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			For my dad, who always believed

		

	
		
			

			I dreamed of Paradise

			If there is one thing I have learned in my short little life, it is to take advice from the least likely of sources.

			‘Have low expectations, kid, and you’ll never be dis­appointed.’ My Uncle Eddie delivered his words of wisdom with a wink and a double-barrelled shooting finger.

			At the time, I hadn’t taken it too seriously because, firstly, I was only nine and, secondly, he was wearing mission-brown stubbies with thongs. I mean, really? Sure, all those things could have very well been the reason why Uncle Eddie’s words didn’t sink in. But it was more the fact that after he had delivered his wise words, he then tripped backwards over his own esky, rolling like a human pinball down the front steps and landing, spread-eagled, on the lawn, wailing about soft tissue damage and needing an ambulance.

			Eight years later, it was still one of the most talked about of Uncle Eddie’s drunken antics resulting in cringe-worthy accounts of public humiliation, not just limited to our front lawn.

			Uncle Eddie, while at times hilarious, was also the resident drunk, who cycled his way around town on his punting, drinking expeditions sporting his crisscrossed fluoro safety vest (courtesy of Al, the local policeman). He would wear it even in the daytime – mortifying! He was almost like the town mascot, which pretty much paints an accurate picture of my hometown.

			Red Hill.

			The European explorers who named it obviously had a sense of humour because, unlike the name suggested, there was no hill in sight. Just a flat, desolate whole-lot-of-nothing. Well, that’s not exactly true. There were three pubs and a club, a Caltex petrol station, an IGA supermarket, a post office and a newsagent. And when you’re seventeen and trapped in a place nicknamed ‘Red Hole’, the only thing left to do is dream of a life less ordinary.

			In my room I had a bookshelf that housed my entire Holy Grail collection: a crystal angel from my Aunty Deb, a jasmine-scented candle that was too pretty to use and a stack of penpal letters from around the world. I kept writing to my penpals vigilantly with the idea of scoring free accommodation when I travelled abroad someday. I stashed the truly sacred stuff on the top shelf, like the tattered postcard from my cousin Amanda. It was slightly frayed around the edges from the countless times I had picked it up and flipped the glossed square over in my hands, reading the exciting account of the new life she had found in a place nothing like Red Hole.

			For the past year I had been set a challenge: maintain my good grades and Mum and Dad would ‘entertain’ the thought of me finishing my VCE in a real school, not one that involved a satellite connection to a virtual teacher. That’s right, Red Hole had three pubs and no school and I, for one, was not revelling in a future as an uneducated drunk, slurring my words and tripping over myself. No way.

			I hoped it was just a matter of time before they would let me venture out to further my education. Whether they liked it or not, that change was what I needed to ‘experience’ the big bad world. And even though I had a long-standing wish that maybe it could be so, it was never anything more than a crazy pipe dream. So come the time we had the family roundtable discussion, never in my wildest dreams did I think it would come true.

			Dad’s lips were pressed together in a grim line, his arms folded over his broad chest as he let Mum break it to me.

			‘We’ve talked it over and if you agree,’ she said, smiling to herself as she traced her finger along the patterned wood grain of the tabletop, ‘we think –’ Dad coughed. ‘Okay, I think that straight A grades deserve nothing less than destination Paradise.’

			My head snapped up, my eyes widening in disbelief. ‘Are you serious?’

			Mum laughed. ‘I spoke to Aunty Karen, and they would love to have you.’

			I flung myself against my parents, hugging the life out of them. Thanking all the gods in all the universe that my prayers had been answered. ‘Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!’

			A smile spread across my face as I re-read Amanda’s postcard; her elegant, cursive writing described how her life was all about sun, surf, sand and boys (shhhh), which wasn’t exactly the smartest thing to write on the back of a postcard. It was the first and only postcard she had sent, and four years had passed since I’d received it, but when you’re thirteen and a seed is planted, and you have no clear future other than becoming betrothed to one of the local farming boys, you take solace in alternative future possibilities. Glancing at the front of the postcard, I absorbed the beach landscape peppered with sky-high buildings along the foreshore, and an embossed golden font that read ‘Paradise City’.

			Sorry, Uncle Eddie, but I ignored your advice. My expec­tations were as epic as those high-rises and, knowing my grades had earned me a ticket to the beach, to a real school, with real people, I was determined. Yes, I’d dreamed of Paradise City. From the day that postcard arrived I knew I was destined to be there.

			And just as I thought the likes of Red Hill ironic in all its flat mundaneness, I came to realise you should never judge a place by its name.

			Maybe Uncle Eddie was a genius?

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			‘Where’s Ballantine?’

			That was the first time I heard his name. I was sitting outside the principal’s office, wedged between Mum and Dad, seeking an audience with Mr Fitzgibbons, the bow tie–wearing man with a balding head and high blood pressure, if his scarlet-tinged complexion was anything to go by.

			His flushed face-off was with a woman sitting behind a desk in the opposite room. She had ‘Counsellor’ mounted in front of her, one of those removable plaques she probably popped into her handbag at the end of each day.

			Mr Fitzgibbons’ fire-breathing question was met with a sigh and half-hearted shoulder shrug. Obviously not the answer he was looking for as he closed his eyes briefly – as if he was silently counting to three, or perhaps praying for strength. ‘That boy will be the death of me,’ he said to himself, before turning on his polished heel and heading back into his office, slamming the door so hard that the staff photos along the wall lifted with a violent jolt.

			‘Geez, looks like someone needs to loosen his bow tie,’ murmured Dad from the side of his mouth, in that inconspicuous way people do, thinking no-one would suspect they were speaking at all. We giggled like naughty school kids until Mum elbowed me in the side, cutting us both a warning flash of her steel-blue eyes.

			Mum leant forward. ‘Nice, Rick. Real nice. Remember, you never get a second chance to make a first impression.’

			Poor Mum. She had been brushing off imaginary dust, picking at a loose thread on her cardigan, and fidgeting with a nervous anticipation I had rarely seen in her.

