with the dance music; tension is seeping out of my body and melting into the floor. I’m still holding Sam’s hand as it warms and I sway back and forth, eyes closed. I don’t want to dance, but it’s hard not to move at all. She is moving closer, our fingers holding on, and I can smell passionfruit on her neck. Our bodies are close. I’ve never danced like this before but I like it. Every sense is full to bursting, and there’s no one here but me and Sam. Inhale. Exhale. Sway. Beat. Tingle.

‘Here!’ Jeb yells in my ear just as the music goes quiet between songs, snapping me from a trance. He hands us each a flimsy plastic cup of lemonade. Cold after Sam’s warm touch.

I drop her hand and step back.

Her warm eyes go cold and she folds her arms.

‘You love your music,’ she sniffs. ‘That’s cool.’ I don’t know if she’s being sarcastic. She is different to Jeb and I haven’t figured her tones out yet.

‘Let’s go over there,’ Jeb says. He makes for the wings, where it’s lighter and we can sit on stacked chairs, trying not to fall off. Sam looks as if she’s waiting for me to choose something, or maybe she’s being polite and letting me go first. I follow Jeb.

The next song starts, and Jeb’s brother, Damon, comes in with his gang of mates. They’re eighteen, too old for a dance party in a gym, but the police can’t keep them out until they turn nineteen. They wear blue jeans and chew gum with their mouths open.

‘Shit. Why did he have to come?’ Jeb puts his head down, but it’s too late; Damon’s seen us and walks over. I wriggle my toes, but don’t hide behind Jeb. Movement would draw attention.

 ‘Jebbie! And hello ... pretty ladies!’ His hands are held out as if he’s carrying a heavy sack. Eyes scanning our bodies. Ladies are women who have inherited or married into lots of money and don’t have to work, so I don’t know why he would call us ladies. I don’t tell him this. ‘I’ll never understand how you get such good-looking girls, little bro. And yet.’ He shrugs and his friends laugh. I don’t get the joke.

‘Why don’t you go to a real club?’ Jeb stands between us and his brother. He’s taller than Damon, but not as muscly. They both have the same dark hair, and you can tell they are brothers. Jeb has a nicer face.

‘And miss all this fun? This is where the best is found, right boys?’ He laughs with his mates. I don’t know if they mean drugs or alcohol, or girls. He’s looking at Sam with his eyebrows furrowed and making an ‘oh’ with his mouth. Her face is stony and calm. ‘Wanna dance?’ he asks her.

‘Sam, don’t,’ Jeb says. But Sam gets up and hands me her drink. She pushes out her chest and tilts her head at Damon.

‘You think you can handle this?’ she says like she’s quoting a movie, indicating her hips. I think she means that she can dance well. He laughs and says he can definitely handle it. My heart’s pounding. Sam struts out to the dark gym floor, where the coloured lights flash and bounce off her body. Damon and his mates follow her, nodding at each other and laughing. She doesn’t take advice. Jeb said not to go. She’s dangerous.

‘Fuck’s sake.’ Jeb sits back down. ‘Now what do I do? He’s such a fuckwit.’ He throws his cup against the wall. ‘Why did she go and do that? I told her mum I’d keep her safe, geez!’

The cup was empty, but he shouldn’t litter. Sometimes people break a rule, and it’s best not to say anything. I don’t get up and put it in the bin, but I can see it out of the corner of my eye, bent in half. I don’t go and stop Sam from dancing with a person Jeb said to avoid. Doesn’t she know Jeb is a trustworthy person? That we should follow his advice because he’s safe?

Sam is moving on the dance floor with all of Damon’s friends around her. She does more than sway. Her hips are making circles up and down and forwards and backwards, like on music videos. Her hands are above her head, and her eyes are closed. The music is beating fast, and her skin glows red, blue and yellow with the lights. When the white strobe starts she’s a series of photographs. I can’t look away. Jeb’s muttering curse words.

The strobe shows Damon getting closer and putting his hands on Sam’s hips, a flip-book animation. The lights go coloured again. She’s like a puppet, and he’s looking at his mates with eager eyes, not at her. He’s not feeling the music at all. He’s out of time by at least a third of a beat, and most of his mates are just standing there, ogling. I feel warm and sweaty. She’s not supposed to be doing this, and the cup is still on the floor, and Jeb is clenching his fists.

‘I need some air.’ He walks off. I’m stuck between following him and watching Sam. She has them transfixed, and Damon is putting his head down near her neck. She smiles. Her red lips part just enough for her teeth to glisten. She must be happy. Breaking the rules makes her happy. His attention makes her happy. My blood runs hot.

I follow Jeb to the fenced-in yard outside, after putting the cup in the bin. The night air is crisp and holds threads of cigarette smoke. Jeb is kicking the dirt, hands in his pockets.

‘You good?’ I ask.

‘Fine. I’d rather not pick up the pieces from another Damon mess, but she seems to know what she’s doing.’

‘Yeah. I guess she does. I thought she was our friend. I thought she’d stay with us.’ I put my hand against the chain fence but the metal is dusty and cold, so I sit on the ground.

‘Yeah, and I thought Damon might change, but he’s just like Dad.’ He kicks stones into the darkness. Jeb’s a good person, and Sam is dangerous. But I liked dancing with her.

Jeb sits next to me, wrapping his arm around my shoulder. I whisper, ‘Are we both third wheels now?’ Not quite right, but it’s how it feels.

‘It’s all good, Pete. We’ve always got each other, hey?’

 ‘We do.’ I wish Jeb was my brother. I lean my head on his shoulder.

We watch kids sneaking smokes in through the fence until it gets too cold.
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Inside, we can’t find Sam, or Damon. The music is still pumping and more kids are dancing. We check the toilets. I normally avoid them because the doors are heavy and the paint is peeling. The smell of citrus cleaning products twists in my nose as I check in each cubicle. No one.

‘Not there?’ Jeb asks; he hasn’t found them either.

‘I’ll ring her.’

No answer. Nothing. They’re gone.


SIX

The police on the door let Jeb and me leave the disco early after I rang Ant and she vouched for us. She went to school with the local cop, and we’ve done this before, when I had to leave because it was all so new. They were also busy trying to figure out how Damon and his friends got out with Sam. They don’t know about the bars in the toilet window being only loosely bolted, even though everyone else does. I don’t tell them because Jeb always said it was better when Damon left early.

Jeb hasn’t spoken since we got in the car. I don’t wind down the window.

‘He always has to ruin everything,’ Jeb says, and bangs on the steering wheel, making me flinch. He doesn’t do sudden loud noises very often. Tears prick at my eyes. I don’t like him being upset and I don’t know where we’re driving.

‘Are we going home?’ I whisper, because I don’t want him to get angry and yell at me.

 ‘Home? No! We need to find Sam, Peta. We need to check she’s okay.’ He doesn’t yell, but he’s not talking normally. I cry and cry and shout at Jeb that I didn’t make it all go wrong, so why is my night all messed up? I thought Sam was our friend now. I thought we were in this together. She broke the rules by going off with Damon. They’re a good match. Imagining the two of them together hurts my heart. I sit silently, tears streaming down my face, trying not to sniffle so Jeb won’t know.

We drive slowly around the PCYC, then College, and then Jeb’s place. Damon’s car isn’t there. Jeb keeps driving, and says he’s heading to Sam’s house. I close my eyes and try to stop crying. Imagine you are somewhere that makes you happy, or doing something you enjoy. The engine rumbles through my seat. I’m standing on the dance floor moving my hips in time to the music. My arms are in the air, and my eyes are closed, lips parted. The beat flows through me and I can feel hands on my hips and they slide up to my waist...

‘Over there!’ Jeb says.

I’m not crying anymore but my face is all wet. There are three cars at the shopping centre, parked out of the lines, front ends together. The shops are closed, but there are floodlights.

‘Why are they here?’ I ask. My voice is steady.

‘Fuck knows. That’s Vinnie’s car.’ I don’t remember Vinnie, but Jeb sounds unhappy; he doesn’t normally swear this much. We pull up next to Damon’s car. Sam is sitting on the bonnet of the Premier, and Damon’s standing between her legs. They’re kissing, and her Betty Boop curls are messed up. Jeb gets out of the car and leaves the door open. The others are smoking pot. Jeb told me what the smell was one day after Damo had been smoking in the Kingswood. I don’t forget smells, and this one is earthier than cigarette smoke and hits at the back of my throat.

‘Damo, not cool – she’s barely legal.’ He keeps his hand on the door, his weight shifting from side to side. ‘Come on, Sam, I promised your mum I’d get you home.’

‘Jeb, it’s fine,’ Sam says, but her eyes aren’t happy anymore, and her lipstick is smudged. ‘But I’ll come, don’t want Mum to get antsy about me going out. Night, guys.’ She pushes Damon back and slides off the bonnet. Her walk is strong as she wipes her face, but I can see her not looking Jeb in the eye. I worked so hard to look people in the eye when I was younger, and I notice when people can’t. They both get in the car as Damon and his mates are lighting up another smoke. Puffs of grey billow into the floodlights.

Sam has changed the scent of the car interior. She is huffing and adjusting herself, jeans sliding on the vinyl seat.

‘Are you crazy?’ Jeb asks.

‘What? Just a bit of fun,’ she says. I crack open the window.

 ‘Damo’s all about fun. He’ll have fun until someone calls the cops. I promised your mum I was a safe guy and that she could trust me. Jesus, Sam.’

‘Sorry!’ Sam says in one of the ways I was told doesn’t count. An apology has to be genuine, or it’s like a lie. I thought she knew exactly what she was doing, but maybe she does have some things to learn about people. I stay quiet.

‘I don’t know what it was like down south but—’

‘Down south isn’t another country, you know,’ Sam cuts Jeb off. ‘It’s not that different. People are horrible everywhere.’


SEVEN

‘You still good to look after May?’ Ant calls through my door. I’m awake, but I don’t want to get up yet. My pillow smells perfectly like home, and I’m the same amount of warm from my shoulders to my feet. The sheets are soft old flannelette and if I don’t move, my stubbly legs won’t catch or get cold. When I open my eyes, I see the white net curtains shifting gently in the breeze. I don’t like sleeping with the window fully closed. ‘Peta? Are you up? I’ve gotta go!’

‘Yep! I’m coming. Or ... just bring May in here.’ Eucalyptus wafts in from the back yard. Saturday mornings are so good.

Memories of last night return and my chest squeezes. Not now, later.

‘Here comes Aunty Peta!’ Ant brings May in as if she’s flying a plane. I’m actually her cousin, but that would sound a bit weird. May smiles and shoves a fist in her mouth, zooming through the air.

 ‘Sorry, I slept in.’ I reach out to grab May the plane.

‘No problem. I hope the dance was good. I’ll be back by lunch. She just needs a bottle at eleven; I’ll feed her lunch when I get back.’ Ant is searching her handbag for something as she waves goodbye. I hear the front door close, and bring May under the sheets with me. We make a tent.

‘Look May, we’re camping!’ She gurgles and lies back staring at the glowing sheets. When I was little I spent a long time under sheets like this, or in the wardrobe. At night, with a torch and a book, or in the day, just to feel safe. You can’t spend your whole life hiding. Now I only have weekend mornings.

May rolls over and tries to escape the tent. I knew this would only last a moment. Sighing, I put the sheet down and grab her gently under the arms. She’s squidgy and smells of fabric softener. This must be what it’s like to have a sister – someone who thinks you’re always going to be there for them.

Making sure May’s against the wall side of my bed, I take my tablets and find some proper clothes. Last night’s jeans stink of smoke. I don’t want to think about it right now so I kick them under the bed. Another check shirt and jeans. If choices are difficult, try to limit your options somehow. I only wear check shirts and jeans, a jacket or fleece jumper, and different colours of socks. Before, getting dressed
would get me so upset I’d sit on my bed for ages not knowing what to do, or I’d get changed five times a day. May wears onesies with brown stains on the knees and feet from when she crawls around.

‘Come on, May, let’s go and see what’s outside.’ It’s freezing inside in winter. The sun’s on the patio downstairs, in the back yard, so it’s warm with a cool breeze. I wonder if the ski slopes are covered in snow yet. The trip is only four weeks away. Sam might be coming. Now I don’t know what will happen, after last night. No. Tonight, 6.30 pm.

I lay a blanket on the grass for May and we play ‘stay on the island’. She tries to crawl away, and I call ‘No! Stay on the island!’ and drag her back to the middle. We both giggle, and do it over and over again until my stomach gurgles. I haven’t had anything to eat or drink since I got home last night and ate chocolate biscuits.

‘Are you hungry too, May-be Baby?’

‘Ba! Ba!’ she calls, drool stretching from her chin and dangling like a pendulum before attaching to her onesie.

I make coffee and a slice of toast with Vegemite for me, and a bottle of milk for May, all with her in my arms. I love the feeling that I can look after her. She trusts me. She doesn’t think about anything other than the fulfilment of her needs. I get the plate and coffee onto the table when there’s a knock at the door. I carry May, bottle still in her mouth, to the window and check who it is. A Kingswood sits on the road in the shade of the gum tree. Jeb.

‘Come in,’ I open the door, juggling the slipping bottle and baby back to the kitchen table. It’s always polite to offer guests a place to sit, and something to drink.

‘The kettle is hot if you’d like a coffee. Or just sit.’

‘Thanks, I’ll make a drink if that’s okay.’ His hair is untidy, skin creased and pale, eyes red.

‘You okay?’ I ask. I don’t want to think about last night, it’s not time. But not asking would be weird.

‘Home’s shit. Mind if I hang here today?’ Jeb often spends weekends at our place.

‘I don’t mind. Ant’s back at lunch. Why is home shit?’

‘Damo and Dad are working on the Premier again, like they didn’t do cars enough this week already.’ Damon’s out of school and works for his dad. Not a proper apprenticeship, because he needs someone not his dad, and no one’ll take him on. Jeb sits down. His eye’s more than red, it’s bruised around the edges.

‘What happened to your eye?’ I already know, but a question should tell him I’ll listen if he wants to talk.

‘Nothing.’ He stares into his coffee and turns away so that I can’t see the bruise as much. My heart is tight. I wonder if it was his dad or Damon this time. I don’t know what to say so I just keep feeding May, wishing I could eat my toast before it goes cold.

 ‘Have you got all your stuff for the ski trip?’ he asks. I’m warm from the sun outside, and can’t imagine needing thermals and gloves and beanies.

‘Mostly. Ant had some things that’ll fit me, and I’m renting the rest down there. You?’

‘Same. Except for borrowing Ant’s clothes.’ He smirks, and I laugh, imagining him in Ant’s long johns. ‘I can’t wait, it’s gonna be so good. You and me, hitting the slopes.’ He makes a swoosh with his hand, and we laugh because neither of us has a clue about skiing. My chest loosens, and I love how he can always find a way to laugh, no matter how crap everything gets.

Normal rating: 9/10


EIGHT

Six Years Ago

‘But Mum, why do I have to go?’ I ask again as she swerves the car off the main road towards Ant’s house.

‘I told you already, sometimes parents need a break. You like your Aunty Antonia.’ Respite. I know it’s called respite. I just wish they would tell me the truth: they don’t want me.

‘Why don’t I just stay with Aunty Antonia for good?’ I ask seriously.

‘Because I’m your mother, not her. It’s only for the rest of the holidays.’ She is breathing all funny now, scoffing and huffing. Mum and Ant don’t really get along; Mum says she is a ‘holier-than-thou Miss Perfection’.

Christmas wasn’t great. Dad got Mum a food processor and she was furious, even though it was useful. Mum got him tickets to a concert and he said he doesn’t want to go. They got me a wristwatch. The band is stretchy and pinches my arm, so I can’t wear it, and Mum cried about how she ‘can’t get anything right’. Now they both ‘need a break’, so I’m here.

‘She’s nicer than you.’ It just fell out.

Just because something is true, doesn’t mean it should be said.

Mum slams the car door and gets my bag off the back seat.

‘Yeah, well let’s see how bloody nice she is after two weeks of your shit,’ I hear her saying quietly, but not quietly enough.

‘Peta!’ Ant comes down the steps of her home. She has straight dark hair with a fringe, and she’s wearing jean shorts and a flowy top. I race across the front yard and she holds me tightly in a huge hug. She smells of vanilla. Mum drops my bag on the driveway.

‘So ... yeah. Thanks. I’ll see you in two weeks.’ Her voice is tight. I don’t let go of Ant as she waves my mum goodbye. Let me stay and never leave. Her top has strings with beads hanging down and I blow them as they tickle my nose. Mum drives away.

‘Hey, you! Look how big you are now! How was the break-up party for grade three?’ I tell her everything, in one big stream of words, and she carries my bag upstairs while she listens. She laughs when I tell her about the things my teacher says, and shows me how I have my own room now that her music things are downstairs. I know she gets money to have me here, Mum told me. I thought that was great, but Mum did the scoffing thing.
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‘Did your mum tell you I have a new job?’ Ant says at dinner time. She’s made my favourite: toasted cheese sandwiches. We normally eat on the couch and watch Eurovision reruns. Unless John’s home. He doesn’t like the noise, so we play cards instead. The most recent winner, Emmelie, is on the stage.

‘No.’

‘Well, I do, at the chemist. So during the weekdays you’ll be going to the vacation care place over the road. They’re lovely and have loads of interesting things to do.’ Emmelie has long wild hair and bare feet. Gold sparkles light up behind her as she sings about breaking the rules. She’s so beautiful and the song is so powerful I forget to eat.

‘Peta?’ Ant is waiting for me to speak. Chemist.

‘Okay.’ It’s different and I won’t have fun but I’ll do anything to stay. Please let me stay. I finish my toasted sandwich and Ant lets me watch Emmelie five times before we go back to the start.
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Vacation care. Ant is talking to the people who work here. They wear green shirts. She whispers about all the things the doctor said. There’s a table full of different craft sticks and glue so I start making a cube.

‘Can I make one too?’ A boy with scruffy dark hair is asking me permission, I think.

‘I’m not in charge,’ I say.

‘Ha!’ He thinks I was being funny. He sits next to me and we make cubes that become houses while all the other kids scream and fight. His cube is not very cuboid, and splits in half. He doesn’t get upset, he just draws two eyes on the top half, and makes it talk.

The not-cube of sticks speaks to me. ‘My name’s Jeb. What’s your name?’

‘Peta. Peta Lyre. It’s an instrument, and a bird. I don’t lie,’ I explain, pretending to shake its hand. I chat to the box for a while because it’s easy and fun.

Now we are friends. Not me and the not-cube, me and Jeb. He laughs a lot. He laughs and laughs and makes the funniest jokes and can do lots of voices to make the jokes funnier. I’ve never laughed so much.

I tell Ant about Jeb and how I like vacation care. She tells me about someone who came into the chemist with hiccups.


NINE

In English, we finish reading Frankenstein. The words are strange and powerful, and I love how each moment and statement can stand for something else. A giant puzzle. Puzzles are one of my things. It’s not healthy to let your interests become obsessions, and take over from your daily life. But if I’m doing it for school, then it’s allowed. Figuring out the puzzle of a text, or a formula in maths, scratches the itch to make connections. Rules and people are puzzles, and I have to figure them out too.

I thought Frankenstein was supposed to be horror, but the book is written like a story in a story in a story, and the monster’s tale is the saddest thing I’ve ever read. The monster is sewn together from dead people and given life by a scientist, Frankenstein. The monster doesn’t have a name. He learns how to be human by listening to a family read stories and teach each other, watching them through a window. When they reject him, the monster asks Frankenstein to make him a bride. For all the jokes about Frankenstein’s bride in movies, I never thought about how lonely he must’ve been to ask for one more creature to be made. He just wants someone like him; maybe because he can’t be like them.

‘He doesn’t know how human his dilemma is,’ Paul says. He’s explaining the basics because not everyone has read it all yet. I don’t listen properly; my head’s inside Shelley’s words. They aren’t all gloomy. At first, the monster allows his ‘thoughts to ramble in the fields of Paradise’, and he ‘dared to fancy amiable and lovely creatures sympathising with my feelings and cheering’. I love the lines on every page. I could lose myself in them for hours.
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Rambling in fields of Paradise. The words repeat in my mind as I sit down with my lunch in the cafeteria, and I’m smiling to myself.

‘Peta? Any room for me?’ Sam stands, holding a lunchbox, her eyebrows creased up like she’s uncertain.

‘Sure.’ I try to keep my eyes down and hope she didn’t see me grinning about fields of Paradise.

‘Hey, I’m really sorry about the dance, it was stupid,’ Sam says. ‘I do stupid things sometimes.’

‘Me too!’ I say it with such excitement that she startles, then smiles big and warm.

 ‘Ha, well that’s good news.’ Her hair is back to neat curls, and her lips aren’t smudged. Her lunch smells of spices I don’t know, and I want to ask what they are.

‘What’s in your lunch?’ Shit.

‘This? Ah, my mum’s famous rice. There’s dill ... and some fava beans ...’ She pokes around with a fork.

‘What’s the sauce?’ I ask, pointing to the little pot next to the rice.

‘Just yoghurt, maybe some lemon juice?’ She tips the rest on top. ‘Do you want to try some?’

‘No.’ New food takes preparation and thought. Refusing food can be seen as insulting. ‘Thank you, though, I’ll try it another time. It smells wonderful. Dill.’ I like the smell of dill, and add it to my list of scents. It mixes with her passionfruit perfume in a whole new combination that makes it hard to think.

‘Do you have a roommate for the ski trip yet?’ she asks.

‘Did you get a place?’

‘Yeah, people find it hard to say no to my mum.’ She chuckles. I don’t know why. Maybe her mum is mean. But Sam wouldn’t be smiling so much if her mum was mean.

‘I didn’t know we got to choose a roommate.’ That’s not true; I assumed I would stay with Jeb, but now I realise that wouldn’t work because he’s a boy. No one else I know is coming. Big Kat can’t afford it, and Goofy and Natcha have their baby now, so they can’t come either.

 ‘We do. I was hoping you’d be my roomy? I promise I won’t nick off with random jocks.’

I hesitate. I don’t know what that means. ‘Nick off ’, to leave. ‘Jocks’, underpants. Or jocks, like American footballers. Leave with footballers? My face isn’t doing the right thing, I can tell, and she’s waiting for some reaction. I swallow.

‘If you don’t want to, I’d understand,’ she says.

‘If I don’t want to nick off with jocks?’ I ask. Where’s Jeb? Shouldn’t he be here by now?

‘No, silly! Be my roommate. I don’t suggest you go anywhere with blokes like Damo.’ Jocks are boys like Damon. I figure out the conversation too late, as usual.

‘I do. Want to be your roomy, I mean.’ I crawl into my coffee and hide in the warm cup away from everyone and no one can see how clueless I am.

‘Phew! You kept me hanging there!’ She shoves my arm, gently, and we laugh. It’s all okay again.

‘Break it up, you two!’ Jeb pretends to do Batman’s guard voice. I’m so relieved to see him that I laugh too loudly. His eye looks a lot better today.

Sam fidgets and I can tell she’s still feeling bad about Friday night. ‘Hey Jeb, I was just saying to Peta here—’

‘Not a word, Sam I Am, let’s just leave it.’ Jeb stops her saying sorry. I know he is the sorry one, for his brother being horrible, so he’ll think they’re even. We eat our lunch together, and we’re all back to normal. It’s like being in fields of Paradise. I smile and it’s fine because we’re all laughing about Jeb’s jokes anyway.

Big Kat walks past and hears our fun. She has a white paper bag full of dim sims and her shoulders are straight. Lots of tall people stoop, but not Big Kat. She’s strong and proud.

‘Hi Kat,’ I say. No one says Big Kat to her face. It’s a title, like Queen or Hero.

‘Peta, Jeb.’ She looks at Sam, waiting.

‘This is Sam. Sam, this is Kat.’ Introduce two friends that don’t know each other.

‘I’ve seen you in History. Old Mrs Doughy had a good go at you the other day,’ Kat says. She sits down across the bench. Sam’s face is still, and I wonder if she will respond in good time or if she’s replaying the words.

‘Yeah, how was I supposed to know Hitler wasn’t a communist? They both get talked about like they’re the ultimate evil.’ Jeb and I nod and guffaw, hoping Kat will know what to say next, not wanting to admit that we don’t know either. Kat isn’t laughing. I try not to stare at her hand with one short finger. There’s a stub that moves and I imagine someone crunching down through muscle and bone.

‘Do you want me to explain it to you?’ she asks, eating some of her dim sims. Kat’s like our big sister. She knows things about politics and history and the whole world. She talks like it really matters and if you don’t know these things then you shouldn’t get to vote – but you should definitely vote, or it would be an ‘insult to our democracy’. I listen whenever Kat talks, so by the time I’m eighteen I’ll be ready.

Kat’s nineteen, and trying year eleven for the third time. She knows what she’s talking about. Just like Frankenstein’s monster listened to Felix read stories to the foreign Arabian, I’ve listened to Kat all year to learn about the world outside of one-on-one human contact. No therapist teaches you about that. They just want you to know how to look neurotypical. Not to know how to vote or make your world different so you don’t look so wrong in the first place.

‘If you can use words I understand,’ Sam says, which is good. Kat likes people to be clear and honest, that’s why we get along so well. She explains about left and right wing government parties, and the Jews and Hitler, and America and the Cold War and communism. She talks about how any extreme political philosophy goes wrong, left or right. How peaceful countries push and pull somewhere near the middle, and could do better. I imagine a giant seesaw with people in suits on either side. She says that the most peaceful and happy countries make engineers their presidents or prime ministers, not lawyers. In half an hour, I know more about world politics than I understood from eleven years in school.

 Jeb, Sam, and I stare at Kat as she finishes talking and puts a whole dim sim in her mouth. We sit in respectful silence. The wars were so bad. Humans were horrible to each other. I’m glad it’s not like that here, or now. Kat’s taken Sam in; this is her initiation. We all had something similar. Next time she might warn Sam about the kids here who do hard drugs, and the ones who think they’re vampires, and the student teacher trying to get a date.

