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      I am the hum of the early dawn

      
      heavy with dew

      
      the slide of the ocean onto the shore

      
      your heartbeat

      
      your first breath

      
      the quiet of your mind

      
      before the chatter begins

      
      I am where your shoulders rest and your hips roll

      
      a waking stretch

      
      a first caress

      
      the promise of more

      
      I am the shifting groaning earth

      
      A thrust through watery depths

      
      I am your call to prayer

      
      your chant

      
      your ohm

      
      enslaving you

      
      taking you down

      
      to the impulse deep deep inside

      
      I am good

      
      grinding

      
      delicious and dangerous

      
      I am the way

      
      the path

      
      the answer

      
      I am the bass

      
      let’s dance

      




      
      
      djmAx

      
      ‘A very good evening to all you dudes and groovers joining us on-line from wherever you are around the globe. Herbie Lester
         with you on Errant.com, and let me tell you, you have hooked on for the night of your life. It’s our first, fully digital,
         totally broadband broadcast and what better way to celebrate than by bringing to you the biggest opening night the city has
         ever seen. Behind me are the massive wooden doors of our new super club, Errant. As you can see, the doors’ve been tagged
         by the Angels—the kicking-est gang to ever pick up a spraycan. The queues began earlier today—thousands of kids hoping to
         make it through these doors tonight. And here she is, the Errant funkmaster herself, djmAx!!!’
      

      
      ‘Hey, Herbie. Hi everyone, thanks for coming tonight. What a night!’

      
      ‘Can you believe it, Max?’

      
      ‘Well, this whole scene is just way wilder than I could ever have imagined and it’s only going to get better. Five individually
         themed spaces inside Errant. And, of course, awesome music in every one of those spaces. The city will be going off tonight
         with Errant at its epicentre.’
      

      
      ‘But Max, as I was just telling everyone, your aim is for something more than a super club.’

      
      ‘Something more, something less, you know. It’s basically a youth club. That’s a concept that went out of fashion a long time
         ago, so we’re reinventing it. Our aim is to make Errant a really great multi-purpose, multimedia, multi-everything space that
         can host a skateboarding championship, a hip-hop seminar, an art exhibition, the annual general meeting of Errant.com while
         recording some new sounds … all on one weekend. It’s been done in other places around the world and we wanted to do it here, in the forgotten Bay suburbs. It’s ambitious but we’ve got a great team and we reckon we can do it.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a massive undertaking and you haven’t done it alone. I see, sitting just beyond the crowd, the man who has seen you
         through some serious pressure situations over the past few months as you have pursued the Errant dream. We weren’t sure he
         would be here tonight.’
      

      
      ‘We weren’t, were we? But my grandfather wouldn’t have missed this night for the world. And on behalf of both of us I just
         want to say thanks to everyone who sent notes and flowers and all sorts of messages of support while he was ill. It’s been
         amazing.’
      

      
      ‘I’m about to run through tonight’s DJ and band lineup for our on-liners but I’ve got one last question. You’re playing the
         main dance floor—with the girls from ROPE?’
      

      
      ‘That’s right. ROPE stands for Rhythms of Perfumed Electronica. Watch out for a CD from us on the Errant label soon—well,
         once I get my HSC out of the way.’
      

      
      ‘But Max, you’re playing the middle set on the opening night of your own club. Not the final set. It’s made us all a little
         curious.’
      

      
      ‘Ha. Yeah, well, apart from the fact that DeeDeeTee is going to blow everyone’s minds in the final hours, umm, I have a date.’

      
      ‘A date?’

      
      ‘It goes back a long way, but my grandfather and I have this thing that we do every year on this day. That’s all I can tell
         you. And we thought it would be the perfect way to wrap up what we are sure will be the best night of our lives.’
      

      
      ‘Have you guys always been this close?’

      
      ‘He’s the best friend a girl could have. But we got a little lost for a while. That’s why the date is important.’

      
      ‘So, what’s the date?’

      
      
      ‘Herbie! I can’t give away all my secrets to a worldwide audience! I’ve gotta go open a club!’

      
      ‘The one and only djmAx everybody. Let’s thank her for taking time out on her big night to chat to you on Errant.com. You
         can catch her doing her Errant thing on the turntables from 12 till 3. Don’t miss her!’
      

      








      djmAx


      <<lisa forrest


      LOTHIAN
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      one

      
      ‘Get outta my head,’ Maxine Phillips said as she threw the magazine to the floor.

      
      You should be with him.