			‘Relax, Mum, I’m in.’

			‘Yeah. Relax, Jen, she’s in. And what school wouldn’t want someone with her grades?’ Dad slung his arm around my shoulder, giving me a squeeze. I cringed away from his hug. I was grateful that Dad had warmed to the idea of me coming here, but seriously.

			‘Cool it, Toto, we’re not in Kansas anymore.’ I quickly looked up the hall, hoping no-one had seen. It was bad enough that I was going to have my orientation being walked around by the principal while my parents ooohed and ahhhed about the state-of-the-art facilities; I could have thought of less subtle ways to be tortured publicly. On our way to the principal’s office my dad had even commented on how impressive the touch-free drinking taps outside the boys’ toilets were. I pressed the back of my head against the wall with a sigh.

			Yep, it was going to be a long day.

			I’d had grand visions of walking through the school gates with my cousin Amanda, cool, calm and with an air of mystery as I sauntered under the ornate archway, while Destiny’s Child’s ‘Independent Women’ played softly in the background, perhaps with an industrial-strength fan blowing my hair back. A smoke machine would have been a bit much. I was all about keeping my fantasies real.

			Mr Fitzgibbons’ door whooshed open, shunting me out of my daydream. I blinked into the here and now as he paused, clasping his hands with joy.

			‘You must be Lexie.’ He beamed. ‘I am so happy to meet you,’ he said, stepping forward and shaking my hand in a series of shoulder-dislocating tugs. I peered past him into his empty office, wondering if this had been the same man from moments before.

			Bald, coffee-stained teeth, hideous bow tie. Yep, this was him.

			Another none-too-subtle elbow from my mum had me standing instantly to attention. ‘That’s me,’ I managed, smiling politely.

			‘And you must be Mr and Mrs Atkinson.’

			‘Oh, please. Call us Rick and Jen.’ My dad laughed. Mum laughed. Mr Fitzgibbons laughed – it was just an absolute riot.

			‘Well, you can call me John, but just this once.’ He pointed, laughing at his own zany joke, while he ushered us inside his office and closed the door behind him. ‘Please, take a seat.’

			I had imagined that the principal’s office would be like a luxury penthouse, with all the lurks and perks that come with the job. A large modern space with city views and your own parking spot. Instead, the room was cramped; three mismatched chairs had been wedged in where they didn’t fit, giving us barely enough room to awkwardly manoeuvre our way to sit without playing a form of musical chairs. Mr Fitzgibbons didn’t seem fazed in the slightest with his less-than-humble abode. I daresay the pot plant by the window and his own private kettle facilities in the corner – with a rather impressive selection of Cup a Soups – made him more than happy with his space, even if the walls were covered in seventies wood panelling and the desk was laminate. I could imagine how desperately my dad was trying to contain himself from stating the obvious.

			Looks like they blew the budget on the drinking fountain.

			But he behaved; he sat stoically straight, resting his elbows on the arms of his chair, and linking his fingers over his stomach. I would have relaxed too but my orange plastic bucket seat didn’t have arms. Another budget cut?

			What I guessed were family photos stood on Mr Fitzgibbons’ desk, pointed away from us. My imagination started to wander. No doubt a picture of a pretty teenage daughter who was not a student at this school, probably privy to a spot as a foreign exchange student in France or something. A son on the brink of manhood, sporting a gleaming metallic grin and acne, most likely an interstate hockey champion. And then there would be a dowdy Mrs Fitzgibbons, who was probably a local tax attorney with sensible shoes and a not-too-sensible bob haircut.

			I blinked out of my imaginary Fitzgibbons’ family character assessments when Mr Fitzgibbons knocked heavily and rather expectantly on the window of his office, scurrying to pull the blind up without taking an eye out.

			‘Boys!’ He yelled a fine mist onto the glass as he gesticu­lated towards the yard at a group playing basketball. He pointed to his eyes and then back to the group – a rather threatening mime of ‘I’m watching you’.

			The boys merely laughed, continuing their game. It was becoming obvious to me that Principal John Fitzgibbons wasn’t exactly a respected authority figure at Paradise High.

			‘I have to say, I was pleasantly surprised when I received your application, Lexie,’ he said, picking up a manila folder from on top of his keyboard. He went to casually sit on the edge of his desk, opting for the laidback look. He soon leapt up when it was apparent his weight was too much for the flimsy frame, the desk shifting with a violent jolt that had us all flinching in horror.

			He cleared his throat and moved to his chair as if nothing had happened, adjusting his bow tie.

			My mum straightened nervously in her chair, as if she was dreading Dad or me losing it at any moment.

			I bit my lip, suddenly finding my hands in my lap so incredibly interesting.

			‘It’s certainly been a while since we’ve had a student of your calibre enrol here at Paradise High, and home schooled too? Simply amazing.’

			‘We’re very proud of Lexie,’ said Mum, almost bursting with pride.

			‘Yeah, she gets the brains from her mother and her devilish good looks from me.’

			‘Dad,’ I whined in embarrassment.

			Mr Fitzgibbons leaned back in his seat, his belly laughing so over the top that I could barely stop my brow from curving in disdain. He steepled his fingers like a Bond villain. ‘Well, we have an excellent curriculum here, and we need upstanding role models like you, Lexie. We have a healthy debate team, a maths club, drama society, and an SRC committee that I will put you forward for, straightaway.’

			With every rattled-off program, committee and club, a little piece of me died. It was like I was no longer in the room. He had gone from addressing me solely to addressing my parents, who were smiling and nodding with glee.

			It was almost like I was witnessing everything play out in slow motion as Mr Fitzgibbons jotted down notes into that manila folder with my name on it.

			No-no-no-no . . .

			I didn’t want to be a representative of any committee or a team leader of an inter-school debate. I just wanted to be normal, to blend in, to infiltrate the life of a local city slicker. Although I was pretty sure people in the city didn’t refer to themselves as city slickers.

			‘Of course, there is good and bad in every school and there seems to be something rather alluring about the beach that has birthed a generation of delinquent, slacking beach bums,’ he said.

