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‘People dived into this teeming world and saw how the ocean could be itself.’


– TIM WINTON, Blueback










PROLOGUE


Chilled bones. Red skin. White clouds exhaled as teeth chatter, and the ocean, just waiting for them …


Beneath a silk veil of silence, feet sprint across wet grass, wet sand, and then lift. Hands grip the rail edges of surfboards and for a brief moment in time bodies fly over a roll of vanilla foam. As torsos land on wax, they stretch arms forward, dig down and draw back, pulling themselves through the cold morning milk.


White wash approaches and in unison they each lunge forward on their boards, pushing themselves deep beneath the turbulence. They ride up through the dark belly of the wave and emerge through its shoulderblade. With their lungs expanding, a new day is born. New life.


As they reach the line-up, the cold is pinching every place their wetsuits cannot conceal: their wrists, Achilles tendons, the napes of their necks. They sit up on their boards and, without passing a word between them, float effortlessly. Both have red-glass eyes and cheeks that sting, licked by the tongues of winter tides.


Across the sea, the sun catches fire on the horizon; he looks across at her and smiles.


For hours they dance on waves of molten gold, blissfully unaware that today the sun will set at noon.




One


I WEAR THE OCEAN


I feel Ben’s patience wither.


Rattling the metal bar, unable to release it from its rusty hinges, his cheeks flush pink. Finally, my twin brother kicks the wiry old gate. It flies open and slams into the side of the chicken coop. The sudden bang wakes BBQ and Honey Soy from their sleep, sending them into a frenzy. Laughing, Ben lifts the roof with his spare hand and I bend over to fetch the eggs. Honey Soy kicks up a cloud of dust as I’m sifting through straw. Grit makes my eyes dry, and there’s the foul taste of chickenfeed where the back of my nostrils connect to my throat. I cough, splutter and hear his laugh deepen.


‘Shut up, Ben!’


Moments later, I touch my fingertips to shell and draw three eggs to the surface. Carrying them to the house, they warm my palms.


Ben takes my board and places it with his in the shed and we dart around the house to the outdoor shower, leaving emerald footprints in the morning dew. Like the first heavy droplets to fall from storm clouds, water rains from a large round showerhead, freckled with orange and turquoise spots of corrosion. Ben pulls a flaking strip of white paint off the house’s outer wall. I slap his hand. ‘Don’t, Dad will get pissed off.’


Nailed to one of the slats is a shelf made of driftwood with a bar of coconut soap, a bottle of home brand shampoo, a conch shell, a sea sponge and a succulent in a silver teapot. I lay the eggs on the shelf beside the teapot and wriggle my way under the hot downpour.


We peel off our black skins and my body quakes as the cold air bites my thighs. ‘I’m telling you,’ he says, lathering himself in coconut suds, ‘You’re skin and bone, Grace – you’re making me cold just looking at you.’


‘It is cold.’ Shuddering, I wrap my gangly arms around the bones where my womanly hips should be.


For a few years now, I’ve watched time carve beautiful figures out of prepubescent marble blocks. Polished femininity. I crave the way the other girls’ busts fill bras and bikinis, the way boys second-glance. I crave the curves between their hips and their thighs when they wear their high-waisted shorts. ‘Something to grab,’ the boys say. But most of all, I crave the way heads turn when the other girls enter a room and how conversation seems to slow.


Dad walks from the shed across the yard with two surfboards beneath each arm. I admire the retro that he has reconditioned. The others are new – two white and one with a psychedelic paintjob on foam – only needing to be sanded back before he can sell them. Walker Surfboards. A family legacy, something to pride myself on. He loads the boards into the back of the old Rodeo, which he has parked oh so neatly, half on our dirt driveway, half on the grass, almost squashing a hedge of agapanthus. ‘Get out of the shower!’ Dad calls over his shoulder. ‘You’re going to be late for school!’


‘We don’t have school!’ Ben calls back. ‘It’s a strike today!’


Dad laughs but then loses the grin. ‘Very funny boy. Turn it off!’


Ben holds his hands around the shower taps so tight his knuckles turn white, counting, ‘One, two … two and a quarter … two and a half … two and three-quarters …’ pausing before he yells, ‘THREE!’ and twists the taps off. I grab the eggs and we sprint up the steps of the old wraparound verandah. Mum has left towels out, I put the eggs down and we madly rub our limbs as if to rub away the chill of autumn.


In my bedroom I put on underwear, a singlet and my school dress, washed and ironed for the start of the week. Shivering, I pull my school jumper over my head and wrap a scarf around my neck, but even that is not enough to turn my purple nails pink again or to soften the ache in my lower back.


When I emerge, Mum is in the kitchen. I slouch over the wooden bench, worn and smoothed by this family like a piece of driftwood worn and smoothed by the sea.