      
      ‘Are we getting ready or are we just thinking about it?’ Evie Summers poked her head through the doorway.

      
      ‘Yeah, yeah.’ Maxine got up and grabbed a dress from its coat-hanger. ‘I suppose you want me to wear this?’ She screwed up
         her nose as she held the red PVC dress against her body.
      

      
      ‘It’ll look great.’

      
      ‘It’s hideous.’ But she sat on the bed and pulled off her trainers.

      
      ‘You liked it last week when we were going through my wardrobe.’

      
      ‘I didn’t think about it that much.’

      
      ‘Crap. You’ve been talking about the opening of Steam for weeks. “It’s the only place to be, blah blah blah.” Then my mum
         and dad decide to go away on the very weekend we need them to and everything is perfect. You get a chance to visit DJ heaven
         and imagine yourself playing there someday. I get to check out some real guys and not the losers you meet around here. And
         no one ever has to know what we’re doing.’
      

      
      He’ll find out.

      
      ‘How?’ Max asked.

      
      ‘What?’ Evie said.

      
      ‘Nothing,’ Max answered.

      
      ‘Look, the only thing getting in the way now,’ Evie went on, ‘is you getting the last-minute guilts about an ancient ritual
         of going to the Anzac Day Dawn Service with your grandfather way back when you used to talk to one another.’
      

      
      It’s more than a ritual. He needs you.

      
      ‘Hardly!’

      
      ‘What?’ Evie repeated.

      
      Max realised she had answered the voice in her head again. ‘Look, shut up, Evie, all right.’ She threw her cargoes on the
         floor of Evie’s bedroom. ‘I am not feeling bad about the Dawn Service, okay? I know that his obsession with it is ridiculous.
         He doesn’t need me there. He didn’t even go to war, for goodness’ sake.’
      

      
      That’s not the point.

      
      ‘I don’t care what my grandfather is doing tomorrow morning or any other morning, okay? I stopped doing that a long time ago.’

      
      How could you say that?

      
      ‘Be careful, Max, you might show some feelings.’

      
      Ignoring both Evie and the voice of her grandmother, Max stepped into the dress. ‘What I do care about is that one of Steam’s
         coolest DJs of the future might be seen at the opening night of the club in a get-up like this,’ she declared as she zipped
         herself into the dress and looked at Evie for the first time since her friend had poked her head through the doorway. ‘Oh
         my god,’ Max shrieked. ‘Evie!’
      

      
      Evie’s smile told Max she was pleased with her reaction. ‘Took you long enough.’ She struck a pose in the doorway so that
         her long arms framed her newly dyed hair. ‘Tah dah,’ she sang.
      

      
      Max fell back on to the bed. ‘If only your parents could see you now!’

      
      ‘A homage to the girl they so want me to be,’ Evie declared as she twirled around to give Max a view from all sides. ‘The colour matches my bedroom—candy
         pink!’
      

      
      
      ‘Yeah right,’ agreed Max, ‘just a few shades more shocking!’

      
      Reg Phillips closed the magazine he’d been trying to read.

      
      ‘Ah, Rose,’ he sighed. He got up, looked at the magazine again. sAssy. As if reading one of her magazines would give him a clue. Something he might have missed.
      

      
      ‘What am I going to do with her, love?’ He threw the magazine down and leant over the railing to look out at his well-tended
         garden. The light from the verandah was enough to illuminate the rosebushes heavy with scent, the petals dripping with lazy
         elegance. Normally the sight would calm him.
      

      
      ‘I thought she’d realise. Make it another weekend. She could spend any weekend at Evie’s.’ He listened for a moment. Shook
         his head and sighed. It had been four years since Rose Phillips had died. Reg had talked to her every day since but his wife
         never answered, no matter how hard he listened. A dog barked somewhere. A car pulled into a driveway, the engine switched
         off.
      

      
      ‘Seventy-three, eh? Too old to be here without you, love. Too old to be trying to look after her.’

      
      As Art Melway got out of his car he could see the figure of Reg Phillips on the verandah.

      
      ‘Could’ve done without that,’ he muttered to himself. He’d hoped Maxine would answer the door and she could deal with the
         rest.
      

      
      Not that Art knew Reg. But he’d heard a bit about him since moving to Harper Bay to manage the RSL. From what Art gathered,
         everyone liked the Reg they once knew. Before his wife died. But Rose’s death had turned Reg into a difficult, angry old man.
         Unreachable even to his granddaughter. Although, according to the gossip, she was no picnic either. They’d been written off by the locals as the sad couple no one could help.
      