‘How’s home life?’ Kat asks Jeb. She doesn’t miss a thing. ‘There’s a spare spot at the house, if you need somewhere.’ She lives in a home full of foster kids who are too old or dangerous to get families, but not ready to live independently. Social workers stay there 24/7 to keep an eye on them, and put food in the fridge.

‘Thanks, I’m all right.’ Jeb keeps his face to the side, so Kat won’t see the yellowing bruise.

‘Well, just so you know, I’m always here if you need me.’ She gets up and shoves him on the shoulder in a friendly way. As she goes, she leaves an empty space so profound we can’t speak.
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Sam invites me to her house. It’s Monday and I don’t normally go anywhere after College unless it’s Thursday, when I go to the Point with Jeb, or a Blue Light Friday, and we go there in the evening. I said I had to call home and check, and will let her know by the end of our last class. She has Film and TV and I have Maths. I don’t need to ask Ant for permission, because she’s working and May is in daycare. But I wasn’t lying; I’ll be checking if Ant thinks it’s a good idea.

‘Hello?’ Ant answers her phone.

‘Hi, it’s Peta.’

‘Everything okay?’ She’s worried. I normally only call if I’ve had a meltdown.

‘Yes. I have a new friend called Sam and she asked me to go to her house this afternoon to do homework and I don’t know if it’s a good idea,’ I say, all in one go and probably too fast.

‘Oh! Well, sure, why not?’

‘I just ...’ I just don’t do things different each day. I do the same thing and then I know what’s happening.

‘It’s okay, Peta, I know you normally come home on the bus on Mondays, but maybe Mondays will be a day to see friends now, like Thursdays. It might be a new thing.’ A new routine, so it will be normal, eventually.

‘If you think so, okay. I’ll be home later ...’ I don’t know what time.

‘That’s fine, just text if you want me to pick you up on my way home, or you can get the bus. You can do this.’ She’s encouraging me, and I start to think she might be right.

 ‘Thanks, Ant. Bye.’ We hang up. I text Sam to meet at the cafeteria after last class.
I can do this.
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Maths ran over time, so I’m late to the cafeteria. What if she left without me? Or thinks I lied? Sam’s waiting on the bench. Breathe.

‘Hey, Stomper!’ she says, and I smile.

‘Hey, sorry, Maths ran late.’ I’m not normally a late person.

‘No worries, it’s only five past. Let’s go, Dad’s at the pick-up zone.’

Her dad’s here? I walk next to her, scrambling in my bag for tablets, relieved I have a bottle of water today. Don’t talk too much in the car. Don’t jiggle. Don’t ask too many questions. Don’t...

‘In you get,’ Sam is holding the door to the back seat open, and I get in and slide across. She sits next to me. ‘Hi, Bâbâ,’ she says.

‘Hello there, and hello Peta,’ he says to me, driving out of the College. Sam nudges me and smiles.

‘Hello Mr Shir-Del. Thank you for picking us up.’ Manners, always manners. The car smells of aftershave. Don’t ask what kind.

‘Not a problem. Any friend of our Samanta is welcome in our home, and our car!’ He laughs and we laugh too. I like that he realised we weren’t in their home yet, and mentioned the car too. Samanta isn’t the same as Samantha, I think.

At their home, Sam tells me to take off my shoes. I start to take off my socks, not wanting to make a mistake, but the floor might be bitty or clammy, this is where it all goes wrong and I won’t be allowed back.

‘No, you can leave your socks on,’ Sam whispers. Relief.

‘Ah! Peta! So nice to meet you! Here, Samanta, sharbat for you both.’ Sam’s mum is holding a tray with tall frosty glasses and long straws.

‘Mâmân, we have work to do.’ Sam tries to take me away but ends up taking the tray of drinks, too. Her mum smiles, and shoos us off. She says she has a ‘pile of marking’. She teaches at university, like Mr Shir-Del does, but a different campus. The house has tall bookcases and nice furniture. I think Sam’s grandma lives here too, but I’m not sure where she is.

Sam’s bedroom is just like mine, though probably without the circles on the wall in the wardrobe. There are schoolbooks all over the place, clothes on the bed and floor, and her pillow is under a window.

‘Such a mess.’ She clears a space on her bedside table for the drinks, passes me one, and then flops on the bed. I sit on the chair, leaning back on some jumpers. The room smells of passionfruit and the drink is bright green with ice and leaves floating on the top. I try not to look at everything in the room.

‘Do you want to start work straight away?’ she asks. Don’t ask me, I’ve only been to Jeb’s house.

‘Whatever you want.’ She has a stereo system with a turntable on top. Ant has some CDs, but I only have my phone. ‘Maybe some music?’ I say, indicating the turntable, hoping it’s not rude, and that it’s okay not to do homework first.

‘Sure. My brother gave me some vinyl his girlfriend likes. She wants him to listen to them, and he doesn’t want to admit he can’t stand folk-rock.’ She rolls her eyes and pulls out a record. It sounds like Ant’s music, so I like it. I knew she had a brother; I should probably ask more about him, but with all the new information today I might forget what she says, so I’ll wait for another time.

I stir the drink. It makes the ice clink and gives me something to do, but I haven’t tasted it yet.

‘Can you guess the ingredients?’ Sam asks as she picks up hers. She takes a long sip and then sighs with pleasure.

I put my nose close to the glass. ‘Peppermint ... basil?’ I know I’ve missed something but she laughs and looks impressed that I guessed any at all.

‘What are the black seeds?’ I take a sip and my mouth bursts with the fresh flavours and smooth gel texture around the seeds. It’s sweet and tangy and I like it, even though my hands are cold.

‘You can take a guess next time you come.’ She smiles, and I wish she’d just tell me. Some people like unanswered questions, they can be intriguing. Sometimes there is no answer. I like answers, so I’ll keep coming. Her chair is soft with all the jumpers and the music-filled air feels comfortable. This will be the new normal.

Ant picks me up and nothing went wrong.

Normal rating: 9/10


TEN

Our coach sends plumes of exhaust into the cool air, eager to begin its journey to Perisher Valley. The overnight trip means we’ll arrive in the afternoon, tomorrow.

We don’t look like normal high school kids; half of us are over eighteen, and we’re wearing cheap or borrowed clothes. The coach driver seems tired, and cautious not to bump into anyone, and I want to tell him different is not always bad – sometimes the best things are new and unfamiliar. Instead, I help load the suitcases. Fitting shapes together is a big puzzle. Jeb and Sam are saving me a seat. They know I want to sit in the middle, on the right.

‘Thanks, darlin’, you get on now.’ The driver has one of those real outback strine accents, and reminds me of Crocodile Dundee. On the coach, Sam pats the spot next to her, in just the right place. Jeb is on the aisle across from me. There are spare seats; I guess more people had to pull out. Teachers are positioned up and down the bus, and look happy to be getting away as well.

 ‘I can’t believe we’re going to the snow. I haven’t been for years.’ Sam is giggly and smiling with her whole face, rubbing her hands together as if she can feel the extreme cold already.

‘I’ve never seen the snow.’ I don’t know anyone who has. Except Sam, now. The bus pulls away with a deep rumble, and the air conditioning vent starts up, blowing straight down onto my face. I blink and swish my hands. Sam leans over and turns a knob and the air stops. She smells of passionfruit and cinnamon.

‘Thanks.’

‘No problem. You’re a sensitive one, aren’t you, Pete?’ She uses Jeb’s name for me now. I like it. I go to her house on Mondays, and we listen to music. The three of us got through all the assignments and exams for the end of term. I’m good at English and Maths, Jeb is good at Film and TV, which he does with Sam, and Sam is good at Music, Biology, and History since Big Kat took her under her wing. Between us, we had everything covered and didn’t let any of our assignments sound too similar.

Ant let us use the rumpus room as a study, and we sat around on weekends doing our work, eating popcorn and toasted sandwiches, and drinking coffee or sharbat. Sam saw some of my routines, and what happens if I forget my meds and can’t stop focusing on a singular special interest. One day, I was doing an assignment on Frankenstein, and I kept telling them about it: how the monster is made up of other people but didn’t know how to be a human, and had to learn. How the scientist is horrible, and how the monster reads literature and loves Goethe. They were interested, but they didn’t really want to hear me read it all out to them, or keep finding quotes. In the end, Jeb remembered it was past lunch and we hadn’t stopped for a break, so I’d forgotten my tablets. They laughed and thought it was funny, not awful. After that, I wrote the quotes on bits of paper to put on my wardrobe wall instead.

Paul, my English teacher, is talking over a loudspeaker in the coach, telling us the plan for the journey to Perisher. Short stops, first at Warwick, and then we all go to sleep, then Dubbo and Cowra. There’s a toilet on the coach. Ant rang and checked for me. We are also supposed to change drivers somewhere, but I can’t remember where. Ant said not to memorise the map. I make sure I’ve got my phone, drink, snacks, spare socks in case I walk in these ones by accident and they get dirty, and tablets. Settling in takes time. I’d prefer not to get up while the coach is moving because then I wouldn’t have a seatbelt on.

Paul finishes and walks down the aisle, making sure we’re all buckled in and behaving properly. He nods on his way past, which means we are doing it all right. I have my seatbelt visible in case I fall asleep and they need to know I’m wearing it.

 I’m nervous because my meds run out around now, and I’m normally at home, or I’ve adjusted them. We need to sleep from Warwick, so I can’t take extra. I did bring some other tablets to help me sleep, but what if they make me drool, or snore, or miss some interesting thing we pass? If I don’t sleep then I’ll be awake all night with my head going on and on, and I’ll be crap at skiing. I’ll get homesick feelings because my dopamine levels will be out of whack. On top of actual homesick feelings. I won’t work right. Sam and Jeb will see just how monstrous I really am. My leg jiggles.

‘So, what game should we play?’ Sam asks.

‘Really? You play road games?’ I can’t believe my luck.

‘Sure, my dad loves them. Jeb, you’re not escaping over there, either. We can start with Who Am I? Or Animal, Vegetable, Mineral? Or ... I have some riddles.’

‘Let’s go with Who Am I. You two will have to go easy on me though,’ Jeb says, but I can see he is smiling.

‘I’ll start,’ I say, thinking I’ll use my all-time favourite, Bugs Bunny. ‘Who am I?’
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Going over Cunningham’s Gap is strange in the fading light. I’ve been this way before. When I was a kid my dad took me on a road trip to Narrabri to see the satellite dishes. It was morning when we neared the mountain range, and I remember thinking how beautiful it was in tones of blue and grey. I saw the shape of a woman lying down, her hip and head resting protectively over the range. Dad explained how once you get past the range, the land is higher and part of a giant plateau. He said it even snowed in Stanthorpe, once. We never made it to Narrabri, or saw any snow. The car broke down. We had to sit squished in a tow truck that smelt of tobacco and sweat, all the way back to Brisbane. I stop remembering because it wasn’t a good ending.

The coach makes it to Warwick in good time, apparently. We’re stopped at a park because there’s a toilet block. Sam agrees to wait until last to get off; I hate being jostled in a rush. Out in the night we eat some snacks and stretch. The next leg will be longer, for everyone to sleep. The air is colder up on the plateau. Roses stand in the garden beds with their backs to the parkland beyond. Grass and tall pines disappear into darkness. I can smell wood fires and things I don’t recognise. There are more stars here than at home. Through the silhouette of pines, the haze of the Milky Way sweeps across the sky.

Sam and Jeb are chasing each other around the roses. What if they get in trouble? Paul is busy talking to Kerry Nguyen, the Film and TV teacher, and seems to be laughing a lot and not really watching, so I guess it’s okay. I get a lot more worried about the rules when I’m somewhere new. Tonight, I don’t have my routines, meds or caffeine to give me any calm. My ADHD adds energy and focus to my endless worries, but also wants to join Sam and Jeb’s game. I guess they would have been told off by now if it was wrong, and it does look like a lot of fun.

‘Peta! Catch!’ Jeb throws me Sam’s beanie. Catching it, I run for the giant pine trees. Sam chases me around Jeb. He’s bent over puffing from the sprint in thin air.

‘Go Peta!’ he pants. Stifling my laughter, I hide behind a tree, standing as slim as I can.

‘Hey! Where’d you go?’ Sam calls out. I don’t answer, or it ruins the game. ‘Boo!’

‘Ah!’ I startle, backing away, finally letting my laughter out. She puts her arms right around me, reaching for the beanie behind my back. Her breath puffs white.

‘Ah-ah ... no you don’t!’ I taunt, breathless. She can’t reach the beanie and tickles me instead. Not hard, but her hands are around my ribs inside my coat and it feels so nice I can’t stop giggling.

‘I’m gonna get it, one way or the other!’ Sam’s laughing too. She puts one hand right under my top and around my waist, pulling me in close while her other hand sneaks around my back and grabs the beanie. I’m still laughing, and she has the beanie, but she doesn’t let go. Her face is so close and our breath mists the world between us.

‘Come on, guys! Time to go!’ Paul yells out, and Sam releases me. I’m panting from all the laughing, and I watch Jeb try to get the beanie back as they board. Realising I still haven’t moved, and worried they’ll leave without me, I run over these fields of Paradise for the coach, and plonk into my seat without grace.

‘You’re a terrible thief, Peta!’ Jeb says, teasing.

‘If only you could fire me,’ I shrug. Sam smiles and pulls her beanie down over her eyes, pretending she can’t find her seatbelt. I buckle her in, and then lift the beanie.

‘Oh! There you are!’ She’s funny. Everyone’s so excited, and there are lots of different songs playing from people’s phones. Up the back, they’re singing happily and out of tune. Paul and Kerry are sitting together, talking on their phones, unconcerned. No one will tell them all to be quiet and go to sleep. You can’t be the police officer, the law maker, because you aren’t the person in authority. Leave it to your parents or teachers, it’s their job. A scrunched-up ball of paper comes rolling down the aisle as we speed up out of Warwick. I pick it up and stuff it under the seat in front.

‘You sleepy yet?’ Sam asks.

‘Nah. Maybe,’ I say. Jeb has two seats to himself. He’s curled up against the window with a neck pillow, playing a game on his phone.

‘Music?’ She hands me an earbud, and we listen to Emily Barker. Sam takes off her beanie and puts her head on my shoulder. We fit together perfectly, like the woman lying protectively on her mountain range.


ELEVEN

Stillness rouses me. The coach isn’t rumbling. Outside is cold and dark. The strip of blue emergency lights on the floor gives the cabin a strange glow as people are getting up. My ear hurts from the earbud and Sam is still on my shoulder. I can hear talk that we need to get off, so I nudge her gently. Her silky hair on my cheek.

‘Sam, we have to get off the coach,’ I say, putting my hand on her leg, bringing her into wakefulness.

‘Peta, you okay?’ Jeb is up, wrestling with his coat.

‘What’s going on? Are we at one of the stops?’

‘No, the bus has broken down. We can get off for a bit while they fix it.’ He doesn’t sound worried, and my tired and sluggish mind accepts instructions. We collect our things and step out into the darkness of a deserted truck stop; the kind where they give out free cups of tea and packets of biscuits so people don’t drive for too many hours and crash. Don’t think about crashing in the middle of nowhere.

 ‘Where are we?’ I ask Jeb. If we crashed out here we would freeze, unable to walk for help and unable to stay. They’d find our frozen bodies thawing in the sun tomorrow and...

‘Paul said near Coonabarabran, where the radio telescopes are.’ Another satellite dish town, and we can’t even go and look at them. It’s quiet, Coonabarabran’s asleep, and we’re all too tired to muck around. Groups of friends huddle close and watch the bus driver stand under a flap of metal and stare at the motor. Jeb wanders over to see if he can help. The headlights are still on, and the few insects awake play in the foggy beams. My legs are wobbly and my eyes keep trying to go back to sleep.

‘Looks like the radiator hose has sprung a leak,’ I hear the driver say to Paul and Kerry. ‘We can wait here for a replacement coach, which’d take at least four hours, or we can stop every half hour and refill.’ He’s chewing something while he talks, and holds his hips like a cowboy.

‘I guess we keep going then, it’s too cold for the kids to wait out here.’

Jeb comes back and Paul explains the situation to the rest of us, even though we heard. She starts collecting water bottles from everyone. They have a big water container, but don’t want to run out, so we all drink our water and then refill the bottles to be stashed underneath the coach.

‘Okay guys, back on, it’s going to take longer than we thought but we’ll get there in the end. Try to get some more sleep.’ Paul waves us back on. So dangerous. Broken down. Freezing cold. Night. Dark. No water. Sam takes my hand and leads me to our seats. She’s cold, and Jeb’s scarf is wrapped around her neck. He’s on my other side, rubbing my arm.

‘You good?’ He’s concerned, brows creased.

‘I am. Thanks.’ I have two friends who care, who let me care about them. I can do anything. Sam and I snuggle together under my coat and drop back to sleep. Now we smell of passionfruit and Lynx. The coach pulls away from Coonabarabran.
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By the fourth stop, we’re all exhausted. We don’t have to get off every time, but the engine stops and we wake up.

‘I’m sure they use this as a form of torture,’ I hear someone say from further back. Being woken up every half hour reminds me of when May was very little, and she wasn’t well. Ant and I used to take turns where we could. John was either not home or couldn’t tolerate her crying. I was so tired. I miss May, and Ant. They’re a long way away now. My stomach lurches down into my pelvis. It’s still too early for my tablets and the lack causes homesickness to come in waves. I know this is a dopamine crash but knowing doesn’t help. It always feels like the world is ending, like nothing will ever be right again. How will I get through? How do people do this every day? The loneliness, the pain. This despair will get me nowhere, go nowhere, and no one will know it ever existed. Such a useless thing to be so all-consuming.

I must have fallen asleep eventually, my exhausted brain losing the battle against the chemical imbalance. Out the window, the sky is lightening and the vast stretches of land around us turn from blue to gold. I take my tablets, not caring about the time. Daylight is enough. I’ll have to space them out more, or take extra. If I do, I risk not eating enough to have energy, but I can still feel the echo of homesickness. There’s no water, so I take some of Jeb’s stale Coke from the pocket in front of his curled-up legs. I’ll pay him back later. I count windmills, waiting for peace to come. Someone behind me is snoring, and I count the seconds between breaths, snore, one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, snore... Now I have lost count of the windmills.

Sam shifts slightly. She’s lying across my lap, knees curled up. Her fleece is unzipped. Cleavage rises and falls with each breath. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful before. Her skin is covered in tiny hairs, and quivers just a little with each heartbeat. I had a boyfriend at my last school who used to love cleavage. I bought a push-up bra, but I didn’t understand his fascination. He didn’t try to explain, and was more interested in touching. I didn’t mind. His fingers were long and slender, eager and clumsy. We used to sit under the tree near the art block and he would run his hands over my thighs and breasts while we kissed. He tasted of chewing gum, and if I focused really hard it was interesting. If he ever caught me off guard I would flinch and back off, not prepared to have someone invade my space. I thought he loved me because we were ‘going out’. We never went anywhere, but someone said it meant we were girlfriend and boyfriend. In the end, he said I was weird, and took another girl down to our spot. I wasn’t sad, so I guess I didn’t love him either.

Seeing Sam now, I realise what it means to be attracted to someone with your whole body and mind. I watch Sam’s chest go up and down, quiver and cast perfect shadows. My heart starts to race and I wish I knew how her skin felt. Just one gentle brush of the fingertips ... Guilt wrenches my eyes back to the window.
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The trip takes a lot longer with the extra stops, and we’ve exhausted all our games. In Cootamundra, the coach driver swapped with a woman called Vera. Vera taped the hole in the radiator hose with something from her toolbox and now we don’t have to stop so often.

We drive through damp green forest, picturesque snowy mountains visible in the distance. As we get higher, a cloud comes down and we can only see half a kilometre in each direction until, finally, we see the first signs of snow on the road. It’s brown slush, really, but it’s still the closest I’ve ever been.

Sam has fixed her hair, and Jeb’s eaten all the chips we packed. I’m sitting next to him now, just for a change and because Sam was taking her turn to struggle into a thermal top. I keep my eyes on the verge, thinking snow is dirtier than I imagined.

‘That’s snow! Seriously guys, that’s snow!’ Jeb is pointing at the roadside and yelling down to the back of the coach. People are taking pictures on their phones and we’re like little children wanting to get out and roll around. Paul and Kerry seem excited too, video chatting with their families. The other two teachers, I don’t know their names, are at the back trying to sort out what happened to make a girl called Lisa cry.

‘I can’t believe we’re really here. Misfits from Dropout High, staying in chalets and skiing down slopes,’ I say to Jeb. He grins, his dark brown eyes sparkling with the joy of it all. We squeeze against the window and watch as the world turns from green to white and grey. Jeb’s face is full of happiness and all the stress from the last few weeks is gone. Excitement flutters in my belly, and I watch with the others as the snow deepens.

Normal rating: 9/10


TWELVE

The coach smells very bad by the time we arrive at the ski rental shop. We didn’t even use the toilet much, thanks to all the stops. Stepping out into the blindingly white snow and crisp air, my lungs are finally free to take a full breath.

‘All students to the fitting area!’ Paul yells over the din. This is where we get our gear, before we go to the hotel. All I can see is the snow. My stomach is twisting in knots from the driving, as well as the tablets, the lollies and the rushed service-station meals. If we get fitted quickly enough we’ll make it in time for dinner, but looking at the amount of clothing and equipment the previous group carried out, I don’t know how it’ll be possible. If we miss dinner then what will we eat? What if I don’t like it? Will we go hungry until breakfast? What if I can’t sleep from all the dozing on the bus? What if I don’t like the clothes, or they smell of someone else? I can’t take any more tablets, my heart is racing already. So much could go wrong. I implode slowly, standing by the bags, wishing my legs would move. Unable to process where or when I am.

‘Peta, you’re with me.’ It’s Paul. I put my head down and don’t look anyone in the eye as I go into the fitting area ahead of the queue. Kerry starts calling out more names and others follow through, but I went first. I don’t get singled out much since I left my old school, and it feels stale, echoing with old embarrassment.

‘So, this is the amazing Peta?’ A woman with a ponytail and furry headband smiles with too-white teeth. I know the tone. It’s how my occupational therapist used to talk to me. How my primary school principal talked to me after the diagnosis. She stopped telling me off, asking me why I wasn’t ‘reaching my potential’. They lean their torso down and talk into my face. Even if I’m the same height, and I can hear perfectly. I don’t know why.

‘I’m Peta Lyre,’ I mumble. Look people in the eye if you can, at least when you greet them. I try, but it’s hard when she is smiling so big, and leaning in.

‘Great! Just who I was looking for. I’m Caitlin! You need a suit, boots, skis and gloves. Sound about right?’ I have no idea, this is your job, isn’t it? Why are you asking me? I nod. She walks off, and Paul pats me on the arm.

‘You’ll be right here, I’ve gotta check on the others, okay?’ He is leaning in now too. I nod. I feel like I’m six again, after a meltdown in assembly when people came in dressed as giant chess pieces to advertise the after-school club. They were jumping around the students as we sat on the floor of the hall, music blaring and a guy on the mic telling some allegory about kings and pawns. I wasn’t expecting them, and I couldn’t understand why these huge black and white things were invading our assembly. I couldn’t hear what the man was saying, and the kids around me were squealing and clapping. I covered my ears and rocked back and forth. Afterwards, people in the staff room kept putting their hands on my arm and leaning in, using big smiles and high voices. I didn’t have to sit in assembly after that.

‘How about pink? Or black?’ Caitlin is holding up two ski suits.

‘Black.’ It is black, but with blue stripes under the arms and between the legs. Silver down the hems and badges on the chest. I don’t correct her though. Sometimes we generalise about something’s description to save time. Caitlin helps me get into the suit. It smells of chips and tomato sauce, but not too much, and I like chips.

‘Perfect fit! Now, stay there while I fetch boots.’ I stay, standing like a shop mannequin. Jeb and Sam are looking through the racks, trying to find their sizes. Maybe Caitlin will help them next.

‘Sit down, and we’ll try these on. Do you have your ski socks?’ I nod. I put the thick socks on in the coach so I would be ready and not have to stand on their floor
barefoot. Sliding my foot into the boot feels momentous. I can’t bend my ankle at all.

‘Are they meant to be tight?’ I ask. She nods, and shows me how to do up all the flip buckles so they get even tighter. It’s nice. My chest relaxes a bit. I waddle over to some skis with her holding my hand. She’s cold, and I wonder how that’s possible with all this insulated gear.

‘Do you need gloves?’ I ask. The words just tumbled out.

‘Ha! They didn’t say you’d be a comedian!’ She doesn’t answer the question. They. Who? I smile, pretending to understand.

‘Just put your toe in here, and then click down, hard. To get out, you press on this with your pole.’ She helps me click into the skis; they feel sturdy and safe. I practise getting them off a few times, and then she hands me a helmet and tells me to carry my skis and go to the counter.

‘Bye, Peta Lyre! Have a great time on the slopes, and come back if there are any problems, okay?’ Another lean-in and high-pitched voice. I nod again, and shuffle off holding a lot of things. I’m still in the suit, but it’s so cold outside I guess it makes sense to keep it on. At the counter, Paul gives them the name list to check against as they put everything into a computer. Jeb and Sam are laughing and falling over each other trying to get suits on. They are my best friends. I never thought I’d have two best friends at once, but I do, and even as my head is spinning and my stomach hurts, I’m content. They’re happy and we’re going to have the best time, just like in the brochure.

I’ve lost all sense of time as we pile back into the smelly coach and drive the last ten minutes to the resort. Our hotel is one you can ski down from to get to the lifts. Yellow lights sparkle on a fresh cover of snow near the tree line. I’m drawn over, my feet crunching on grit and then snow, step by step.

Someone yells ‘snow angels!’ and we drop our gear and run to the untrodden powder. Paul and Kerry are calling us, but we flop onto our backs.