‘Oh love, your lips are blue,’ she tells me. ‘Have a bowl of this.’ She hands me a glazed terracotta bowl and fills it almost to the rim with black rice pudding. ‘Your dad was snoring,’ she tells me, ‘so I made a whole pot last night.’


Noticing her frying pan starting to smoke, she puts one hand up like a lollipop lady. ‘Wait, wait! I forgot the banana.’ With a loving smile, Mum removes her pan from the stove and pours warm coconut milk into the bowl, lifting out the fried banana with a spatula and laying it on top of the pudding. ‘Bon appétit!’ she says in her finest French accent, handing me a Thai brass spoon that is probably as old as the house. Ben strolls up to the bench and pulls up a stool beside me. Mum turns to him, ‘Do you want some too, honey?’


He nods and she pours him two bowls of the pudding, serving them with four slices of the spelt sourdough she made the other day, each piece spread with homemade nut butter.


As I eat, I listen to the two of them chat. It’s as if Mum and Ben speak in another tongue. It’s a language I can almost understand but know I will never speak. Words come naturally to them. No conversation is ever awkward; their sentences don’t just break the ice, they melt it into pools of water, warm enough to bathe in.


Mum’s in her one-piece swimsuit, the one with the turquoise and purple paisley pattern, a towel wrapped around her waist. Her toes are sandy and she leaves wet footprints on the spotted gum floorboards. I love to watch the way my mum moves, her effortless beauty. Her blonde hair with its few silver strands is still dripping, matted between her shoulderblades. Since she was my age, she’s graced the tides every day at dawn, swimming laps with us inside her, right up until the day we were born. In nothing but her paisley swimsuit, she bears the pain of winter and celebrates the pleasure of summer.


Sometimes when I was younger I would wander with her down the grassy hill, when the sky was that cool ash shade between purple and blue, and sit on green rocks with my toes dipped in the sea. Waiting for the sun, I’d count her laps as she moved through the water so smoothly it was as if she were a fish born underwater and was living on land by mistake.


Ben finishes eating, grabs his things and wanders out to stand on the verandah with his skateboard under his arm and schoolbag hanging off one shoulder. He calls out for me to hurry up.


‘Yeah, just a minute!’


I can’t find my sneakers and it’s not until I walk back through the lounge room in odd socks that I realise Monty has taken them. He’s old and doesn’t chew things; he just collects them. I lift his tired legs to retrieve my shoes from his doggy bed. Mum says he collects our things because they smell like us, his family. Our sense of smell is our most powerful sense, she tells me. We commit scents to memory before any sight or sound. We can even smell inside the womb.
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I love the way water slides down my neck in the hours after I’ve towel-dried my hair. I love the way it soaks into my cotton collar. I love the damp.


I love the way I wear the ocean walking through the hallways at school, standing at my locker, sitting in class. I love the way I carry the morning’s surf on the nape of my neck, the way lovers carry each other’s scent long after they have parted.


We’re dissecting the first known telling of Sleeping Beauty, The Sun, the Moon and Talia, written long before fairytales were sanitised for children by the Grimm Brothers. I pick at my nails as we read the tale of Talia, alone and paralysed in the forest.


Suddenly Mia comes rushing in with her head down. She takes the seat I’ve saved for her. Mr Woodlow turns from the blackboard, scowling, and she mouths sorry!


He turns back to the blackboard without acknowledging her and I slide my exercise book across the desk so she can jot down my notes.


‘You’ll never believe what just happened!’ she whispers, although not quite quiet enough. Mr Woodlow whips his head around with sharp eyes.


‘Mia Ellis!’ He spits her name across the room like it’s sour food. ‘Don’t make me turn around again.’


As I write, she shifts in the seat beside me, tapping her hands on the table. Mia is a wild bushfire that consumes, a desert storm that rips. In my peripheral vision, she gathers her strawberry blonde hair, pulling it up into a high ponytail. ‘Hold this.’ Mia passes me a crimson ribbon, before looping her hair tie around thick locks. ‘Thanks.’ She takes it back, fastens a bow, winks at me, and then races her pen across the page to catch up.


No more than five minutes pass before I’m squirming as her elbow drives into my side. What? I swing my head to see her wearing a pair of paper glasses she’s cut out from a page in her exercise book. A laugh cracks my lips open.


This time when he jerks to face us, Mr Woodlow’s nostrils flare. ‘Get out!’


‘But Sir,’ she begins.


‘No buts. Take your books, Mia. You’ll be continuing your analysis of the text in the hallway. Sit where I can see you. I’ll be checking your work at the end of the class.’ Mr Woodlow wipes his forehead with a handkerchief and settles his ruffled comb-over. As he presses on with the class, his chalk handwriting betrays the slight trembling of his hands.