      
      ‘You don’t have time to think about this now,’ Art said as he headed up to the house.

      
      The sound of footsteps broke Reg’s reverie. He recognised the younger man making his way onto the verandah but he couldn’t
         place him.
      

      
      ‘Evening, Reg. Art Melway.’ Art held out his hand. ‘Manager of the RSL.’

      
      ‘Of course.’ Reg shook the man’s hand.

      
      ‘Nice place you’ve got,’ Art said, looking around.

      
      Reg nodded. It had been many years since anyone other than he or Maxine had walked up those steps. The last time someone else
         dared to, there’d been a terrible argument. Regrettable maybe, but at least after that Reg had been left alone. ‘Thought you’d
         be on duty. Friday night and all,’ he suggested.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, well, I am actually. I was looking for Maxine.’

      
      ‘She’s not here.’

      
      ‘Where is she?’

      
      ‘At a friend’s.’ Reg guessed the manager to be in his late thirties. Presentable enough but too old to be looking for Maxine.
         ‘Do you know my granddaughter, Art?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, well, a bit. Look, sorry, Reg, but this is an emergency. Wilt Jackson has fallen down some stairs—only three stairs
         actually—but it was a clumsy fall.’ Art still couldn’t believe it. ‘The ambulance men said it’s always the way. The most serious
         damage from the simplest things.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ Reg said to be polite. He still didn’t know how this affected him.

      
      ‘Anyway, he can’t play tonight. We called everyone Wilt suggested but they’ve all got gigs. Then he suggested Maxine.’
      

      
      Reg sat down on one of the cane chairs. ‘How does Wilt Jackson know Maxine?’

      
      ‘Teaches her, apparently.’

      
      Reg nodded. ‘He must be new. And he wants her to step in for him and play the clarinet with his band. What do they play?’
         Reg wondered why the RSL manager was looking at him strangely.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Reg. No. Wilt Jackson is a DJ. You know, he plays records. Maxine is one of his students.’

      
      Reg shook his head. ‘Maxine plays the clarinet, Art. She lives, eats, and breathes the clarinet. And the great musicians of
         the 1930s and 40s. Has done ever since she was a kid. I think you’ve got the wrong girl.’
      

      
      But Art didn’t budge. ‘Reg, I’m sorry if I’m telling you something you don’t know. And I’m sorry if I seem pushy. But I’ve
         spent a long time getting this night off the ground. I’ve got a few hundred kids in the Bay Room waiting to hear Wilt Jackson.
         And they won’t be back next week if they don’t get what they’re expecting. It’s the biggest crowd the RSL has pulled in years.
         So you see, it’s got to happen. Maybe Max plays the clarinet. Good for her. But she is also the best DJ Wilt Jackson knows
         around here so I have to get her now and get her to that club.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose her best friend would know her secrets,’ Reg told his wife as he listened to the incessant bass beat coming from
         the Summers’ house. He didn’t know what to be most angry about—the deception, or the possibility that everyone was in on it
         but him.
      

      
      ‘I didn’t have to agree to do it,’ he told his wife. ‘But what will they make of it at the RSL? Yet another one he couldn’t control.
      

      
      ‘I told you,’ he said to his wife as he strode up the path to the Summers’ front door. ‘Like mother like daughter. I gave
         them everything. But no, it’s never enough. Nothing is ever enough. And both on Anzac Day.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll get the stereo,’ Max called out as Evie moved around the house switching off lights. ‘As soon as I’ve done this,’ she
         added. Max’s final task was the intricate operation of cramming lipstick, tissues, purse, mints, note pad and pencil into
         a bag that was made to hold half as much.
      

      
      ‘You won’t need it,’ Evie said, noticing the note pad being squashed into the bag. ‘I’ll help you write up all your discoveries
         when we get home.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll be off with your tongue down some guy’s throat.’

      
      ‘How can you say that?’ Evie said in mock indignation.

      
      ‘Besides, it’s about letting my bag know who’s boss,’ Max continued, as she held down the contents with her thumb. The trick
         was to zip the bag millimetre by millimetre, while extracting her thumb at the same rate.
      

      
      ‘Well, we haven’t got all night,’ Evie reminded her as she opened the front door. ‘Oh.’

      
      It was the way the vowel choked and spluttered in Evie’s throat that got Max’s attention.

      
      ‘Mr Phillips!’

      
      The carefully crammed contents burst from her bag as Max crossed the lounge room floor. She hoped Evie’s self-declared powers
         of intuition were reading her confusion right now.
      