‘Fly, little angels! Fly!’ Sam calls in delight. We flap our wings, pushing the snow into angel shapes. Some snow reaches the skin on my neck, freezing and wonderful. I feel safe under the close and heavy sky.

‘I could lie here all night,’ I say, Sam and Jeb next to me, our wings touching.

‘We’d freeze to death, but it might just be worth it!’ Jeb laughs, and snow hits me in the face.

‘Jeb! Sam! Peta! Now!’ Kerry is using her unhappy voice. We stifle our laughs and trudge back to the gear, covered in a layer of glistening crystals.

‘We made snow angels!’ Jeb says to Kerry, and she smiles back. He always makes people smile. I take a picture with my phone, a row of angels on the tree line, glowing orange.

 ‘Come on, in we go, through to the ski room. I want a hot dinner tonight, people!’ Paul ushers us into a wet room full of hanging coats and stacks of skis.

‘Our things go over here. Remember your numbers please. Keep your stuff together! Come and get your keys from me!’

We put our gear in the same rack, the three of us, and I take another picture, so I don’t forget which is ours. The cold air is rushing in, trying to reach the inner door, and my fleece is not nearly as warm as the suit was. We tiptoe across the wet floor in our ski socks to the warm interior of the hotel. The once-blue carpet is worn with a grey path that leads the way to our rooms. The walls are off-white, patched with ivory. A line of wood runs along, halfway up. One third of the way up. Waist height, I decide. I wish I could take more tablets and stop seeing everything. Sam got our key, and I follow her.

The air is sucked tight when the solid door of our room closes. No one is telling me what to do or where to go. The only sound comes from Sam, asking which bed I want. My cold ears ring with a high-pitched sound so loud I’m surprised she can bear it. There are bunks and two singles. Try to respond in reasonable time. If you can’t decide on something, use a delaying tactic.

‘I don’t mind, you choose.’ I don’t mean it. I mind. There are pros and cons to each bed, like the seats in class, but this time there’s no middle, on the right.

 ‘We should take the singles, so we can chat. I hope there’s no one in the bunks.’ I heft my backpack onto the bed closest to the window as Sam collapses onto the other bed. It creaks and slides. ‘Ha! Come on, Peta, you’re standing and staring again.’ She’s used to me now, and it’s not a bad thing that she can pull me out of a funk. Shaking my head, I shove my backpack onto the floor in a clatter of buckles, and sit.

‘Kerry said we have ten minutes before dinner,’ I say, forgetting to use nice words and phrasing. I know it’s harder when you’re tired, Peta, but your tone matters to the people you are talking to. They might misunderstand what you are saying or feeling. I can’t say it any better.

‘Well, I stink,’ Sam says, sniffing her underarm. No, you don’t, you smell of passionfruit and friendship. ‘I’ve got time for a quick wash, I reckon. If I can find some clean undies ...’ She searches through her bags. I take off the wet ski socks and wriggle my damp toes. The carpet looks soft enough, without bits. I put my bare feet on the floor. Warm. But the fibres stick to my tacky feet so I lift them up to the bed, underneath me. Don’t let them see how fussy you are. Time moves slowly, stretching out like I’m being spaghettified.

‘I’ll just have a super quick shower,’ Sam says and disappears into the white light of the bathroom. I search for something clean as the door swings open in a drag of air.

 ‘Hello, people! Never fear, the Mitchell sisters are here!’ Two girls who look exactly the same roll expensive suitcases through the door. They’re wearing fitted snow clothes, with separate jackets and pants that don’t look too big. Their gloves are delicate liners pulled out from thick mittens of high-tech fabric. Their scarves match their beanies.

‘I’m on top!’ says one, tossing up a shiny black handbag with gems on it. Her mirror image carefully hangs a purple handbag on a hook and looks me straight in the eye.

‘Who have we here?’ I’m not sure if she’s asking me or her sister. Don’t be afraid to ask for clarification.

‘I’m Peta, and you’re the Mitchell sisters. Sam’s in there.’ I indicate the bathroom door. The girl laughs with a high cackle and pulls off her fluffy beanie, revealing long blonde curls. My hair was blonde when I was little. Now it’s just nothing – rock coloured, maybe.

‘A comedian!’ That’s the second person who’s called me that today. Humour only goes so far; mostly it risks misunderstanding and offence. Keep it simple.

‘Don’t mind her, Peta, she loves a joke.’ The top-bunk girl also has blonde curls, but her voice is a bit lower. Both sisters have alabaster skin and flushed cheeks, like old-fashioned dolls. My skin’s blotchy and pale, with dark circles under my eyes. I’m trying not to stare at them.

My hands find some undies and a T-shirt, but now I don’t know where to get changed, so I just hold them in my lap. My legs are sore from being tucked under me, but I won’t put them on the carpet again. I put on dry socks as silently as I can. Don’t draw attention. Six minutes until dinner.

‘What a trip, hey? Two flights, and a bus,’ Bottom-bunk Mitchell says with a big sigh. She pulls out a rack near the small wardrobe and opens it up for her suitcase. I hadn’t even seen it, and wouldn’t have known what it was for if I had. She opens the case and pulls out a deep red jumper. She starts to get changed right there.

‘Oh, I wanted the red one tonight!’

‘You can have the blue one, it matches your eyes.’ This is a joke; they both have blue eyes. Top-bunk Mitchell throws her beanie across the room, scoffing.

‘Fine. But I get the purple cashmere tomorrow night.’ They have so many clothes, so many colours. I look down at the black T-shirt in my hands, with a bleach mark on the sleeve, one of my favourites. Ed Sheeran’s on the front. No one at College cares about your clothes. We all wear black jeans and check shirts, or singlets and T-shirts in summer. The vocational students wear overalls sometimes, or their beauty and hairdressing uniforms. The vampires wear long coats, or lace things, but it doesn’t make a difference to us what they do.

Sam comes out of the bathroom in a towel. Steam billows around her and she’s red in the face. ‘That was so freakin’ good. How long have I got, Pete?’

 ‘Four minutes.’ I tilt my chin towards the Mitchells. ‘These are the Mitchell sisters. They’re twins but I don’t know their names.’ Try not to say everything that comes into your head. I’m tired, and hungry, and I didn’t know there would be other people in our room. I try to make my eyes plead for help but I don’t know if Sam can read them. Or if they even look different. Try practicing in front of a mirror. I didn’t practise pleading.

‘Ha! She’s hilarious! I’m Ginny, and this is Adelle.’ Bottom bunk is Ginny, in a red jumper. Top bunk is Adelle, in the blue jumper. ‘You must be Sam.’ Ginny holds out a hand to Sam, who shakes it with such calm confidence I flush with jealousy.

‘I’ll be ready in one sec, promise.’ Sam pulls off her towel. Stark naked, she rubs her hair dry, then gets dressed. I keep my eyes on my T-shirt, not on her lithe body and soft curves. My head is hurting now. I wish I could have shared a room with Jeb. Sam puts on her red lips and pulls her hair into Betty Boop curls. The Mitchell sisters have their handbags. I stuff my T-shirt and undies back into my pack, pull on my boots, and grab my wallet.

‘Ready?’ Sam asks, looking at me with a warm familiarity, holding out her hand. I know I smell bad, and I’m the only one who didn’t get changed, but I do have dry feet, and I have Sam’s hand. I can’t talk; words stick in my throat. She leads the way.

 ‘Noisy, isn’t she?’ Ginny laughs and holds the door open for me and Sam. It’s a friendly joke. Maybe we’ll all be friends.

Jeb’s room is on the next floor up, so we don’t find him until we get to the dining hall. Sam is still holding my hand, and I’m trying not to just look at the carpet. If I didn’t have a headache and a sore tummy, I’d be full of energy and fun. We aren’t late, so my pulse has slowed to a trot, even though I feel every beat in my ribs. I see Jeb waiting for us, and take a full breath.

Normal rating: 5/10

Inhale. Exhale. Survive.


THIRTEEN

Five Years Ago

Dr Wright said I need to talk to Fiona now. Fiona is a psychologist. Mum doesn’t come. She stays in the waiting room.

We look at pictures of people and talk. We practise things, like having conversations. It’s exhausting, and she doesn’t let me stop and play when I ask to. Mum complains about the money, and I wonder why she doesn’t take more out of the bank.

School has a new place I can go with a teacher called Donnya Davidson. She lets me call her Donnya. She says her name is spelt differently, and that different is okay. Like the poster in the doctor’s office. She has Lego, and beanbags, and a dark room with bright lamps that ooze. I can go there when my class is noisy, or when the class is quiet and I can’t stop talking. Or when I get in trouble. She’s not like the doctors, or the teachers.

 ‘Hey, come on in.’ She speaks quietly when I sneak open the door. The lunch bell’s gone, and I’m supposed to be in class. They’re doing presentations. Everyone gives the same presentation, but they leave out facts and say the wrong things. No one corrects them and I’m not allowed to either. I can’t listen to them all do it over and over.

‘Can I stay?’ I ask, toeing the blue carpet. Please let me stay.

‘Sure. Find something on the doing shelf, I’ll call your teacher.’ I can hear her call my classroom. She lets me pull out ten jigsaws and tip all the pieces on the floor. It makes them harder to put back together. She sits near me, working on her laptop and doesn’t ask me questions or tell me I’m wrong. She doesn’t always talk, or be too quiet. I finish the puzzles, and hold my legs to my chest until the bell goes. Donnya helps me pack up.

‘See you tomorrow.’ She has a light voice that reminds me of pink milk.
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Two weeks later, I’m in Donnya’s room again, but I can’t do puzzles because someone else is there to talk to me.

‘We have a guest today,’ Donnya says. ‘This is Miss Jacinta. She’s an occupational therapist.’

 I smile and turn my head towards Miss Jacinta without taking my eyes from the oozing lamp. I don’t know what an occupational therapist is. Perhaps they find you a job.

‘Hi Peta, it’s nice to meet you.’ I pull my eyes off the lamp. She has a brown skirt that looks soft, and curly hair. She smells of air freshener. She leans in. ‘We’re going to have so much fun together!’ She talks to me like I’m five.

Miss Jacinta talks about sitting in the chair in the classroom, and gives me a special cushion. It has bobbly bits and wobbles when I sit down, like one of those big balls, but it doesn’t just tip you off. I don’t want to stop sitting on it but she takes it away and says it’s for the classroom. She makes me a star chart for when I don’t call out. If I get four stars in a week, I get a sticker. Four stickers and I get to do jigsaws for a whole lunch break. They really don’t like me calling out. Even when they ask questions and I know the answer and no one else does. If I do put up my hand, they don’t choose me, so I don’t get to say anything. Then I want to tell someone next to me instead. That’s not okay either.

Miss Jacinta leaves, and my head is swimming. ‘How was that?’ Donnya asks.

‘What was her name?’ I ask.

‘Miss Jacinta.’

‘Oh. I didn’t know she’d be fat.’

 ‘Peta, we don’t use that word to describe people, you know that,’ Donnya says as she packs up her papers. She speaks to me as if I’m a person she likes, not like I’m a job. I know she has a lot of work here, and that they don’t ever have enough people to help us as much as they want, because she chats with the teacher aides when we’re in the room sometimes.

‘Can I call a bean fat?’ I ask.

‘Um, I guess so.’

‘What about a cat?’ Some cats are really very fat.

‘I suppose, though I don’t know why you would need to.’ Why have a word if we can’t use it? ‘Try focusing on something other than how people look; like saying someone is strong, or graceful.’

‘I think you are graceful,’ I say. Donnya smiles. ‘Can I stay for the rest of the day?’ I ask. Please let me stay.

‘Sorry, hon, you do need to go back to class now. You can take the cushion with you. Miss Jacinta will be back, and even come and sit with you while you work sometimes.’ I look right at her face and forget to listen. She has rosy cheeks and floaty hair. Fiona says, You can’t touch people’s hair. ‘Peta? Did you hear me?’ She asks with a quiet voice. Donnya never yells. I wish she was my mum.

‘You said I have to go, so, bye.’ She lets me give her a power hug and I go back to the classroom. It’s much noisier, and I sit at my desk up the front with the cushion
on my chair. The teacher comes in and starts to explain how we are doing a unit of work on life cycles. I put my hand up. I know a lot about life cycles and I could bring in a chrysalis I found last week in the yard ... she taps the desk without looking at me. That means put your hand down and be quiet.

I watch the clock ticking to pass the time, wobbling on my cushion and jiggling my leg.


FOURTEEN

I fall into Jeb’s arms, unable to resist. We’re standing in the hotel dining hall, people shuffling past. My face hides in his chest where all I can smell is Lynx and hotel soap. He holds me tightly, as he always does when he knows I’ve had a hard time. Not tickly or too gentle. Ant showed him how to power hug after we became good friends, after I had a bad day at vacation care and I wouldn’t let anyone touch me. His muscles are bigger now, and his chin has prickly stubble and can rest on my head. I can breathe properly, in here, and all my inside tightness relaxes. He’s making remarks about me being cold, so no one thinks it’s too weird.

‘All good?’ he asks me quietly. I cry and cry and tell him that it’s been so hard. I’m tired and hungry and everything’s strange. The girls are all so normal and I’m a monster who hasn’t learnt the rules for sharing a room with people in the snow. I don’t know what to do, and I’ll get it all wrong, and they’ll know I’m Alphabet Girl and different. Jeb picks me up and carries me away into the ice and we dig a hollow to hide in.

‘Yep, thanks,’ I say.

Sam is scouting the room for seats and beckons to us. ‘Over here,’ she says. Jeb lets me go and smooths my hair down, resting his arm over my shoulder and turning us to follow Sam.

The room is dimly lit, not like a food hall. Diffuse lights hang from the ceiling in chandeliers. A bar on the back wall is lined with glass bottles of every shape and colour. There’s a long table piled high with cold dishes, hot lights over steaming food by the kitchen doors, and a fireplace near where we came in, with couches and armchairs. Students from our group mix in with those from the private girls’ school. We shared the ski package booking with them to help save money.

‘You can use my scarf.’ Instead of sitting down, Jeb takes off his jacket and places it over one seat, and drapes his scarf across another. Sam puts her fleece on a chair too. I don’t understand, but I keep my head up and follow Jeb as he crosses the room. I try not to look at anyone in the eye in case they talk to me.

‘It’s a buffet, like at the food court; you take a plate and put what you want on it. Then we get back up for dessert,’ Jeb explains in a hushed voice for me.

 ‘Thanks. I’ll be better once I’ve eaten and had some sleep.’ I manage to suck the words up from inside and push them out. We fill our plates with roast beef, mashed potato, gravy, and even some vegetables – only out of habit, I think, because none of us would want them at home.

‘I could eat this ten times,’ Sam remarks when we sit down. She means she’s really hungry. If she ate ten dinners her stomach would expand too far and risk internal injury.

‘Same. After that drive I never want to see a packet of chips again.’ Jeb knows what to say, the right way to complain without petulance.

Guests aren’t waiting for each other before they start, so we eat. The rules are different here to at home, or in restaurants. This must really be like the food court, as special restaurants where you use your best manners would have tablecloths. I’ve never been to one, but Ant told me. We did book a meal at the Chinese restaurant once, for Mum’s birthday, but she decided it was all too expensive when I would make a scene anyway, so we had takeaway. I guess if there aren’t tablecloths we don’t need to wait before we eat.

Devour would be a better word. The mashed potato has lumps, but gravy cancels out the worry over inconsistent texture. I put gravy on the veggies and the meat too. It’s thinly sliced and dry, so I can cut around any gristle. If I get any gristle I won’t be able to eat beef for weeks, until my mouth forgets.

 The dessert is like something from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, with ice-cream machines, sauces, and even chocolate cake and apple crumble. Both. I can’t choose, and keep watching the ice-cream swirl out in patterns.

‘Allow me,’ Sam says, making me a whirly bowl of rainbow sugary delight. Jeb stops any custard reaching my bowl while I stand behind them, wondering how the machine keeps the ice-cream frozen and moving at the same time.

‘My mum would freak if she saw this. Not a pistachio in sight.’ Sam flashes me a cheeky grin, and hands over my bowl.

‘Are you sure we’re allowed all the different things at once?’ I’m not sure how they keep track of what people need to pay, and I can’t afford much.

‘All the food’s included, so we’re covered.’ Jeb sits down, and rubs his thighs in a warm-up gesture, before he attacks the huge pile of chocolate cake and toppings. The sugar helps clear my head, and time stops being sluggish. I’m bringing down the mood, and Jeb and Sam are doing their best to make me feel better. It’s hard to break my own silence, even when I want to. I can do this.

‘What are your roommates like?’ I ask Jeb with relief that I’ve pushed through.

‘Would you believe I have three from Film and TV? You know Fuller and Adrian, and there’s Matt, but I don’t know if you’ve met him.’

 ‘Hey, that’s not so bad,’ I say. I can’t remember who they are.

‘I know! Fuller has a camcorder that goes on your chest or helmet. So cool.’ Jeb’s talking fast, with big smiles. Sam keeps him going and we talk with food in our mouths and don’t get in trouble. The sprinkles are crunchy on the cold ice-cream. I like the combination.

‘I’m done. Couldn’t eat another sprinkle.’ Jeb puts his hands around his middle, and leans back on his chair. ‘Paul!’ he calls down the table, ‘can we go and look out the windows?’ No one knows the rules for going on a ski trip, it seems. Paul nods. He has a glass of red wine, and is talking to the other teachers. Everyone’s happy we made it, even though we were late and nearly missed getting gear, and our meal.

Three friends stand reflected in the huge lounge windows. I raise a hand, just to be sure it’s us. Approaching the glass, we disappear and the world outside glitters and sparkles. Tree branches look like slivers of chocolate cake with vanilla ice-cream on top. Nothing moves. The dining hall sounds meld into a clatter that shouldn’t be so near to this silent perfection.

‘I can’t wait to get out there,’ Jeb says. Sam and I agree.

‘What time is breakfast?’ Sam asks me. They know I’ll keep them on time.

 ‘Starts at 6.30 am. Lessons start here at 9 am, and they teach us how to ski down to the lifts.’ My stomach twitches in excitement.

‘Well, I’m not getting here at 6.30, but I don’t want the last piece of bacon either,’ Jeb says. ‘Meet you at 7?’ Sam and I nod. It looks like we’re all getting an early night.
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I shower and get into my PJs before the Mitchell sisters return. Sam’s organising our packs when I emerge from the bathroom.

‘Snap!’ Sam sees we are both wearing singlet tops and flannelette bottoms. Hers are white and blue, and mine are red, pink and white stripes. Not really matching, but it counts, I guess. ‘We should push our beds together, closer to the window,’ Sam suggests. I’m so tired I would do anything if it meant I got to sleep soon. Tracks on the carpet mean the beds are often moved, so it’s not against the rules.

The sheets are white and crisp, and tucked in too tight. I pull out all the edges, and find an extra blanket in the wardrobe in case I get cold in the night. This singlet might not be enough, and I rest my flannelette top on the table between my bed and the window. Then I move it to under my pillow because a glass of water is on the table and I wouldn’t want my top to get wet. My phone goes on the bed near my pillow, not under because it isn’t safe, and not on the table because of the water. The blanket drapes over the bed. Changing my mind, I fold it down by half, so it’s easy to pull up. The bathroom door is closed. Finally getting into bed, I realise Sam is patiently watching me. She’s seen how it all has to be right. She’s seen how strange I can be.

‘You got everything you need?’ I don’t know if she’s joking, so I fake confidence.

‘Do now.’

Sam’s hand reaches through the silky soft sheets, and finds mine. She rolls onto her side.

‘Imagine I hadn’t met you, and Jeb. I’d be stuck here with the Mitchell sisters and some random person.’ She smells of toothpaste and hints of ice-cream. Her face is lined with fatigue. The glow of the window reflects in her olive-green eyes as she blinks slowly, fighting sleep.

‘I can’t imagine not having met you. Not at all.’ Our hands are twined together near her thigh, our eyes close and I hear her mumble jigareto bokhoram as waves of sleep take me over.


FIFTEEN

My alarm yanks away a dream of endless road disappearing under the front of the coach. My phone must have slipped under the pillow. It didn’t explode. I’m not electrocuted.

‘Argh, fuck off,’ comes from the bunks. My hand finds the alarm, and I wonder how I slept through the Mitchell sisters returning from dinner. Sam’s close. Our covers are all messed together, her face serene and perfectly symmetrical in the window’s blue light.

I stroke her cheek.

My finger feels rough and scaly on her downy skin. I wonder what her lips feel like.

I find my thermals and fleece and escape into the bathroom using my phone as a torch. Realising I’ll have to brush my teeth before breakfast makes me stop for too long. If I brush my teeth first then I won’t have smelly breath while we walk there. But then afterwards I’ll need to brush them again. We don’t brush our teeth more than
twice a day. I need to brush my teeth at night ... A light knock on the door snaps me out of indecision.

‘I’m nearly done,’ I whisper. A deep breath, and I go through with it, resolving that I’ll halve the proper brushing time and finish after eating.

‘Sorry.’ I sneak out as Sam heads in, her face puffy and tired, nothing like when she was sleeping. What happens when we wake up to change a face, I wonder.

The Mitchell sisters aren’t moving. I assume they’re not coming to breakfast with us. I find my tablets, but don’t use the kettle in here for a coffee because it would wake them up. Today I get my routine of food and meds back. Today I will be much more normal. Flutters of expectation spread to every nerve, alert and eager. It feels powerful.

Sam and I burst into giggles as soon as we’re safely in the hallway.

‘We’re at the snow!’ She takes my hand and we actually skip down the hall. Try not to make noise when other people are sleeping. I pull her to a walk. Jeb isn’t there yet, so we reserve seats with our fleeces and jackets, same place as last night, and fetch coffee. I know what to do now, where things are, how to save a seat. I’ve got this.

‘Coffee smells good.’ Paul pokes his head over our shoulders. He didn’t brush his teeth, and the odour steals my oxygen and lifts my stomach to my throat.

‘Sure does, sir,’ Sam says.

 ‘Samantha Shir-Del, haven’t we gotten over that “sir” business yet?’ he jokes.

‘Sorry, Paul, bad habit.’ She gives him a wink as we go back to the table holding steaming mugs.

‘Did you just wink at a teacher?’ I say.

‘He’s Paul, and he knows I’m just kidding.’ She is so confident, I try not to stare in awe.

‘He got your name wrong. It’s Samanta.’

‘Ah, I don’t mind, Samantha is the same name, just in a different form. I’m still me!’ She beams. I’ll tell him later, it’s rude to get someone’s name wrong. She might mind but not want to be rude. Or maybe she prefers Samantha. Should I call her Samantha? Without warning my eyes prick with tears. I don’t want Sam to be hurt. Ever. That’s a good thing. I resolve to ask her more about her name later, and the tears retreat as we sit with our coffee.

People trickle in, some looking around, taking in new surroundings, others at ease in their sense of belonging. They don’t talk much, glancing at the windows and checking their phones. They purse their lips and I see a hand twitch, or a hip shift. They’re imagining movements, planning their day. I used to see Ant do this, her fingers on the table, making chords, her breathing paced and toe tapping. They’re waiting to do the thing they love. Biding their time.

Jeb arrives and my blood is racing with caffeine.

 ‘I don’t know how I’m hungry after last night, but I’m off for a full plate.’ I get up and tickle Sam, challenging her to come with me. She laughs and gets up. Jeb comes too. I’m like the Pied Piper, enticing people to follow.

‘An extra hash brown, you’ll need it if you’re going to keep up with me!’ I put one on Jeb’s plate.

‘You reckon? You’ll be eating my ... powder?’ We start giggling again, admitting we have no idea how to tease each other about skiing.

‘Maybe ... eat my flakes?’ tries Sam, and I nearly lose a sausage.

‘Ahem,’ Jeb puts on a teacher voice, ‘no sledging each other, kids!’

We laugh because he said sledge, and there are actual sledges here. Humour sometimes comes from a word that has two meanings. My favourite sort when I was young. I’ve always liked words smashed together, too, like saying: ‘It’s cold, don’t you snow?’ Instead of ‘don’t youse know’. Words are magical. Like discord. It means unhearted. Cor means heart, coronary arteries and things, and dis means apart, or away. A heart undone sounds like perfect poetry to me, all in one word. I don’t tell the others about discord.

More and more people pile in for breakfast and the room is a busy mess of fleeces, coffee, and bacon. The private school girls all have straight backs, perfect hair, and made-up faces. They saunter past with a sense of entitlement as we leave in our cheap gloves and ill-fitting thermals.

‘Peta! Sam!’ It’s Bottom-bunk Ginny, I think. ‘We missed you this morning! Early birds and all that?’ She has a whole group with her and they give us looks of ... pity? Or maybe not. All that make-up and movement makes it hard to tell, and I was never good at that flash card.

‘That’s right! See you out there, ladies.’ Sam always has the perfect reply.
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The ski room is damp and smells of stale body odour, old socks, and metal. The tang sits in my nose. I’m glad I brushed my teeth again, or there’d be too many smells and that makes it hard to concentrate.

I know which gear is ours because I checked my picture on the way here. We suit up and I help Sam with her boots’ snap buckles.

She raises her eyebrows and says, ‘Come here often?’ My chest swells with pride.

‘Sure, regular fixture on the slopes, dude, cuttin’ and weavin’.’ I go with a Californian accent for no particular reason, making random arm movements, flopping sideways on the floor. I don’t care that it’s damp and I was clumsy. Jeb’s laughing too. I knew this morning would be good fun.

 ‘Here.’ She helps me up. ‘Promise me you won’t talk like that when we get out there.’

‘Promise!’ I make a mental note.

We toddle outside, trying to hold on to our gear, and stand with the other College kids waiting for someone to tell us what to do. Paul and Kerry and the other two teachers are just as clueless. But they’re with us, so it’s okay. Waiting is part of life; find something else to do or think about if you become agitated. My patience is all good, thanks to meds, food, sleep and friends. Bright snow lines the trees and buildings; my goggles add a blue tint to the world, but I know it’s still white. It’s everywhere I look apart from down. We’re still on grit, which is like sand and salt and gravel all mixed together.

