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On my seventh birthday my father took me to visit a 
goddess and when I think back, three perfect and distinct 
memories come to mind.

The first is of the train rocking and jolting past over-
grown backyards and pineapple plantations. It slows 
down and we snake our way past what looks like a giant 
stone gorilla hunkered on the ground. The giant’s sullen 
face is frozen; forever staring off into the distance. Quick 
breaths fog the window. It’s only Mt Tibrogargan, my 
father explains.

The second is being caught in a spell as my father 
guides me through the silence of the gallery to meet her.

Finally, on the journey home, hearing stories of how 
she bewitched artists and poets. How each morning the 
birds lift their heads from under their wings to herald 
her coming, calling out her name in a long, unbroken 
chain.

Aurora.

*
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Tonight we are wolves. 
Our pack moves as one, past empty shop fronts 

and faded billboards. On the corner we gather in the 
shadows of the Royal George Hotel. Last drinks were 
served hours ago, but the stink of stale beer lingers. The 
signal box on the corner clicks to itself and the traffic 
lights cycle through from red to green. We sprint across 
an empty road in search of our prey. Rail tracks from 
the abandoned sugar mill gleam yellow in the streetlight 
and curve through the streets of our town, leading to 
nowhere. 

We crowd the doorway of the Curry House, bristling 
with excitement. One of us steps forward and, taking 
aim with a cricket bat, smashes the bottom half of the 
plate glass door. Heavy boots kick off the sharp edges 
and we pile in through the opening. Inside the restau-
rant our game is played by streetlight. Chairs and tables 
are thrown, tacky ornaments souvenired, everything is 
fair game. In the kitchen someone upends a huge sack 
of rice. Fragrant jars of red and yellow spice are hurled 
into the air as we dance like wild things at a celebration. 
Our message sprayed in red paint across the white walls 
of the restaurant. 

Go back to where you came from.
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ONE

It’s the first week of the summer holidays and already 
I can’t wait for it to be over. Mid-afternoon it’s still 
stinking hot, but a breeze makes the walk to the park 
bearable. Judging by the number of people spread out 
under the trees, everyone must be here. I make my way 
up the grassy slope and rake my fingers through my hair.

Cam’s propped up against the trunk of our tree, the 
tree we mastered in grade four and climbed on a dare 
so that we could look out through the branches to the 
world below. It’s the tree with our names carved into it, 
in a secret place inside its ancient folds. He spots me first 
and calls out for me to join him. Heads turn in my direc-
tion and the rest of them start to clap and cheer. 

He’s wearing a pair of cut-off jeans, and a t-shirt that 
reads: ‘Don’t Tase Me, Bro’. Shorts are a really bad choice 
for Cam. His legs are long, hairy and blindingly white; 
but no one has the heart to tell him that he looks like an 
out-of-control spider.
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‘So, how’d the meeting with the director go? Is 
Community Service shaping up like a hundred-hour 
episode of Survivor, or more—’ he tilts his head, 
searching for the right words, ‘—piece of cake?’ 

‘Sounds pretty easy, gardening, cleaning and generally 
helping out wherever it’s needed. It’s doable.’ I shrug.

He lies back on the grass and folds his hands behind 
his head. ‘I know it sucks to be you right now, but it was 
so worth it.’ Cam picks a long piece of grass, chews the 
end, smiling. ‘You’ve got guts, Rory. I’m impressed. We 
all are.’ 

I smile and stretch out in the dappled sunlight. For 
the first time in a long time I feel at peace. ‘Hey, what 
are you doing tomorrow? Maybe I can sneak you in to 
help me with the weeding.’ Cam screws up his face and 
I give him a playful shove with my foot. ‘I’ve gotta pick 
up Eddie by 5.30. See you tonight.’

I make my way through the group, smiling as my 
friends slap me on the back and my world seems to grow 
that much bigger.

The day care woman answers the door and immediately 
I know I’m late. She doesn’t look me in the eye. Eddie 
barrels into my legs and holds on tight. 

‘Ory, Ory, we go home now?’ Eddie’s baby cheeks are 
bright red. His dark hair is plastered to his forehead.
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‘He’s done nothing but run around out the back 
chasing the chickens. I don’t know how he can in this 
heat.’ She hands me his backpack. ‘Tell your mum he’s 
had a good nap this afternoon, about two hours, and 
he ate all his lunch.’ She squats down so she’s at eye 
level. ‘You’ve been so good today, Eddie. I’ll see you in 
a few days, okay?’ She plants a kiss on his sweaty cheek 
and stands to face me. Her face hardens. ‘Your mum’s 
working early shift on Tuesday?’ 

I nod. I know the rhythm of her shifts inside out.
‘Okay, Eddie, I’ll be seeing you on Tuesday then.’ 