      
      ‘Pa?’

      
      I told you.

      
      ‘What are you doing here?’ Max demanded.

      
      
      In one rough sentence, years of polite silence were exploded. Despite her grandmother’s protests, Max didn’t expect her grandfather
         to notice her absence this weekend. A few years ago that would’ve hurt. But as she grew older Max had decided to accept things
         the way they were and get on with her life without him. Still, she wasn’t quite prepared to deal with being caught in her
         barely-there red PVC dress.
      

      
      ‘Videos,’ Reg finally managed. ‘I thought you girls were watching videos.’

      
      ‘That’s right, Studio 54,’ Evie came to the rescue. ‘It’s a movie about a famous disco in New York. In the 70s.’
      

      
      ‘We thought we’d dress up in theme, Pa,’ Max added, relieved her friend had tossed her a fragment to latch onto.

      
      ‘Just a bit of fun, Mr Phillips.’ Evie smiled her killer grin. ‘You know.’

      
      There was a long silence.

      
      ‘Well, disco seems to be the theme of the evening,’ Reg said.

      
      Max looked at Evie as Reg cleared his throat.

      
      ‘It seems you are needed, Maxine,’ her grandfather told her. ‘At the Bay Room. A chap by the name of Wilt Jackson has had
         an accident.’
      

      
      Max’s stomach lurched. A thousand thoughts ripped through her brain. As desperate as she was to hear what might be coming
         next, Max was also dreading it.
      

      
      ‘And you are the only person he can think of to take his place at this late hour,’ Max heard her grandfather say, confirming
         that she was in trouble for much more than this night.
      

      
      Max put her hand out for something to hold onto. Found Evie’s hand. She wanted to jump up and down and scream around the lounge
         room. But that would only make things worse. She didn’t know how to deal with a moment that was her best and worst all in one. Any euphoria she was
         feeling was frozen by the icy voice that delivered the news. She began to shake from the inside out.
      

      
      ‘I told Art Melway you know nothing about being a DJ,’ her grandfather went on. ‘But he assured me I know nothing about you.’

      
      She nodded. There was nothing to say.

      
      ‘There is just one thing. You’re underage. If you are to do this tonight I am required to be your chaperone.’

      
      She felt the breath leave her body. It might not happen. She willed herself to control her chattering teeth. ‘Are you prepared
         to do this? For me?’
      

      
      Max thought her grandfather would never answer.

      
      ‘Art Melway seems like a good man caught in a difficult situation. I will do it,’ Reg resolved. ‘For him.’

      
      ‘I’ve got to go home first,’ Max told Reg as they got in the car.

      
      ‘There isn’t time.’

      
      ‘I’ve got to go home, Pa. I’ve got to change.’

      
      ‘You were comfortable enough to go out in public in what you’ve got on before I interrupted your plans.’

      
      ‘That was different.’

      
      He drove by the first turn-off to their house.

      
      ‘Pa, please. Can we have this argument later? It’s really important that I’m wearing the right clothes. And these aren’t right.
         I know what to put on. I’ve thought about it forever. It’ll only take a minute.’
      

      
      ‘Art Melway said you have to get there straight away.’

      
      ‘I am the Bay Room’s main DJ for the evening.’ Saying it out loud gave her more confidence than she felt. ‘Five more minutes for me to get changed isn’t going to make that much difference.’
      

      
      But he was unmoved. She had to play her final card.

      
      ‘Do you think Benny Goodman would have walked onto the bandstand in the wrong clothes?’

      
      Until a few years ago Benny Goodman had been Maxine’s inspiration. A clarinet virtuoso and most famous bandleader in the era
         of swing music. Max had since moved on. But for Reg Phillips, Benny Goodman would always be the main man. His absolute hero.
      

      
      The way Reg’s face contorted and locked told Max just how far she’d overstepped the mark. But she knew her grandfather’s attitude
         to anger was like an athlete’s to pain. To succumb was to show weakness. And any evidence of that particular weakness would
         make Reg Phillips too much like his own father.
      

      
      Max had bet that controlling his anger would be more important to him than winning the argument about clothes. But that would
         be it. She’d never get another chance to turn a dance floor upside down after tonight. Not until she left home anyway. And
         Max had promised her grandmother she wouldn’t do that until he died. She had to wait till the next intersection to find out
         if she was right.
      

      
      ‘I hope you’re not comparing yourself to Benny Goodman in this scenario,’ he said, through gritted teeth. But he turned left
         and headed home.
      