‘Can we put our skis on yet, Kerry?’ someone asks, eager to get going.

‘Not yet, Joe, I don’t want anyone disappearing into the woods before we’ve even had a lesson.’ She’s happy, and excited too. Paul is Facetiming his family even though the reception isn’t great. We all wave to Poppy, and I remember May learning to wave and how it looked like swishing flies.

Instructors arrive in fitted outfits, comfortable and easy on their skis as they go from snow to the grit. They don’t fuss with their gear.

‘Good morning, people. I’m Armin!’ A tall guy wearing a blue jacket takes charge. His German accent sounds fresh and new to my ears. ‘First, I hope you all have suncream on, it’s cold but we’re high up, so you’ll be rockin’ a lobster look tonight if you haven’t got protection.’ He needs to yell because we’re a big group and the snow swallows sound. I have suncream on. Sam and Jeb do too, because I made them. They nudge me in thanks, and I try not to fall over.

‘Second!’ Armin continues. ‘Don’t lose your instructor! This is very important. Your instructor will be the person to teach you, but also to bring you back to the right hotel at the end of the session!’ Everyone laughs, but I wonder what would happen if we lost them.

‘Third! You need to keep hold of your gear. Two poles, two skis, or one snowboard. If you lose one, or gain one, tell your instructor!’ His throat must be getting sore.

‘Fourth! We start here every day, and you learn until lunch. Then you eat, followed by free time for the afternoon.’ People cheer as he continues. ‘We do not bring you home after your free time today, so pay attention to the trail back!’ We have GPS on our phones in case of emergency, but I don’t call out. ‘Last thing! Avoid the yellow snow!’ More cheering and laughing. Yellow snow means someone has urinated there, Ant told me. Gross. I’m not sure if there really is yellow snow. Or how cold it would feel to pull down your pants in minus two degrees.

Armin splits us into groups of five and we move over to the snow. We’re with two of the Film and TV guys, and an instructor called Jackie. She has the same blue jacket with a big white ‘Instructor’ printed on the back. She takes us off to one side of the flat area and waits for a few other groups to leave. They must already know how to ski because no one falls over. Jackie gives us some basic instructions about poles and skis and how she’ll teach us.

‘One at a time, use the tracks down to the thin line of trees, and wait there. Make your snow plough and go!’ That’s a V shape, toes in. ‘Remember, if you get stuck you can always sit.’ She sends the guys off first and they make it look pretty easy.

I think of the angles, how the skis cut through the snow, how pressure would increase or decrease friction ... and I’m off down to the line of trees.

‘Sam! I’m doing it!’ I yell over my shoulder, and she is laughing and doing it too, until she squeals. She’s fallen backwards, poles sticking out, still laughing.

I manage to stop and wait. ‘You okay?’ Jackie helps her up.

‘Great! This is so cool!’ Sam keeps trying, not bothered that she’s the first one to fall over. Making mistakes is how we learn.

I go slightly faster down to the tree line and stop easily. My nose is running from the cold, so I pull up my neck sock and feel like a real ski person, waiting with the guys for Sam and Jackie.

 ‘Nicely done!’ We take the next stage to the bottom of the lifts, practising going slightly left and slightly right by shifting our weight. The sturdy feel of the skis is reassuring, and I love how every movement makes a change in direction or speed. Different textures of snow react in different ways. Sam isn’t so comfortable and keeps sitting down, but she’s still happy. Her smiles tell me I’m the one who can lead her now; she’ll need me. Jeb’s laughing with his mates and I’m part of that too because he’s my best friend and I love that he’s having a good time. The snow is cold and quiet. This is the best day of my life.

Normal rating: 10/10


SIXTEEN

‘Lift your poles up!’ Fuller calls from his precarious position hanging over a barrier. We lift our poles high in the air as he takes our picture.

I’m tired but exhilarated from the day. The lifts were a challenge. The first one was huge; our whole group went up in one go. The lift attendants helped with poles and told us clearly in loud voices when to sit back. The next lift was smaller, and only took four. We didn’t use the other little T-bar lifts. On those, you need to keep your skis straight and then get dragged along the snow. Sam would never have managed it. Jackie knew, because we stuck to the bigger lifts and the longer easy runs.

On our last go in the lift, Sam dropped a pole. I panicked a bit – I was due for my meds and getting cold. I worried she would need to pay for the pole, or the attendants would yell. In the end, the resort staff handed it to the group following us, and they gave it back to her. Everyone was so helpful and nice.

 Lessons ended with lunch at the hotel and I had soup and my meds. After that, we all decided to return to the mountain peak by ourselves. Now Fuller is trying to get a good shot of us together. We’re a big group of friends and I’ll have a photo to remember this moment.

‘I hope I can get back to the hotel without Jackie,’ Sam says. The instructor worked with her the whole morning, but she’s yet to fully master the snow plough.

‘You’ll be fine, we’re here to help.’ Jeb and I haven’t had much trouble; we even started to use the skis parallel, but the turns are tricky. A good kind of tricky.

‘You two coming down the run? We’re making a vid,’ Jeb asks with a bright grin, Fuller’s camcorder strapped to his helmet with tape. They’ve got big plans for an online video channel.

‘No thanks, unless it’s a bloopers clip.’ Sam shrugs and laughs; she doesn’t mind that she’s crap at skiing.

‘I’ll stay with Sam. My thighs are starting to burn anyway.’ All the pushing and pulling in new ways is making my muscles feel like jelly. Jeb high-fives us both – gloves and snow everywhere – and disappears down the slope with the others.

‘He’s a lot happier with them than he is with the mechanic guys,’ Sam says as I help place her skis in the right direction to go back to the hotel.

 ‘I know. He has a real creative side, but his dad just wants him to get an apprenticeship and work in the family business. Damon flunked, and he isn’t happy that Jeb’s doing better than him, when Damon’s the one who loves cars.’ I’m not sure I should talk about Jeb’s family, but Sam is one of us so I think it’s okay.

‘Well, maybe Jeb’ll make car videos, or Damo’ll magically get smarter before we get back,’ she says. That would be nice. ‘I’m freezing, let’s get going.’ Sam takes off in the wrong direction and I move after her.

‘Not that way!’ I call as she veers towards a signpost.

‘Pete! Help!’ We aren’t going fast, so it’s kind of funny, in slow motion. I grab her jacket, and we both fall backwards in a heap, skis snapping off and chunks of snow flying into the air.

‘Far out, I’m so bad at this!’ She laughs and rips off her beanie. Her curls stick out in quirky ways. Her red lips, dark hair, and golden skin against the white snow would make the best picture ever.

‘Hold still?’ I ask, hunting for my phone. ‘Say “piste”!’ She laughs like I knew she would, and I catch a photo of exquisite joy. I angle to take another one and she kisses me on the cheek with cold lips just as I press the button. Lowering my phone, I turn to face her. ‘Your lips are cold,’ I say.

 ‘You’ll have to warm them up then,’ she says. I kiss her gently, hoping that’s what she meant.

‘Hmm, that’s better.’ She seems happy and I can’t believe I just did that. Her eyes are still closed as a shiver ripples through her torso.

‘Come on, I’ll help you up. You’re starting to freeze. I reckon hot chocolates in the lounge are a good idea.’ Sam puts her beanie back on, and I whack the ice off her boots, lifting each leg to place them correctly, just like Jackie showed us. Sam leans on my back and giggles as we wobble. I drag us both onto the trail and we slowly make our way down. I remember the right way to get to the hotel. Together, we glide back without another accident.
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The ski room is empty; most people are still out. Our boots go in a heated room so they’ll dry. I still don’t understand how to walk across this floor without getting my socks wet. I’ll have to carry my shoes into the boot room when we leave each day, so I can step straight into them. For now, I’ll tiptoe and aim for drier patches. It all seems very clumsy and time consuming. Executive function difficulties are common. My meds are due.

‘You coming to our room for a bit? I need some things,’ I say, feeling my toes dampen.

 ‘Sure. I think I’ll get changed anyway, I’m all sweaty. Then hot chocolate.’ Sam’s face has an imprint of the goggles. 

We leave our suits here and wear thermals down the hall like ninjas. The room’s cold; they must lower the heating when guests are out.

‘Brrr, it’s freezing in here!’ Sam jiggles up and down.

‘The fireplace will be on,’ I reassure her, and pull on dry socks and jeans. I think my thermal top will do; a T-shirt isn’t warm enough. But I don’t know if it’s decent to wear underwear in a public place. Sam’s hands slide around my middle.

‘I’m too cold, Peta. You’re all warm.’ Her head rests on my back, and she puts cold fingers under my top, making me inhale at the pain, enjoying it and hating it all at once.

‘You’re freezing!’ I press her hands through the fabric. Breasts push on my back, and I surge with heat. We stand like this forever, entwined in love and friendship, warming each other and breathing together. Her hands withdraw.

‘I needed that. You’re like a heater, Peta.’ She laughs at the rhyme and we go in search of hot chocolate. My heart’s racing, and I haven’t even had my tablets yet.

The lounge is empty, fire crackling. The normal buffet and machines aren’t on, so I don’t know if we’re supposed to be here or could pay at the bar.

Sam strides up to a tall blond man who is polishing wine glasses.

 ‘What can I do for you folks?’ he says. I stand behind Sam, watching him polish.

‘We’d like hot chocolate, are you serving at the moment?’ She leans on the bar and tilts her head. This is how she looked with Damon.

‘Sure, I can charge them to your room?’ I don’t know what that means, and I doubt Sam does either.

‘Sounds great.’ She smiles with confidence, but I’m nervous about her change in tone. ‘What do you do when the snow melts?’ she asks him.

‘Then it’s back to Austria and Switzerland for their winter.’ He has skin that’s tanned all over in an even way that suits his blonde hair. ‘Have you two had a good day?’

‘Yeah, it’s nice to be warm again though,’ Sam says, rubbing her hands together. She looks at me like I should join in the conversation. She’s including me, not like when she went off with Damon, so I shouldn’t be jealous.

‘It’s nice in here, all quiet,’ I say.

‘Before the hordes come back.’ He squirts cream on top of the hot chocolates and adds some sprinkles. I wonder if I can use my finger to mix the sprinkles with the cream. I’ve only eaten cream a few times. I hated how slimy and greasy it tasted, not sweet or savoury, just slightly off. Ant put sugar in and I learnt to have it only with something else at the same time. ‘There you are, just sign your names and room number here, and grab the seats by the fire.’ We follow his advice.

Facing the window, the heat of the fire on my left, Sam on my right, hands around a warm mug, I can’t think of a better place to be.

‘I’m so happy right now. With you,’ I say. When words come out unfiltered you might need to check your watch. I put my drink down to find my tablets, and scald my tongue drinking them down.

‘Why do you take them?’ Sam asks.

‘The tablets?’

She nods. My expression freezes. I thought she knew. Now I’m mortified that she saw me take them. ‘They help me stop focusing. You know, ADHD.’

Her eyebrows crease. ‘Oh. But wouldn’t you lack focus? Attention Deficit?’

‘Nah. That’s just a label, and what the TV makes it look like. I could focus for days on something I like.’ Hyper-focus. ‘These help me do the other stuff I have to do, and stop saying every thought that comes into my head.’ Like how I wish I didn’t need them. I wish I could just think and talk and move all at once without getting it so wrong, without hurting anyone’s feelings.

‘So ... they make you filter yourself.’

I’m not sure if it’s a question. ‘I guess. I don’t get in trouble all the time. I don’t upset people as much.’

 ‘Why would they be upset?’ She puts down her mug and kicks off her shoes, cuddles her legs up and turns her body towards me. I feel watched and don’t know if I should do the same.

‘I just say everything without thinking. I normally think it’s clever or funny, or true, but it isn’t. Then the words are out there, and I can’t take them back.’ I can’t explain this to someone who is so easy with the world.

‘But if the words are true, shouldn’t they be spoken? Don’t you feel silenced?’ I can’t look at her face, or anyone’s when they ask me things this uncomfortable. Try to look at their forehead or nose instead. I can’t. Honesty isn’t always the best policy. Why? Why won’t the tablets work?

‘I don’t know. Words are powerful. I’ve hurt people in the past. I don’t want to do that again.’

‘Who?’

‘Just ... people.’ She’ll need more. I can’t tell her I told my mum I like Ant more than her. ‘Like one time I told my friend Connor I already had the toy he’d given me for my birthday. Or when we were older, and I told him his new nose ring was probably just going to get infected. It did, but that’s not the point. I just said it because that’s what I thought, I didn’t think how it would be hurtful. The tablets give me a pause to remember the rules of how people are.’

Sam picks up her mug again and takes a sip. ‘Rules. Like “what to say and when” rules?’

 Shit. This is when she realises what a freak I really am. I feel naked. I put down my drink and walk away. It’s all over, the fun and the laughing. It will be like my last school. Looks and whispers. Alone. Watching the humans through the window, made of their parts but never with them.

‘Yeah. When I was seven the school got my mum to take me to a doctor, who diagnosed me. Then when I was older, I saw a psych ... often, for years. She gave me the rules. Then I figured out how to learn them from other people, TV, books.’ The fire crackles.

‘What did you lose?’

‘What?’ I don’t understand.

‘What did you lose when you got the rules? All those unsaid things, for a start.’ She smiles but it’s not in a happy way. Pity. A leaning-in kind of smile. I’m disappearing and all she’ll see is the letters.

‘No. I gained. I have more people, I have friends.’ My voice catches, but I manage to see her eyes so she knows I mean her. ‘And I’m not hurting people. You’re my first girlfriend. I don’t want to lose more people.’

She draws in a breath to say something, pick at the scabs I’ve formed and watch me bleed, but a couple of older men walk in and sit too close. We sip our hot chocolates and I wonder if she will ever see me again.


SEVENTEEN

Three Years Ago

‘How’s your new high school, Peta?’ Fiona asks. I see Fiona every two weeks, and she tells me why I get in trouble. Or she answers my questions about why people do so many strange things. I have a good memory. I make a long list of rules in my head that I add to every time we talk. If I get it all right, then I’ll look normal.

‘It’s fine.’ High school has no Donnya. There’s a room I can go to where they have all the learning needs and disability kids together, but it’s for teaching and doing assignments. There are more people there than I can get to know, and they don’t introduce themselves. I don’t say this to Fiona.

‘Your mum says you’ve been having some trouble with sport?’

‘No. Well, unless you mean I hate it, and there’s no point anyway because I’ll never win anything and I don’t want to be in the Olympics.’ They change the rules all the time. And they say to be a good sport, but that means to be happy losing, even if someone trips you.

‘Keeping your body healthy is important. So is being part of a team.’

‘I chose the walking club this term.’ We walk. If it rains, we go to the library. I love the rain.

‘Hmm. And there was an incident with your friend, Chelsea?’ I wonder who tells her these things. There’s a camera in the corner, on the ceiling. Maybe she has other cameras.

‘I was friends with a girl called Chelsea, and we ate lunch together by the oval. She said she wanted to be a model, and I said she wasn’t tall enough and her face wasn’t symmetrical. The next day she didn’t come to the oval for lunch.’

‘How do you think Chelsea felt when you said those things about her face?’

‘Appreciative. It’s better to know before you try something, if you aren’t suited.’

‘In theory. But a friend should be supportive, you know, not judgemental.’

‘I wasn’t judging her, I was just saying that she isn’t tall enough to model when most models are over six foot, and the accepted standard for beauty across cultures is symmetry.’

 Fiona sighs and crosses her legs the other way. ‘It’s best to only say positive things about someone’s goals, or their appearance, okay? You probably hurt her feelings.’ Fiona leans in from her armchair, and nods her head, smiling. I make a note in my mind, lie and only say things that people want to hear. You hurt people’s feelings when you talk without thinking.

‘How about home, is your new place all sorted now?’ she asks. We’ve moved, again. The owner of the last house wanted to sell, so we had to leave. I’m trying to remember the new rule about people and their appearance, and thinking about the old house and needing to move, when Fiona says, ‘It’s polite to answer when people ask you a question.’

‘The new place is fine,’ I say, the other thoughts tumbling away before I can grasp them.

Fiona has black hair, and needs to dye her roots. At first I thought chalk dust had settled in the parting, magically turning it white, but then one of the girls at school was teasing the Music teacher for having grey roots, and Jeb explained about hair dye. Fiona wears heavy metal jewellery around her neck and wrist. It jangles and hits her book every time she scrawls a note. Sometimes she’s happier and tells me stories about when she used to travel. Not today. Today she wants to do more rules and fixing.

‘And your parents?’

‘What about them?’

 ‘Sarcasm is the lowest form of wit, Peta, you’re better than that.’ She looks over her glasses and purses her lips. ‘How’s your mum’s job going?’

‘She comes home late, smelling of grease. Dad’s gone on work, still.’ She probably forgot to read her notes. I would prefer to live alone.

‘Ah, yes. It’s good your mum has money coming in, don’t you think?’

‘I guess.’ If you say so. I decide to make the most of her time. My tablets are wearing off and the words are all bubbling up. Inhale. ‘At lunch, this girl asked me why I have hairy legs. All humans have hair on their legs. I told her that and she laughed. They all laughed, and I saw their legs don’t have hairs. I just assumed they had pale hairs, or didn’t grow as many as me. How long have they been shaving for? Like, was this in primary school and I didn’t know? Did they all start in grade five? Or six? Who told them? Why didn’t you tell me to shave my legs?’ Fiona holds up a hand. Exhale.

‘Ah, okay, hold on. Well, you see, lots of women do shave their leg and armpit hair. It’s a bit strange when you think about it.’

I do.

‘But it’s seen as normal in our culture.’

It’s seen as normal.

‘I have this book, if you’d like to borrow it. It explains all about puberty and growing up. Periods, deodorant, that kind of thing. And this one explains some of the other questions you’ve been asking.’ She shoves two books across the table, one called Aspie Girls Rules! and another called Growing Up Made Easy. I take the books and put them in my bag.

‘So I need to shave my legs. How do I get a razor?’

‘You’d best talk to your mum about that one!’ She laughs. She has no idea what it’s like to talk to my mum. How little she is home. ‘But it’s good to see you taking an interest in your appearance.’

Do what the other girls do. Even though you’ll never be one of them.

She goes on for a while about personal hygiene, and I resist the urge to sniff my armpit in front of her. The focus on not sniffing means I can’t listen, and my leg jiggles. I’ll need to revise from the book instead. It took a few years to convince me brushing my hair was worth the effort. I got an infection on my scalp, and the doctor told me exactly why washing and brushing matter. He was clear and it made sense. He smelt of onion. Last time I went he increased my meds and I start on a higher dose tomorrow.

[image: image]

At home, our new home, my bedroom is in boxes. The carpet smells of cat piss and the window is jammed shut. I make myself pasta with grated cheese for afternoon tea.
Mum won’t be back until late and she’ll be tired. Dad hasn’t been home for three weeks; he took a truck contract and went north. It’s one week until the holidays, then I can go to Ant’s. Jeb will be there, and I’ll be able to breathe again.

After eating, I search the bathroom for a razor and find one of Dad’s old disposables in a box full of toiletries that were obviously dumped straight from a drawer in our last house. I doubt he’ll miss one. If he comes back. They always leave.

My leg over the bath, I pull the blade along dry skin. Hairs snap and fly off all over the place. I rinse the blade under the tap, like the book said, though it didn’t say what temperature, so I’m using cold. Hot water costs money, Mum said. I drag the razor up my shin once more. It stings. Do I keep going? The water is running as I try to decide what to do. Blood starts to well. A long line of dark red is weaving its way down my leg, changing direction as it reaches the long hairs left behind. I’m transfixed. The stinging eases, but the bleeding doesn’t stop. I put the razor down and look for a tissue. Nothing. Toilet paper. I walk on my heel to the loo, red smearing on the floor. I mop up what I can, and hold the toilet paper on my leg. The bathroom looks like I skinned a rat. I wash the mess down the drain.

I sit on my bed. Failed. One line of hairless skin up the centre of my bony leg mostly covered by a strip of congealing toilet paper. It really hurts. Trying to peel away the paper brings on another bleed, so I just lie back and close my eyes. The more I focus on the pain, the more interesting it is. I don’t mind so much. It’s not me. Just a body.
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I take my new tablet dose with breakfast, and it feels great. My heart races. Getting ready is so easy; I pack myself a lunch and find matching socks. No staring at the kitchen, unsure where to start – do I put the kettle on first and then the toast in? Or the toast in, and then the kettle on? Should I get the milk out while I wait for the toast? What if it gets warm? No hunting for clothes when I’ve already found four adequate outfits. No checking the weather ten times to know if I should take an umbrella, and stressing over what I’ll do with it dripping wet, inside a building.

None of that. I just do one thing at a time, in whatever order they come to me.

I’m full of excitement about the chemistry experiment today. I didn’t do the reading, but I can wing it. Before school starts, I sit with the other girls in my form class near the bag racks. I don’t talk and talk about anything that might interest or impress them like I normally do. I calmly listen to them chat, and smile. Mirror people’s body language if you want them to know you’re happy to be with them. I laugh when they laugh.

 I cross my legs the other way, and they see the scab.

‘Oh, my god, did you cut yourself? Brutal!’ One laughs, nudging another.

‘You might need a manual, Peta, seriously. Or maybe just go feral.’ More laughing and nudging. I laugh. There is no one to nudge. They joke about at how much it would have hurt, and how my leg has the opposite of a Mohawk. The tablets make it easy to stay quiet. Try not to answer back so much, Fiona said. I don’t.


EIGHTEEN

There’s music and dancing at the hotel most nights, apparently. We’re getting ready in our room after a nice dinner. Normally, eating out is a problem but the buffet here means I can choose what I like. On the school camp in grade five they served chicken drumsticks. I’d never eaten meat on a bone before, and definitely not meat with skin and tendons and slimy parts. Hunger kept me awake for hours in the tent.

Meat is difficult in my mouth; every bite squeezes the juice out and it and oozes, and that’s okay until I remember it’s made of flesh. If I get something I can’t identify, gristle or whatever, it’s all over. I ate my first steak last year. Then I vomited because I got a bit I couldn’t chew. But I did try, and Ant was proud of me. We can’t afford steak often anyway, so it doesn’t matter too much. I still haven’t tried pork, or lamb. This is my first trip with meals since the drumsticks.

‘Oh, come on, Peta, let us!’ The Mitchell sisters say we should all dress up for the dancing, but I don’t have any dressy clothes. They offer to lend me theirs and do my hair and make-up. Sam’s all enthusiasm, the talk about meds forgotten. Maybe it’s all okay.

‘I’ll be here to make sure they don’t turn you into a Barbie.’ She flashes them such a smile they aren’t offended. ‘You’re just one of the girls, now.’ Sam can do anything, make anyone love her.

‘Okay,’ I submit. I’m one of the girls. They put curls in my hair with a hot wand, and make-up on my face. It feels like paint and I’m sure I look like a clown. Adelle has her face close, to do my eyes, and her breath smells of garlic. I don’t inhale, and feel dizzy, waiting for her to move away.

‘What colour, Ginny? For lips?’ she calls to her sister. Inhale.

‘Red! Always red!’ Ginny calls as she emerges from the bathroom. Sam smiles, and they search through the twins’ clothes. Sam’s red lips are perfect, pouty and luscious. Mine are thin and tense.

‘Maybe more of a plum would be better, to go with your grey eyes,’ Sam intervenes, and Adelle nods. I never thought of my eyes as grey. Just nothing, colourless. My lips are coated in plum, smelling of fat and perfume. They show me how to blot, and make kisses on tissues.

‘Now time for this!’ Ginny holds up a dress. An actual dress. It isn’t appropriate to sit with your legs open, Peta. Yes, Miss. Sorry, Miss. I haven’t worn a skirt or dress since grade six.

 ‘Perfect,’ Sam says, grinning. The dress is small, and black. Ginny hands it to Sam and then disappears into the bathroom again.

‘Um, I don’t know,’ I say, trying not to rub my face, nose twitching.

‘Give it a try, Pete. You don’t have to wear it, but at least try it on.’ Sam lifts me from the edge of the bed and pulls off my thermal without smudging the make-up. She’s undressing me. I feel like a mannequin.

‘Adelle, would you get me a coffee shot? Just that instant stuff?’ I ask. I asked her to do something for me. She says, ‘Who the fuck do you think you are? Ordering me around? Lazy cow, get your own damn drinks.’ I crawl into the bathroom and lock the door until they leave.

‘Excellent idea!’ Adelle makes a coffee shot for me. While her back is turned, Sam runs a hand down my bare arm. Gooseflesh rises. I wish I could kiss her again.

‘Step in.’ She pulls up the dress, a second skin. The restriction is comforting, the zip, cold. ‘Geez, girl, check you out!’ Sam says as she looks me up and down, raising an eyebrow. I look down; my breasts shine out of the neckline and I run my unsteady hands over my stomach and hips. The material is sleek and smells of white musk.

‘Mocha shot!’ Adelle hands me a teacup full of thick brown liquid. She added some chocolate to the coffee. I down it in one go. ‘Shoes?’

 ‘My boots are fine, honest. I won’t be able to walk in anything else.’ They decide the dress and boots are a good look. Sam wears tight pants and a sequinned top that sits off her shoulders. Her hair is in perfect curls. Adelle and Ginny wear small blue and red dresses similar to the one they’ve lent me. Blonde hair cascades down their backs. Don’t touch someone’s hair.

‘Selfie!’ We smile into each other’s phones. Sam gets Adelle to take a picture of the two of us with mine. The caffeine hits and I can smile properly, excitement building in my chest. We laugh and joke on the way to the dining area, taking long strides and being louder than we should be.
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The centre of the dining hall has been transformed into a dance floor; there are moving lights and only a slight odour of dinner hangs in the air. There’s a live band, with a singer who reminds me of Ant. She has cowboy boots and a blunt fringe, and plucks at her guitar with easy fingers. My throat tightens at the thought of home. Ginny hands me a drink with a straw, and I remember I am one of the girls tonight.