Everyone knows he would love to drop her to second stream or, better yet, force her to leave extension English altogether, but when Mia spends the occasional lesson in the hallway, and still manages to top every exam, he is a lone firefighter, unable to control the blaze.
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Waiting for Mia at my locker, I exchange my English textbook for one on ancient history. She bounds up the corridor from Mr Woodlow’s room, bumping, smashing, pinning me against my locker.


‘Calm down!’


‘Have you seen him?’ she cries.


‘Seen who?’


‘Harley.’


‘Harley who?’


She flaps her hands in the air theatrically, the gold glitter on her fingernails catching the light. ‘I don’t know! I don’t remember. He went to our school, ages ago, like ages ago, as in primary school. He moved away with his family, up north maybe. He was in our class in year one … the one who wet his pants on the oval!’


Out loud, I ponder, ‘Harley Mathews?’


‘YES! Harley Mathews!’


‘Shh!’ I giggle, glancing around for onlookers, or worse, Harley Mathews.


As young girls, Mia gave me one of her old Barbie dolls, one with brown hair. She kept her blonde-haired doll for herself and coloured the hair strawberry pink. She then cut their hair to look like ours and altered their clothing and even cut a surfboard for my doll and a beach towel for hers out of cardboard.


When Mia went shopping for her first bra, she dragged me along with her, and not because she was nervous. Mia insisted that the shop assistant fit us both, despite the woman’s awkward hesitation when she looked at me.


‘We don’t stock cropped tops.’


‘We don’t want cropped tops,’ Mia replied, feet planted. ‘We want bras.’


The two of us walked out of the shop with a gorgeous red lace bra and a modest lavender bralette that we both knew I wouldn’t be wearing anytime soon. When we arrived back at her place, Mia pulled her new lingerie from the bag. The shop assistant had wrapped our purchases in pink tissue paper. Mia tore hers open and held her bra up to the light, explaining that even if she didn’t have a boy yet, it was important to be prepared. She told me her new lingerie was going to make a boy as hard as a diamond one day, and although I wasn’t quite sure what that meant, I agreed. Later, when older boys with P-plates whistled out of their cars, she always assured me they were whistling at both of us.


Moving faster than everyone else, I love the way she allows me to run with her. Some mornings she comes over before school and shows me YouTube videos she’s found of parrots saying funny things, cats sticking their faces in vacuum cleaner hoses and teacup piglets sitting in pot plants, telling me how they’re so cute that even though she’s a vegetarian, she just wants to eat them! Other nights she reads essays on Plato, or manifestos by early modernists, or her science textbooks cover to cover. She’s read the dictionary, the bible, and completed four Where’s Wally books. Before going to sleep she sometimes embroiders or draws or does Sudoku. In the morning Mia tells me about everything she did the night before. I’m in awe of what she’s accomplished and I’m always left feeling dumbfounded when she pulls out her finished homework and the school captain speech she’s written for the weekly assembly.


Most of the time she talks so fast her words blur into one and even I have trouble understanding. Her bag is freckled with badges from music gigs or political rallies that she’s gone to with her brother in the city. And whether or not the other kids at school can appreciate the stars she has hand-stitched into the sides of her bottle green Docs, Mia is the wind – the hot, dry western wind. And I am gravity.
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‘Oh my god.’ She nudges me as we walk out into the schoolyard. ‘That’s him!’ Mia points and I smack the top of her hand.


‘Don’t make it so obvious!’


‘He’s sitting with our friends!’


Sudden sunlight washes over us as we step out of the dim corridor. I squint to make out Harley among the group.


They’re sitting under the same tall pine tree we always sit under. Sometimes I think that the boys’ territorial approach is a little pathetic, but I am grateful to be part of the pack. They look out for us, regardless of how often Mia reminds them she is more than capable of looking after herself.


As Mia and I approach, Jake picks up a handful of cheesy corn chips and throws them at Mia. ‘I hear someone has a crush on Blake,’ he taunts. ‘Could he be the one?’


Mia’s cheeks flush as she kicks a pine cone at him.


‘Calm your farm,’ he says, reclining on the grass, bearing his weight on his elbows as he stretches his legs out in front of him.


‘Well I heard about Michaela …’ Mia retaliates. ‘Fifteen? That’s got to be an all-time low.’


‘That blondie from Saturday night?’ he says, flicking his Whitsunday white hair to one side as he glances across the yard at a group of girls, teasing them with fleeting eye contact.


Mia rolls her eyes, arms crossed. ‘Yes …’


Jake’s laugh bursts from his chest, ‘I swear her name was Amy.’


‘You’re disgusting,’ Mia scoffs.


Across the circle, Ben calls out my name. I turn to see him point at me as he explains to Harley, ‘You remember my twin sister don’t you? Grace, Harley. Harley, Grace.’