She waves him goodbye and the screen door snaps shut. 
Eddie keeps waving as I swing his backpack onto my 
shoulders. His tiny hand reaches out for mine and, 
once again, I feel an invisible tug. We walk side by side, 
keeping to the shade along the edge of the footpath. I 
give his little hand a squeeze. It’s sticky, but I don’t want 
to let it go.

‘Look.’ He’s pointing his stubby finger at something 
across the road. I look really hard and then I see it. A tiny 
willy-wagtail darting in and out of the trees. I watch as 
it waves its black, fan-shaped tail in our direction. I used 
to think they were a sign of good luck. Not anymore.

‘Come on.’ I tug on his arm, but he doesn’t move. He’s 
fascinated by the bird’s jerky, unpredictable movements. 
I grab onto his shirt and half push, half steer him down 
the pavement. Eddie’s too wrapped up in the thrill of the 
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ride to notice that the bird’s following us. We round the 
corner. I can still see it out of the corner of my eye. It 
looks as if it’s leaning forward, chirping right at me, and 
suddenly I’m drifting, fading away. 

‘Get lost!’ I yell. 
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TWO

I’m in the kitchen when the oven timer goes off. Somehow 
I’ve managed to burn the chips again. I pick out the black 
ones, toss them into the bin and head to the bathroom. 

‘Come on, time to get out!’ I yell down the hall.
Eddie’s singing in the shower when I lean in and turn 

off the taps.
‘No,’ he squeals. But despite his protests I manage to 

drop the towel over his head and rub his wet hair.
‘It’s your favourite: hot chips and sausage rolls.’ 
He pulls the towel off his head, sizing up my offer. 

‘Sauce too?’ 
Before I can answer he’s running down the hallway, 

naked and dripping wet. A few minutes later he reap-
pears, plonking himself on the edge of the couch, his 
pyjama shirt on, even if it is inside out and back to front. 
He upends the sauce bottle onto his plate and shakes 
hard. So much comes out that it completely covers his 
chips. I roll my eyes and we laugh.
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After dinner we lie on his small bed reading Green 
Eggs and Ham until the wriggling stops, replaced by 
slow, steady breaths. The ceiling fan hums intermittently 
to itself and, despite the heat, his little body is pushed up 
hard against mine. In this light, Eddie reminds me of the 
angels in Dad’s art history books. Big, heavy books filled 
with fat cherubs floating about on wings and endless 
paintings titled Madonna and Child.

The front door opens and there’s the sound of keys 
being dropped on the bench. Mum appears in the 
bedroom doorway, her nurse’s photo ID still clipped to 
her shirt. She comes over and kisses Eddie on the head 
but it’s obvious she’s pissed off. My legs are tangled in 
the sheets and I slowly pull myself free and head outside. 
I’m not in the mood for a fight.

It’s quiet on the back steps. A full moon is rising behind 
the mango tree. The silhouette of a possum wanders 
across a lower branch and stops at the bird feeder. The 
moon casts a yellow glow onto the back shed. Its gutters 
are full of leaves and the paint is peeling from under the 
eaves. I’d love to sand it back, give it a fresh coat of paint, 
but Mum flat out refuses to discuss the shed. 

Music drifts from the kitchen window. It’s their song, 
the one she plays when she’s missing Dad. The music in 
the house is turned up and I mouth the words to their 
song.

*
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The phone is ringing in the kitchen. I open bleary eyes, 
trying to focus on the face of my bedside clock. Who 
in their right mind would be calling this early on a 
Sunday? I roll over in bed and rub my sore, stiff shoul-
ders, a consequence of yesterday, my first day weeding 
at St Mary’s. A voice murmurs from down the hall and 
then Mum’s at my door. ‘Rory, the phone is for you. It’s 
the director of nursing.’

Her voice has a tight edge to it, as if she’s preparing 
herself for more bad news. I rub the sleep from my eyes 
and shuffle past. Mum presses her fingers into the sides 
of her forehead as she follows me into the kitchen. I take 
a deep breath and place the phone to my ear.

A familiar voice snaps down the line. For a moment I 
stand a little straighter in case she somehow knows I’m 
still in my pyjamas, which is stupid, so I consciously 
relax. Her voice is so loud I have to hold the phone away 
from my ear; something about the work I did yesterday 
not being up to scratch. She doesn’t wait for a reply; 
what I have to say doesn’t matter to her in the slightest. 
Finally she pauses for breath, no doubt hoping this will 
help her message sink in. But all I’m thinking is that 
this woman has officially cracked my top five annoying 
people of all time list.