			I straightened in my seat, finally interested in what he was saying.

			‘That’s why we need leaders in academia, to show the way.’

			Yeah, to improve your tertiary statistics, I thought bitterly.

			Mr Fitzgibbons mercifully put down his pen, which was slowly destroying my life. He closed the folder, clasping his hands over the cover. ‘Now, with your permission, and Lexie’s, of course,’ he smiled, exposing his off-white teeth, ‘I think Lexie would benefit from some of our accelerated classes. From what I can see here, you are quite above the state average. I’m thinking Year Eleven might be a bit of a doddle.’

			Dad’s chest puffed with pride. ‘Well, I guess it’s up to what Lexie wants to do, what she feels comfortable with. I mean, it’s going to be a bit of a culture shock at first.’

			‘And as much as all that extra-curricular stuff sounds wonderful,’ added Mum, ‘I think we best just settle her into the final weeks of Year Eleven first; if all goes well, maybe we can look at those things next year when Lexie comes back for Year Twelve.’

			Oh, how I loved my parents.

			I saw the light in Mr Fitzgibbons’ eyes dim. His demeanour changed as he picked up his pen and clicked it in deep thought.

			I cleared my throat. ‘I would be happy to do accelerated classes; I think it would really build my confidence to do other things.’ I smiled sweetly.

			Mr Fitzgibbons doodled idly on the corner of my folder, taking in my words before lifting his gaze, a smile emerging, but not quite reaching his eyes. ‘So tell me, why Paradise High?’ he asked with interest. ‘You could have chosen St Sebastian’s or Noble Park High, for example. Why here?’

			‘Lexie’s cousin is currently doing her Year Twelve here,’ said Mum, nodding her head in approval.

			This finally had his attention, pushing him forward in his seat. ‘Really? And who might that be?’

			‘Her name’s Amanda, my sister’s daughter,’ replied Mum.

			I’d never seen a rabbit caught in headlights before, or the colour drain from someone’s face so quickly. I could actually see the bob of Mr Fitzgibbons’ Adam’s apple as he closed his mouth and swallowed, staring catatonically at my mum.

			‘Amanda, Amanda Burnsteen?’ He repeated her name as if it left a bad taste in his mouth.

			‘That’s her,’ said my dad cheerfully, clearly oblivious that this sudden revelation didn’t appear to be welcome news.

			‘Well, what a small world we live in,’ Mr Fitzgibbons half-laughed as he casually opened my folder and scribbled a quick note on the inside.

			I leant forward, trying to peer at his writing but he jotted the note of importance so fast and slammed the folder shut so quickly, it made me blink.

			Mr Fitzgibbons was about to speak when he was cut off by the sudden sounding of the recess bell, ringing for students to return to their holding cells. Exercise time was over.

			‘Ah, very good. I suggest that now is the time for you to have a look around, while all the students are settled in class.’ He grabbed the folder and stood, moving towards the door. ‘Forgive me for not showing you myself but I have to see to an urgent matter.’ He opened the door, sweeping his hand out to the hall.

			Mum, Dad and I stood, throwing uncertain looks at one another as we exited the principal’s office. He shook Dad’s, mine, and then Mum’s hands quickly, smiling and thanking us for our time – good luck, goodbye. It was like Charlie had gone from inheriting the chocolate factory to being dismissed by Willy Wonka himself. We were dazed and confused by the change in Mr Fitzgibbons as he looked past us to make eye contact with the school counsellor, who simply shook her head.

			He sighed heavily before returning to his office and closing the door.

			We stood there for a long while, stunned, before Dad spoke. ‘Well, that went well.’

			Mum and I looked at each other, laughing unsurely, as we headed down the hall, the bell drowning out our chatter with its second and final warning followed by a PA announcement as we descended the stairs.

			‘Luke Ballantine, report to the principal’s office immediately.’

			And with a small curve of my mouth, I laughed, thinking that Mr Fitzgibbons’ day was about to get a whole lot worse.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Does anything say family better than rocking up with a bucket of KFC for dinner?

			I don’t think so, and to make the deal even sweeter, yep, a giant tub of coleslaw; it was the least we could do, plus Aunty Karen was not known for her culinary skills.

			The Best Western was not situated in the most prestigious of locations; a fence line of skip bins sat right outside our motel room, and there was an angry dog barking constantly in one of the suburban backyards we so charmingly overlooked. Still, it was the budget-savvy thing to do, even if there were probably chalked outlines of bodies on the pavement around the corner and yellow police tape cordoning off a part of the neighbourhood.

			I watched on as Mum pumped hand sanitiser liberally in her palm for the hundredth time that day, and it didn’t escape my attention that Dad was clicking the central locking on our doors every time we hopped in the car.

			I knew Mum and Dad were massively out of their comfort zone, and I had to admit this wasn’t exactly what I had envisioned as Dad cruised past the fibro-sheeted houses and another laneway, thick with coloured graffiti. It was gritty and lively, for sure, but seeing piled-up mattresses and TV sets on the nature strips for hard rubbish collection day – oh God, at least I hoped that’s what it was for – didn’t exactly scream Paradise. I quickly wiped the thought from my mind. This wasn’t Paradise City, this wasn’t the hub of my dreams, this was merely a suburb of the city itself: an unfortunate introduction because my parents were always a little tight with the purse strings.

			I stretched forward from the back seat. ‘Tell me again, why aren’t we staying at Aunty Karen and Uncle Peter’s?’

			‘There’s just not enough room for us all to stay there,’ insisted Mum, massaging the disinfectant into the back of her hands.