‘Hey.’ Harley’s voice is steady, his lean shoulders relaxed, and when I smile, I’m suddenly unsure if I actually said hi, or if I just said it in my head.


‘Toby was meant to be showing him around,’ Ben says, ‘but he was doing a shit job, so I took over.’


‘Rack off,’ Toby mutters, his freckly cheeks pale pink.


‘Just kidding, man.’ Ben slaps Toby’s shoulder. ‘You know I love you!’


Mia pulls on my skirt and I realise I’m still standing. ‘Do you have those almond biscuits your mum made on the weekend?’


I sit cross-legged beside her.


‘Well do you?’ she asks.


‘Do I what?’


‘Have any of the biscuits?’


‘Oh, yeah.’ I peel the cling wrap off the two biscuits and pass one to her.


‘Thanks.’ She shoves the whole thing in her mouth. ‘You’re such a weirdo sometimes.’


I think of Harley Mathews, the boy from primary school who wore goggles and a wetsuit band around his ears in the water – the only kid we knew with grommets in his ears. Scrawny with coffee-ground skin, he was the boy who refused to venture into the deep end of the rock pool. The one with the runny nose who wet his pants on the oval. And then I look at this Harley Mathews …


Munching on her biscuit, Mia talks with a full mouth, spitting crumbs onto her lap and mine. ‘Honestly, what does your mum put in these? I don’t think I’ll ever understand how a biscuit with no sugar can taste this good. And with no milk and none of that other stuff everyone’s saying they’re intolerant to … Gluten! That’s it – every hipster is getting on that bandwagon, aren’t they? Then again I did read this article about how it’s better for your gut – your mum would know. Regardless, yum! They’re delish – who even needs a gluten?’


I’m looking at his hair – dark, probably shoulder length, pulled back into a low bun. I’m looking at his jagged middle part, his jet-black eyebrows.


Mia snaps her fingers in front of my face. ‘Grace!’ She laughs. ‘You’re hopeless.’


I’m looking at his crossed legs, his grey Converse, slender calves, his brown socks, the tan leather string around his wrist.


‘Okay, fine,’ Mia says, reaching over me. ‘I’m eating your one too.’


Mia sinks her teeth into my apple, chewing loudly in my ear. I can feel the spray, tiny droplets of apple juice landing on my cheek, yet somehow all is quiet, all is still.


Harley catches my gaze and with a slight curl of his lips, smiles as if he’s known me his whole life – as if he never left.




Two


FAT FRIDAYS AND VEGO PIES


‘It’s official, I am failing,’ Jake says, dumping his schoolbag on the ground beside me under the pine tree. With a melodramatic huff, he collapses in the Friday sun.


‘Well, what do you expect?’ Mia smirks. ‘You’ve spent the term sleeping with half the girls in the class.’


I love watching the way Mia’s mouth bends around her words.


Jake grins. ‘Certain sacrifices must be made for the betterment of humanity.’


‘That there,’ she waves her hand in the direction of his crotch, ‘will be humanity’s downfall.’


‘Maybe I need some tutoring.’ He leans across the grassy circle to Ben. ‘Mel wouldn’t mind a couple of hours after school with Jakey, yeah?’


Ben takes a long, drawn-out breath.


‘Okay, okay!’ Jake retreats. ‘Settle, bro.’


I overhear Harley whisper to Mia, ‘Who’s Mel?’


‘Ben and Grace’s mum. She teaches biology at that all-girls Catholic school in Port Lawnam.’


‘South, isn’t it?’


‘Yeah, about twenty minutes or so.’


‘I remember Port Lawnam – Dad took me and my brother there a few times, fish and chips by the harbour.’


Sitting beside Mia, in the shadow of the pine tree, I open my mouth to tell Harley the fish and chip shop is still there, but before I have time to join their conversation, Ben butts in.


‘Come over to ours tonight, Harley,’ he suggests. ‘For some beers and a feed.’


‘For sure. You still living in that big white house on the headland?’


‘That’s the one! End of Walker Street.’ Ben winks, basking in the supposed fame of living in a street named after your family.


Our school bell sounds for the end of lunch. Standing, I haul my backpack off the ground, slinging it over my shoulder. Mia and I part from the group, dawdling around to the B block for our final class for the week, extension English. She complains about Mr Woodlow as we stroll, annoyed that he still hasn’t let go of Monday morning’s incident. I wipe my palms on my school shorts, wondering what Harley will think of our home, whether Mum will be there bombarding him with questions.


‘Grace.’ Mia pokes me in my side, a teasing wide grin on her face. ‘Why are you blushing?’
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With Oatley nipping at our ankles, we hurl our schoolbags over Mia’s picket fence. Late for work as usual, we sprint from Mia’s place down the Avenue to the string of shops that line High Street, the main drag in Marlow. Our leather lace-ups are heavy on the pavement. Beads of sweat collect under our arms, behind our knees. Weaselling our way through a crowd of little grey-haired ladies, we make it into the bakery, my hair falling out of its elastic loop.