‘Mr Sanford had asked for someone to read to him. 
He’s in the high care ward. It’s Sanford, S-a-n-f-o-r-d.’ 
She takes it slowly, as if I’m some sort of idiot. ‘From 
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now on, regardless of whether you have finished your set 
tasks on time, you will be required to spend at least half 
an hour reading to Mr Sanford. If I’m not satisfied that 
you are doing your best, I will be forced to contact the 
magistrate directly.’

The line goes dead and I’m cast adrift in a sea of 
endless beeps.

‘Anything I need to know?’ Mum asks. She’s standing 
with her back to me, stirring sugar into two mugs on the 
bench. But from the tone of her voice, she really doesn’t 
want to know. I grab one of the mugs, take it back to my 
room, and close the door behind me. My phone buzzes. It’s 
a text from Cam inviting me for a swim at his house ‘after’, 
which I assume means after serving time at St Mary’s. Cam 
has a habit of being vague. I text back with instructions to 
meet me at the back entrance of St Mary’s if he wants to 
help with the weeding. Of course, there’s no answer. 

I’ve almost survived my second shift when I arrive at an 
intimidating set of double doors. Printed across the top 
is a sign telling me I’ve arrived at the high care ward. A 
nurse sits behind a large workstation. The badge on her 
shirt says her name is Fiona. She smiles at me over the 
top of her glasses.

‘Um, the director of nursing sent me. She said I’m to 
read to Mr Sanford,’ I say.

Becoming Aurora_Sample pages.indd   10 17/05/2016   10:50 AM

(c) UQP 2016 
Not for distribution or resale



11

Fiona sits her glasses on top of her head. ‘You must be 
Rory. The director just rang to let me know you were on 
your way. Efficient, isn’t she?’ 

I catch the sarcasm in her voice and we smile at each 
other as if we’re sharing a private joke. 

She leans over the counter and points with her pen. 
‘Mr Sanford’s room is the second door on the right.’

I stride down the hall and push the heavy door open 
with both hands. It’s dark inside and the air smells of 
decay, like the apple core I forgot about in the bottom 
of my bag. An elderly man is lying motionless on the 
bed. His eyes are closed and his mouth hangs slightly 
open. My eyes adjust to the darkness and there is only 
the sound of steady breathing. This room is nothing like 
the rooms of the tongue-clicking oldies down the hall. 
Theirs are bursting with family portraits, plants, paint-
ings, anything to remind them of the life they once had. 
The only thing on the walls of this room is a sad Jesus 
hanging from a plastic cross.

I turn to leave and open the door as quietly as I can.
‘What do you want?’ a gravelly voice rasps behind me.
I hold the door for a second too long, trying to find 

the right place to start.
‘I said, what-do-you-want?’
‘My name is Rory. The director of nursing sent me. 

She said I’m to read to you.’
The old man looks me up and down, taking in my 
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black skinny jeans, black sandshoes and a dirt-smeared, 
sweat-stained t-shirt. ‘You don’t look like someone who 
can read.’ And even in the darkness I can see him sneer.

By the time I was thirteen I had read every book in the 
children’s section of my local library. The librarians used 
to joke about it every time I came in with an armful of 
returns. But that was years ago. That was before.

‘Look, girlie, I don’t want the likes of you wasting 
what precious little time I have left. Why don’t you go 
back to your do-gooders group and leave me the hell 
alone!’

I roll my eyes and snort. ‘Like lying in here with the 
blinds closed is such a good use of your time.’ I stride 
over to the blinds and pull them open. The sudden light 
leaves both of us blinking. He shades his eyes and curses 
under his breath. He’s older than I thought at first. 
Stick-thin with a shock of white hair that stands up at 
odd angles. His faded pyjamas are spotted with brown 
food stains and big bags of flesh hang under his eyes. He 
reaches across to put on a pair of heavy framed glasses.

‘Just who do you think you are?’ His eyes flash with 
anger, but it passes quickly. ‘Just go.’

As I pass the nurses’ station Fiona closes a manila 
folder and places it carefully on the top of her in-tray.

‘I tried,’ I say, shrugging.
‘It’s Aurora Morris, isn’t it?’
I nod, suddenly suspicious.
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‘Your father was my daughter’s art teacher at school. 
I don’t know how he did it, but he managed to keep 
my Lara on the straight and narrow. He was a good 
man.’ Her voice softens. ‘I was really sorry to hear of his 
passing.’

A nod is all I can manage. It’s been over four years 
since Dad died and I still can’t talk to strangers about 
him. It doesn’t surprise me that he helped Lara. He was 
always helping someone. Dozens of students came to 
his funeral. I sat in the front row watching them. The 
younger ones in uniform, the older ones dressed in 
suits and ties moving forward in a slow procession, each 
one placing an origami heart on his coffin. I was told 
later that when he handed out detentions the offending 
students were ordered to fold a bucketload of red origami 
hearts. Dad always said paper folding was a lesson in 
meditation and far better than a dishing out of corporal 
punishment.