			It was so great to finally be here, and to actually step foot in what was to be my school, but I was saving most of my excitement for seeing my cousin Amanda again. She was only a few months older than me, but I always had this kind of worshipping thing about Amanda. Before they moved to Paradise City, they only lived a three-hour drive from Red Hill in Sunnyvale, where we used to share birthdays and Christmas holidays. We would play Barbies, bruise our ribs sliding along the slip ’n’ slide in our backyard, become death-defying stuntmen by tipping our trampoline on its side before charging from across the yard, latching onto it and pushing it over to slam to the ground again. We used to host our own radio station by recording our voices on cassette tapes, or freak each other out by telling ghost stories with torches pressed up against our chins under the blankets. Amanda was the sister I never had. When her family moved away, it was like they had taken a piece of my childhood with them, and Red Hill suddenly became unbearable with no option of an escape. Aside from that first postcard she had sent and a few phone calls, Amanda had slowly drifted away from me. She was busy with her new friends in her new life, and why wouldn’t she be? I mean, they lived in Paradise, literally. I would often comment on her Myspace page, a window into her amazing existence of linked arms around friends and pouty pictures at the beach with heart-shaped glasses on. Long gone were the Barbie dolls and afternoons spent swooning over pictures of Jonathan Taylor Thomas. Amanda had moved on. Whereas I was just the same old Lexie. Until now.

			‘So, how much longer?’ My insides flipped with giddy excitement.

			‘Are you so eager to be rid of us?’ My mum looked at me pointedly in the rearview mirror.

			‘Of course not,’ I lied. ‘But I start school on Monday and I need to get my bearings.’

			As in, I needed to grill Amanda about who’s who and the dos and don’ts of real high school society. Having her as my wing woman would be an invaluable asset if I was going to fit in and furthermore convince my parents that I could live out my final high school year here.

			‘You’ll have plenty of time,’ Mum said.

			‘Time for what?’ asked Dad, as usual, coming in on the end of a conversation, while he tuned into the cricket on the radio.

			‘Lexie’s worried her life is flashing before her eyes.’

			‘Every day is a wasted day,’ I groaned, flinging myself back into my seat.

			‘Don’t wish your life away, Lexie.’

			Pfft, what life?

			‘Well, I wouldn’t say today was a waste; you got to look around the school at least,’ said Mum.

			I cringed at the memory.

			My dad winking and jovially saying g’day to each student he passed in the corridor. More often than not, people would snigger with their friends or look back at him as if he was a mutant, or more accurately, some kind of country bumpkin. He might as well have been wearing a cowboy hat, chewing on a piece of straw. Disguising my mortification as starvation I cut the walk-around short, insisting that we please go . . . now!

			Orientation: disaster.

			I much preferred my chances with Amanda. I mean, I had to remain the mysterious new girl. I wanted my entrance to be, like my dad would say, bigger than Ben Hur. I sat in the back seat dreaming of slow-motion entrances, whispers and stares from hot surfer boys.

			‘So, is Aunty Karen going to be home by the time we get there?’ I asked.

			‘Ah, yes, she took the day off for us.’

			‘Bloody hell, we’ll never hear the end of that,’ Dad said, rolling his eyes.

			The fact that Mum and Dad had pulled the ‘we need our own space’ card when checking into our motel was not lost on me. And the fact they thought I was immune to their grown-up politics was, well, insulting. I’d innocently earwigged on enough conversations between Mum and Dad to know that there was a definite divide between Mum and her younger sister.

			Nothing more telling than Mum’s admission. ‘They’re just trying to keep up with the Joneses.’

			‘Joneses? They think they are the bloody Joneses,’ said Dad, laughing.

			The differences were pretty clear.

			Mum married a country boy.

			Aunty Karen married a city boy.

			Mum was asset rich but cash poor.

			Aunty Karen was just rich.

			Mum drove a Patrol.

			Aunty Karen drove a Volvo.

			Mum’s fingernails were chipped, broken from helping Dad on the farm.

			Aunty Karen’s French-tipped nails dialled for a cleaner to clean her two-storey house.

			Worlds apart and none of it had seemed so obvious until their big move to the coast.

			‘Doesn’t Aunty Karen have some big high-flying government job?’ I asked with interest, causing Dad to nearly spit out his drink over the steering wheel as he looked at Mum.

			‘Where did you hear that?’ Mum’s brows creased.

			‘I heard Nan telling Mrs Muir at the supermarket.’

			‘Oh, bloody hell.’ Dad shook his head.

			‘Rick!’ Mum warned.

			‘No, Jen. If Lexie is going to be immersed in this world she needs to know the truth. Aunty Karen works at the local shire council as a glorified receptionist answering phones and taking rates payments. She lives purely on credit that her long-suffering husband has to work seven days a week to pay for.’

			Whoa, go Dad!

			All this I had kind of gathered, but still, Dad always liked to tell it like it was, while Mum chose to live in the ‘if you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all’ category.

			I was somewhere in between, myself.

			Mum sighed, clenching the bridge of her nose as if warding off a migraine. ‘I’m not doing this now, Rick,’ Mum warned.

			And when Dad didn’t let it go, I took it as a sign to dig out my ear plugs, wedging one in each ear and pressing play, spinning one of my Triple J’s Hottest 100 CDs, circa 1995, to life. It was a wonder it still played at all considering the number of times I had listened to it over and over again. The chilling waves of Natalie Merchant’s ‘Carnival’ washed over me, just as the flashes of light from the setting sun over the city blinded me in patches through the buildings. Graffiti-clad fences morphed into bustling streets of Chinese takeaway and two-dollar shops, divided up with traffic lights on every block. The animated gestures of my parents as they continued to argue seemed to play out in slow motion compared to the fast-moving surrounds at peak hour. I pressed my temple against the window, gazing up at some palm trees, a long stretch of them dotted along a concrete jungle. Were we getting nearer to the ocean, I wondered? If we turned a corner would it suddenly be there on the horizon? With no real idea where we were headed or how far away we were, the city scene soon blended into a long stretch of industrial building sites. Long gone were the mystical, towering palm trees, and hello, Bunnings and tyre wholesalers.

			The car interior smelt like Colonel Sanders and his secret herbs and spices, which were probably cementing their stench into my hair and clothes. I sniffed the fabric of my top. Impossible to tell. I wasn’t sure why a part of me was suddenly so nervous. This was family and we were going over for dinner, just like we had when I was little. But I was always amazed how quickly things changed, how people got older and time moved on, almost as fast as the ever-­changing neighbourhoods we drove through. I straightened with interest, noting the very obvious differences and feel of the area we were heading into.