As we scuttle around the counter, Margie crouches behind the display cabinet, words sharp, voice hushed. ‘If I didn’t have customers lined up out the door, I’d give you two a right serving. Now hurry out the back and get changed.’


Between the benches, cooling racks and ovens, we unbutton our blouses and wriggle into staff shirts. Neither of us really likes the way flour lines our nostrils out the back here, but the bakery and the butcher’s were the only places that would hire the two of us … and with Mia being a vegetarian, we settled for kneading dough and working an ancient till that all too often refuses to open and share its wealth. Plus Margie isn’t all bad. She loves every pie she makes, in particular the avocado, brie and chicken, the sour cream, pumpkin and potato, and of course the classic chunky steak. It’s a love that is evident in the wide curve of her hips. She wears gold bangles that turn white when she handles the dough and clatter when she kneads. We help out a few afternoons a week, and early on Saturday mornings, when the people of Marlow and farmers from the hills queue down the street, all the way to the bank, to buy warm loaves straight from the oven. Hers have a golden crust with a slight crunch and a heavenly soft centre. When we aren’t in trouble, I quite like working here. The skylight out the back is tinted, so I spend most of my time in blue shadows, while Mia stands at the counter dealing with customers. She is a kaleidoscope, and as she works, I watch the way she refracts light, the glorious way in which colours bend and twist around her.


Mostly, I find myself slicing bread or icing cupcakes, dotting each with lollies or chocolate droplets. When Margie’s brother, a slow giant with a warm smile, is in making pastry, I help him fold it and put it in boxes to freeze. Other than that, I clean. Mia, on the other hand, chats, captivates, listens, learning the latest gossip from Marlow’s circle of pearl-necklace pensioners. Her world is loud with conversation, the bell tinkling above the door every time someone enters or leaves, the crunch of the till drawer when she forces it shut and the clink of coins emptying from purses onto the glass counter.


Although mere metres away, my world is quiet. I slide between shadows with a wet rag in hand, wiping flour from cool surfaces. Sometimes I close my eyes and let my hand find its way across metal, letting the cloth glide along bench edges, curl around handles and stretch over fridge doors.


When I glance at Mia packing sourdough into a paper bag and passing it over the counter with words on her lips, I think, maybe boring is easier. Back here, blind in silence.
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I check the mirror twice before changing my top. Navy seems to look better than emerald on olive skin.


‘You like him.’


‘What?’ My skin warms.


‘Harley.’ Mia grins. ‘You like him.’


‘I don’t even know him.’


‘You want to know him.’ She pinches my cheeks.


I squirm, laugh forced.


‘Grace, you look fine.’


The boys are in the fibro shed, playing Nintendo on couches that were once yellow but have been worn grey. Nestled in between surfboard racks, a lawnmower and wetsuit hangers, the old TV set lights up their faces as Mario and Peach race around pixelated tracks. Crossing the finish line, Jake yells, ‘HA!’ waving his controller. He jumps up for a celebratory dance and knocks over his beer.


‘You idiot!’ Ben pushes past him to grab a towel and mop up the mess while the others scramble to save the Nintendo box from the frothy tide.


When the commotion settles, Mia pauses the game and steps in front of the TV, holding up a paper bag of bakery treats.


‘Presents!’


Together, we hand out the leftovers Margie gives us every week to take home for Fat Friday. We dish out everyone’s favourites.


‘Ben,’ Mia says, throwing him two banana muffins and some white choc chip berry scones. I pass an olive roll and two ham and cheese rolls to Toby. Mia passes Jake a custard tart and a jam doughnut before lobbing a plastic bag of pink icing cupcakes at his head.


Turning to Harley she says, ‘We didn’t know what you would like, so I brought you two finger buns.’ She hands him one with pink icing and coconut flakes and another with white icing and hundreds and thousands.


‘Thanks.’ He takes them. ‘You can never go wrong with finger buns.’


‘You’re going to fit right in.’ Mia laughs. ‘Is that your van in the driveway?’


Mouth full, Harley nods, swallows. ‘It was my dad’s, but he can’t drive anymore.’


Jake butts in, holding up two game cases. ‘Which one?’ Everyone votes for the game in his left hand. Jake, disagreeing, puts on the one in his right.


Mia pops a bottle of sparkling wine that she’s bought for $3.99. She pours me some in a kid’s plastic mug and I take tiny sips, pretending I’m enjoying it. We’re barely into the first scene when Jake, already halfway through his bag of cupcakes, lights up a cigarette.


‘Do you have to?’ Mia rolls her eyes. ‘You’re going to die of cancer.’


‘Or will cancer die of me?’