‘I can’t see Jeb!’ I call into Sam’s ear. The musicians are playing covers.

‘He’ll be here somewhere. Come and dance!’ Ginny says. Sam raises her eyebrows and pulls down the side of her mouth as if to say, I don’t want to dance with Ginny of all people.

‘We couldn’t keep up with you, Ginny!’ she lies. Ginny beams and heads onto the floor with her other friends. Sam and I stand close together by the bar, shuffling our feet and waiting for Jeb.

The Mitchell sisters are so easy with everyone. I’m relieved they won’t see me looking awkward. This dress makes hiding difficult. I feel like a praying mantis, holding my drink with two hands like the head of a lover.

A towering man with heavy-set shoulders crosses the floor. He’s older than Jeb, I think, and seems to know everyone. He gives smiles and whispers in ears, a casual hand on the arm, a few embraces. He comes to a girl in jeans and an orange fleece. She sighs with soft recognition and throws herself at him. He catches her in the air and swings her around, cups her face and plants a kiss on her forehead. They hug once more, and he mouths something like ‘later, me and you’. I wish he was so happy to see me. She must be really special for him to love her this much.

‘Shit, he’s coming over here.’ I realise Sam is watching him too and we both suddenly find our drinks very interesting. He leans over the bar behind me. So much confidence; it’s magnetic.

‘Hit me, Sven!’ The barman knows what this means, and it doesn’t mean to hit him. He hands the man a beer.

 ‘Good to see you, Anjelo!’ Sven yells. Anjelo turns towards the dance floor. He doesn’t see us standing here and smashes straight into me, beer splashing into my hair and only narrowly avoiding the dress.

‘I’m so sorry, are you okay?’ He’s apologising to me, when I got in his way. The floor opens up and swallows me, saving me from humiliation. ‘Let me get a towel.’ He’s gone before I can say I’m sorry. The beer smells of yeast and sugar and drips from my straightened soggy curls. Sam is gaping. She can’t believe I’ve embarrassed her.

‘Let me,’ Anjelo says, and he starts to wipe my hair down, squeezing the ends. Sam holds my drink and is saying it will be fine. ‘Are you okay?’ he asks.

‘Yes, yes. I’m sorry ... always in the way.’ I try to sound confident, sassy, like Sam, but it comes out pure Peta.

‘You? I can’t imagine that ever being true. Let me buy you both a drink – no beer.’ He’s smiling with a perfect array of pearly teeth, and his voice is like a rumble of thunder in my chest. Sam’s still staring at me. Are they cold eyes? Fear ripples through me, but a smile creeps onto her face and her eyes sparkle. Breathe.

‘Far out! Good work!’ she says in my ear. She thinks I meant to do this? Attention from others is a good thing, it makes her smile. I don’t want someone else’s attention, just hers, but I can’t say that because she seems to be happy. My head swims with mixed-up messages and unsteady boundaries.

 Anjelo hands us a glass each. ‘Lemonades for you both. Is your dress damaged?’ he says to me. ‘Can I get it cleaned?’

‘It’s fine, um, dry. Thank you.’ Manners, always manners.

‘Your hair will stink of beer, but you’re stunning anyway, I doubt your boyfriend will notice.’

‘I don’t have a boyfriend,’ I say. Honesty. Sam giggles.

‘Sure, sure. You two been on the slopes today?’ He’s making conversation. Polite questions are often meaningless, but it shows people like you and want to talk to you.

‘Yes, we learnt how to snow plough.’ Sam steps on my toe and widens her eyes at me as Anjelo chuckles, his beer sloshing enough to make me nervous. I want to ask about his skin and culture. It’s not polite to mention someone’s physical characteristics, even in a good way. ‘I think we did pretty well.’ That was better, Sam smiles again.

‘Ha! I might see you out there tomorrow. Enjoy your drinks, and I really am sorry about your hair.’ He does a half bow, and then squeezes my shoulder with one giant hand. The scent of cedar and peppermint fills my nose as he moves past.

Sam taps me on the shoulder. ‘Ahem! You might want to stop gawking?’ I didn’t realise I was watching him leave. ‘Geez, girl! Anjelooo,’ she says in a seductive tone.

‘I stink of beer,’ I say, holding up damp strands of hair.

‘So worth it. He’s luscious!’ Her voice is happy, but she’s standing a little further away. ‘But, snow plough? Try not to make us look like newbies next time?’ Don’t mention our level of skiing to people we meet. She’s teaching me how to get more of his attention, she wants me to want him? Does she want him?

‘What are we looking at?’ Jeb arrives with a big hug and I feel as popular as any girl in an orange fleece. I don’t want to let go. ‘You smell like a brewery!’ He tucks my lank hair behind my ear.

‘Peta has a new admirer.’ Sam tells Jeb about what happened with Anjelo, and I flush with renewed embarrassment.

‘You be careful with the older guys here, both of you,’ he says seriously. He probably means they might break my toe if I get underfoot again. I’m wearing my boots, at least.

We finish our drinks and Sam drags us onto the dance floor. The music picks up pace, lights flash. The air is humid and I sweat and move a lot more than at the Blue Light. Jeb notices I’m wearing a dress. He puts two thumbs up, and winks. Some of the private school girls sneak glances at him. They must see him as handsome. He is. They dance right behind him and keep turning around. Eventually, he joins their group.

I stay with Sam, closer. She shows me new dance movements. The music must be louder, or maybe there are more people, because the sound is so thick I can’t hear anything at all. There isn’t a lot of room to move and Sam’s legs share a space with mine. Jeb’s behind me, passionfruit and Lynx swirl with the beer in my hair. My legs are so tired from skiing but even with all this going on, I’m enthralled by the heat and pulsing rhythms and lean into the intensity. I close my eyes, Sam’s hands on my hips –

More hands on my waist.

My eyes fly open and Sam’s mouth is curled at the corner, her eyes glazed and eager. The hands around my waist are too big to be Jeb’s. Cedar. Anjelo has hold of me and then his hands move on top of Sam’s hands, on my hips. We move, the three of us undulating with the music. My heart beats through my chest with such ferocity everyone must hear it, even over the noise. Then the song stops. My hips are released; everyone turns to clap the musicians on the stage.

‘You two are so cute,’ he breathes in my ear before the crowd parts to let him through.

‘Go you!’ Sam’s words are encouraging, but I see a flicker of something else as the next song begins. My blood is running hot.
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We collapse onto our beds in a mess of arms and hair and tight clothes.

‘That was so good,’ Sam says as she rolls over and drapes her arm across my chest.

 ‘It really was, wasn’t it? Even though I smell of beer!’ My whole body feels alive, and exhausted. I did it. A whole evening as one of the girls. The pressure on my chest is intoxicating. ‘You are so amazing, Sam. The way you dance ...’

‘Me? Ha! What about you and Anjelo? He was a slice of Tongan heaven.’ She’s running a finger across my chest, probably dreaming of him.

‘I was so embarrassed.’ We giggle again; our breath smells of lemonade.

‘I was dancing with you though,’ I say, true words, without filter. She searches my face.

‘You were?’

‘Only you,’ I lean forward and kiss her lightly. ‘Did you want to dance with him though, on your own?’ I ask, pulling back, remembering Damon as fear grips my gut.

‘No. Even though he’s gorgeous. I’m a one-girl kinda girl,’ Sam says, even though that doesn’t match how she’s been acting. I’m thinking too hard about how she finds Anjelo attractive when she tickles my dry lips with straggly bits of damp hair. ‘You really need to clean this beer out. Shower?’ She scrambles up and drags me to the bathroom where soon the water runs hot.

I peel off the dress, and hope it’s not damaged. Sam wriggles out of her clothes, and hangs them on the back of the bathroom door. We both give a nervous shiver; the air is cold and draughty against the shower steam. I don’t want to assume anything will happen. She might not want me to go in the shower with her. We both fold our arms at the same time and giggle. Then she steps closer and there’s no doubting she wants more than a wash. It’s not the same as getting changed with other people; we’re nearly naked but I know we’d stop if we weren’t comfortable with each other.

I can’t help looking at her skin, her curves, and edges. Her eyes flick down too, and we both grin. Her bra is delicate black fabric and matches her knickers. Mine don’t match, and aren’t nearly as pretty.

‘These are nice,’ I say, and reach up and touch the lace near her shoulder.

‘A bit scratchy though. Yours look soft.’ She runs a hand down my arm and over my breast. I hold her hand there under my own, breath held as she searches for a clasp at the back. There isn’t one because it’s a pull-over. I don’t want her to let go but we’re shaking from the cold and this isn’t as easy as it looks in movies. We both laugh and give up being shy, taking off our own underwear and leaving it in a pile of straps and lace.

I hold her fingers as we step into the shower, so she doesn’t slip on the floor, and so I can touch her again. There isn’t enough water to cover us both, but it doesn’t matter because we’re holding each other without hesitation, and with a hunger I’ve never felt. We kiss and kiss, and the cold doesn’t matter anymore. I’m lost in her and pulling her closer. Our skin is perfectly smooth and the same temperature, our lungs full of steam.

Taking a deep breath, she whispers, ‘You’re so beautiful, Peta.’ She blinks water from her eyelashes.

I run my hands down her back and over her thighs. I kiss her again and she strokes my face, my neck. When we eventually stop, I lean panting against the shower wall.

‘I need clean hair before the hot water runs out,’ I say. Sam reaches for the shampoo. She has strong fingers, and lathers the beer away in clouds of foam. I return the favour. Her short hair is slicked back, and I can feel ridges through her scalp. Her eyes are closed and I like that our make-up has all dissolved. We are ourselves together. I could stay here, now, forever.

We turn the shower off and try not to flood the floor reaching for towels. Teeth brushed, we both find PJs and rub our hair until it’s dry enough that the pillows won’t be wet. Under the covers, exhaustion takes over and after a few more deliciously minty kisses we lie together, her head on my shoulder. I fall into a contented and dreamless sleep.


NINETEEN

‘I can’t move,’ I groan, turning off my alarm. I’ve never had my body not respond at all, but right now my muscles rebel and refuse.

‘Me either,’ Sam mumbles. Her closeness thrills through my sore body and I’m suddenly wide awake and grinning. Sam rolls over and reaches for me under the covers then stops as her face creases. ‘Ow ow ow,’ she complains. I can look right into her eyes and tell that we are both remembering last night, even though our bodies are hurting.

There are protests from the bunks; the Mitchell sisters must be sleeping in again. ‘Fuck, my legs hurt,’ Sam whispers, and I agree. It takes us ten minutes to reach a sitting position, and then I lead Sam in the stretches I was taught when they thought yoga would fix me. Breathe in, raise your arms to the sun, hold, and breathe out. Good, Peta.

We make it to breakfast. My thighs stretch and cry as they move. The dining hall shows no sign of last night’s heat and sweat. We take our usual seats and the memories of spilt beer seem like a hazy dream, patchy vision from a different point of view. My stomach lurches with embarrassment. Coffee. Meds.

Jeb arrives with his friends, all walking on stiff legs.

‘Who knew these muscles even existed?’ he says as he sits across the table, flanked by the Film and TV guys.

‘That last run did the damage, I’m sure.’ Fuller rubs his back, twisting to pull his spine into position.

‘Did you get some good shots?’ I ask.

‘It’s gonna be epic. We’re trying some jumps today – I reckon if we get the right angle we can make it look higher. Maybe I should take the fish-eye ...’ He turns to Matt and they start deciding on equipment and tricks to make them look better than they are.

‘You were popular last night,’ Sam teases Jeb.

‘Yeah.’ He blushes. His eyes flick down the table to one of the girls he danced with. ‘It was good.’ Sam nudges me, and we laugh.

‘You score?’ she asks.

‘No! Just ... it was nice. I’m a gentleman, what can I say?’ He sounds cocky but I know it’s true. He would never take advantage of someone, or make them feel cheap.

‘Ah, Romeo, sweet Romeo ...’ Sam holds her hand on her heart and continues to spout Shakespeare until he kicks her under the table. Not hard though. People make contact to be familiar, friendly, but there are limits.

 ‘The weather looks good again,’ Jeb says. Clear skies brighten outside the window, blue light turns to white.

‘I heard more snow’s on the way this afternoon. I can’t wait to see it actually fall.’ I’ve dreamt of catching a snowflake in my hands, on my tongue.

The ski room is the same as yesterday. We know what to do now. Our boots are damp near the toes, but warm. I help Sam strap on her ski boots and she sings ‘these boots were made for skiing’ in perfect tones, and we laugh.

We gather in our groups. Armin and the other instructors arrive and take their troops of beginners sliding past the tree line and down to the lifts. Ours is the last group. A guy in a blue jacket skis in from the trail behind the hotel. Sam reaches to hold my hand, but I have to adjust my glove. She pulls her hand back.

‘Ah, you must be my team! Jackie can’t make it today. I’m Jarrod. Ready to go?’ He takes off towards the trees without even knowing our names, or helping us at all. Shock passes, and we scramble into position. The guys shoot off first, like yesterday. I know I could beat them, but I stay with Sam. She smiles at me.

The lifts are busier today, and Jarrod takes us further around to another lift that only takes two people at a time. He tells us to meet at the top. Sam gets on with Jeb in a bustle of poles and laughter. I’m last, with Jarrod. I board without incident, relieved I haven’t embarrassed myself. The ski resort noise fades into the silence of the cold air. My skis feel heavy and I marvel at how they don’t fall off onto the people below.

Jarrod swings his legs, making the carriage sway.

‘We aren’t supposed to swing,’ I say, clinging to the safety rail. It’s not your job to be the police officer, the keeper of the rules. I don’t like the swaying.

‘Oh, come on, we’re okay. I’ll look after you.’ He puts his glove on mine, on the rail. His leg is up against mine too, even though there’s a lot of room. People use physical touch as a sign of friendship. I focus on watching Sam and Jeb ahead of us, pointing and laughing at the skiers below.

After reaching the summit, we take the green run, and I use parallel skis. Turning is more difficult, but I think I understand how the angle cuts the snow, and how to turn with momentum to aid in the jump and switch. It’s hard to practise when I need to wait for Sam. The boys have gone off filming and Jarrod doesn’t seem to mind. He said to meet at 11 am at the top. I’m not sure this counts as a lesson for Jeb, but he’s happy, so it must be okay.

‘My boots feel wrong today. My shins are aching,’ Sam says to Jarrod when we reach the bottom of the run.

‘Shin bang. You probably need a smaller pair. Your loan company has an arrangement with the shop in there. Just go in and ask them to resize you. Peta and I’ll head up, and meet you here after a run.’

 Sam looks unsure, and I don’t know what to say so I look at the slush under my skis.

‘Peta?’ she says in a questioning tone. Before I can answer, Jarrod scoffs.

‘You’ll be fine!’ he says. ‘You’re a big girl. And they’ll know what you need. Straight through there, on the left.’ He pats her on the shoulder and then takes my hand and leads me to a special cut-through lane for the lifts. Glancing back over my shoulder, I see Sam struggling to carry her long skis through the slippery shop entrance. My stomach is tight and I need to say something. You can’t always have the people you like the most with you; they need to have lives of their own. I shouldn’t be so clingy, or she’ll stop liking me.

‘Now we can really get moving. You’re way better than her,’ Jarrod says as we wait for the lifts, his hand on the small of my back. I don’t need help to stand. You shouldn’t talk about friends when they aren’t there, unless it’s something good or a surprise. I don’t reply. It’s rude to ignore people. The lift comes, and we sit back at the same time. I pull the safety rail down. My legs enjoy the weighted sensation as the skis leave the ground. I sit as far to the right as I can. His leg still touches mine.

‘I’ll show you one of the back runs. Less people.’

‘We need to get back to Sam at the bottom,’ is all I can say. It’s not polite to speak back to a teacher, they have your best interests at heart.

 ‘Sure, we will.’ He puts his glove on mine again, smiling and shoving me with his arm on my arm, making the carriage sway. His face is hidden under his mask.

From the peak of the mountain I see clouds over the valley, coming our way. The wind is picking up. My fingers are cold and my toes numb. I miss Sam, and Jeb, and Jackie.

‘Is Jackie coming back tomorrow?’ I ask.

‘She’ll be back. I think her kid’s sick today. You’ve only got me for one day, so make the most of it.’ His voice is sly and soft, full of intention I don’t recognise. Sam would know what to do. Use a role model if you feel unsure how to act in an unfamiliar situation.

‘I’d better do that then, hadn’t I?’ I do my best coy voice, then hope it was the right decision because it felt wrong. His hand leaves mine, and I’m relieved until his arm reaches around my back. Another hand is on my thigh.

‘We could always lose her. Take a long run down the back?’ His voice is close to my ear, hot and wet. My heart’s racing, and his hand is sliding up and down on my ski pants.

‘She’d miss me too much. She’s my girlfriend.’ I emphasise the word as I take his hand and put it back on the rail with more confidence than I feel. Be like Sam. I need him to get me down safely. Don’t ski alone. Don’t make him angry.

‘Ah, hard to get, are we? Awesome.’

I’ve entered a game I don’t know the rules for. Trying to shift further to the right, I make the lift sway even more and gasp. His hand returns to my thigh in what could be a reassuring gesture. But it isn’t.

‘Don’t worry, I’ve got you.’ The hand slides further up as he groans, and there’s no question he wants more. The buildings come into view. He retreats. Exhale.

I fumble the dismount, and someone has to help me off. Jarrod’s there again, leading me to where each run takes its path.

‘Back way?’ he says.

‘No. Green run again.’ I’m breaking the rules. He’ll get angry, make me go the back way. He’ll grab my arm, hard, and pull me down the wrong path. I won’t know what to do. I’ll be stuck against a tree in the snow with his hands on me and I won’t be able to escape.

‘Aw, come on Peta.’ He puts his skis over mine, but I shuffle out in small steps.

‘If you want to go the other way, that’s fine. I’ll go get Sam.’ I take off down the green run without looking back. I’d rather risk skiing alone than be with him. I parallel ski faster than I have before, even taking corners with a small leap to change direction. I don’t snow plough until I reach the bottom, heart racing and sweat pouring down my chest. I’m coming in too fast, and collapse to the side, lying in the snow, panting. What if he’s behind me? Catches me? Takes me up again? I stand, take off my skis, and search the endless parade of jackets, goggles and helmets for Sam.

 ‘Sam!’ I call out over the crowds. Children are screaming at their parents to wait and help, instructors leading lines of brightly coloured toddlers.

Sam’s standing outside the shop, holding her skis and looking at her phone.

‘Sam! I’m here. It was awful,’ I say.

‘I’m sure it was.’ She doesn’t smile. I’ve done the wrong thing. ‘I can’t believe you ditched me like that!’ she says.

‘I didn’t, he just ... he took me. I ... we’re supposed to do what the teachers say,’ I whisper, reaching for her hand. She snatches it away. Please let me stay with you.

‘Well, whatever. Have fun. I’m going back to the hotel.’

‘I’ll take you.’

‘No. I’ll get the shuttle.’ She wobbles on her boots towards the stairs and roadway. I follow.

In silence, we ride the shuttle back to the hotel.

In silence, we take off our gear. She doesn’t let me help with her boots.

In silence, we go back to our room. The door sucks closed and there is nothing but the shifting of our bodies in the hollow space. I sit on the bed and look at my dry hands.

‘Sam, I’m sorry.’

‘Yeah right, must have been terrible spending extra time with Jarrod.’

‘What? He’s not someone I want to be around ever again,’ I say. She paces back and forth.

 ‘Oh? Your flirting didn’t pay off then?’ She says. I flick my eyes up and she’s standing by the window, arms folded.

‘I wasn’t flirting with him.’

She scoffs. She must think I’m lying. I’m tired and I can’t find the words she wants.
She yells that I’m the worst girlfriend she’s ever had. She slams her suitcase shut and then storms out to find another room to stay in. I live the rest of my life alone, and weak. The window fogs with her breath.

‘He scared me. He touched me.’ Tears well in my eyes and my nose prickles. ‘I’m so sorry.’

A hand on my back. I hear a sigh as she sits on the bed. ‘Are you okay? What a creep.’ She’s Sam again. My Sam.

‘I didn’t know what to do. I left him at the top. We aren’t supposed to ski alone, but they aren’t supposed to do what he did either.’ The tears escape, hot on my cold cheeks.

‘You did what you could. I was just being a brat. Hey, you’re okay now.’ She lifts my face, her hand cupping my cheek and wiping away the confused tears. Her green eyes are full of love, not hatred. But there’s distance, not like last night. ‘I shouldn’t have let him take you. I should’ve known better.’

‘What do you mean?’ I stop crying and the familiar unease in my stomach that happens when I’ve misread a situation takes over.

‘You know, how to take better care of you. Jeb always gets it right.’ She smiles, but it’s a leaning-in smile.

 ‘Take care of me?’ A child. A project. A case study.

‘No, just ... you know ... And not move so fast with us in case you’re not sure.’

‘What? Not sure about us?’ How could she think that? I’m angry, but I did do the wrong thing when I left her to go with Jarrod. Her curls are messed up from the beanie, her lips a natural pink. I take her hand, and feel the perfect skin. My thoughts are jumbled and racing. ‘I want ...’

‘What do you want?’ she says. What if she’s tricking me into saying I want her so she can hurt me? I can’t lie.

‘This.’ I reach for her flushed cheek, and kiss her. I want to stay here, like this. Breathing the same air. Please let me stay. She pulls away. I look down at my lap.

‘Oh, Pete. You don’t know what you’re doing.’ A leaning-in voice. You aren’t thinking before you act, before you speak.

Something snaps inside and my anger takes over. ‘Fuck that, I do know.’ I stand and turn to face her, and it all comes out. ‘I know we’re all supposed to look after each other because that’s what friends do. Not because I need a carer, but because we have each other’s backs. I didn’t stay with you today and that was wrong because you’re my girlfriend and that should mean more than what some ski instructor says, but I didn’t realise that at first and I’m sorry. But ... I know I want you.’ My anger slips into a choked sob. ‘I do.’ I want this. You. She moves away, pacing again. The memory of her warmth is still on my lips.

 ‘It’s not just the instructor. It’s Anjelo, too. I don’t want to get burnt again, Pete. I can’t. I’ve been there. It’s not easy.’ She’s thinking of past things. I can feel her slipping away. She’s not here now, she can’t see me. ‘Come,’ she says.

We’re up and out the door, before I can ask what’s happening. I’m following, holding her hand, led like a child.

We enter the lounge and Sam leans on the bar. ‘Two hot chocolates, please.’ She circles one arm around my waist. The barman starts making the drinks and he and Sam talk about the weather coming in. He leaves to find a new can of squirty cream, and she pulls me close, kissing me. Her hands are in my hair. Her tongue reaches mine and my body’s on fire. She tastes of lip balm and last night.

‘Woah!’ He coughs. ‘Two hot chocolates.’ The barman is staring at us.

I yank myself away. It isn’t appropriate to show a lot of physical affection in public. His face is flushed, disapproving, condescending, curious. Study these facial expression cards, they will help you to read how people are feeling. Sam has her back to him, her elbows on the counter, watching me. I feel stripped bare in front of both of them.

‘If you two get lonely over there, I’m off my shift in an hour. These are on me.’ He shakes his head and goes back to polishing glasses. Sam takes the mugs and strides to the fireplace. I follow, smoothing my hair.

 ‘Why did you do that?’ I ask. If words start falling out, check the clock. 11.37 am. Meds are overdue, and we didn’t meet Jeb.

‘What?’ Her eyes are cold. ‘You want to be together, girlfriends, then you’ll have to choose me in public as well as when we’re alone. You’ll have to cope with being a fascination for every sleazy bloke who comes past. If not that, then you’re wrong, offensive, disgusting.’ She arranges herself on the couch, but I stay standing, unsure. ‘You flirt with guys and don’t seem self-conscious, so why is it different with me?’ She crosses her legs and I feel ten years old.

‘What? I don’t know why you think I was flirting with those people.’

‘You work so hard to be normal, Peta. Here, sit.’ I sit on the couch where she tells me to. ‘You try so hard to fit in, not be noticed. We – as a couple – we make you uncomfortable when anybody is around, and I don’t know if you’re a straight person having fun, or ashamed of who you are, or if you even know yet. I’m not going to be someone’s sexuality experiment again. I’ve done that, and it hurts. When the fun’s over, I’m left broken hearted and alone. This was my chance to have a new life, after we moved.’ She gazes into her hot chocolate.

‘What happened at your old school?’ I say, mostly because I need time to process all the things she just said.

 ‘Last year, at my sixteenth birthday party, one of my friends kissed me. She’d been flirting with me for months, but I was scared. She approached me, she kissed me. The next day, at school, I tried to hold her hand. She pulled it away as if I was infectious, just like you did this morning. She laughed in my face, and said our bit of fun was just that. Fun. A kiss a girl experiment. Some kids got wind of the whole mess and wrote lezza on my locker. Other girls approached me, asking if they could try too. I’d be happy to get some action, right?’ Sam sniffs, her face drawn. ‘I got a boyfriend in the end, just to shut them up.’ She sighs. ‘But I couldn’t keep it up. Flirting or making out with him was one thing, but more than that? I couldn’t. When we split, the taunts got worse again. He was pissed off and told everyone I wasn’t gay, I was just a slag who slept with anyone, even though we never ...’

‘Sam, that must have been—’

‘Whatever,’ she cuts me off. ‘We left. My parents aren’t traditional, they just want me to be happy. They knew I couldn’t stay at that school, even though it was prestigious and all that. In the end, they moved us, the whole family, so I could start again. I’m not fucking up their efforts for a repeat performance.’ She stares at the postcard beauty through the window.

I want to explain about the hand this morning, how I was just fixing my glove, but she’s said so much I can’t get my words in order. I’m not like that other girl.