			Money.

			Single fibro housing commission shacks were exchanged for actual bricks and mortar – some with their own strategically placed palm trees. A good test of wealth, it seemed, was whether you had an impressive concrete driveway and a remote-controlled garage door. We had definitely entered into that territory. A far cry from Red Hill, where fortune was dependent on how many acres you had or how large your rented TV was. This was more like the Paradise I had envisioned: kids playing cricket on the street; a group of women power walking in their three-quarter lycra pants and sun-visor caps; a man hand-mowing his minuscule front yard with earmuffs on.

			My heart almost leapt out of my chest when I spotted a surfboard mounted on the wall of an open garage. We had to be close, we just had to be, and as I quickly wound down the window and raised my face up to the sky, the first thing that hit me was the glorious smell of the ocean. Ocean and sunshine, thick in the air that whipped the wisps of hair into my eyes.

			Dad turned in to a long sweeping road to the right and just as I was about to announce the assault on my senses to my parents, there it was. There in the distance, as we drove along the winding road, was a deep blue mass of water, cresting up to meet the sand. Just as quickly as it was there it was gone again, as Dad made another sharp right, powering up a ridge of bitumen into another street. I spun around in my seat, grinning like a fool at what was slowly disappearing behind me. Now this was Paradise.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			‘We’re here!’ Dad sighed.

			I love it how parents state the obvious, as if pulling into a driveway and turning the engine off wasn’t a giveaway. And of all the houses, in all the streets to pull up in front of, I was oh so happy it was this one. I opened my door, slowly sliding out of the back seat, my eyeline following the impressive Colorbond roofline of the second storey.

			Large concrete drive, double automated garage and trees that were actually manicured into balls. Now that was luxurious. Somehow, parking behind Aunty Karen’s shiny Volvo station wagon in our dust-covered Patrol with a bucket of chicken in hand definitely screamed intruder. I would have let the feeling of unease consume me if it wasn’t for the high-pitched screams that were closing in on us.

			‘Oh my God. OH MY GOD!’ Aunty Karen charged out of the front door, arms outstretched.

			I didn’t have time to process the incoming crazed aunty before I was mooshed with a big set of boobs in my face and engulfed in a backbreaking bear hug. I needn’t have worried about passive KFC fumes, my eyes literally watered from the overpowering scent of Aunty Karen’s expensive perfume, splashed liberally in the abyss of her cleavage, no doubt. Her gold bracelets jangled as she rocked me from side to side.

			‘Oh, look how you’ve grown,’ she cried, pulling back only to cup my face and mush my cheeks in between her metic­ulously manicured hands. ‘Oh, Jen, she could be a model,’ she said, turning to Mum, who managed a pained smile.

			Aunty Karen’s eyes fell to the bucket of chicken Mum was holding. ‘Oh, you brought KFC, how hysterical,’ she said, laughing.

			I could tell Dad was trying to avoid the theatrics by busying himself with the luggage.

			‘Oh, Rick, don’t trouble yourself with that. Peter! Peter, come out here and help Rick,’ Aunty Karen called out.

			There were two things I remembered in particular about my Uncle Peter: one, he was very tall; two, he was not a conversationalist. He was kind of like Mr Darcy, without an endearing happily ever after.

			My dad, who was equally tortured by Mum’s family, at least had the tact to disguise his sighs and inner burning contempt. Uncle Peter Burnsteen did not. He emerged from his lavish abode with a deep sigh and a weary expression. ‘Hello, Jen.’ He managed a head nod to my mum. ‘Rick.’ Handshake.

			I wasn’t exactly a kid anymore, so a hair ruffle would have just been plain awkward, but I would have given anything for that head rub instead of the mis-timed half hug he gave me, only for the button of his sleeve to snag in my hair as he pulled away.

			‘Ouch!’

			‘Oh, um, it’s, um, stuck, bloody hell, hang on a sec.’ He unravelled my hair and sidestepped away to help Dad with the bags.

			Nope. Nothing awkward about that.

			Aunty Karen linked her arm through Mum’s. ‘I’m so happy you’re here,’ she beamed.

			As if reading my mind, Mum looked around. ‘Where’s Amanda?’

			Aunty Karen’s smile dimmed. ‘Oh.’ She turned around, looking up at the top window. I followed her gaze in time to notice there was a slightly parted curtain, which quickly fell back into place as we looked up.

			‘She’s on the computer. Peter, did you tell Amanda to come down?’

			Uncle Peter merely scoffed in reply as he took a suitcase and walked back into the house.

			Aunty Karen laughed as a way to disguise her husband’s lack of social graces. ‘Come on, let’s get you inside.’

			Aunty Karen never drew breath as we walked up the curving terracotta-tiled path, past the ball trees, the immaculately kept ankle-high box hedge and manicured lawn. She sported black heels that click-clacked along the walkway and a figure-hugging charcoal dress with a black belt fastened under her ample bosom; her blonde, curly hair was pulled up into a French twist with enough hair lacquer to put a hole in the ozone layer. Her lipstick was bright, bold like her smoky eyeliner and bronzer. Okay, so maybe describing her makes her sound a bit like a circus clown, but Aunty Karen was very glam and I think my mum felt it, too, because she handed me the chicken bucket to carry. I walked behind her as we followed Aunty Karen to the house.

			Mum pulled at her cardigan, adjusted it just like she had waiting outside the principal’s office. I felt sad knowing that she was feeling uncomfortable being led into her sister’s home for the first time, wearing a denim skirt and Diana Ferrari sandals.

			I looked back at Dad, who was carrying the last of my bags. He shook his head in dismay and I had to look away, fearing I would burst into a fit of giggles and earn not one but two filthy looks from the women in front.

			We stepped into an enormous entrance hall, with glossed white tiles that flowed through the entire living space. The first thing that hit me was the huge staircase with its wood and wrought iron banister. The second thing that snapped us to attention was the shrill screaming.