      
      ‘This was not the plan for the evening, Miss Prim,’ Evie said as she scooped up her cat on the way back into the lounge room.
         She kicked off her shoes and fell onto the soft leather sofa. ‘Poor Max,’ she told the cat as she began stroking her under
         the chin.
      

      
      Evie found the remote for the stereo and flicked it back into action. For a moment she had thought of asking to go with Max and Reg. But as much as Evie loved drama, that car
         would have been a little too intense tonight, even for her.
      

      
      ‘Fancy the RSL. What a dump! As if bringing Wilt Jackson in would make it cool.’

      
      The cat purred her answer. Evie lay across the sofa and Miss Prim made herself comfortable on Evie’s tummy.

      
      ‘Of course, Matt Clift might be there,’ Evie told Miss Prim.

      
      Matt Clift was in Year 12, a year ahead of Evie and Max. He was the star of the Harper High beach volleyball team and he’d
         win sAssy’s ‘Coolest Catch of the Year’ any day. ‘And it is Max’s first gig. Ever. Even if it is at the RSL.’
      

      
      That was the deciding factor.

      
      ‘This I gotta be there for.’

      
      Miss Prim found herself on the floor as Evie leapt off the sofa and bounded up the stairs. ‘I’d better dress down,’ she yelled
         back at the cat. ‘I’ll never sneak into the Bay Room like this.’
      

      
      ‘We had to change,’ Reg explained to a pacing Art Melway.

      
      Max was still squinting as the pulsing blue and pink neons of the RSL facade were replaced by glaring paisley carpet inside
         the foyer. ‘Thanks for this, Mr Melway,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘It’s just for tonight, Maxine,’ Art told her.

      
      The shock of seeing the two of them together fuelled his blunt response. Max’s dark Eurasian features had often been described
         to him with the mix of awe and suspicion that comes with looking different. Tonight Max flaunted that difference with her
         dress. She’d hung a long black apron, like a butcher’s apron, over black pants and a black shirt, which was rolled to her elbows. Contrast came from a red tie around her neck and a matching bandanna wrapped
         over two black swinging plaits. Rather than relieving her look, her accessories intensified it.
      

      
      But it was the resemblance between them that was stunning. Obviously Max had not inherited her oriental looks from her grandfather,
         but she’d got just about everything else. At sixteen she was as lanky as Reg, but it was really in the eyes that they were
         unmistakably of each other—great, black indecipherable pools that blazed as they came toward Art. Reg must have been as arresting
         to look at in his youth as his granddaughter was now. Together they were an incongruous couple. No wonder people stayed away
         from them. Art didn’t lead them through the RSL so much as guide their intimidating presence.
      

      
      ‘Wilt left his records for you,’ Art told Max, getting back to business.

      
      ‘I’ve brought some of my own.’

      
      ‘Wilt said you’d say that,’ Art told her. ‘But this crowd has come to hear a Wilt Jackson set. They’re not interested in a
         Maxine Phillips set. So if you don’t mind …’
      

      
      Max stopped in the middle of the massive Wakefield Room—an auditorium ringing with the shattering disharmony of poker machines,
         pinballs and classic hits piped through bad speakers. Her body started shaking again. The temptation to tell Art Melway to
         screw his job and to walk away from this ugly room was strong. But so was the overwhelming desire to cut the restless Bay
         Room punters loose in ways they’d never imagined. That would be more enticing, more satisfying, and infinitely more impressive—to
         Art Melway and her grandfather. She looked to her Pa but he was still rigid with anger.
      

      
      Don’t underestimate him.

      
      
      ‘Right,’ she nodded at Art. ‘Whatever you say.’

      
      Max could hear Sonny Gilbert, the DJ already in the box, complaining to Art. ‘Don’t expect me to be here next week,’ she heard
         him say.
      

      
      But he would be. To Max he was the least inspired DJ she’d ever heard.

      
      ‘I’m just following Wilt’s advice, Sonny,’ Art explained.

      
      ‘Well, there is no future for this night if you are going to put a girl in the DJ box,’ he spat back.

      
      Max kept her back to them, pretending to select the record she would play first. But she knew she’d play ‘Accelerate’. She
         had known from the moment Pa had told her the news on Evie’s doorstep. The song was a favourite of hers and Wilt’s—despite
         their different music tastes. The wild moaning saxophone would call out to the dancers on the floor and roll its way in around
         them before trapping them in a big percussive beat. Max couldn’t wait to hear it, feel it, move to it. And hopefully settle
         her insides with it—she felt close to throwing up.
      