That was just like Dad.

I check my phone as I step from the foyer of St Mary’s 
and the heat hits me square in the face. The wind’s 
gusting from every direction. I blink as clouds of leaves 
and dirt sting my eyes. I walk across town to Cam’s 
house, pausing every now and then to shield my face 
from the barrage of dust and dirt that’s being picked up 
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and flung across the street by an invisible hand. 
By the time I arrive, beads of sweat have formed on 

my top lip and my shirt is sticking to my back. Ellen, 
Cam’s grandma, answers the door, her broad smile a 
welcome sight. Ellen has taken care of Cam since he was 
just a baby. Her large frame fills the door. She’s dressed 
in one of those familiar loose floral dresses that women 
her age seem to favour. Steel-grey hair is combed back 
off her head, revealing a sharp widow’s peak.

‘Rory, my beautiful girl.’ She opens her arms and 
wraps me in a bone-crushing hug. I breathe in deeply, 
enjoying Ellen’s cigarette and breath-mint scent. She 
holds me at arm’s length and looks at me carefully. ‘How 
are ya, love?’ There’s such a deep seriousness to the tone 
of her voice that, for a moment, I feel like she can see 
right inside me. Images flash across my mind of all the 
things I have folded neatly away: the bird, the old man, 
the director, my mum. Then she blinks. And it’s just us 
again.

‘Ellen, I’m fine. Everything’s fine.’ I hug her again, 
savouring the warmth and familiarity of her embrace. 
‘But thanks for asking.’

‘That’s an awful lot of fines in one sentence.’ She smiles 
back and I can see the dark shadows in her mouth, the 
gaps where her teeth are missing.

Outside, there’s a loud splash and I follow the sounds 
through the house to the backyard. The above ground 
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pool is heaving as water slaps at its sides and gushes over 
its lip. I don’t even stop to say hello as I wriggle out of 
my dirty, sticky clothes down to my knickers and bra 
and jump in. I sink to the bottom and savour the cool 
quiet. A pair of legs come towards me. Cam ducks under 
the water and pulls faces at me before turning on himself 
in an exaggerated, slow-motion battle. I giggle until my 
lungs burn, push off the bottom and burst through the 
surface, washed clean.

Cam doesn’t even stop to look up from his mock 
battle with himself. 

‘Rory, Hulk versus Spiderman, who would win?’ he 
asks. I know this isn’t a serious question, but I love him 
all the same. 

‘You’re such an idiot.’ I roll my eyes and splash water 
at him.

‘Yeah, you’re right, it’s not really much of a compe-
tition,’ he says. ‘Everyone knows the Hulk would kick 
Spiderman’s butt.’

Ellen appears on the back deck with a tray full of 
biscuits and two cans of soft drink. She sits on a faded 
plastic chair in the shade to smoke a cigarette. Cam 
leaps over the side of the pool and grabs most of the 
biscuits before Ellen pushes his dripping body away 
and hands me the plate with the last three on it – and 
they’re soggy. 

I hadn’t realised how hungry I am. It’s been a long day. 
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She coughs and stubs her cigarette out in the plastic 
ashtray overflowing with grey ash and squashed butts. 
Her chair scrapes the ground as it’s pushed back. She 
stands, her eyes glued to the inside of my ankle. 

‘Rory, what on earth were you thinking? I half 
expected this one might be stupid enough but, honest 
to God, Rory, I really thought …’ Her voice trails off, 
but her eyes remain focused on the small tattoo on 
my ankle. Cam gives me a sideways smile. The tattoo 
is still ringed by angry redness and I resist the urge 
to scratch at the scab with my other foot. I study the 
image. The stars of the Southern Cross are inked just 
above the arch of my foot. I remember the sting of the 
tattooist’s needle and secretly enjoyed the feeling that, 
in some way now I belonged to the gang, that I shared 
their mark. 

Ellen’s eyes seem drawn with defeat and sadness but 
I can’t bear the thought of disappointing her; nothing I 
can say will help her understand.

Cam unconsciously runs his hand over his own, 
matching tattoo. His is much larger than mine and sits 
on the left side of his chest, so it could be close to his 
heart. ‘Gran, Rory earned that tat, just like I did.’

‘Don’t you dare drag this girl into your mess.’ The 
flesh that hangs from her arm shakes with rage as she 
thrusts an accusing finger at him. Sweat beads on her top 
lip and she has to stop to catch her breath. 
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She leans against the chair for support. She’s wheezing: 
sucking in great lungfuls of air before letting loose a 
volley of hacking coughs and I shrink a little further into 
the curve of my plastic chair.
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THREE

Nurse Fiona looks up from behind the desk and checks 
her watch. ‘Rory, you’re right on time, the director of 
nursing will be happy.’