‘That doesn’t even make sense.’


‘Think about it.’ He taps his finger to her temple and the boys laugh. I scrunch my face, smoke ruining the sweetness of the apple chunks in the Danish Mia and I are sharing.


Above us, the tin roof is rusted from years beside the sea. Last week’s rain leaked through cracks and we’re sitting now on carpet that smells like wet Monty. On the walls are surfing magazine cut-outs and pictures from the mid eighties of Mum and Dad and their Holden parked on red earth in West Oz with boards stacked on the roof. On the shelves beneath the fishing rod rack are some surfing trophies, mostly Ben’s, and if a surface isn’t covered in dust, it’s covered in sand.


Relaxing against a pillow that smells of vanilla incense, the one the boys light to mask the smell when they smoke, I look around the room. As they race, Ben’s tongue sticks out the corner of his mouth. Jake’s foot jackhammers the floor and he holds the controller in one hand, his cigarette in the other. Toby’s torso twists and turns with his character on the screen. And then there is Harley … wedged between them in the middle of the couch as if he’s been here with us since we were kids. His hands own the remote, thumbs and fingers sliding over the buttons as he edges forward on the lounge. On screen, characters emerge from a dark tunnel into an icy cave. The blue light bends around his jawline. He’s in the lead. He beams and says something I don’t quite catch, taunting Jake, who is chasing after in second place.


Mia elbows me. ‘Are you even listening to me?’


‘What?’


‘There’s a bonfire tonight, on Tarobar Beach, just got a message. Heaps of people are going.’ Mia’s mouth races faster than the characters on screen. ‘It’s for some older guy’s birthday – don’t know who …’


Harley. His eyes, as blue as the sky on the sea, catch mine. The TV becomes deafening.


Suddenly, Jake takes the lead, crossing the finish line again in first place.


‘Grace!’ Mia elbows me again, I flinch and Harley looks away, leaving me in dead water. ‘It’s only eight o’clock,’ she says. ‘We should go. What do you think?’


‘Sure, see what the boys say.’


Standing up, she turns the TV off to make the announcement. With a unanimous yes vote from all members, we go into the kitchen to fill our esky with ice from the freezer. Mum tells Mia she’s all class for purchasing the absurdly cheap bottle of bubbles.


Giggling, Mia responds, ‘It’s a wise investment.’


Embracing the two of us, Mum whispers, ‘Just be safe, girls.’


Ben straps the esky onto a little wooden wagon we’ve had since we were kids, towing it as he rides on his skateboard down the street with the other boys. Mia mounts her bike, and I climb onto the back, arms wrapped around her stomach as she pedals behind the boys, down High Street and over the hill to Tarobar, the next beach south of Marlow Point.
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I’m curled up on the sand with tails of smoke and dancing flames. Grains stick to my skin, and shift as I move my legs, my bottom. Harley Mathews sits down next to me and the sand shifts again. The fire is blazing, radiating heat. It makes my skin raw and red, but I can’t pull myself away. Someone throws an empty wine cask into the flames and I watch orange and blue dance together.


Mia is sitting across the circle from me next to a brawny guy with shoulder-length hair and a half-buttoned shirt. He’s at least a few years older than us with curls of brown chest hair. His arm is wrapped around her fine frame, his thumb stroking the side of her breast. Harley’s cotton sleeve brushes my forearm and my hand tightens around my plastic bottle.


‘How’s your night?’


I take a slow sip from the bottle Mia had drained of water and filled with vodka and cranberry juice, waiting a moment to be sure he is talking to me.


‘Good,’ a girl says and I turn to see him facing a girl wearing a low-cut singlet on his other side.


My next sip is a gulp. Vodka burns a hole in my stomach and when I burp, my eyes water. As he chats to her, I spy his hand from the corner of my eye. His beer snug in the stubby holder Ben forced him to use, which reads I remember my first beer.


Her name is Lilly, she lives in Port Lawnam and it is her brother’s birthday bonfire. She asks why she hasn’t seen him round, saying his face was one she would definitely remember. Harley tells her his family has just moved from the far north coast. She makes some sly comment about him being hot up there. His laugh is awkward and strained.


‘Of all the places, why’d your family move to this shithole? Other than sunbaking, there’s nothing to do around here except fish, talk smack and step on cow poo.’


Harley clears his throat, sips his beer. ‘I used to live here,’ he said. ‘I was born in Marlow. Moved up north for my dad’s job. Shit happened … He got paid out and we came back.’


I wonder whether Lilly is listening, whether she cares, whether she can feel her heart beating in her throat.


‘Oh … Heavy.’


She tells him she likes sunbaking and photography and has a blog. When Harley asks what she writes about on her blog, she admits she just finds pictures on the internet and reposts them, which makes me feel better because it seems less impressive. He says he has an old Pentax.