‘I’m not experimenting, even though I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I do feel attracted to guys too, but I’ve always liked people regardless, you know ...’ Honesty isn’t always the best thing. My tablets are in my room. ‘I want to be with you.’

‘Are you sure? I saw you loving Anjelo’s hands on you.’ She’s saying so much, so fast. She saw me watching her, feeling him. But I was with her.

‘But you went with Damon. You flirt with the barman. You flirt with guys all the time.’ I don’t understand how she has one set of rules for her, and one for me.

‘Damon? I just didn’t want to be “that girl” again. You were so tempting, so sweet. I thought it was all going to happen again, so I panicked and took off with him. Then ... I dunno. I thought you and I could just be friends, but when we got here I wanted more. I thought we were more, but you always pull away.’

‘I didn’t realise. I would never be ashamed of us. We aren’t supposed to show a lot of affection in public.’

‘Who cares! If you feel something you feel it, screw the rules! Something tells me if it was Anjelo holding your hand, you wouldn’t have had a problem.’ She breathes out with a tolerant sigh. ‘Look, see how you feel after a couple of months. If you’re still interested, we can start again.’ A business transaction, a contract. An exit strategy.

‘But, I thought ...’ I thought you were my girlfriend.

‘Don’t be sad, we’re still friends. I can still teach you things.’ She takes a sip of her drink, crosses her legs the other way.

‘Teach me? Like a special project?’ I spit the words out. I fooled myself into thinking I could love, and be loved, like a normal person.

Sam fidgets with her sleeve but says nothing.

‘I don’t want your pity. I don’t want anything from you if you see me like that.’

I leave her with my hot chocolate, and go for my tablets. I leave.

I can’t think about this. I can’t set a time to do it later because I never want to think about it. I need focus. I reach into the depths of my alphabet and pull out the obsessive Peta. The Peta who taught herself to read using junk mail, just because she liked how black squiggles on paper could make a real sound. The Peta who could spend weeks learning to shuffle cards while her parents argued. The Peta who rolled dice hundreds of times to check they were random. The Peta who learnt the rules so well she graduated therapy. Now I’ll be the Peta who can ski.


TWENTY

Back on the mountain with the weather closing in, I take on a blue run. The wind on my face blows thoughts away and hardens my shell into ice. The pain in my legs and feet is more bearable than the pain in my heart. Every fall, I get back up, on my own. I don’t need a carer. A teacher. Anyone at all. I ski until my feet bleed. I ski until I’m numb.

My powerful mind analyses the snow, the angles, the metal sliding over slush. Ice rain pelts my face, washing her lips from mine. Extinguishing the heat and wanting.
I find Jarrod on the slopes, and we take to the back run together. I throw him up against a tree and make him kiss me. Isn’t this what I do? What I want? To follow the rules, and be with someone else? He wanted me, his hands on my body. No. I take control, make him feel used and small. I catch the lift back to the top.

No food, no more meds. Just coffee to fuel my skiing until the lifts cease to run. I can’t feel my toes, my nose has been running into my neck sock, and my thighs are
burning. I take the trail back to the hotel as if I’ve lived here my whole life.

The ski room is busy with the enduring, experienced skiers. I make my way through, sharing their exhaustion and exhilaration. I put my gear away and emerge from the boot room to see Jeb, head held in his hands.

‘Where the fuck have you been? I’ve been looking all over.’ He’s angry. I don’t care.

‘I was skiing. This is a ski holiday.’

‘What happened to meeting at eleven? Sam’s not talking, but she’s worried. I told Paul you were fine so he didn’t freak out, but shit, Pete, I was scared.’ His earnest face threatens to pull my heart back out of the box I so carefully packed it into.

‘I didn’t mean to scare you. I’m fine. I just needed to try it on my own.’ He still looks wounded. ‘The fill-in instructor was ... inappropriate, so I ditched him.’ Jeb raises his eyebrows, I hold up a hand. ‘I don’t want him to ruin my holiday, so I went back out.’ I haven’t lied. Peta Lyre doesn’t lie well.

‘He did what? Peta! Are you okay? We need to report him right now,’ Jeb reaches to take my hand, lead me to Paul and tell him everything.

‘No. I just want to forget it ever happened. I’m not hurt.’

‘But he can’t get away with this,’ Jeb says.

 ‘Jeb, just ... don’t.’ I shake my head, feeling very tired all of a sudden.

Jeb looks at me. I hold his gaze as long as I can. He reaches for my arm, hesitates, then squeezes it gently. ‘Come on, dinner’s probably already started and I’d better let Paul know you’re back. See you up there.’ He goes without me, concern on his face.

I walk up to my room. Jeb respects I can know my own mind. I resist the temptation to soften, to thaw. I tried to let someone new in, and my parts came undone. The ice holds me together.
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I take my dinner and sit with Paul and Kerry. I didn’t have any tablets this afternoon, so I’m starving, and I talk fast, full of energy. I tell them how I skied the blue run, and we laugh and joke about bodily discomforts. Eyes watch me from down the table, but Jeb’s concentrating on that girl from the private school; her name’s Miquette. Sam’s with them, being the third wheel.

There’s music on again tonight. I don’t go. I’ll need my sleep for tomorrow’s skiing. Headphones in, I read techniques and watch ski videos on my phone until they leave, all dressed up. Sam hasn’t said a word to me, but she’s fine talking to them. I heard Adelle say I must be exhausted and they all agreed. They can think what they want. Sleep comes from a reserve packet of blue pills.
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I rise early, and drink a double espresso on my way to the ski room, skipping my tablets so I can focus on the skiing. My thighs protest but I command them to do better. I leave a message for Paul. No need for instructors – they lie, they touch you, and leave you, and ruin your friendships. The rules are broken. ‘I’ll be back for dinner.’

Snow is falling, colder and softer than yesterday’s frozen rain. The flakes have landed on a layer of ice; dust on crust, they call it. I know more now. I read a lot while they all gyrated on the dance floor pretending to be people they aren’t. Enough dust and we might get powder. The flakes are fat and greedy, claiming the ground and trees and every horizontal surface without heat.

A couple of tracks lead down to the lifts, and I ride in the grooves. Wind caresses the bare skin on my cheeks. The snow consumes all sound, ready to suffocate anything that forgets to move. I stop moving. I lie still in the open field and the snow covers me, so cold it becomes warm. I stare into the sky so bright each flake looks grey in comparison. No one knows I’m there, and I become a jump – for months they jump over me until one day the snow melts and I’m found as a puddle of good intentions.

 The lift cables groan against the morning weight, and patrons stand in quiet lines, eager to start before the children, the school groups, and the learners pollute the slopes with noise and bustle.

No one here knows me; I’m just another figure in a ski suit. I could be anyone, and I can’t be wrong as long as I don’t fall too much, and even then, I doubt anyone would care. For the time being, there are no rules in my head. I don’t have to talk. Other people can’t see my face, and I can’t see theirs. I can be normal. All I need to think about is snow, my feet, holding my angles and avoiding the piles left by snowboarders.

I take a solo ride to the top. No one questions me. I will not share the lift again.

I watch people ski underneath me, analyse their technique. Ice wraps around the metal of the safety rail, clear and melting in the sun’s first rays. My heavy feet are eager to move. I don’t stumble on the exit.

Taking a blue run to find my feet again, I glide easily down into the flurry of falling snow. I open my mouth and taste the flakes, each unique, cold like my insides.

The next run leads me to a new set of lifts. I go solo even when it gets busy. Another mountain peak. New runs. I watch better skiers than me while I eat lunch in the cafeteria at the peak. I study their moves and learn. Taking a new blue run, I face into the wind.

 Around a sharp bend, I see two people huddled near the trees. I nearly ski past, but there’s a sob on the wind. Skidding to an impressive stop, I see someone is lying on the ground, unmoving.

‘Are you guys okay?’ I ask. This is my mountain, I can care for the people here.

‘She fell. I knew we shouldn’t take the blue run.’ It’s Adelle. Her blonde curls are poking out between her matching scarf and beanie.

I click off my skis and approach the girl lying on the snow – Ginny. I studied the first aid manual in sick bay at school, and recite the procedures to myself. DR ABC. Danger. Response. Airway. Breathing. Circulation.

Check for danger. The cold is dangerous, but she’s off the piste.

Response. ‘Ginny?’ Nothing.

‘What happened?’ I ask Adelle while I lift Ginny’s goggles off her face, careful to keep her neck stable and not move the helmet. Leaning my ear over her face, I wait for warm breath.

‘She didn’t turn fast enough and hit the tree. Oh my god, are we going to freeze to death?’ Adelle’s voice is high pitched and she is going to panic. My cheek prickles with warmth. Ginny’s breathing.

‘You aren’t going to freeze, but you should do up your jacket. Keep your eye out for an instructor coming past. Do you have a phone?’ I check Ginny’s pulse under the jaw; her wrists are lost between gloves and jacket cuffs. Beating. She’s intact. Her skin holds her insides in place. She has no seams.

‘It isn’t working in the cold.’

‘Mine either.’

Adelle’s snivelling brings me back to the task; she’s weak. I open Ginny’s eyelids. Her pupils are fine. I read the pages on concussion, too. There are no other bad signs ... but she’s so still.

Ginny!’ I shout. ‘Ginny! Come on!’ It feels good to raise my voice. On the movies they slap someone to bring them around, but I can’t move her neck. ‘Ginny! Wake up!’ She flutters her eyelids and inhales sharply.

‘No one’s coming! What are we going to do? We need help!’ Adelle is losing it. Useless panic.

‘Shut up, Adelle! Ginny, don’t move. Okay?’ I yell into her face, leaning over her.

‘Okay,’ Ginny squeaks in a small voice.

‘I mean it, not a muscle.’ I turn and grab Adelle by the shoulders and look her straight in the eye. ‘She’s awake. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’ I get up on confident feet. ‘You need to stay with her. Don’t let her move her head. Did you hear me?’ I shout over the wind that just picked up with force. ‘Block this wind with your body, okay?’ All I can see is my reflection in her goggles. Tall and strong, leaning in and taking control. She nods.

‘Where are you going?’ She moves to sit near Ginny’s head.

 ‘I’m going to find help. They’ll get here really quickly, so just stay put. Wave down anyone in a resort jacket. See if they have an emergency blanket.’

‘Yes. Thanks, Peta.’ Her words are blown into whispers. I nod, and put my skis on without fuss.

I search my memory for the resort map. The medical building is not too far and there’s a direct route. I take every turn with perfect precision.

Skiing straight there, I burst through the doors and find Anjelo at the counter. My heart thuds, but I’m stronger now. Adrenaline is better than any white tablet.

‘There’s a girl who needs help. Her name’s Ginny and she might have hit a tree. She was responsive when I left, but at first she wasn’t and felt cold. No sign of danger. I told her sister to stay and not let her move. They’re here.’ I point to the giant map on the counter, and he nods. He reaches for his radio and takes over. I turn and leave, my job done.

‘Hey, good work. What’s your name?’ He has a pen, record keeping.

‘Peta Lyre.’

‘Thanks, Peta Lyre.’ He grabs his gloves as others are scrambling into action. They all have purpose and experience. It must be nice to belong to a place like this.
Please let me stay.

I leave, and find another lift.


TWENTY-ONE

‘Peta totally saved Ginny’s life!’ Adelle raves at dinner. Ginny wasn’t as badly concussed as it seemed. I wonder if she was pretending to be knocked out for the drama of it all. They warmed her up and scanned her head and now she has to stay in the hospital overnight. She can’t go back on the slopes again though. Jeb and Sam listen, looking over at me. I focus on eating. I don’t need their praise, I’m not a student anymore. Adelle is happy to have the attention.

A few days ago, I would have worried about looking too conceited, but I don’t think about pleasing them now. I eat a steak that grinds and oozes in my mouth. I focus on the vileness of it and keep chewing.

Paul and Kerry don’t question me, or even lean in. They see I can do this. I retreat to the lounge room for more study while everyone gets ready for music and dancing.

The fire burns hot as the snow falls outside. This could be my life and I’d be happy. I ask some other skiers about technique; my words flow without hindrance and they give me hints and tell me good runs to try. Later, I take out the bedside table and push my bed closer to the window, closer to the snow. Blue tablets to sleep.
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Today is the last day on the slopes. I take on a particular black run suggested by a guest at the hotel. She said it was good after a fresh fall. I can easily abandon it for the nearby blue run if it’s too hard. What is there to lose? I ski down the deep powder and collide with a tree. I freeze under piles of snow and remain in a state of bliss for eternity.

I’m cautious, but not to the point of clumsiness or holding people up. The incline is greater than I imagined and I’m not sure which technique to use. I fiddle with my gloves as someone passes. I watch them. I copy the angles and my body feels the movements. I can do this. The exhilaration is intoxicating. My spirit hums with the success and I turn to tell someone I’m on the last stretch, but there’s no one there. At the bottom I don’t even pause, and trek back to the lift to do the run again.

My body is lithe and easy, blue pills to sleep, espresso to go. I stop for a bar of chocolate, muscles starving for energy, then catch one of the chairlifts to find a new run. I allow a few kids to share with me because the queues are long. They talk up their abilities to each other, glancing over to make sure I’ve heard. They must be young, to care what I think. They stick to their own side of the seat. One starts to swing his legs.

‘Don’t.’ I utter that one word and he stops. They talk in whispers the rest of the way. I’m the master of this place. I’ve been so scared of my own power, of the rules and upsetting people that I haven’t let myself live. Be. Accept my talents and use them.

I see one of the instructors at the top, Jackie, but I don’t see the group.

‘Hey there! Sorry I didn’t make it the other day,’ she says.

‘Don’t mention it. Glad to see you’re back. Can you recommend a run? I’m on the black ones now.’ I don’t boast, but I’m clear.

‘Whoa, great work! I could see you were a natural. I heard Jarrod filled in for me. He’s a bit of a jerk, but he obviously taught you something!’ He did. She points over the rise to a black diamond run. ‘I’d go with that one, if I wasn’t minding your friends down there.’ I see Jeb and Fuller lining up a jump shot. Jeb is lying on the snow, holding a camera dwarfed by his gloves. Fuller is going to lift off and they’ll make it look like the jump was huge. His other friend is walking back up the side to have another try. Jackie is pushing and pulling at her skis without moving forward. She must be itching to move.

 ‘Do you want me to ask them if they mind you coming with me?’ I say. I can help her.

‘Do you think they’d be okay?’

‘Probably. I’ll ask.’ I ski down with a relaxed body, close enough to Jeb that he can hear me but not so far down I’ll look silly getting back up. Fuller leaps into the air and then crashes down after striking a pose. Yard sale, they call that. His equipment spreads out over the snow. He is laughing and they’re all happy. It’ll look good on video.

‘Hey, Jeb! Do you mind if Jackie comes on a run? She’ll be back in half an hour!’

‘Sure! We’ll be here.’ He laughs again, trying not to drop the camera. I get back up to Jackie without taking off my skis.

‘Coming?’ I ask. She grins, cheeks pushing her goggles up, and we slide west to the black run. I ask her to go first, so I can watch her moves.

‘Thanks for this,’ she says, smiling. A moment to be the best you can be is golden.

Jackie takes off and judges the depth of the powder; it’s not as fresh as before, but still good. I take the turns in the same places she does, and improve the bounce in my legs, letting my knees take more of the impact. My thighs burn. All I can hear is my own breathing. I don’t want this to be my last run. I savour every bump, every twist. The crunch as the snow gives way.

 The end arrives too soon.

‘Woo! That was awesome!’ Jackie shouts. She was faster and more elegant than me, but she has a lot of experience. ‘You did great! There’s always one every season, and you’re it, Peta!’ She remembered my name. I’m the one.

‘I’m going back up. You coming?’ I ask. We ride together back to Jeb. I leave her there, watching them try a new trick, and take the black run again. Better. Every time it’s better. If I could just stay longer, if I didn’t have to stop, I would be the best.

[image: image]

The lifts are closing.

‘Sorry hon. Last one,’ the man says. The lift takes me above the trees, and floodlights turn the snow orange as a fresh fall starts. I hold out my gloves and watch each flake melt. One by one, they turn to water.

My body is exhausted, but cries out for more. I take the longest way back to the hotel I can manage. It’s flat, and easy. The trees witness my passing as I glide through them in the growing darkness. I won’t feel the ice and snow under my skis again. I won’t go this fast on my own feet, or feel the rush of wind on my cheeks. My chapped lips won’t smile as I make each turn faster, better.

I slide onto the gravel, and carry my skis inside. Sorrow hangs in my heart as I take off the boots that feel like part of my body. There’s no skiing tomorrow. My boots are packed away into the return bags, my sweat in their soles. Our skis and poles lie in piles like bodies ready for burning. We are nothing without each other. My control is slipping. I have to stop loving the snow. Slowly, I know I’ll thaw. White pills. Coffee.
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Our last night in the hotel. I shut the thought from my mind. Tonight, I am sovereign. I don’t stay in the room. I come to the dance floor in my jeans and faded T-shirt. My black regular boots feel light and flimsy. Blisters sting but I ignore them. I missed dinner, soaking in a hot shower while they stuffed their faces.

‘Sven!’ I call over the bar, remembering the name. I point to the counter and he makes me a drink. He wants it to look like he recognises me, even though he probably doesn’t; it’s what they do. I know all the tricks because I study people. I’m the mimic, the lyrebird. They created me. He brings a clear bubbling drink, and I sign my room. I lean backwards on the bar and watch.

Private school girls are giggling in corners. I thought they were so special. I can see their nerves now. The Mitchell sisters are there – Ginny is back and they’re in designer outfits that disguise a desire to be normal as fierce as my own. They wave with expressions of awe; I lift a hand in return.

 The band plays. I can hear their sorrow hidden under happy notes. The drummer gazes out the window; I think he loves the snow but then I notice he’s staring at his own reflection. The guitar player only has eyes for the singer, and his lust strikes an ember in my gut.

Sam is dancing with Jeb and the girl he’s been spending time with, Miquette. He glows with pride, and my chest swells for him. Anjelo enters. He receives the usual greetings, though they make more sense now I know they trust him with their lives. He sees me and changes direction my way.

This drink tastes different, like ethanol. It burns through my chest with welcome ease.

‘Well, hey there, Peta Lyre!’ His voice is warm, and I put my drink down, throw my arms around his neck. He lifts me in an embrace that makes everyone wish they were me. Maybe Sam is right. Maybe this is who I want.

‘Hey yourself. Nice work yesterday.’

He laughs, a soft rumble. ‘Just doing my job. You’re the one who knew what to do, and you didn’t panic.’ He gets a drink and stays at the bar next to me. ‘Ever thought of a career as a medic?’

‘Not really. But I will now,’ I say, and he chuckles again.

‘This your last night?’ he asks.

‘Yep. But I made my time count. Got the black diamond today.’ Lingo would not sound good on my thin lips, so I stick to the basic facts of my achievements. These people aren’t upset if I do well; they revel in excellence.

‘Very nice! You’re a natural then. You’ll have to come back next year.’ I smile. I will. I’ll train as an instructor and become the best anyone has ever seen. I won’t put my hands on the students, and I won’t leave anyone behind.

I’ve finished my drink, and he’s finished his. I take his giant hand and he raises his eyebrows, and follows. The room is full, but I make a space for us on the floor. We dance together, his hands on my hips, my waist, the small of my back. I swerve and move my legs with his. His spice and sweat are intoxicating. Sam will be watching me and wishing I was with her. Wishing she was with the hero, the one who led the way, who doesn’t need anyone. I imagine her watching me. I imagine she’s holding me now.

I reach up to kiss him. Anjelo pulls away.

‘Woah, sorry, you’re too young.’ He holds me by the shoulders. ‘Thanks for the dance!’ Apologetic embarrassment, and pity, on his face.

I might vomit. The song ends and we clap with smiles and laughter. He gives me a hug, and we part without looking back.

Jeb is suddenly in front of me and I push past him. Sam stands by the bar. She’s not clapping. She saw.

I don’t run. I walk with long strides out of the room. The hallway echoes, and smells of mould. My heart races and my cheeks are flushed. Anjelo goes and tells his friends what a fool I am. How this little girl thought she could kiss someone. Anyone. What a joke.

I run outside. The cold seeps through my thin boots but I bury them deeper. My breath billows misty and white. I wait for the heat in my cheeks to be taken away. I walk out into the trees and keep on walking. I don’t stop until I can’t breathe and the numbness of my body is in tune with the numbness in my core. Relief. Escape. Freedom. The lights from inside sparkle on the snow. I start to shiver. One step towards the trees. Another. No. The snow is where I’m strong and independent, not where I go to cower and hide. I retreat.

I shut the hotel room door and crawl under the sheets. Sleep, before anyone else gets in. Before Sam can come in and laugh, offer to teach me. Or yell that I’m a liar and a cheat. Blue tablet. Loser loser loser.

Normal rating: 2/10


TWENTY-TWO

Last year

My parents quit. Went separate ways, and each away from me. One north driving trucks, one west to find something. I didn’t ask what. It’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me. Going to the same school as Jeb will be great. I’ll have a friend. Every day, when I go in, I’ll know I have a friend.

Ant has a new baby, May, but she says there’s always room for me here, which is good because now I’m moving in to stay. Ant will get more money now too; Mum made sure I knew for some reason.

‘Is this all your things?’ Ant asks, looking at the three cardboard boxes and a suitcase full of clothes.

‘Yes. Mum sold the furniture last week, and took my books to the Salvos.’ All my books. Grown-ups have to make tough decisions; they have your best interests at heart.

‘Oh. Okay, well maybe we can do some shopping on the weekend.’ Something in my face makes her change her mind. ‘How about I go and do the shopping, and you go to Jeb’s place?’ I haven’t been to Jeb’s home, but it’s better than going shopping.

‘Sure,’ I say, and pick up a box to carry it inside; Ant has her hands full of tiny baby. Uncle John moved out just after she was born, he lives on the other side of town and comes to see May on weekends. When he can.
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Jeb’s house is on a smallish main road. Main enough that there are two proper lanes, with transit lanes down the sides and white lines. Not so main that there are traffic lights or four lanes. The house next door has a big jacaranda tree and all the flowers have made a lilac carpet over their front yard. Jeb’s place doesn’t have a tree. There are two Holdens, the Kingswood and the Premier. His dad drives a Commodore. Maybe it’s in the garage.

‘Have fun! I’ll pick you up in a few hours.’ Ant drives off to get me some drawers and a desk. Jeb comes out the front door of their house.

‘Hey! How weird is this? Do you want to come and listen to music?’ Jeb knows I have no idea what to do at someone’s house. We’re too old for a play date, and he doesn’t have his licence yet, so he can’t drive us anywhere. I follow him past the dark bricks and big fern plants out the front, through to the tiled insides of his home. There’s a strong smell of essential oils.

‘So, this is Peta? Nice to meet you finally.’ His mum has curly hair of many colours and black leather necklaces with gems on them. She’s holding out her hand. I shake it gently, like I was taught.

‘Thank you for having me around.’ Always thank people when you arrive and when you leave.

‘No problem at all!’ Her voice is high and wobbles a lot. She smells of smoke and lavender.

‘We’ll be in my room.’ Jeb takes off down the hall. His mum gives me a sighing kind of smile and shoos me after him.

His room has posters all over the walls: cars and movies. Pulp Fiction and Holdens. I can’t see anywhere to sit so I stand behind the door. Lynx is heavy in the air, with undertones of sweat and pizza. Do I close the door? I leave it mostly closed.

‘Oh, sorry, here.’ He moves some track pants off his bed and sits near his pillow and the stereo. I sit on the end, and move up against the wall. I’ve had all my tablets and coffee, but this is new so I’m still a bit unsure. I don’t want to get everything wrong, because he won’t want to be my friend anymore, or let me come over. Please let me stay.

‘You have a lot of posters.’

 ‘Yeah, the car ones are Damo’s, this was his room. The Blu Tack would pull the paint off, so I have to leave them there.’ He searches his phone for music, and chooses Bon Iver. His bedcovers are soft and warm and I rub them between my fingers where he can’t see. ‘Not all car people are like Damo, you know. My cousin’s a mechanic. He’s the one who taught me, not Dad. We listened to music and spent hours doing up his Kingswood. It’s in better shape than ours with the original bucket bench seats.’

‘Where is he now?’

‘New South Wales. He had a fight with Dad, I think, and took a job down there.’ Jeb’s voice is quiet, and I think he’s remembering more than he says.

‘The College sounds like a good place,’ I say, trying to cheer him up. It only does senior and vocational courses, so we’ll all be new together.

‘Yeah. Can’t be worse, anyway.’

‘Why? I bet you have a lot of friends.’ I can’t imagine Jeb upsetting anyone, or getting things wrong.

‘Me? Nah. Most people think I’m annoying. Or the funny guy they like to laugh with, but not more than that.’

‘I think you’re funny. I’ve never known someone as fun as you.’ I haven’t told him before, and it feels good to say it aloud.

‘Gets me in trouble. I wish I could just stop, not say things at the wrong time. It doesn’t always go well.’

 ‘I get that,’ I say, and he gives me a strange look, and laughs. He knows about my letters, but he forgets because we’re just Peta and Jeb. Not all the letters and problems.

The music reminds me of one of Ant’s new slow songs. A door slams somewhere in the house. I jolt as the posters puff out with the force.

‘Shit,’ Jeb says. He gets up and locks his bedroom door. ‘Fuck it.’ He doesn’t normally swear, maybe he hates slamming too. I keep rubbing the bedcovers and try not to watch him pace. ‘Sorry, Pete, I thought he was going to work on the car for the afternoon.’ I don’t know why Jeb is sorry, or who ‘he’ is.

A drawer in the kitchen crashes shut. I know because I can hear the cutlery jingle.

‘I don’t understand.’ I can say that with Jeb, he won’t just think I’m strange.

‘Dad. He’s tanked. Damo was supposed to be helping him in the garage. I bet he nicked off, the little shit.’ Jeb runs hands through his hair. ‘We should go out. Go for a walk.’