      
      When she looked over to Pa for the first time that night she felt sorry for him. This was not the place for an old man.

      
      He’s not old.

      
      ‘He’s old. Just face it.’

      
      She walked over to him. ‘Would you like me to get some ear plugs for you, Pa?’ she yelled over the top of the music.

      
      He shook his head. ‘No thank you very much, Maxine.’

      
      A brick wall. She was about to move back to her spot near the DJ booth when the sight of her records made Max think of another
         approach.
      

      
      ‘Tell me about that dance off between Benny Goodman’s band and Chick Webb’s.’

      
      
      ‘I beg your pardon?’

      
      Max was yelling so she knew he could hear her. ‘You know, in 1938?’ she persisted.

      
      ‘’36,’ he corrected her.

      
      As she knew he would. ‘Come on.’ She urged him to tell the story he’d told her hundreds of times. ‘The amazing night Chick
         Webb’s big band trounced the famous Benny Goodman band and regained the title of King of Swing at the Savoy Ballroom.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t see what it’s got to do with this,’ her grandfather scoffed.

      
      ‘Just tell me the story.’

      
      He shook his head, but there was a flicker of something else in those icy eyes.

      
      ‘Please,’ she added.

      
      ‘Well,’ he began as if speaking was too much effort. ‘Chick Webb was one of the great drummers and great bandleaders of his
         day but on this night, definitely the underdog.’
      

      
      He stopped. She put her head down. Waited. Now she needed to hear the story very much.

      
      ‘Benny Goodman’s band was,’ he lifted his voice so she could hear him, ‘as you say, the most famous swing band in the world.
         And Gene Krupa—Goodman’s drummer—a mighty personality and crowd favourite. Ten thousand people turned up that night to be
         part of the great moment. Can you imagine? Ten thousand people straining through the doors of the Savoy Hotel in Harlem, desperate
         to be on that dance floor.’
      

      
      From the corner of her eye she saw him shake his head at the thought.

      
      ‘Of course, the ballroom wasn’t big enough. Half of the people had to be turned away at the door. But they wouldn’t leave.
         They took over the streets outside and started dancing—Harlem was at a standstill. Five thousand people outside the Savoy Hotel and five thousand people inside all
         going crazy as the two great swing bands of the day tried to outdo one another.’
      

      
      They sighed together, imagining the scene. Max loved this story. She loved to imagine she was there. Standing on the bandstand
         with those men, her grandfather swelling with pride.
      

      
      ‘At the end of the night it was unanimous that Chick Webb’s band was the winner,’ Reg continued. ‘The Webb band was so cheeky,
         they say, that it sealed its win by playing a Goodman number called “Jam Session” that blew the roof off the house! And Gene
         Krupa stood up, faced Chick Webb and bowed down low in respect. They always say Chick Webb had command of his dance floor
         because he was a dancer and …’
      

      
      ‘… felt it the way they did,’ Max finished his sentence.

Reg nodded.

      
      She wanted to thank him but it felt like the moment was lost.

      
      Do it anyway.

      
      ‘Thanks, Pa.’

      
      Reg Phillips looked away.

      
      Maxine tried to fight her rising panic. She’d armed herself with all the stories of what it’s like the first time a DJ gets
         up in front of a crowd. She thought she was prepared. But she was wrong.
      

      
      ‘Don’t think about it,’ she instructed herself out loud. She pushed to the deepest part of her mind the memory of her initial,
         disastrous attempts at mixing two songs together but the badly matched phrases of music kept bobbing up.
      

      
      Think of the duelling swing bands.
      

      
      
      She nodded. Harper Bay RSL wasn’t New York’s Savoy Ballroom but the decks in front of her would at least ensure she was part
         of the great dance continuum. That was all Max had ever wanted. But no matter how hard she tried, her imagination ran riot
         with the ramifications of screwing up. The crowd would hate her. The story would be all over Harper Bay—the story of Wilt
         Jackson’s pathetic fill-in. She’d be forced to cower in doorways. Never again would she be able to look her grandfather in
         the eye.
      

      
      You’re being ridiculous.

      
      ‘Easy for you to say.’

      
      Sonny mixed in his last track and made way for her in the box. She threw her headphones around her neck and plugged in. It
         was then she got the first sense of it. The sense of the pulse beyond her own heartbeat. The hard lines of what she could
         see began to soften and blur to make way for what she could feel, what she could hear. It took her breath away
      

      
      Don’t push it.

      
      She took her grandmother’s advice. Breathed deeply. The vibrations of the room started to feed her body.