‘What’s that?’


‘A camera … You said you liked photography.’


‘Oh!’ She flicks her hair over her shoulder. ‘I knew that,’ she laughs. ‘I just forgot.’


Harley tells her he loves working in the darkroom but his old school had shut theirs down because most of the kids in his class were using digital cameras and a darkroom was expensive to maintain. He says he likes reading, surfing, and used to play a lot of chess.


I imagine for a moment that I am Lilly, soft-speaking, eloquent and effortless. I bet she knows how to kiss.


Harley explains that when he was eight, he’d received a glass chess set for Christmas, and all of a sudden I can’t tell if she is laughing at him or with him.


Harley leans back onto his elbows, distancing himself, and the sand moves again.


‘Grace,’ he says as he turns to face me and notices my hands choking the neck of the plastic bottle. ‘You all right?’


‘Yeah, just a bit flustered.’ I shake the bottle. ‘Too much maybe.’


With Harley’s attention no longer on her, Lilly gets up and leaves.


‘You don’t drink much, do you?’


‘Not really.’


‘Me either.’ He smiles. ‘I’ve got these, though,’ he says, holding up a packet of marshmallows. ‘Jake and I bought them from that petrol station on the way here.’


‘I love marshmallows,’ I admit with a shy grin. ‘We need sticks.’


Harley stands, brushes sand off his jeans, and then offers his hand to pull me to my feet.


Slipping into the night, no one notices our silent departure. Drenched in moonlight, we wander over the sand dunes. Creatures of the darkness rustle in bushes and insects hum in the grass while silver waves lap against the shore. Somewhat intoxicated from Mia’s concoction, I follow him through shadows scented by burnt gumleaves, trying not to step on sand dune succulents as we draw closer to the forest. After several minutes of searching, a branch snaps beneath Harley’s shoe. ‘Here!’ Leaning down, Harley breaks two sticks off the fallen branch, handing me one before leading me back to the orange haze.


Finding our place in the circle, Harley tears open the packet and we each skewer marshmallows onto the ends of our sticks.


Hot embers fly. Bark flakes from blackened wood on a bed of white ash. We peel back charcoal skin, placing hot gooey marshmallow on our tongues. It sticks to the roofs of our mouths, and as we lick the pink leftovers off our fingertips, I can’t help but notice the way light flickers on his skin.
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I use my sleeve to get the vomit out of her hair.


‘I swear you didn’t even drink that much.’ Jake exhales a grey cloud and throws his cigarette in the gutter. Lying back, his shadow is stark. Haze from streetlights drown out stars.


‘It was that guy at the end’s fault. He gave me a swig of green something, green fairy.’


‘That’s absinthe!’ Ben laughs as she leans over to spew again at the road’s edge.


Around us, the car park is dead, trees are still, and for a moment it is only us in the world, six kids lost, as if nothing exists beyond that jagged line of gums. There’s a rustle in the bushes as possums growl in argument and the air smells of damp grass. I brush loose strawberry blonde strands behind Mia’s ear. Spreading her jacket on the ground, I help lower her down to rest and she closes her eyes.


In spite of Ben’s and Jake’s banter, all I hear is the crunch of peanuts as the boy beside me munches on a nutty choc bar. From the corner of my eye, I see a grey Converse edge closer toward me. I hear the slosh and slurp of chocolate milk from a carton and feel his shoulder brush against mine.


Mia moans, rubbing her stomach. ‘Vego pies from servos are a bad idea.’


‘Don’t you know not to take candy from strangers?’ Ben teases as she sits back up, dry-retching. ‘Honestly, he just wanted to get into your fairy knickers.’


Her body crumples. ‘Did not …’ she mutters.


Ben sighs, shuffles across to her and rubs her back as she empties the rest of her insides onto the bitumen.


When Mia catches her breath, she wipes her mouth and tells him, ‘I’m a catch, a perfect ten.’


A fleeting smile crosses Ben’s lips as he wraps one arm around her shoulder.




Three


WALK ON WATER


‘Oh, Dad, you shouldn’t have … this place is way out of our budget!’


My dad grunts, pushing Ben through the door. I scurry in behind them and slide the coffee table, topped with dated celebrity mags, to the side of the living space, making room for our boards and bags on the floor. Timmy, the young boy Walker Surfboards has just sponsored, hauls bulging paper bags, packed with groceries for the week, onto the kitchenette’s tabletop. He’s half Ben’s size yet carries twice as much from the car into the motel, looking over his shoulder repeatedly to check whether my dad is watching. Mia does little to help unload the car, instead spending her time skipping around the kitchen on the small square cut of lino floor, putting away the food.