‘Okay.’ I don’t mind. As long as Jeb’s there I’ll be fine.

‘Now, we just leave, just walk straight out.’ He is looking me right in the eyes and he’s sweating. ‘You don’t need to use your manners this time, got it?’ My heart is racing all of a sudden and I nod. He gives me a quick squeezing hug and I’m less worried.

He turns off the music and opens the door quietly, keeping the latch from clicking, and checks the hallway. We walk out with light footsteps.

The hall goes past the kitchen and lounge entrance before it reaches the front door. Jeb slows down and surveys ahead. His hand extends behind him and I take it. We go faster to the front door. He turns the handle.

‘Where the fuck are you going?’ a strained voice yells from inside. Jeb pushes me past the fly screen and pulls the door closed behind him. We’re down the path when the door opens again.

‘I asked you a question!’ I see a small man with dirty overalls. He has stubbly hair all over his head and a big belly. He’s taking heavy steps and Jeb’s trying to get me to stop looking and walk. He gives up and turns around.

‘Out, Dad. We’re going for a walk.’ He pulls his shoulders back, standing a bit taller than his father – a man I can’t imagine being related to my Jeb.

‘Like fuck you are, there’s work to do. Lazy arse.’ He shoves Jeb on the shoulder, hard enough that he falls back into me.

‘Don’t, Dad. Not now.’ Jeb holds two hands up as we walk backwards and I look for someone around to help. There’s no one but us.

‘Not now. When then? When are you going to pull your weight? Hey?’ He shoves Jeb again, really hard. I gasp. ‘What are you looking at?’ he says to me.

 We turn and run.

We run down the street and around the corner. We don’t stop until we get to the park three blocks away. I’m panting and so is Jeb. We sit on a steel bench. My chest is tight and my face is burning. I don’t run like that very often. Jeb holds his head in his hands. I see his shoulders shaking.

There are no rules for what I should say at this moment. I can’t take him into my wardrobe or tell him to read quotes I’ve found in books to understand pain. I can’t pat him on the back and say it’ll all be okay, because it might be a lie. He sniffs loudly and slumps back, face wet and red.

‘Sorry, Pete. I’m sorry.’ I slump back too. ‘He’s not always like that. He’s worse since Damo didn’t get an apprenticeship and the business isn’t doing so well. I’m not the kind of son he wants. Damo is. But he’s not smart enough, can’t think for himself, problem-solve the engines. I can. I just don’t want to, and he knows it.’ He sniffs again. We can breathe normally now, and it dawns on me how dangerous Jeb’s dad is. He’s not just hurting Jeb’s body, he’s hurting his whole life.

‘Can your mum get him to stop?’ I ask.

‘Mum? Nah. He’s left her alone since the neighbour called the cops a couple of years ago. She was all beat up and we were hiding in the bathroom. She wouldn’t say it was him though, there was nothing they could do. I told her we should leave, but she won’t. Not even when he started on me.’ He rubs his heel into the dirt, making a line that gets deeper and deeper. ‘You know the worst bit?’ I shake my head. ‘I wonder, you know? What if I’m like him? Like Damo, drinking and getting pulled up all the time. What if I turn out just like Dad? I’m too scared to even have a girlfriend. How would I take her home? What if I get drunk and find out I’m just as bad?’ He holds his face again, shoulders shaking, tears falling into the ditch in the dirt.

‘You could never be like him. Trust me. I know a lot about people, how they move and sound, and you aren’t anything like your dad, or Damon. We aren’t made of just our parents.’ It has to be true, because I don’t want to be like mine. I’ll be like Ant. I get to choose. I don’t know how, but I know that. Jeb can choose too. ‘We aren’t.’ I rest my head on his back, listening to his heart beating. His sobs shudder through me too, and I imagine the vibrations bringing his pain out and letting me absorb some.

Cars pass on the street and we both sit up to check it’s not his dad.

‘Can you tell someone at school?’

‘What for? I’m too old to get taken away, and Mum won’t talk. I’ll move out as soon as I have my licence. Damo will get his shit together and maybe Dad will calm down. When he doesn’t drink he’s different. Fun.’ Jeb wipes his face on his sleeve. ‘He used to take us all to the drive-in when I was a kid. We had a ute, and he’d put a mattress in the back and Mum would make popcorn. I loved that.’ He sighs. ‘They closed it down.’

‘That would’ve been great,’ I say. I’ve never been to the cinema. Too expensive, and loud. We watch some mickey birds swoop in, picking on a butcher bird. Mickey birds are small but they don’t seem to care, ganging up and making themselves loud.

‘Yeah,’ Jeb says under his breath, and sighs again.


TWENTY-THREE

I rise in the night and take my suit, skis and gear. I disappear into the woods, gliding like a white angel over the snow. The moon shines down on me and the landscape glistens. The mountain goes on in one never-ending run. Left, right, edge, cut, glide. Untouched powder stretches out, yearning for my presence. Nothing can hurt me out here. Motionless silence records the passing of perfection.

I don’t need my alarm. Gone before anyone stirs, I huddle on a couch by the lounge window. My gear’s packed and in reception. Without my suit, it’s too cold outside. I wouldn’t survive. It calls to me.

Staff arrive, quiet and sleepy; the coffee machine begins to boil. White tablets. The coach doesn’t leave until lunchtime, but we have no gear. Some could rent for half a day, but not me.

Any small sparks of passion die under the tablet’s influence and coffee spreads like poison in my veins, livening my muscles with no outlet. My stomach churns. A small pastry will make it quiet. I don’t know what we’ll eat on the coach. I don’t care anymore.

‘Hey, we’re doing some shopping for souvenirs, want to come?’ Jeb asks. Fuller and the others are with him. Not Sam.

‘Sure.’ I should get something for Ant. She’ll know. She’ll see my humiliation and laugh that I thought I could come here and survive. She won’t know I conquered the snow. No one will ever know. I’ll be small again.

‘I’ve decided, I’m going to quit mechanics and do Film and TV, make a whole portfolio,’ Jeb says. ‘I’ll show you what we made when we’re on the coach – some of it anyway ...’

He keeps talking, and I smile. Well-trained monkey. Reflect their expressions. Be what they need. Jeb is my brother in every way that counts. He is so excited, doing what he loves. He has found his passion, as mine is ripped from me. You don’t deserve him.

The shop is small, and expensive. I choose a wombat with skis for May, and a snow globe for Ant. For me, I get a necklace of fake gold with the outline of someone skiing punched out of the middle. A memory without me. Empty.

My power fades as the snow in my veins starts to melt into water.

‘Thanks,’ I say to the shop assistant; her blank face tells me to have a nice day. She gets to stay here, and I have to go back north.

‘We’re going to raid the buffet for snacks – you know, for the coach. Coming?’ I follow. I always follow. You sheep. Baa.

The food looks plastic and stinks of decay. I copy Jeb, and fill the brown paper bags provided. We sit in the lounge again. Hours pass. White pills. Coffee. Wait. My leg jiggles, and I can’t stop it, even with the meds. My hands shake, and I let them.

The coach arrives. Sam hugs Adelle and Ginny, they fawn over their fake friendship. I climb on first and sit in the back row with my coat on the seat next to me. Jeb approaches, tilts his head and purses his lips. He sits in front of me, with Fuller.

‘Here, Peta, check this out!’ Jeb leans over the back of his chair. He has Fuller’s camera and it’s playing a video of someone skiing down the slopes.

‘What?’ I ask, not sure what he’s showing me.

‘It’s you! Can’t you tell? Look at you go!’

I focus on the small screen. I don’t recognise the person in black, but it’s me, skiing down the mountain with ease. Maybe that’s why I like it out there, with all the gear you are only what you do. No faces, only actions. That clip finishes and then comes Fuller, leaping into the air on one of their jumps.

 ‘How cool is that? You’re a pro! Mind if I use the footage?’

‘Nope.’ I don’t want to remember.

‘Ha! And this one for the bloopers reel?’ Fuller asks, showing me his phone and the image of Sam snow ploughing down from the hotel. She falls, and the giggles can be heard as the skier in black helps her up.

‘Whatever.’ I don’t want to remember. I lean against the window. They turn back to the front and talk endlessly about cams and edits, soundtracks and mixing.

Sam’s on the bus, far away. Laughing at me, knowing she was right and I have no idea what I want or who I am, glad she escaped me.

The coach drives us back to the mild winter of the north. My feet cry for the compression of the boots, and my thighs lament my stillness.

No breakdowns, scheduled stops only. Blue pills. Sleep. Stretched over three seats. No one will come near me. I stink of the loosening pieces they sewed me from.

Sunshine and green grass, trees and dirt. White pills. Coffee. The coach drives on and on and never stops. I dissolve into the seat. Green grass turns to brown. Trees thin, and roses pass. Down the range, we descend into the pit.

Inhale. Exhale.
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Saturday and we arrive back at College. Luggage is collected. Sam looks over her shoulder at me as her parents load her bags into their car. Her green eyes say something I can’t read. I’ve stopped trying. It doesn’t work. Her curls make my fingers twitch. She walks over to us.

‘Hey, Jeb, do you want to come with me and the Mitchell sisters to the Blue Light disco in a couple of weeks? They might bring Miquette?’ Sam jokes with Jeb as if I’m not even here. Girlfriend. She sounds fine, normal, happy.

‘Uh, sure, I guess. Peta? You in?’ He turns to me. Sam looks away towards her parents, but I know she’s keeping me out. I hurt her. She hurt me. It’s the biggest mess.

‘I’m babysitting that night,’ I lie. Liar lyre. Jeb frowns at us both and then leaves.

‘Hey, I’m sorry I said that stuff about teaching you, I know you’re perfectly capable of looking after yourself,’ she says, but her voice is cold and condescending.

‘I am,’ I say.

‘Hi, Peta!’ Ant calls. I turn away from Sam and drag my backpack over to Ant. She sees I’m falling apart and wishes she’d never agreed to take me on. Peta, the needy and the useless.

‘Hi. Sorry you had to come and get me on your break. It’s their policy.’ Follow the rules, you spineless loser.

‘How was it? I can’t wait to see the pics!’ she says with excitement, carrying my backpack for me. I think of all the photos we took: snow angels, Sam laughing after hitting a signpost, me being one of the girls. Kisses on the cheek. No, don’t go there. We get into the car. The sun’s hot, and I stink of sweat and coach. The roads home fit like the old shoes you keep trying to throw away.

‘May’s missed you, it’ll be nice for you to spend some more time together in the last week of the holidays,’ she says.

I’m not doing what I’m supposed to. It’s polite to respond when people talk. Go fuck yourself.

‘I’ve got to go back to work, will you be okay until later?’ 

No, I can’t sit in a house on my own for four hours without someone to protect me, care for me. I’m not a real person, can’t you tell? ‘Thanks for picking me up,’ I manage when she stops in front of the house. I get out and she drives away.

The driveway is still cracked; the paint on the front of the house peels. I drag my backpack up the front steps, take the key from under the doormat, and open the door. Every action relies on my body’s memory of what to do, bypassing my brain. I watch myself. What’s the point?

My bedroom gives no comfort. I feel a throb between my hips, and the hot wetness of my period. Typical. I open my backpack on the floor and leave it there. Artefacts of a world left behind. Finding some pads and clean underwear, I go to the bathroom.

The shower makes no steam. I wash my body, trying not to think. Rules still whisper in the echoing spaces of my mind, contradicting each other. I can’t follow them all.
Dance with everyone. Don’t dance with anyone. Be independent. Don’t be afraid to ask for help. Lie. Don’t lie. Stay. Go.

White pills. My stomach churns and acid burns up my throat. Fat white pills for pain. More burn. Such a waste of space. Why did Ant even let you live here? Big Kat would find you a place in the foster home. If she can bear to talk to you. My legs have turned to lead, worsened by cramps that pulse from my belly downwards. Here, my legs are useless. I sit in my wardrobe and draw circles on the wall.

Inhale. Exhale.
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Sunday. ‘Peta!’ Ant’s home from the park. I didn’t come out last night and she let me be. I pick up the gifts from my backpack and emerge from hiding. Each step in slow motion. You don’t deserve this family.

‘Hey, little May!’ I sound happy to see her, I hope. My arms pick up the chubby body and my resolve to keep my shields up wavers, just a little. I hold her squishy form close to me, and she wraps her arms around my neck, then pulls my hair. Don’t let go. Stay.

‘We missed you last night, but I get you must have been exhausted to go straight to sleep,’ Ant says, finding her own explanations.

 ‘I’ve got something for you guys.’ I present the wombat and the snow globe, lifeless, ripped from their place in the snow to gather dust in the northern heat. Ant and May smile. I throw the snow globe against the wall, shattering the glass. May crawls, cutting her knees. Blood and glitter are everywhere because I came home.

‘Pee! Pee!’

‘I swear she started saying your name the day you left!’ I smile a wan smile. Flickers of joy can’t be held, like I’m grasping vapour from dry ice and it disperses more quickly the harder I try.

I retreat to my bedroom. Don’t spread your misery.

Inhale. Exhale.

[image: image]

Tuesday. ‘Peta, stay a moment.’ I’ve eaten dinner, I always eat dinner. Every freakin’ day I eat dinner at the table, together with you. What do you expect from me? I pause, half off my chair, glancing at the door.

‘Is everything good with you? I mean, are you coping?’

‘Sure.’

‘Do you want me to call your therapist? Or your mum?’ Ha. Trying to get rid of me now. Palm me off because I’m too hard. Fix me because I’m all wrong.

‘Nah, I’m fine.’ I go to move again. She reaches over the table. I don’t accept her hand.

 ‘I’m here for you, you know that, right? Always here. If you want to talk, or watch Eurovision.’ She’s trying so hard.

‘Thanks.’ I leave.

Inhale. Exhale.

[image: image]

Thursday. College starts on Monday. By the afternoon, I’ve forgotten my white tablets, and spent the day in my room, avoiding the backpack and searching for perfect quotations I’ll never find. Words swim in my thawed mind. Nothing is so painful to the human mind as a great and sudden change. They flow and mingle. One wand’ring thought pollutes the day.

My phone rings.

‘You coming to the Point?’ Jeb asks. He’s quiet too. The realness of his voice stills my mind.

‘I’ll wait out front.’ As I climb out of my bed, books fall to the floor. I pull on jeans and a jumper. Boots. Misfit Stompers. I don’t want these memories. They’re all lies. I screw them into a ball and toss them away.

The Kingswood rumbles down the street. Jeb’s wearing sunglasses.

‘Hey.’ We both seem empty now. His sleeves are shrugged up, and lines of purple bruising mark his arm. I search his face and see the shadows.

We drive in silence to the Point. I don’t wind the window down.

 He buys chips. We sit on the bonnet. We do what used to comfort us. The chips taste stale and fat coats the roof of my mouth. The seagulls swarm.

Jeb. I can talk to Jeb.

‘Did you tell them you’re switching?’ I ask. Breaking words free of my body because he is Jeb.

‘Yeah. Dad wasn’t happy.’ He scoffs and chucks a chip at the birds. It lands on the back of one, and the others peck at it.

‘You need somewhere to stay?’

‘Nah. Can’t leave Mum there. Fuckers.’ He always stays.

Jeb finishes the chips and we walk down the jetty. We don’t count fish.

Under a sky of dark greys and lines of white, brine and salt air fill my lungs. Waves gripe at the jetty posts, and fishing lines get tangled with seaweed. The clean bright air of the snow is so far away. Jeb and I stand at the end, leaning over the wooden rail. Boats retreat from the islands. The lamps on the jetty flick on their orange glow.

Eventually, we leave. Jeb drops me home. We can’t save each other this time. I climb out of my bedroom window and hitch a ride to the Valley. I stand on street corners and let people use my body. This empty shell is nothing to me anymore. Cold and unworthy. Blue pill to sleep.

Inhale. Exhale.


TWENTY-FOUR

Monday. College will be routine, and I can stay numb. I arrive late and go straight to class. On the break I sit at the bench with my head down and a cup of coffee to warm my hands.

‘No hot chocolate?’ Jeb asks, sitting next to me. I don’t look up, or ask about his bruises.

‘No.’

‘Sam’s sitting with Goofy. You two okay?’

‘She can sit where she likes. We’re just friends,’ I sneer. ‘Are you meeting up with that girl from the snow, was it Minette?’

‘Miquette? Nah. The Mitchell sisters cancelled, too. Blue Light discos aren’t really their scene. I’m not her scene.’ He forces a chuckle. I hear his pain and I do nothing.

Sam comes over and sits on the table, full of life and energy. ‘Come on, Peta, you should come to the disco.’ She laughs and uses a baby voice, ‘Jeb here got stood up.’

 ‘No, Sam, I’m not going to the disco. Jeb probably doesn’t want to go either. He really liked her, you know, and now he’s hurting. He can’t just shake that off because you want to dance with everyone and pretend like everything’s fine.’

‘Ha! That’s big coming from you, Peta. Or are the rules different when we aren’t in the snow?’

‘How would I know? I’m late,’ I say. Jeb and I walk off in different directions.
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For weeks, college and study drag on. Assignments are late, then excused. I walk the path that Peta walked, tread in her boots, sit in her classes. Term three is nearly over. Then I can stay home for two weeks and not see anyone. They won’t see me.

Jeb only comes half the time. He goes to Film and TV. His bruises turn yellow and no one asks. We sit together and don’t talk. Sam passes by; she doesn’t smile or try to make light of our pain again. Her face seems older, her curls flat. Her eyes look like sadness. Like mine.

I thought if I just stuck to all the rules I could be normal, and have all the things that normal people have – like a girlfriend. But I followed them and they were wrong. Or else, they just weren’t enough to make me right. I’m exhausted, spent. I’ve given everything they asked me to give and I’m still alone. I run over to her and she holds me. We kiss and touch our cheeks together, whispering how much we’ve missed each other. I pinch my own arm and jiggle my leg. White pills. Caffeine. Don’t think.

The guidance officer has phoned Ant, so Ant’s asking me if I’m okay. The teachers are worried. My grades are slipping. I say the right words; they gave them to me.
Thank you for your concern. I’m fine.

I study the quotes on my wardrobe wall and try to decide on one that fits. So it goes... is good. Drive my dead thoughts over the universe, get them out somehow. Or We’re all mad here – but it’s so happy. Madness isn’t happy. It’s being trapped in your head with every escape route leading to darkness. No words capture this feeling.
Grief without a pang comes closest. I scratch it onto my arm with a pen.

Inhale. Exhale.


TWENTY-FIVE

Friday night. September holidays are here, and the air is oddly warm. I climb from my bedroom window and down over the porch, searching for something. Anything to make me feel. The numbness is powerful, but my senses are starved, still missing the thrill of the snow.

Streetlights make everything white. Cars carry people home to kiss their pets. I walk, hearing my feet hit the pavement. Maybe I’ll walk towards the Valley. I’ll do it. You know I will. What is there to lose? Nothing. I could do whatever I want and none of it would matter.

A car crawls behind me. Life sparks in my gut. The Holden Premier pulls up, window down.

‘Hey, Peta, isn’t it?’

Damon.

‘What’s it to you?’

‘Wanna come to a party? Free booze, good music.’ He’s genuinely asking me to a party. I get in. The car stinks of pot and I breathe deeply. He hands me a can of beer. It tastes like piss and I drink it down.

The party is out on the strait near the Point, in one of the weatherboard houses swallowed by rich new development.

‘Come on, don’t be shy.’ He smiles Jeb’s smile at me, but they’re not my friend’s eyes. I walk ahead of him round the back of the house to where the music is coming from. I will not follow.

People sit in plastic chairs, lean against walls, joking and laughing. Others stoke a fire burning in half a metal drum with holes drilled out of the sides. They don’t know me. I’m all new now. I don’t say hello, nice party, thanks for having me. I don’t meet their eyes. I just stare into the fire. There’s no ice left in me, no snow to melt.

‘Sit.’ Damo slaps his thigh, legs spread, leaning back on a flimsy chair. I sit because I want to. The lust in his eyes is for me. Not some pitiable creature who needs teaching.

He seizes my hip and shifts me further towards his crotch. I take his beer and down it. They cheer.

‘Woohoo! Look at her go!’

‘Chugger!’

Another girl gets jealous and tries to drink a beer, spitting it everywhere. She doesn’t understand about foam and bubbles and releasing air. Basic, really. Poor thing, trying to impress the boys.

 ‘No wonder Jeb keeps you to himself, babe.’ He grasps my bottom and hands me another drink, taking one for himself. We smoke cigarettes and his hand slides up my back. Callused and rough. I don’t care that my body sang under someone else’s hands. She’s gone now. I ruined everything.

The music drones on. My head is swimming. I want to dance. I have skills. Downing another beer, I drag Damon up. A few others are moving awkwardly to the music, clueless. I pull him over and lift my hands into the air. I feel his excitement as I slide my legs between his. He looks at his mates and cheers. His hands are on my arse. I close my eyes. I imagine he is Sam and lose myself in thinking she’s with me. You don’t deserve her, she could never love you. How can a heart already in pieces continue to break?

‘This way.’ His low voice cracks my vision. The drink clouds my mind and he takes me down the yard and leans me against the shed. The scent of galvanised steel mixes with beer and smoke.

‘Keep those moves going.’ He shoves his hands up my shirt and presses his mouth on mine. His lips are huge and try to swallow me whole. His festering tongue tries to take my air. I pull back.

‘No,’ I say.

‘Aww, come on, you know you want it.’ His voice is like slime. His hands become urgent and rip at my jeans. I give up fighting, and it hurts as he fucks me against the shed. I slap him and walk away, spitting on the ground as I go.

I keep walking.

‘Slut!’ I hear him call out. He runs after me. I walk on. Out onto the street. No sound behind me.

I keep walking down to the Point. Time clears my mind. The power of my legs reminds me of the slopes. I trudge on and on to the sea. Where blissful silence can be found again.

The road takes a short steep decline to the car park. People huddle on the right, near the jetty. Some are having a late dinner at the chip shop, happy families. I turn left. The mangroves and the shallow water are dark and hidden.

I take off my boots and feel the sand and mud under my feet. In the distance, lights twinkle on the northern shore, and the moon plays on the small waves. This is the perfect place to let go of everything. I walk out into the water; it’s warmer than the air. Release waits below. I keep walking, pushing the water aside as I go where
I choose.

My ears are full of sweet words, my body aches for the gentle touch of skin. The loneliness is worse now I know how it feels to be with someone, to want someone. The world would be a simpler, better place without me. I just want the emptiness to stop. Salt water isn’t as good as snow and ice but it will do.

The water reaches my chin, my breathing heavy in the pressure. The tide pulls me further from the beach. The surface seems peaceful. Small wave by small wave, the melted snow in my veins turns to brine. My toes lose the muddy bottom as I’m pulled away. Water rises over my face. Silence in my ears.

I scream unheard into the black water.

I scream and scream as the current offers to help.

Exhale.


TWENTY-SIX

My feet hit a submerged log and instinct pushes me up, demanding oxygen. I fight for air. I don’t know why ... I want to breathe.

I drag myself in and collapse in the shallows. My eyes sting and my chest hurts. I vomit, again and again. Deep retching heaves of sea water and beer.

My stomach spasms, lungs are heavy.

Dark water laps at my legs on the muddy black sand. The moon shines with a light that turns my hands as blue as ice. But they aren’t frozen.

Curlews cry like babies in the night. The beach is empty of people, only the night creatures scuttle in and out of the shadows. My clothes are wet and cold in the spring night air. I sit and tuck up my legs, watching the tiny waves ripple in. They wash away my stomach contents. Disgust sets in: how could I let this happen?

People will think I wanted attention. Attention is the last thing I would ever seek. I want to be invisible. But it’s okay. No one saw. No one came running. No one cares what I do.

A weight lifts from my core. No one is watching me. I’ve been under the microscope for so long. Years of being observed, analysed, instructed. I did everything they told me, everything right. Followed the rules. Star pupil. Evidence these therapies can work. My parents left me anyway, so why did I keep trying so hard?

So no one else would leave.

So I wouldn’t hurt anyone again.

So I wouldn’t speak the truths that wound, even when they’re not meant to. They all need lies, so many that I can’t keep up with which lies are white and which are colourful.

They sewed Frankenstein’s wretched normal skin on me. I look like a person, assembled of the correct limbs and skin and organs. But their skin doesn’t fit, the sutures have failed.

How can I love Sam when I’m falling to pieces? I can see her face now, walking past in the cafeteria. I can read it. She is heartbroken. I broke her heart. I am breaking her heart.

The curlews wail to their loved ones. They want to be found. I try to imagine calling to someone, wanting them to find you, see you.

Maybe I’ll be lighter without this extra weight. I’m so tired. The monster’s skin sloughs into the ocean.
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 A car does a burnout over in the car park, snapping me out of my daze. My body is shaking, and I need to get up. Do something. Anything. I need to sew myself back together. Me.

I haul my legs up out of the shallow waves. Water gushes out of my jeans and they stick to me. My check shirt clings to my body, trying to do the job of keeping me warm, and failing.

Failing might be okay. It feels better than I thought. I’ve only ever really failed at being normal.

My boots sit sadly above the water line. I can’t put my soaking feet into the loyal things, so I clutch them to my chest and walk, breathing deeply, throat sore, back up from the water. I’m walking barefoot on rough ground like it doesn’t even matter.

I’ve always been disordered, faulty, lacking. But there’s something new mixed in.
Anger. I’m angry with them all. Fiona, the books, my parents, the doctors. They said I could pass as normal, that I was clever and no one would ever know. They lied. Not about passing. The lie was hidden beneath, in the desire for me to be the same as them. I am extraordinary. They should have helped me soar, be more of me, not less. Sam asked me, what did you lose? I didn’t understand. She did. I lost my voice. So scared of the words that were always wrong, I silenced myself and could only hear them and their rules.

 I walk along the edge of the road, mind racing, blinking away the veil I’ve lived under for so long. The parts of me they fixed might not be broken. This anger is not a wasted emotion. It’s powerful and changes everything. This anger will fight.