      
      ‘Can you hear it?’ Max whispered.

      
      I got rhythm.

      
      ‘I got music,’ she answered.

      
      We’re such dags.

      
      ‘Speak for yourself.’

      
      Art Melway’s voice broke her concentration. As he explained to the crowd that Wilt was injured, she felt the mood of the floor
         shift. Max wanted to look out, wave, shout ‘Here I am!’ But she kept her head down. She forced herself not to look at the
         dance floor. To stay with her music, to ignore the crowd’s hostility.
      

      
      ‘Come on,’ she instructed herself again.

      
      
      She clamped the headphones over her ears, hooked into the beat of Sonny’s last track. Tried to line up her own. But the recorded
         sounds were lost in the mayhem of her urgent, darting thoughts. The hiss from the crowd slipped between her headphones and
         created more confusion. She felt beads of sweat break out across her forehead, her shirt collar was soaked. Tears threatened.
         This was not how it was supposed to be, she wanted to scream. Instead she closed her eyes and, tasting the salt of her sweat,
         forced herself below the chatter, below the boos. Then she breathed it in. It had been there all the time—throbbing from the
         track she’d laid down, from the foundations below, or from some other time. The deep, thick hum that would drive the night.
         She had the bass. She opened her eyes. She’d found her way.
      



   

      
      
      Two

      
      Reg moved into the kitchen and put the kettle on.

      
      Max hovered in the lounge room, ready to burst. With the night’s excitement. With the tingling glee that ran along her spine
         with each mix she’d played. With the satisfaction she’d felt in turning the room. She’d taken the anger of the dance floor
         and thrown it into the set. Winding the music around them tight and fast, forcing them to move, to submit to the beat. And
         only when they were hers did she let them go in a frenzied burst of shooting stars. And they loved her for it.
      

      
      And, of course, with the thrill of seeing Evie’s pink hair suddenly bobbing in front of the DJ booth.

      
      But mostly she just wanted to hear him say something. Anything. An acknowledgment that she had done well. Or even surprised
         him. Once or twice when she’d dared to sneak a sideways glance he seemed to be watching her with some fascination. But if
         that were true, there was no evidence of it now. Max laughed at herself for being so ludicrous.
      

      
      He turned at her laugh. Looked at her. Silence.

      
      ‘What?’ she asked.

      
      ‘I don’t know what you’re laughing at.’

      
      ‘Nothing.’

      
      ‘Nothing.’ He moved to the cutlery drawer. ‘I thought you’d have something more to say for yourself.’

      
      ‘I don’t know what you want me to say.’ She could give as little as him.

      
      ‘Don’t know?’ he asked, waving a teaspoon he’d just pulled from the drawer. ‘In my day if you’d been sneaking around behind
         your father’s back you’d be sure you had a pretty good excuse when you got caught. Or that’d be the end of you.’
      

      
      ‘You’re not my father.’

      
      The teaspoon dropped. He went back to the kettle.

      
      Again, Max was surprised by the words that had come out of her mouth after so many quiet years. She didn’t know what to say
         next. She moved with no particular destination in mind and found herself on the other side of the dining room table. She grabbed
         the back of a chair. Nana and Pa were the only parents she’d ever known. They used to suggest that Max’s mother would one
         day come back. But she never had. That raised too many feelings for Max to deal with.
      

      
      ‘And I wasn’t sneaking around,’ she told him.

      
      There was silence as he, shaking, spooned tea leaves into the pot. ‘Really? What would you call it?’

      
      ‘I had no choice,’ Max shot back, ignoring his question. All the well-rehearsed lines, the clever arguments, prepared for
         exactly this moment, had deserted her. ‘You made me sneak around. You would never have let me be a DJ.’
      

      
      ‘Well, you could have shown some backbone and asked, my girl.’ Max jumped as he slammed the kettle back onto the bench. ‘Ow!’
         He cursed as drops of boiling water hit his skin.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right?’ Max ventured.

      
      ‘No, I’m not all right,’ he retorted, rubbing his hand. ‘The day I pay someone to teach my daughter to play one record after
         another and pass it off as some sort of musical prowess is the day I stop listening to music. I don’t know what’s worse: that
         you lied, or that someone out there has lined his pockets with my hard-earned money. He must be having a good laugh at my
         expense. What a rip-off.’
      

      
      
      ‘I do a lot more than play one record after another,’ Max said, regretting her moment of care. ‘If you’d bothered to watch
         me tonight you would have seen that. Not that I would expect you to understand.’
      

