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“Don’t get too close to the fire.” Libby Summers grabbed her daughter’s arm and pulled her away from the fire pit.

“But Mummy, I can’t cook my marshmallow from back here.” Chloe thrust her confectionary tipped stick towards the flames, waving it about in the cold air.

“They roast better over coals. You should wait until it gets dark and the flames are smaller.”

“But I’m hungry now.”

“A marshmallow won’t fill you up. Here, let me help you, then we can go find something more substantial.”

“I don’t want to eat a sub-sand-shell.”

“How about a sandwich? I’m sure I saw a loaf of bread over on the trestle table. The sausages won’t be ready yet but I’m sure we can find something to put in it.”

“I seed chips where I got this.” Chloe waved her stick in the air. “Can I have a chip sandwich? Please?”

“Okay. But only because it’s a special night, I’m not making them for pre-school.” 

Libby stepped closer to the fire and supervised the rapid burning and blowing-out of the marshmallow, ensuring her daughter’s synthetic princess costume didn’t get close enough to the flames to melt. 

Tears welled in Chloe’s eyes. “I don’t want a burnt one.” 

“Here.” Libby pulled the outer burnt layer from the marshmallow, popping it in her mouth, then held the stick a little further from the flames. A minute later, she blew on the toasted treat and once cool enough to touch, passed her daughter the golden-brown remnants of the marshmallow.

“Thanks, Mummy.” Chloe slid it into her mouth. 

“Come on, let’s go get that sandwich before your dad’s on. He’s playing the opening set today.”

Chloe skipped ahead and stuffed a handful of lollies in her mouth while she waited for Libby to make her a snack. 

“Here you go.” A couple of chips fell onto the grass as Libby handed her daughter the sandwich.

Chloe took a huge bite. “Mummy, I need to do a wee wee.” Chip crumbs flew out of her mouth as she spoke.

“Why didn’t you tell me that before I made the sandwich?”

“I didn’t need to go then.”

“Come on.” Libby took Chloe’s hand and led her across the paddock and though the rusty iron gate marking the entrance to the home of the people hosting the local grass roots music festival. The place looked just the same as it had last year, when her then husband, Daniel, was first invited to perform with his band. That time, Chloe spent the night with her nan and Libby stayed up until the sun rose, hand in hand with her husband as they talked about their dreams, just like they had as teenagers before the responsibility of parenthood snuck up on them. The house might not have changed, but everything else in Libby’s life had. 

The front door stood open. Libby followed the signs up the hallway to the toilet. The festival was bigger this year than last year. They’d managed to crowd-fund enough money for a larger stage and better speakers, but they hadn’t raised enough for Portaloos, so the main house was open. Everyone attending the free festival were family or friends of the bands so the hosts were happy to open their home. By the time the sun went down, most of the blokes would end up peeing behind a tree in the paddock, anyway. So long as they stuck to the paddock at the front of the house. The one at the back had a little creek running through it that the owners pumped water up from for the vegie patch. Though the risk of contaminating the water was much lower than the risk of a drunk man falling in the creek.

“Give me that.” 

Chloe handed her mum the half-eaten sandwich.

“Do you want help?”

“No. I can do wiping all by myself.”

“Okay. Call out if you need me. I’ll be right here.”

Libby leant against the door jamb and nibbled on the sandwich while she waited. After a minute, the doorknob jiggled.

“Flush,” Libby said to the closed door.

The toilet flushed then the door knob jiggled again.

“Wash.”

Running water and splashing sounds began. “Fishy fishy, turtle turtle, butterfly butterfly,” Chloe chanted the rhyme she’d learnt at pre-school to remember to wash her hands properly. The door knob jiggled again.

Libby stepped away from the door. “Are you done?”

“Yes.”

“Well, let’s go. Your daddy will be playing soon and he really wanted you to hear him.”

“I’m trying. The door is stuck.”

“Did you unlock it?”

“Yes.”

“Then try turning it with two hands.” Libby could open the door for her but the pre-school teacher had suggested that Chloe might cope better with her separation issues if she had more independence skills. Chloe’s self-confidence had improved since Libby had stopped hovering over her.

Chloe shrieked.

“What’s wrong?”

“The door knob fell off!”

Libby grabbed the door knob and turned. The other knob came off in her hand. She pushed the door, but it wouldn’t budge.

“Mummy!”

Libby peered through the hole in the door. “It’s okay, sweetie. I’ll get you out. I need to go get someone to help.”

“Don’t go Mummy.” Chloe began to sob.

“You’ll be alright. I’ll be back really quickly.”

Chloe’s cries escalated into howls. 

“Shh,” Libby soothed through the hole in the door. She knelt in front of the door, poking her finger through the hole. “I’m here. I won’t leave you.”

Chloe pressed her tiny fingertip against Libby’s through the gap. After six months of pre-school, Chloe was finally saying goodbye in the morning without tears. Libby didn’t want to set her back again. “Take a big breath and calm your body down. I’ll stay with you until you feel safe.”

“Testing, testing.” Her ex-husband’s voice reverberated through the valley as he began the sound check.

“Daddy,” Chloe whispered.

“Do you want me to go get him?”

“I don’t want to be alone.”

***
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THE VINTAGE FJ HOLDEN panel van shuddered as Paul White eased it over the cattle grid. He continued at a snail’s pace down the gravel driveway, trying not to kick up too much dust onto the freshly polished baby blue paintwork of his pride and joy. He pulled in beside a row of cars in the paddock, far enough from the four-wheel-drive that its passenger door would have full clearance. Dust, he could deal with, but you couldn’t wash a dint off.

Paul locked his car then clipped the keys back onto the chain attached to the belt loop of his dark blue jeans, slipping them into his front pocket. The afternoon sun blazed down, warming the colourfully inked skin of his arms left exposed by his fitted white singlet. He adjusted his dark sunglasses then strode across the paddock to join the other two members of The Rick-a-billy Trio gathered near the makeshift stage.

“Hey,” he greeted. 

“Paulie, about time you got here.” Ricky, the lead guitarist and vocalist, scowled. “Bitter Mourning are setting up already. You nearly missed the opening.”

“I’ve got plenty of time, then. The sets are, like, an hour, right?”

“Yep.” 

“And we’re third up, so I’ve got until six. Heaps of time to grab some food and a beer. I’ll meet you back here later.”

“You’ve got half an hour. Bin Chicken’s drummer’s kid broke his arm, so they’re up the hospital. We’ve been pushed up to second.” Ricky looked from Paul to Jodie, The Rick-a-billy Trio’s drummer, and back. “I need you both back here by 4.30 with your gear.”

“Righto. I’ll just scoff down some snacks and a glass of water.” Paul turned to Jodie. “Hungry?”

“Not really. I think I’ll unload my drum kit so I’m not rushing. Might grab a drink after that.”

“See you both back here soon.” Ricky checked his watch. “Twenty-eight minutes.”

Paul nodded then skirted around the crowd gathered in small groups on the stretch of grass in front of the stage. Towards the back of the natural amphitheatre, close to the farm house, he found a bowl of chips in the middle of a trestle table. He stuffed a handful in his mouth, grabbing another handful to eat while he wandered. If he stayed near the snacks, he’d polish off the whole bowl. Chips were so moorish. The saltiness stung his cracked lips. He definitely needed to rehydrate before the set. His hangover from the night before had worn off, but backing vocals would still be a struggle if his mouth was too dry. 
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