‘Oh, goody.’ I smirk. ‘I’ve decided to dedicate my life 
to trying to make the director happy.’ 

Fiona leans across the desk and winks. ‘Probably best 
you keep that gem to yourself.’

Rule number one for getting through community 
service: always be nice to the woman behind the desk. 
Should be easy; I’m starting to like Fiona more and more.

‘I don’t know what she told you about Mr Sanford, 
but he’s pretty sick. Not that he’d admit it: there’s still 
bit of fight left in the old fella.’ Fiona clicks the end 
of her pen and shoves it in her pocket. ‘He told me 
the other day he used to be part of a boxing troupe 
when he was a young bloke. Like a travelling show that 
toured around outback towns. Just think of the stories 
he could tell, eh?’
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A loud crash echoes down the hall and she sighs before 
she hurries off to investigate.

I open the door to Jack’s room and almost collide with 
a middle-aged woman in a green uniform. She’s holding 
a cleaning cloth in one hand and a spray bottle filled 
with pink liquid in the other. 

She checks her watch and clicks her tongue. ‘Nearly 
done, love; just have to give the toilet a quick clean.’ She 
motions for me to come in, and disappears through the 
doorway to Jack’s small bathroom. My nose wrinkles at 
the strong smell of eucalyptus disinfectant that cuts the 
air. Jack rolls over in his bed and squints in my direction.

‘Bloody hell, what does a man have to do to get a little 
privacy around here?’

I clear my throat, ‘Mr Sanford, the director of nursing 
has asked me to read to you: again.’ I point to the back-
pack that hangs from my shoulder. He puts on his glasses 
and studies my face like he’s trying to remember some-
thing that happened a long time ago.

‘You,’ he scoffs. ‘Are you thick or something? I thought 
I told you to leave me alone.’

‘All done,’ a cheery voice calls from the doorway. The 
woman in the green uniform stacks her buckets and 
leaves.

‘Here, why don’t you take this one with you?’ Jack 
points a bony finger in my direction and a sudden flash 
of anger washes over me.
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‘Look, I don’t want to be here. This is not exactly how 
I’d choose to spend my weekends.’ My life may be in 
the toilet, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to let this old 
bastard get the better of me. 

‘Well, that makes two of us. Do you think I’d choose 
to be rotting away in this godforsaken room?’ He folds 
his arms across his chest and glares at me. 

I move my backpack from one shoulder to another. 
What I really want to do is leave, to be somewhere, 
anywhere, other than here. But I know the director will 
take great pleasure in reporting my lack of co-operation 
to the magistrate. Ah, ‘the consequences’: don’t you just 
love it?

 ‘So, are you going to tell me why you’re really 
here?’ Jack says.

I cross my arms and glare out the window, pressing 
my lips together. You can go to hell.

The old man’s face wrinkles with frustration and he 
wipes little strings of saliva from the side of his mouth. 
‘Hells Bells, I knew as soon as they stuck me in here it 
was all wrong. It’s got so a man can’t get any blessed rest. 
There’s always someone wanting something. They’re 
either poking at me or sticking me with those bloody 
needles. And, to top it all off,’ he throws his hands up 
towards the ceiling, ‘they send a slacker like you!’ He 
glares at me before dropping his arms to the bed and 
slumping back on the pillows, exhausted.
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I shuffle my feet and glance at the open doorway. At 
this point, facing the wrath of the director can’t be any 
worse than staying here.

‘Oh, for God’s sake, don’t just stand there like a ninny.’ 
Jack points to the vinyl chair in the corner. ‘Let’s just get 
this over with.’

I drag my eyes from the doorway and lumber around 
the bulky hospital bed to the visitor’s chair. I reach into 
my backpack and pull out a tattered copy of Wuthering 
Heights that I’ve borrowed from Mum’s bookshelf. I 
almost explain that after studying it in English last year, 
it’s one of my favourite books, but his eyes are already 
half-closed. He unconsciously flexes his right hand, 
rubbing it. I look at his heavy-set jaw and imagine him 
fighting, taking a hit, welcoming it. Beneath the sickness 
I can see the mongrel in him.

Annoying Christmas carols play on the speaker system 
of the local shopping centre, but at least it’s air-condi-
tioned. I’m sending a text when suddenly my head’s 
jerked back. Some idiot has pulled hard on my pony tail. 
I spin around but it’s only Cam and he’s just shoved an 
entire muesli bar into his mouth. He’s chewing with his 
mouth open, pushing the food around with his tongue 
so that bits of oat fall out onto the ground. 

‘Jeez, you’re gross, and you’re a pain in the bum. I 
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think it’s time for Ellen to have a heart-to-heart about 
your lack of table manners,’ I say. 

‘Nah, Gran doesn’t mind. She says I’m perfect and she 
loves me just-the-way-I-am.’ 