‘Really, Mia?’ Dad says, and I turn to notice the way she has arranged our refrigerated items from tallest to smallest, and bundled the items in the pantry into groups according to colour. There are a few pieces of fresh fruit, spelt sourdough, fig jam, Vegemite and homemade muesli bars, but Mum would keel over if she saw the packets of instant noodles, chips, sugary cereals, lollies and cheap ‘do it yourself’ Mexican family pack Dad permitted.


Mia giggles. ‘What?’ She bats her blonde eyelashes and I catch Ben’s sheepish grin.


When we’ve settled in, Dad’s mobile rings. ‘Garry, mate, how are you! Yeah, we just got here … Ben, Grace, Timmy and the unit … Nah, Mel stayed at home … I’d love to … The Brownlow Pub? See you soon.’ Dad throws on a coat and ducks out while the four of us kick back on the couch. I turn on the local news to see a young reporter, red hair flying beneath charcoal clouds, standing on the sand dunes at MacAndrews beach, relaying the weather forecast for the week. We lean forward as if she’s a fortune teller, reading the ocean swell like the lines on our palms.


‘Great news for the directors of the annual Black Wave titles, the largest junior surfing competition on the east coast, boasting the best up-and-coming surfers in both the amateur and professional divisions. Be sure to come and watch the action unfold, starting just two days from now on Tuesday, and finishing with what is expected to be an epic day of finals on Sunday.’


‘I told you,’ Ben says, breaking open a pack of potato chips. The scent of lime and cracked pepper fills the air. ‘That storm way down in the Southern Ocean … the waves will be pumping this week!’ His fingers shake with excitement as he shovels chips into his mouth. We each take a handful, except for Timmy, who draws two chips from the packet.


‘It’s okay,’ I whisper. ‘The food is for all of us.’


Smiling, he nods, reaching in for more.


Ben pushes his broad shoulders back into the somewhat itchy cushions and spreads his legs wide, taking up half the couch, crowding Mia against the fat armrest.


‘You’re squishing me!’ She squirms, stands and then plants herself on his lap. ‘That’s better!’


‘Piss off! Your arse is so bony!’


‘Deal with it,’ she sneers, wriggling her bum on his lap, driving her sit bones into his thighs.


Ben grins and shoves her off his knees. Landing on a bag of wetsuits, she is still for a moment before rising to her feet and kicking him in the shins. I recline against a cushion, settling in to watch a game that has entertained me since childhood. Timmy however, never before exposed to the pair’s antics, is shocked, his eyes widening as Ben flies off the couch and tackles her to the floor. The twelve-year-old watches them play fighting, unsure as to whether anyone is actually getting hurt.
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It’s a new address, but we’ve been here a thousand times before. Budget accommodation – close to the competition is preferable. This place has cream walls with green architraves and skirting boards, a couch still with the impression of its former tenant’s bum, a Monet print hung on the wall above the box TV in a tacky frame spray-painted gold and linen that smells of lemon wash powder, wrapped tight around plastic-covered mattresses. Mia takes the top bunk, and I slide into the shadows beneath. I fluff my pillow and roll onto my back, staring up at wooden slats. Her every movement on the bed above me makes the wire frame clank against the wall.


‘Are you nervous?’ she says.


Ben rolls onto his side on the bunk bed he and Timmy are sharing on the opposite wall. He props himself up on one elbow, his silhouette that of an Athenian royal. ‘Nope.’


‘I wasn’t talking to you, Ben. Timmy, are you nervous?’


There’s a moment of grey silence. ‘A little,’ he admits.


Timmy tells us it’s his first time out of state – he’s been to Port Lawnam, and up the coast to the city a few times, but this is the furthest he’s ever travelled from Marlow, and although he doesn’t say it, I know this is the furthest he’s ever travelled without his mum. ‘But I’m excited.’


What kid wouldn’t be? Picked from the thousands of keen grommets who attempt the Australian waves, chosen to surf for the famous Walker Surfboards. Better yet, taken away to a major surf competition with the man behind the sanding mask … Ray Walker himself. He’s the hard-faced surfing legend, the man whose attention and affection are highly sought after but not easily won. And it doesn’t matter who you are in the fight for his respect. Sharing blood has made no difference.


‘What about you, Grace?’ Mia rattles the bed frame.


Outside, in the middle of the holiday park, fibreglass fish statues in the pool spit water out of their mouths into shells. Cold splashes in the dark.


‘Grace?’


After a while, she gives up, deciding that I am already asleep.
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‘Good luck, Grace,’ she says, handing me my competitor’s rash vest, still wet from its use in the previous heat. Wearing the volunteers’ T-shirt, this girl smells of the frangipani spray they’re handing out in the girls’ complimentary competition bags. We’ve been introduced before, but her tousled blonde hair and beaded leather bracelets are nothing out of the ordinary in this crowd. Dad has introduced me to plenty of these volunteer girls, plenty of directors, plenty of sponsors, plenty of judges …
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