			‘Amanda Nicole Burnsteen, get your toosh down here this instant,’ Aunty Karen yelled to the great above.

			There was a faint ringing in my ears – my aunty’s voice bounced off the walls of the large space – and I swear I saw the floral arrangement vibrate. Yeah, there was a floral arrangement.

			Uncle Peter sat with his arms casually resting on the back of the couch, the king of the castle, as he watched cricket on their humungous flat-screen. He didn’t so much as acknowledge us as he hissed and jeered at the TV, sipping his Crown Lager. It was the most animated I think I had ever seen him.

			Mum motioned with a not-too-subtle nod for Dad to go over and do the man thing and bond over sports. Poor Dad. I could see he would have much preferred to hang with us girls, until Aunty Karen clapped her hands together with joy.

			‘I’ll give you a tour of the house.’

			‘Um, yeah, I think I’ll just check the score.’ Dad rubbed the back of his head, stepping away from the luggage he’d left by the door, and headed for the black leather couch to bond with Uncle Peter.

			•

			I sipped on my Coke, sitting at the large breakfast bar in the kitchen, finding it hard to imagine that this was going to be my new home, that I, Lexie (no middle name) Atkinson, was going to be chillin’ in a two-storey mansion with its own pool, and sea views from the top floor. Okay, so it was from their master bedroom; still, the views were there and the beach was near, and that was good enough for me. One of the rooms we hadn’t ventured into on our tour was Uncle Peter’s study, and we also skipped the one place I had wanted to go to most of all – to see Amanda. But as Aunty Karen gave my mum the lowdown on the wallpaper they had imported from abroad for the powder room, and the price of the Axminster carpet in the master bedroom (Aunty Karen loved to name-drop price tags), we had simply walked past the one closed door upstairs, the one I lingered near in the hope that maybe Amanda might emerge.

			And almost as if my wishful thinking had willed it, Aunty Karen’s voice broke off as we heard the distant thud of footsteps coming down the staircase.

			‘Finally,’ she muttered, moving from behind the breakfast bar and out into the lounge. ‘Amanda!’ she called out.

			I tried to lean back on my stool, craning my neck to see a figure appear at the bottom of the steps, but Aunty Karen’s body blocked the way.

			‘Amanda, come say hello.’ But aside from the footsteps and then the loud slamming of a door, there was going to be no welcome party.

			Aunty Karen breathed in deeply, readying herself before she spun around with a brilliant smile.

			‘Is she all right?’ Mum asked, her uncertain gaze looking towards the direction of the slam.

			‘Oh, yes, she’s just tired.’ Aunty Karen waved her words away before clicking her heels along the tiles and, without skipping a beat, picked up her conversation, explaining to Mum about the marbled bench tops.

			Maybe I wasn’t as easily distracted or, more to the point, couldn’t care less about imported Italian marble, and as I continued to look towards the direction in which Amanda had disappeared without so much as a word, I couldn’t help but feel a little . . . worried.

			Aunty Karen must have taken in my troubled expression – chewing on my bottom lip was a bit of a giveaway.

			‘I know!’ she said, curving her manicured brow and sharing a devious look between me and Mum. ‘Why don’t you go see Amanda? She’s dying to see you, you just need to break the ice; I mean, it’s been so long.’

			My eyes flicked to Mum, who seemed to nod her approval.

			‘I don’t know . . .’

			‘Here.’ Aunty Karen spun around, opening the pantry and grabbing a giant-sized packet of salt and vinegar Samboy chips. ‘Take these to her and she’ll be a friend for life.’

			‘Go on,’ mouthed Mum.

			I thought about it for a moment, before allowing the giddiness to take over.

			Stop being such a sook, Lexie. It’s only Amanda.

			She was probably just as excited and nervous as I was. Of course I’d break the ice. We had so much catching up to do, and I had so much to learn about this alien planet I had landed on.

			I smiled, grabbing the chips with much gusto.

			I’m going in.

			The hall was more like a wing – a long extension into a separate part of the house – and having been given the grand tour, it was clear that upstairs was the parents’ retreat and down here was the teenagers’ domain. Even that in itself was really cool. Amanda’s older brother, Gus, had long since moved out and was off at uni, which basically left Amanda an only child. With so much at your doorstep, I doubt there was ever a dull moment in her life. I was bursting out of my skin to find out. The muffled beat of loud music pounded through the door at the end of the hall. I wondered if she would even hear me. I knocked gently at first, and then harder a moment later.

			‘Amanda? It’s me, Le–’ Before I even had a chance to finish my sentence, the bedroom door was whipped open. My fist lingered in the air, my eyes widening as my senses were assaulted with the ear-piercing noise – I think it was music – that was pouring out of her room. But more than that, I stood, frozen, my catatonic gaze etching its way up and down the girl who stood before me: tall, slender, with long flowing hair, heavy eye makeup and a lip piercing. She wore a midriff top, exposing her pierced belly button, and yoga pants low on her hips. The only recognisable part of her was her big blue eyes. The very ones that were glaring down at me as she stood there, her hip cocked to the side and her arms crossed. She raised her brows with impatience, as if to say, ‘May I help you?’

			Did she not recognise me? I hadn’t changed at all, not a bit. Taller, yes, but that was about it. I couldn’t fathom the creature that stood before me. What had it done with my cousin?

			My mouth gaped, trying to speak, to construct a single sentence, but all I could manage was to hold up my peace offering and croak, ‘Chip?’

			Amanda scoffed, before snatching the packet from my hands, tearing it open and shoving chips into her gob, crunching loudly. She looked at me, shaking her head in dismay. ‘Tragic,’ she said through a mouthful of chips, before she laughed and stepped back into her room, kicking the door shut with her foot.

			I let out a breath, one I wasn’t even aware I was holding. I moved away from the door, pressing my back to the wall, blinking rapidly as I tried to process what the hell had just happened.

			This was a definite game changer.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			I couldn’t believe it.