‘Yeah, right,’ I scoff, ‘that so sounds like something she 
would say.’ I pull out my hair band and run my fingers 
through my long, dark hair. ‘Oh, and the next time you 
think about pulling on my pony tail, just remember, 
I’ll return the favour by pulling even harder on your 
scrotum, okay?’ 

We make our way through the crush of mums and 
kids with bulging shopping bags trying to beat the 
Christmas rush when someone from our group calls out 
from the crowd. 

‘Hey, Cam, you heading to the park?’ He turns in 
the direction of the voice and continues to walk back-
wards, bumping into everyone. He’s nodding and giving 
the thumbs-up sign and the boy raises his chin and calls 
back, ‘See you there, man.’

Away from the chaos of the shopping centre, crows 
call mournfully from the trees nearby, waiting for the 
road to empty so they can feast on the food scraps 
that litter the grounds. We teeter on the kerb and are 
buffeted by the whoosh of trucks and cars. There’s a 
quick break in the traffic and we race across the first 
two lanes, stopping on the wide median strip as traffic 
rushes past from the opposite direction. The local 
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council has recently been busy planting the median 
strip with small shrubs and fresh pine bark in a vain 
attempt to make our town less ugly. The tip of my shoe 
digs a hole in the bark as I watch and wait for the lights 
further up the road to turn red. 

‘Who’d have thought this sad excuse for a road used to 
be the main highway?’ I say, almost to myself.

‘Yeah, right. Gran told me about it when she took me 
to the Big Pineapple a few weeks ago. She heard talk on 
the radio they might be shutting it down soon.’ 

‘What? You’re confusing me. What’s the Big Pineapple 
got to do with the highway?’

‘Well, I asked Gran why they didn’t think to build 
it on the main highway and then more people would 
come and it wouldn’t be shutting down and she said 
that it was built on the main highway. Till they put in 
the bypass.’ 

‘Hang on, I thought you hated the Big Pineapple. 
Didn’t you used to call it a tourist trap?’

‘Well, yeah, but that was before all this talk of it 
closing down.’

‘Cam Baker, who knew you were such a softie?’ He 
can probably hear the mock admiration.

‘What?’ he says all defensive. ‘Gran loves a fruit 
parfait, you know, like the Pineapple Boat?’

‘Technically, the Pineapple Boat is not a parfait.’ 
‘No, it’s a culinary treat – that’s what it is! Whoever 
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thought to cut a pineapple in half and fill it with fruit, 
ice-cream and cream is a certified genius.’ Cam stares off 
into the middle distance, and his mouth hangs open. ‘I 
could go one of them right now.’

The lights up the road turn red and I give him a quick 
whack in the stomach to let him know it’s clear for us 
to cross. He snaps back to attention and we jog across 
the road, our bags clunking against our backs. We skirt 
the edge of the road around a bend that passes directly 
under the railway bridge. The tail end of a cattle train 
rumbles overhead. Whenever they pass by I try not to 
think too hard about what’s waiting for the poor old 
cows at the other end of the line. 

I peer over the railing into Paynters Creek, the reason 
why a railway bridge was needed. Anytime we get decent 
rains in this town, the creek is where it floods first. 
Rubbish lines the banks and a shopping trolley is half-
buried in the reeds and mud. It’s in desperate need of a 
good flushing out. 

We cut through the open paddock and up the hill 
towards the skate bowl. A group of boys are huddled 
around their usual concrete bench that overlooks the 
basketball courts. One of them has brought a laptop and 
they’re all crowded round, hooting with laughter. 

‘Hey.’ He motions us over. ‘You’ve really got to see 
this. It is hil-ar-ious.’ 

We toss our bags at the base of the tree that towers 
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above us and crowd around as he plays the video again 
from the beginning. Onscreen the picture bumps and 
shakes and then the image steadies. There’s a kid, about 
our age and he’s sitting in a train carriage. He looks 
pretty normal in a t-shirt, shorts and a pair of those 
basketball shoes that go up high above the ankle. His 
long arms and legs are wrapped around the seat at a 
strange angle and he’s twisting, trying to get a better 
view of someone behind him off screen. By the way 
he’s moving I’d say he’s really drunk. He cups his hand 
around his ear and leans precariously over the back of 
his chair. 

‘What’s that? I can’t understand you. You need to 
speak English.’ He turns to the person holding the 
camera, laughing hysterically and slapping his leg. The 
camera pans to the back of the carriage and there’s a man 
in a railway security uniform. These guys can often be 
seen hanging around Nambour station waiting for the 
next train. But this guy’s different. His skin is the darkest 
shade of black I’ve ever seen. The train’s bright fluores-
cent light reflects off his shiny face.