I could be the Alphabet Girl who has superpowers. The snow proved I can use my focus; I helped Ginny. I mastered a skill other than control of facial features and analysing emotion cards. I can’t pretend I’m not different, or pretend I didn’t learn all those rules. I can’t pretend none of them matter. It’s all part of me now. But I don’t need to get it right all the time; no one else does. Lyrebirds don’t just mimic. They make their own songs too, and dance to their own beats.

Walking is exhausting. My determined feet hit the pavement with each beat of my heart thumping in my ears.

Not having any rules didn’t work, I remind myself, feeling my soaking garments steaming in the night. It can’t be the rules or the darkness. That can’t be the only choice. There must be another way.

Some cars slow down, but none stop. I stick to the shadows as much as I can. A familiar rumble approaches. The Kingswood. I hide. I hold out my hand.

‘Pete? Is that you?’ Jeb says. I must look a little odd.

‘Yeah. Can you give me a lift home? I’m wet.’ My voice sounds like gravel, my throat burnt. But it’s my voice. He gets out, and finds a blanket in the boot, wraps it around my shoulders and puts me in the car. My pieces are held together again, just a little.

‘You good?’ he asks me. ‘Damo called with some weird shit about you walking off from a party?’

‘It’s okay. I’m fine, now.’

‘Did he hurt you? If he hurt you ...’ His voice is tight with fury.

‘No, no. Honest. I was just blowing off steam, teaching him a lesson in consent. I used him, really, poor bloke.’

Jeb chuckles. Then he laughs and hits the steering wheel. I laugh too. We both start to cackle. We laugh and laugh and let all the sadness out in huge draughts of air.

Vapour is rising from my drenched clothes and the windscreen starts to fog. The water’s evaporating. I imagine it heading up into the sky and turning to clouds, blowing away and snowing on the ice fields to the south somewhere.

‘Stay at mine. Don’t go back there, Jeb,’ I plead. We both have bruises tonight. We could be safer together.

‘Maybe that’s a good idea.’


TWENTY-SEVEN

I get Jeb a sleeping bag from the cupboard and take him down to the rumpus room.

‘It’s not great, but it’s warm,’ I say.

‘This is fine. I really appreciate it, Pete. Wait,’ he says as I turn to go. ‘What’s going on with you?’ he asks.

‘Nothing, all good.’ I pick black grains of sand from under my fingernails.

‘Don’t say that, I know it’s not all good.’ His voice is as gentle and kind as it always has been. He leaves the sleeping bag and sits on the arm of the couch.

‘I just ... I needed to escape, I think.’

‘By going for a swim at night, in the cold, on your own?’ He’s trying to be light but he knows everything is dark.

‘I didn’t mean to. There’s too much going on, you know, up here,’ I say, hovering in the middle of the room. I should just go, he’s tired, but something makes me stay.

‘Like?’

‘No, you’ve been through enough.’

 ‘And I wouldn’t have survived without you, Pete,’ he says.

I feel his pain and mine all at the same time and it’s too much to hold in. ‘Jeb, it’s all so shit,’ I crumple down to the carpet choking on a sob that hurts my chest.

‘Oh, hey, you’re not alone.’ He sits next to me, a hand on my back.

‘I know you’re here, it’s me who’s missing. I can’t find the words, or speak properly, or understand. I was taught how to act normal, be like everyone else, but it doesn’t work. Now I’ve stuffed everything up with Sam, and I don’t know who I am under all their fucking rules.’ I’m clutching my hair, rocking and crying, but Jeb doesn’t leave.

‘I didn’t know you’d been through that much. I mean, I know you had a psych for ages but I didn’t realise they were doing that. Sounds crap, to be honest. I don’t know any rules.’

‘You don’t need them, you’re just normal without even trying.’

‘Me? Normal? Ha! I don’t fit in my family, or in my course. I can’t be what they want.’ He takes his hand away and rubs his bruised arm. ‘And they let me know it.’

‘They suck. Normal sucks.’

‘Yeah, it really does.’ We sit for a while, not talking. Then he gets up and starts laying out the sleeping bag. ‘You haven’t stuffed everything up with Sam though, if it helps.’

 ‘I’ve completely blanked her since we got back. I’m surprised she doesn’t hate me.’

‘Ha,’ Jeb chuckles, ‘it’s the opposite from what I can tell. She’s always asking about you.’

‘But—’

‘Hey, she’s hardly blameless here, and she knows it. She’s just proud, and thinks you don’t really want her, so she’s trying to act like nothing’s wrong.’

‘Oh. That’s about as far from the truth as you could get.’

‘Well, you might need to tell her that.’ He smiles and I realise my wet clothes are soaking the floor. ‘Go clean off,’ he says. ‘You smell like a swamp, and I need some sleep.’

[image: image]

Upstairs, I peel off my jeans. Mud and sand fall to the floor. It’s too late for a shower, it would wake May. I rub my hair and wipe myself dry, sloughing off layers of skin with the grit and dirt. It feels good, new. My bed is warm and soft, and smells of comfort.

I feel the water lapping at my legs as I sleep.

A dream of snow and ice. I stand on the peak of the mountain. A pyre built of thick heavy branches looms before me. I light the fire and watch it crackle and burn. Sparks fly up and turn to ash; a young girl’s guilt and shame destroyed in the fire and dispelled in the icy air. I turn my back, and choose a run. There’s not another soul in sight. Just me, finding my path through the trees on freshly fallen snow. My boots are sturdy, my toes are warm. I take every change in direction with ease, and soar down the straight with delicate jump-turns.

The snow falls thick and white. I can’t see the slope beneath me. Wiping my goggles doesn’t help. I stop turning and ski faster and faster. I lift my arms out to the side, dropping my poles and spreading my fingers. The slope pulls up and I lift into the air, flying.

[image: image]

Jeb is in the kitchen in the morning. I’m drowsy from my vivid sleep, but lighter. We make Ant and May scrambled eggs.

‘Oh, looky here!’ Ant falls into the kitchen, wrestling armloads of washing.

‘Hey, leave that, I’ll do it later. Sit, eat. Jeb stayed last night,’ I say. Ant raises her eyebrows, I shake my head just enough.

‘I hope that’s okay; it was a bit late to ask,’ Jeb says quietly. The rainbow of bruises on his arms tells what he can’t say.

‘You’re always welcome here. We don’t have a lot, but what we have is yours.’ I see how she is always giving, never taking more than she needs.

I pluck May from the floor and settle her into the highchair. Ant sighs and pulls out a seat. I hadn’t noticed the fatigue on her face, the exhaustion in her movements.
I was so absent. She holds this place together, all on her own. I want to help, but I’m worried I’ll get overwhelmed. I pour us all coffee, and May some water in her no-spill beaker. I can try, I suppose, at least with Ant, Jeb and May.

‘John’s stopped paying his maintenance again, hasn’t he?’ I say. It’s impolite to be so blunt. I can hear the rules again, but they’re quieter now and I’ve less patience for them. Even in my lowest moments I sensed money was getting tight. It wouldn’t be the first time he’s avoided child support.

‘The agency will find him, it just takes time.’ She pushes the scrambled egg on her plate and gives extra to May, who’s popping the little yellow balls and marvelling at the strength of her own pudgy fingers.

‘Are we okay?’ I sit slowly. ‘Can I stay?’

Jeb looks up from his plate, then at me. I must cost more to Ant than the allowance covers. She isn’t my relation by blood; she got tangled in the mess of my dysfunctional family and has never broken free. What if she needs me to leave?

‘Peta!’ She puts her coffee down with a thud. ‘How can you even ask that? Of course you can stay.’ She picks the coffee back up again and blows it cool. ‘I’ll figure it out, don’t worry. May would miss you too much if you left. She needs people she can rely on.’ My throat tightens. ‘Like her Aunty Peta, and even Uncle Jeb.’ Ant smiles, and she means it; we are family. Relief spreads and I can breathe again. Scars start to knit over my raw skin, itchy and new.

‘Peee! Geeby!’ May chimes, and throws some egg on the floor. I remember the mud and water at the Point, the tide pulling me out. How could I? Guilt floods through me and I could drown all over again. I’m bound to these people, my family. They need me as much as I need them.

My coffee steams, and I focus on today. Just today. Not before, or after.

‘You can rely on this Uncle Geeby,’ Jeb says to May with an earnest voice, his brown eyes welling.

‘I don’t suppose you fancy moving in, paying rent ...?’ Ant asks him.

‘Really? Don’t take me in because you’re worried about me, I’m fine.’ We all say that a lot.

‘No, you’d be doing me a favour. Just enough money for your food and bills, and the odd bit of babysitting.’ She gives me a fake glare. I haven’t been very available lately, and more guilt pulls my face down. No. I don’t want to be protected from the consequences of my actions. I can make the family I always wanted, here in this house; but families rely on each other, and I’ve been letting mine down. I pull my shoulders back.

‘I think it’s a great idea. We can clean up the spare room, source some furniture,’ I suggest.

 ‘I’ll bring mine. I’ve worked hard enough. They probably won’t even notice I’ve gone.’

‘Geeby?’ May asks him some serious question about the eggs; we don’t understand, but she’s trying, making connections.

‘Yes, May, you’re a clever baby, for sure.’ We all chuckle as she dribbles egg down her chin. Her family will be different. In a good way.

‘Can we watch Eurovision tonight?’ I ask Ant.

‘Sure! It’s been ages, I hope you’re up for it, Jeb?’

He nods warily, a smile creeping across his face.


TWENTY-EIGHT

Holidays are over; College is the same as ever. I’m not. New meds, caffeine, eggs and toast.

Jeb and I make eggs every morning now, so Ant can get herself ready while we feed May. The routine and responsibility help me stay grounded, feel safe.

My hands shake, and hope fills my chest. The darkness is there. I expect it always will be, but I can see it more clearly now. I can’t be more worried about appearing normal than meeting my own needs. I texted Sam again this morning, asking if we could chat. She hasn’t replied.

I head to the guidance officer. I haven’t been back since the IQ testing.

‘Good morning! How can I help?’ the receptionist asks.

‘Can I see the guidance officer? Do I need an appointment?’

She checks her screen. ‘Saanvi! Are you good to take one now?’ she yells back over her shoulder, and a ‘yep’ is called in return. ‘Head on in, darl’.’

 I walk around the counter and down the hall. Saanvi has her door open, and I’m not sure whether to knock.

‘Come in, Peta. Sit,’ she says. ‘You didn’t come back after your results came in ...’

‘No, but thanks for seeing me.’ I don’t want to talk about the tests today.

‘What can I do for you?’

‘I need these forms filled in, to get some funding, can you help with that?’ Ant’s been figuring out how we can afford a new therapist, a better one. I like my letters, but I need someone who understands them better than Fiona, or my parents and teachers.

‘Sure. Do you mind if I talk to your teachers? I probably don’t know enough to fill in every section.’ She flips through the pages.

‘Yes, that’s fine.’

‘Anything else?’ She shuffles the forms into a neat pile.

‘Yes. I think I need a plan. I need something for my mind to do, focus on. I loved skiing but I can’t do that here.’

‘No, not so much skiing in Queensland.’ She laughs. ‘There’s water skiing ... no, a plan. We can do a plan.’

Saanvi talks me through resitting some of the exams, and options for after school, ideas, dreams. Courses in paramedics, physical education, ecology, literature, engineering. My insides release, my brain considers latching on to new passions like points of light in a dark room. I don’t choose anything today, and I might never go back to talk to her again, but I have possible futures I can follow up on when I’m ready.
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English class starts and I have my seat, in the middle to the right, near the window. Sam is down the front.

‘Our word for today is compunctious.’ Paul writes it on the board. ‘Get writing your definitions everyone, let’s see if we can find a correct answer this time. Without a mention of anyone’s household chores, or swearing?’ Last week, Goofy defined crapulous as meaning ‘the need to wipe shit off nappies before washing them’.

I write my answer and fold the paper.

Paul reads the definitions one by one. ‘Compunctious, the ability to puncture ears so you can wear a small banana stud.’ Everyone laughs, even though it wasn’t very funny. Marcus has a new piercing in his ear, so that’s why we find it funnier than we should. Paul doesn’t know, so he’s a bit confused.

‘Compunctious, arising from remorse or regret such as when you say or do something wrong and then later, you become compunctious about words said, or deeds done, in anger or confusion. Well, that’s a detailed answer!’ he says. I blush, and glance at Sam, hoping she knows I wrote the answer for her. It’s also the correct meaning. She frowns at her desk.

‘Compunctious, to regret something, like not trusting someone, or being really condescending to them, and then not trying harder to make things right again.’ Paul reads the words slowly, and no one is laughing. Tears prick at my eyes and I’m not sure where to look. Maybe Sam wrote that for me, but I can’t be sure and she’s still staring at her desk. Paul reads the next one, and then everyone votes for the banana stud.

I think about Frankenstein, and how I’ll miss studying it now we’ve moved on to another topic. I won’t miss feeling like a monster. I’m no monster, even though I understand his pain. I play with my necklace, a cut-out skier from Perisher, and remember I survived. Let scars form where the sutures fail, and keep on going.
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The cafeteria is empty; it’s morning tea but Jeb isn’t out of his class yet. I walk past our table to the token grass patch. I lie on my back; the gum tree rustles. The immense blue sky is playing with white clouds, pushing them with a speed that makes the tree look like it’s falling over. The earth holds my body down. The grass is itchy, the sun is warm. I feel the turn of the planet.

 The pressure of the sea water nearly swallowed me, but spat me out instead. The earth kept spinning. I’m not the centre of anything, not even my own mind. There’s a bricolage of everything said and unsaid, lost and desired. It’s not easy, but I can choose what to do with all the input. That’s the beauty. Not in pretending I am whole and clear and simple. I don’t want to upset people, but I don’t want the endless rules either. There must be another way, and even by searching for it I feel a sense of ease.

I have a family, and a friend. Being able to help Jeb makes me feel real, solid. Maybe I give them purpose, too. Not like in the past when people needed me to be their excuse, their job, their project, and they didn’t care who I was underneath the new skin they were helping me sew. They didn’t tell me you can follow all the rules and it doesn’t work. You love with all your heart, and your heart comes undone for a while.

‘Hey.’ A body lies down beside me on the grass. Passionfruit fills my lungs. I don’t know if she got my texts, or my message in class.

‘Watch the clouds. The tree looks like it’s falling inwards,’ I say.

‘Cool.’

The earth keeps turning. The leaves rustle gently in the breeze.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says.

 Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. I’ve fought so hard to be here, to be able to breathe and keep the darkness away. But I wanted this. Heat flushes my cheeks.

‘Really sorry,’ she says. Exhale.

‘Okay.’ I speak from the heart. Healed scars are stronger than what came before. ‘I needed you to be there for me after that ski instructor. But more than that, I needed you to trust I know what I want. That I can make decisions for myself. If I make a mistake that doesn’t make me incapable.’

‘I know.’ Her voice dips. ‘All I could think was that you didn’t want me and I lashed out. Then when we got back you shut me out so hard, we never got a chance to talk it out.’

‘We both stuffed up.’ I fight through the awkwardness of explaining how I feel. ‘I’ve been so scared of hurting people that I hurt the most wonderful person in the world. I left you when you needed me. Everything I did, dancing with Anjelo, and then shutting you out, told you that I didn’t want you, that I’d changed my mind about us – exactly what you were afraid of.’ The silence lifts and I can finally find the words. ‘But I was never ashamed of us. I was falling in love and trying to follow the rules at the same time. Then I was trying to show you I didn’t need any help. I didn’t think about what was happening for you. I forget that people have their own lives and aren’t only made up of interactions with me.’ I’m talking too much, but the words escape and I feel lighter.

‘It’s not your fault, you know, what’s happened in the past, to make me so untrusting,’ she says.

‘If I’d understood you better I might have figured out what was happening, or anticipated better.’

‘Maybe. But even I couldn’t have told you I’d get that insecure. I was worried how you pulled away—’

‘—I don’t want to be overly affectionate in public and get in trouble.’

‘Unless it’s on a dance floor?’

‘Yes, that would be the right time to be close with you even when people are around.’ I realise a moment too late that she was being snarky. ‘Oh, you mean Anjelo? Dancing with him when I should have been talking to you was just wrong. I didn’t take the time to think. It’s no excuse – but I wasn’t taking my tablets and I was completely overwhelmed. That’s the kind of thing that happens. Other people might contemplate doing something rash, but then they stop themselves. I find that really hard.’

‘That’s one way to look at it, I guess. But it feels like without medication, you don’t care about me.’ She’s got it all upside down, and I don’t know how else to explain. I don’t know the right words. Sam goes on. ‘Do you?’

‘Do I what?’

Sam whispers, ‘Care.’

 ‘Do I care about you? As in – do I think about you every moment, wonder what you’re doing, hoping you’re okay, wishing you were with me? Let me think ...’

‘Hey!’ She throws a piece of grass over my way.

I chuckle; it feels good. ‘How could I not care about you?’

‘I know what you mean.’ My body wants to reach over and hold her but I’m scared it’s not what she wants.

We watch the branches sway. The wind promises a hot summer.

‘Did you really love her?’ I find some words, they aren’t perfect, but they’re out now.

‘No, not love, but I really liked her. She was my first real kiss. I thought it was serious and real, and she treated it like nothing.’

I remember our kisses. They should always mean everything.

‘Then I was ashamed of myself,’ she says, ‘for pretending to be a different person by going off with that guy. It was all too much to fix, so we left.’

Memories of Anjelo twist my gut, and I imagine what it would have felt like to have a whole school watch his rejection. Sam must have been so hurt. ‘That’s awful, Sam. But I’m glad you ended up here.’

‘Thanks,’ she says, her voice serious, earnest. ‘I didn’t mean to say those things, about teaching you. I was being defensive and it was totally out of order on so many levels.’

 ‘It was—’

‘I don’t think I should be teaching anyone,’ she interrupts, shifting on the grass, turning towards me. She starts to say more, then holds back, giving me time to think.

‘I need you to know I’m not a child, and even though sometimes I need things to be a certain way, that doesn’t make me younger, or less.’

‘I only want you to be Peta. The tablets worry me, that you aren’t yourself when you take them.’

‘You know that feeling of pretending because you were afraid? That’s what it’s like when I don’t take my meds, or if I do take them but I’m overwhelmed. I process outwards first, instead of giving myself time to choose what to do or say, and then I can’t take it back. Or when I’m way out of my comfort zone and I rely on rules about how to behave. But I’ve been working through that side of things.’ I breathe deep into my belly and hear my own words back again, hoping I said what I meant. ‘I know there’s a lot of bad press about taking medication, but it helps me feel balanced.’ I’m here now, these words are mine.

‘I’ll let you be the expert on all that, hey?’

‘They don’t make me a different person.’ I need her to believe me. ‘And they aren’t a choice, for me.’

Her soft hand finds mine, trembling. ‘But you can choose who you want around you. Will you choose me? Even after all that happened?’ She holds on tight and I know it’s worth the risk. Loving people is worth the risk.

‘Can you trust that I know what I want? That you don’t need to second-guess how I feel about you?’

‘You might have to remind me, with words, how you feel.’

‘I’ll do that,’ I say, squeezing her hand. ‘It won’t be hard, because I love you.’

Drawing in a quick breath, she says, ‘That’s the best thing I’ve ever heard.’

I roll over and lean on her chest, stroke her cheek, and say, ‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah.’ She smiles and her skin is warm and close. ‘Because I love you, too.’


TWENTY-NINE

Thursday afternoon. Jeb drives the car to the pick-up point at College and we hop in. The warm late spring air would feel like summer anywhere else in the world. The vinyl bucket seats are a cool relief; he must’ve parked in the shade. Sam and I take it in turns to sit in the front on Thursdays.

Emily Barker sings ‘The Greenway’ on the radio. I wind the window down and lean my head out. The air catches in my smile and blows my cheeks out like a hamster hoarding nuts. Sam does the same.

We turn right at the Point.

‘I’ll pay this time,’ Sam offers.

‘There is no freakin’ way you’re paying again, seriously,’ Jeb declares. We laugh and he reaches over into my bag and grabs my wallet. ‘And it’s all good, Peta’s paying!’ He throws it to me and laughs.

‘Yeah, yeah, it’s my turn.’ We take the chips down to the jetty, and sit with our legs hanging off the edge.

 I’m between the two people I can trust with my self. Two people who let me make mistakes, and then keep on loving me, even love me more. Two people who I can ask for advice when I need it, or tell about my latest embarrassment. They tell me about silly things they’ve done.

We talk and laugh and sometimes sit in silence above the water. The warm breeze turns cool without notice. Sam’s T-shirt is thin, and she shivers. I put my arm around her to keep her warm; I think about her being comfortable. I’m letting myself be guided by my own thoughts, and the people I love.

The old rules no longer play over in my head like repeated songs on the radio. Sam listens to me when I get frustrated that things don’t make sense. She doesn’t do anything but listen until all the words are gone and my brain is spent. There might be no solution, but I usually care less afterwards.

Sam’s parents sometimes joke with me about how people make no sense. They see things with a different perspective and have words for things I don’t. I’m learning Persian; Sam says it’s Farsi, and she goes to classes every Saturday and then tells me what she learnt. It’s slow going because I find every phrase so interesting I get lost in it. She tells me ‘jigareto bokhoram,’ which means she wants to eat my liver. She doesn’t really want to eat my liver; it’s a way of saying she loves me. There are a lot of sayings about livers in Farsi, and I want to learn all of them.

I go to Sam’s house for dinner every Saturday now, as well as Mondays for homework and music. Her parents understand I prefer to try one new food at a time, and it’s easier if there’s something familiar on the plate. There’s always rice, or bread. Persian food has sweetness and tanginess all mixed up in every texture I could imagine, and I feel so full after the delights of a meal I can hardly move. The new smells are exciting and Sam laughs with me as I try to guess what they are. I’ve learnt
ta’arof; how to put others first, like kindly refusing everything before accepting. That this shows respect and deference to others, and I’ve seen how Sam has always done this when we pay for chips, like today. Now we’re so good at ta’arof we hold doors open for each other until there’s a jam and we end up giggling and pushing through at the same time.

Sam is Samanta without the ‘h’ at home: gentle, not the person she is when we’re out. Still full of life and twinkling eyes, but with more vulnerability. She does the dishes, and helps her grandmother with the crossword. Her grandma calls me moosh bokhoradet. It means a mouse should eat me, but Sam said it’s a good thing. Her mum taught me how to extract pomegranate seeds without damaging them, and it was so much fun.

 The seagulls fly and swoop, unsure how to beg a chip from our dangling legs.

‘I think I’m going to run for youth ambassador.’ Sam talks into the wind. ‘Big Kat told me about it.’

Kat’s been helping Sam with her History and Politics. She also showed Jeb how to get support income from Centrelink so he doesn’t have to push trolleys all weekend. Next year is our last year of school and he needs his weekends to study.

‘You’d be great.’ I squeeze her waist, and kiss her with salt and vinegar lips. I kiss her with salt and vinegar lips.

‘Get a room,’ Jeb sighs, kicking my boot. I kick him back and he laughs. He loves that Sam and I are together now, he said the tension did his head in. It’s been hard for him, not living with his family, despite everything. I’d be more worried, but he’s been doing better at College, and making great videos with the guys. He has our new family behind him too. We’ll always be there.

‘I’ve got Fuller and the others coming around tonight for an edit session, you guys in?’ The rumpus room has become our new hangout. Ant doesn’t mind because we aren’t too noisy. She said she’d rather we hang out where she can see us. She’s been writing songs with Sam, and they’re really good.

‘I’ll be there,’ I say, which is a bit of a joke because I live there.

 ‘I’ll ring home and check. Should be okay,’ Sam says. We head back to the car, my fingers twined in Sam’s. I smile with pride. She’s my passionfruit Sam, with Betty Boop curls and red lips. I’m her Peta, counting fish and feeling the wind on my face.

Inhale. Exhale. Live.
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 If you’re struggling with mental health issues, talk to a parent/guardian, teacher, school counsellor or doctor, or contact one of the following groups:

Kids Helpline www.kidshelpline.com.au
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Lifeline Australia www.lifeline.org.au

(13 11 14)


In an emergency, call 000.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Anna Whateley lives in Brisbane with her husband, three children, two dogs, and two rescue guinea pigs. She has always worked in literature and education and holds a PhD in young adult fiction. Now, Anna is an ‘own voices’ author. She is proudly autistic, with ADHD and sensory processing disorder.

OEBPS/images/copy2.jpg
>

MIX

reaporse s
FSC® C001695

socially beneficial and economically viable
‘management of the world’s forests.





OEBPS/images/copy1.jpg
TN A catalogue record for this
i LY

S ook s available from the

L1BKARY National Library of Australia






OEBPS/images/inln.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ANNA WHATELEY

P RES

e

4
ALLENSUNWIN





OEBPS/images/htitle.jpg
ETA
PleyRFs
R NORG

MAL





OEBPS/toc.xhtml






Table of Contents







		COVER PAGE



		TITLE PAGE



		COPYRIGHT PAGE



		DEDICATION



		CONTENTS





		ONE



		TWO



		THREE



		FOUR



		FIVE



		SIX



		SEVEN



		EIGHT



		NINE



		TEN



		ELEVEN



		TWELVE



		THIRTEEN



		FOURTEEN



		FIFTEEN



		SIXTEEN



		SEVENTEEN



		EIGHTEEN



		NINETEEN



		TWENTY



		TWENTY-ONE



		TWENTY-TWO





		TWENTY-THREE



		TWENTY-FOUR



		TWENTY-FIVE



		TWENTY-SIX





		TWENTY-SEVEN



		TWENTY-EIGHT





		TWENTY-NINE





		ACKNOWLEDGMENTS





		ABOUT THE AUTHOR

























List of Pages





		i



		iii



		iv



		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		239



		240



		241



		242













OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ANNA WHATELEY

p[Tf\ Y E

\ lN(;
hOR;