			Dinnertime arrived, when we all came together to feast on not-KFC – that was somehow ‘shelved’ by Aunty Karen for baked salmon over a bed of couscous and Mediterranean vegetables. My heart sank, testing the gravelly mound of what looked like sand. The meal wasn’t the thing that I was having trouble accepting, though; it was the fact that Amanda, my fire-breathing cousin from only mere moments before, had emerged out of her cave like a beautiful butterfly. I’m not saying she transformed in any physical way as she still had on the belly-exposing tank top and yoga pants, but she was sporting a beaming smile and open arms to my parents. Double blinking and flashing her white teeth at their typical aunty and uncle praises. ‘Look at you.’ ‘Haven’t you grown?’ Blah, blah, blah.

			Spare me.

			The only other person who didn’t seem to be buying it was Uncle Peter, who was looking at his daughter like he didn’t have a clue who she was. Not that I think he actually cared. He stood up and opened the door to his stainless steel fridge and grabbed another beer. Probably to numb the pain.

			Amanda laughed and smiled and helped her mother with bringing food over to the table; the only time I ever saw a crack in Amanda’s facade was on the odd occasion when her eyes met mine and her expression dimmed somewhat.

			I frowned. What had she said? Tragic? Was she calling me tragic?

			I adjusted my top, looking down and trying to work out how a white V-neck and denim mini could be tragic or offensive. I had deliberately gone shopping for a new summer wardrobe knowing I was coming here, and just as I straightened my top, I froze.

			Oh my God.

			I was fidgeting self-consciously like my mother. Oh no, that was tragic. My heart sank; I had never felt so incredibly out of place. Even my dad had begun to relax after a few beers. He had managed to strike up a conversation with Uncle Peter about cricket and Mum and Aunty Karen, well, after a few red wines, they were thick as thieves. They may have been worlds apart in a materialistic sense, but they would always have one thing in common – their childhood. A burst of laughter sounded from the kitchen as Aunty Karen topped up Mum’s glass. They were talking about old boyfriends or something cringeworthy like that. I turned to look at their carefree, flushed expressions; tears were literally falling from my mum’s eyes as Aunty Karen fought to breathe.

			That was what I had hoped to have with Amanda, that no matter how much we had changed, we would always have a childhood to cling to, that even though the Barbie dolls were long gone, and yoga pants and piercings were now in vogue, all that could be put aside; we were blood, that meant more than the aesthetics of someone. But there was just one teeny, tiny issue I could foresee being a complication. The Amanda Burnsteen, the one who sat across from me, smugly shovelling a fork of couscous into her mouth, this Amanda was an absolute bitch!

			•

			After having said goodnight to my parents, who were too tipsy to drive back to the motel and were looking at a night crashed out in Uncle Peter’s office, I readied myself for bed.

			I held my toothbrush and toothpaste to my chest like a shield as I stood in the doorway and stared in horror at my new sleeping quarters. In. Amanda’s. Room.

			‘It’s only a single bed, but it’s a king single we bought from Freedom.’ Aunty Karen gave me the décor rundown as she turned down the sheets. It was a beautiful bed, expensive-quality cover striped with greens and blues, nestled under a big window on the opposite side of the room from Amanda’s bed. But it didn’t matter how beautifully it had been made, I still got this sense that a certain someone was not going to be pleased about this and, as if conjuring her out of my nightmares, Amanda appeared, walking past me, bumping my shoulder as she walked into her bedroom. Yep, definitely not happy.

			And neither was I. I’d kind of assumed with Gus having gone to uni, that there would be a spare room now. But apparently his room was sacred and off limits, used as some kind of shrine to their son for whenever he returned, which from what I’d heard, wasn’t very often. Surely with such a big house you would think that there would be a space for me? A nook, a cranny, a closet? Anywhere that wouldn’t put me at risk of getting smothered in my sleep. Apparently there was another room but that was Aunty Karen’s ‘studio’. That was her space for whatever phase she went through each month. I had spotted a yoga mat, walking machine, beading station, a potter’s wheel from her stint at clay-pot making, and painting materials: a real mishmash of hobbies. Obviously Aunty Karen had commitment issues.

			I glanced at Amanda; she had peeled her cover back and jumped into bed, wedging her ear plugs in her ears and turning the volume up.

			Looked like there was going to be no late-night ghost stories like the days of old; the only nightmare I would be having tonight would be the thought of my parents actually leaving me here in the morning.

			‘There you go!’ Aunty Karen stepped back, admiring her handiwork. ‘You’ll sleep like a baby.’

			What? Wet, hungry and awake, screaming my lungs out every hour?

			I smiled. My aunty was trying to make me feel at home; at least someone was.

			She came over to me, sweeping my hair from my shoulder. ‘Now tomorrow, we’ll sort out your uniform for Monday and get you any last-minute things you might need for your big day.’

			I pooled all my effort into smiling. ‘Great.’

			‘Oh, I am so happy you’re here, Lexie,’ she said, embracing me in a huge perfumed hug. ‘Don’t stress about Amanda, she’ll get used to it,’ she whispered into my ear before letting me go with a cheek pinch.

			Aunty Karen made her way, well, zigzagged her way over to Amanda’s bed. It was a few red wines later.

			‘Goodnight my angel . . . MWAH!’

			‘Ugh, get off me, Mum,’ Amanda yelled.

			‘Aw, I love you, too,’ she laughed, slapping her daughter on the bum as she struggled to get off the bed, zigzagging her way out the door, pausing at the light switch until I slipped into my bed and under the covers.

			‘Night, girls,’ she said, flicking off the light, plunging the room into darkness and closing the door.

			I lifted the cover up to my chin, much like a child would do to ward off creatures that go bump in the night. The blackness wasn’t entirely consuming; a streetlight outside cast a muted glow through the curtain of the window I lay under. It was the silence that was suffocating. Back in the day, Amanda and I would have pulled our mattresses to the floor, wedging them together and making one giant springy island. We would crawl under our blankets with torches and talk about what we wanted to be when we grew up or about our super secret crushes. Now all that pierced through the dark was the distant, high-pitched noise of the music that was being drummed into Amanda’s ears – that and . . . laughing?