‘Man,’ says Cam, ‘that’s one black dude.’ 
Inwardly my stomach clenches. Cam must have 

noticed me flinch. He thinks my reaction to him 
talking about the guy’s appearance is girly. Like the 
only reason I could possibly find it offensive is because 
I’m a girl.
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The boy on the video continues. ‘Why should I listen 
to you? You’re not even Strayan – if you come, and 
esspect to live in my country.’

‘I can understand you. I speak English just fine,’ the 
guard replies in a thick African accent. 

At this point everyone falls about laughing as they 
take turns trying to mimic the guard.

Onscreen laughter echoes in the background, and 
the picture wobbles uncontrollably. I get a weird sense 
these boys are laughing along with us. The camera now 
pans down the carriage to the shocked faces of the other 
passengers. Sitting nearby is a blonde girl. Her hair has 
been pinned up with a few loose strands framing her 
face. Her mouth hangs open in the shape of an O, like 
she can’t quite believe what’s going on. 

The strange thing about this scene isn’t the boy 
carrying on – it’s the shocked looks on the faces of the 
passengers. They all just sit there like stunned mullets.

I tap the leader of this three-ring circus on the shoulder 
and indicate that I’m going to head home. If this is how 
the rest of the afternoon’s going to be played out I’m just 
not in the mood for it today. 

‘I’ve got to be home before four to look after Eddie,’ 
I lie.

‘But, Ror’s,’ Cam’s voice is thick with disappointment, 
‘we just got here.’ 

I don’t add anything else. I’ve learnt over the years that 
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if you’re going to lie, keep it simple. Anyone else and 
he’d insist on them staying. But he knows not to give me 
grief. He knows he owes me big time. 

Cam follows behind and tries to link arms with me 
but I shake him off. ‘Hey, Rory, what’s up? That video 
was supposed to be funny, you know, ha-ha?’ He’s trying 
to sound like he’s joking but I can tell he’s not. ‘Why do 
you have to spoil it by being such a girl?’

Anger bubbles up from deep inside. I stop on the 
edge of the footpath and turn to face him. ‘I am a girl, 
Einstein, you guys just don’t get it, do you? No one else 
had to front up to that stupid, magistrate—’ I struggle 
to find the right word, ‘—bloody judging me. Me, like 
I was some sort of low-life scum, like that idiot on the 
video.’ I’m all breathless and my heart’s beating like 
crazy. Saying the words out loud has opened a floodgate 
of anger and resentment. ‘Not one of you came round or 
rang to ask how it was going – how I was going.’

Cam looks surprised as he places a hand gently on 
my shoulder. ‘You never said anything before, besides, 
you know we weren’t supposed to contact you or go 
anywhere near you during all that court appearance 
stuff – you know, for our protection.’

‘And how do you think that made me feel?’ I blink 
hard at the red hot stinging in my eyes.

‘But—’ He looks truly lost. ‘You agreed to it; you said 
it was okay.’
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Cam’s mouth hangs open like those zombies on the 
train. I cross my arms over my chest and stomp off in 
the opposite direction. 

Right now, I need to be alone.
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FOUR

It’s Friday afternoon and Eddie and I are on the couch 
watching television when Mum rustles through the 
door, lugging plastic bags filled with groceries.

‘Rory, don’t forget the Christmas markets are on tonight.’
I stare at her blankly.
She puts the heavy bags on the table and starts 

unpacking them. ‘You promised you’d come.’ She looks 
at me with that I-can’t-believe-you-forgot expression.

I know this is just a ploy to stop me from meeting up 
with Cam, but now Eddie has grabbed my arm and is 
jumping up and down with enthusiasm. I sigh. If I back 
out now, Eddie will be as grumpy as only a four year 
old can be. Besides, we’ll be home by seven thirty at the 
latest, allowing plenty of time for other, more appro-
priate, Friday evening activities. ‘Okay, little one,’ I say, 
‘but I get to pick what we have for dinner.’

‘Yay!’ His hands shoot up in the air and he does a little 
victory dance. ‘Big Ger-man sausages?’ 
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I tickle him under the arms and he squeals with 
pleasure. ‘That’s just what I was about to say!’

We make a strange-looking threesome as we walk the 
short distance from our house into town; Eddie’s vice-
like grip links us and pulls us forward in jerky movements 
as he skips towards the sounds and lights of the markets. 
A group of girls are up onstage, singing slightly off-key 
as they try out their best Beyoncé dance moves. I recog-
nise them from my school, Year 8, I think. The sequins 
on their skimpy lycra outfits sparkle as they bump and 
grind to the beat.

‘Good grief.’ Mum shakes her head and tut-tuts in 
her annoying old lady way. ‘I wonder what their parents 
think about that.’ As we walk around the edge of the 
crowd we spot the parents standing in a group in front of 
the stage, clapping and cheering along with the music.