			Was she laughing?

			I cocked my head, listening intently, thinking maybe it was just the music playing tricks on me, but it wasn’t. Amanda was laughing all right, almost giggling like a school girl. I peered over to her bed.

			Was she laughing at me?

			When I hitched myself onto one elbow to squint her way, there she was. Her smiling face, illuminated by the screen of her mobile.

			Whoa. Amanda had a mobile phone. I didn’t even own one.

			Her thumbs made clicking sounds in the dark as she lay on her back, listening to music and texting one of her BFFs, no doubt.

			I don’t know what it was about that sight, but it made it crystal clear that she didn’t in any way, shape or form want me involved in her life. I felt a heaviness in my heart. I settled back down in my thousand thread-count sheets, and brand-new orthopaedic mattress, and tried to not let every giggle, every click wind me down further into sadness. But as I stared out the window, focusing on the glow of the streetlight, I could feel hot tears well in my eyes, pooling and falling down my temples as I came to a sudden realisation.

			Paradise was a lie.

			•

			It didn’t take long for sleep to claim me. The build-up, antici­pation, travel and orientation had me bone tired. It might have been the luxurious feather-top mattress as well. I could have slept for a thousand years; well, until I awoke with a foot to my head.

			I thought I was dreaming when I felt the searing pain of my hair being ripped out by the roots, my bed springing up and down with violent jolts, before being hit with the sound of scraping metal and a gush of wind. I went to scream as my hand flew up to my trapped hair. My scream was muffled as a hand clamped down on my mouth; plunged fiercely out of my slumber, my eyes blinked wide, my heart threatening to punch a hole through my chest, my nostrils flaring at the sight of Amanda kneeling on my bed.

			‘Shhhh.’ She scowled down at me. ‘If you so much as make a sound, I swear to God,’ she warned.

			‘Amanda, come on, let’s go,’ a hushed voice sounded. My eyes snapped to where the voice had come from, the opened window.

			‘I’m coming,’ she called, momentarily peeling her eyes from me and then back again. She pressed her finger to her lips to mime a warning for silence. When I nodded quickly she slowly lifted her hand from my mouth, watching me like a hawk, warily waiting to see if I would scream or not. I desperately wanted to, I wanted to shout the house down, lash out at her for scaring the shit out of me, for stepping on my head, for pulling my hair. Instead I sat up, pushing myself back and away from her against my bedhead, brushing the hair out of my eyes and staring daggers at Amanda.

			‘Well, well, well . . . what do we have here then?’ A pair of elbows rested on the aluminium frame of the opened sill, a head poking through the window with a cheeky smile and eyes that trailed over me in curious assessment. I pulled the blankets around me, still trying to catch my breath after such a rude awakening.

			The boy canted his head towards me. ‘Is this her?’ he asked Amanda.

			Amanda ignored him, readying herself to stand, before locking her burning eyes on me. ‘If you breathe a word of this to anyone, I will make your life a living hell!’

			She put as much diva-esque emphasis on her warning as she could, most likely because she had an audience. My brows lowered, matching her murderous gaze as she tried to intimidate me; I couldn’t contain it any longer.

			‘Oh, fuck off!’

			A burst of laughter came from outside the window, not from the boy standing there, who merely looked on with an open mouth – the loud outburst of deep-bellied, surprised laughter came from behind him. As I peered past boy one, my eyes rested on boy number two. He leant against the house, his shoulders vibrating as he laughed; his profile was highlighted by the glow of the streetlight, and the first thing that struck me was the deep dimple that formed when he smiled. I wondered if his other cheek matched and desperately wanted him to turn around, to look my way. But instead he remained casually slouched beside the house in the semi-shadows, arms crossed against his chest; he was tall, lean and maybe it was the darkness but his hair was dark and ruffled in a devil-may-care way. The only thing that snapped me out of my trance was what would be the second biggest surprise of the night.

			Amanda shifted her focus from me and glared towards the tall boy in the shadows; she moved to grab onto the edge of the opened window as boy number one lifted his arms to help her. She was midway out when she addressed the still-laughing boy: ‘Shut up, Ballantine!’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Five

			Ballantine?

			Ballantine . . . Ballantine.

			The name rolled over in my mind, time and time again. It had been on repeat ever since the previous night, when I’d stared wide-eyed and stupefied as Amanda snuck out the window and disappeared with the two boys: admittedly, two hot boys. Even in the shadows I could tell that; there was no mistaking the lure of that dimple, and that laugh; the laugh that was a direct result of me telling Amanda where to go. A part of me cringed at the memory, of being such a gutter mouth. Seriously, what would they think of me? What would bad-boy Ballantine, who stood up the principal, think of me? Well, at least he found it funny, much to Amanda’s displeasure. I, of course, wondered what my new life would be like now, how she would most certainly make my life a living hell. When the sun rose in the morning, I had tentatively rolled over to squint through sleepy eyes, and there she was. Twisted in a blanketed cocoon, fast asleep. I hadn’t even heard her come back in. Oh God, had she climbed back through the window? I blinked at the curtains in horror. Had the boys helped her back in and looked down at me drooling onto my pillow?

			I pulled the covers over my head.

			Ugh, I hated sharing her room!

			But then the memory of the smiling boy in the shadows would pop into my mind and somehow that very thought seemed to trump all the negative. My chest puffed out with pride every time I recalled it.

			As my spoon clinked against the porcelain of my cereal bowl at breakfast, I remembered the boy in the shadows. Showering, soaping my hair into a bubbly, foamy hive, I remembered the boy in the shadows. Standing on a chair as my mum fixed the hem on my school uniform, I smiled a small smile, thinking of the dimple in the dark and just as I was lost in the dreamy perfection of the memory, a half-asleep, probably half-hungover Amanda shuffled herself into the lounge, looking like death. I lifted my chin with a knowing glint in my eyes, as she sneered my way and went to the pantry.
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