Eddie’s smile is on high beam. I haven’t seen him this 
happy for months. We wander among the stalls, stopping 
to look at anything that catches our eye. At the lucky dip 
stall he excitedly pulls out the two dollars I gave him 
earlier and rummages deep in the blue-wrapped prize 
box. When he pulls out and unwraps a plastic water gun, 
he’s just ecstatic. 

The main act climbs on stage and the kids swell with 
excitement as Christmas carols ring through the warm 
night air. We find a table where we sit to eat our dinner 
of thick German sausages, mustard and sauerkraut. I 
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belch loudly, much to Eddie’s amusement, before signal-
ling to Mum that I want to go for a walk. 

She glances at her watch and wipes up spilled 
mustard and sauerkraut with her serviette. She stacks 
the paper plates before holding the rubbish out for me 
to take, smiling that annoying, sarcastic smile of hers. 
‘I’ll be heading home in half an hour. If I can’t find you 
by then, make sure you’re home by no later than eight; 
and by eight I mean pm, just in case there’s any confu-
sion later on.’

I kiss Eddie on the top of his head, avoiding eye contact 
with Mum. ‘Goodnight, munchkin, see ya tomorrow.’ 
He’s rubbing his eyes and I know if Mum doesn’t leave 
soon she’ll be carrying him all the way home.

Desperate to get away, I leave the noise and crowds 
and head for the small laneway I use regularly as a 
shortcut. I’m still close enough that muffled conversa-
tions echo behind me. A neon sign above the barber’s 
shop casts a pool of red and green light across the pave-
ment. I scratch around in my pocket, searching for the 
cigarette and lighter I stashed there earlier. 

A shape moves towards me, almost too quick to 
register, before my body is slammed against the bricks. 
A wave of adrenalin surges through me. Two hands have 
me pinned to the wall. A face leans in, eyes blazing with 
quiet rage.

‘Don’t move,’ it whispers. 
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I nod, too stunned to make any sound at all. The boy 
leans in and I’m caught by a powerful wave of aftershave 
and body odour. ‘I know who you are. I know what you 
did.’ Thick, dark hair falls forward into his eyes. His skin 
looks dark, but in the strangeness of the neon light it’s 
too hard to see him clearly. ‘I’ve got a message for you 
and your friends. If it’s war you’re after – we’re happy to 
give it to you.’

Part of my brain registers the danger I’m in. A little 
voice tells me to run, get out of here, but any movement 
I make only forces me back further against the rough 
bricks. My head turns away from his, eyes squeezed shut 
to avoid the heat of his anger from spilling over. The buzz 
of words keeps coming until, finally, his grip loosens. 
Anger sears through me. Without thinking I wrench my 
hand free, ball it into a fist, and swing at his face. He 
reacts instinctively. It’s as if no time has passed between 
my punch and his answering strike. For a moment, I feel 
nothing. Then pain floods across the side of my face. I 
crumple to the ground and the guy steps back, surprised, 
as if he’s not sure what just happened. Footsteps echo: 
someone is running down the lane towards us.

‘What the hell is going on?’ a voice asks between 
gasping for air.

A figure looms over me before squatting down to eye 
level. My head is swimming and stars spark at the edge 
of my vision. My hand traces a path across my throbbing 
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cheek. Dark, concerned eyes connect with mine and 
suddenly there is no air, no sound.

He turns away and the world pulls into focus again. 
‘You hit her?’ He grabs my attacker by the front of 

his shirt and pushes him away, forcing him to stagger 
backwards down the lane. ‘You were only supposed to 
be passing on a message!’

My attacker rubs at his jaw. ‘Man, the crazy bitch 
punched me.’

‘You hit a girl. I knew this was a bad idea.’ He pauses, 
shaking his head. ‘Just go, before you screw things up 
even more.’

My attacker looks as if he isn’t sure what to do, then 
he turns, reluctantly, jogs down the lane and is swal-
lowed by the darkness. A strong arm lifts me to my feet. 
‘You’d better put ice on that; it’s starting to swell already.’

I wince and put my hand to my cheekbone. My heart 
is racing and my brain is struggling to keep up with 
what’s just happened. This boy is tall and lean, with the 
same dark hair and eyes as the guy who attacked me. He 
takes another look at my face and murmurs under his 
breath in a language I don’t understand. He’s confused, 
apologetic, then he turns and jogs after his friend. And 
I’m alone again. 

Shaking uncontrollably, my hand searches my 
pocket for another cigarette, but it comes up empty. 
Hot tears prick at my eyes as I stumble down the lane. 
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I think briefly about calling Cam. My breath is heavy, 
barely holding back angry sobs and my brain fires a 
confusing number of suggestions, but really, I just want 
to go home.
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