      
      ‘There is nothing to understand. You are a musician. You lose your dignity by standing up there playing someone else’s music.’

      
      ‘Dignity? Dignity!’ As she repeated the word, one of her arguments came back to her. ‘Did Benny Goodman lose his dignity by
         playing someone else’s arrangements?’
      

      
      ‘I beg your pardon?’

      
      ‘Well, did he?’ Max hammered on. ‘We conveniently skipped over that part of the story tonight, didn’t we? The reason why it
         was such a big night at the Savoy Ballroom in 1936 was because any arrangements that Benny Goodman didn’t steal from Fletcher
         Henderson, he stole from Chick Webb. That’s why it was doubly important Chick Webb won that night. For his own reputation.
         Bet you don’t think Benny Goodman lost any dignity for doing that.’
      

      
      ‘Benny Goodman was an artist. Fletcher Henderson and Chick Webb would agree.’

      
      ‘He took those black men’s arrangements and made them popular for white teenage dancers. He took all the credit. I know the
         stories as well as you do.’
      

      
      ‘Maxine, this is not about music and it’s not about Benny Goodman. It’s about you lying to me.’

      
      ‘Well, you lied to me. You said we had to live in the present. Not wallow in the past. I did as I was told and now you don’t
         like it.’
      

      
      ‘Now you’re using any excuse. And I don’t know who you think you’re speaking to. You’re grounded, young lady. You’re to go
         back to work at the hardware store like you used to, starting tomorrow, nine o’clock. And three afternoons a week. I don’t know what happened to the clarinet. I don’t want to, but that’s finished too.’
      

      
      He moved past her on his way to his bedroom.

      
      ‘I wouldn’t go back to the crummy clarinet if you paid me.’ She wanted to hurt him too. ‘I hate the clarinet. Have done for
         ages. Not that you’d notice. I want to be a DJ and I am going to be. I am going to be the best and most famous DJ ever if
         it’s the last thing I do,’ she declared.
      

      
      ‘Over my dead body,’ he shot back.

      
      ‘If it has to be,’ she yelled at him.

      
      Her grandfather was breathing so hard Maxine thought he was going to have a heart attack. Eventually he turned and left her
         where she stood, alone in the lounge room.
      



   

      
      
      Three

      
      Max lurched and banged her head on the table. ‘Ow!’

      
      She rubbed her head, trying to remember the dream she’d been in. She was a world famous DJ playing to thousands of people
         at a huge open party when a strange click-clacking noise had stopped her from hearing the bass. She looked up to find the
         entire dance floor—a dance floor that included her grandparents—staring at her with frozen screams. The more she tried to
         ignore the click-clacking the louder it got until it felt like it was boring into the left side of her face. Which made no
         sense. Max could still feel it. She touched her cheek and felt an imprint. She groped around on the table in the dark and
         found the pen that she’d fallen asleep on. As she rubbed her cheek, trying to restore feeling to her face, she wondered how
         long she’d been there.
      

      
      Max heard a car start. She moved to the windows and watched the taillights of her grandfather’s car drive away down the street.
         The digital screen on the video told her it was 3.30 a.m.
      

      
      ‘Maybe I’m still dreaming,’ she said as she yawned and went to the fridge for some water. Her eyes ached. She couldn’t wait
         to go back to sleep.
      

      
      But as the light from the fridge flooded the kitchen, the newspaper on the bench caught her eye. She flicked on the kitchen
         light. ‘A City Prepares’, read the headline above pictures of the Cenotaph. Max dropped the jug of water on the bench.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Grandfather!’

      
      It went from bad to worse.

      [image: image]

      
      
      The bus was pulling out of the RSL car park. Pedalling fast, she raced to where it met the highway. Sonny Gilbert’s father,
         Alan, opened the door.
      

      
      ‘I was wondering if I could come into town with you, Mr Gilbert,’ she managed between pants.

      
      ‘Why aren’t you with Reg?’

      
      ‘Slept in. I don’t have a ticket but I’ll buy it when I get back,’ she added.

      
      He waited for her to lock up her bike.

      
      When Max climbed onto the bus it was as if her dream had come to life. The frozen faces again stared back at her.

      
      There were no screams this time. Just silence, although she knew all the faces. All friends of her grandparents, regulars
         at the house in another lifetime. Before Nana died. Max hesitated. Etta Nagle, sitting in the front row, moved her basket.
         ‘Sit down, love,’ she patted the seat beside her.
      

      
      There was nowhere else. It would have to do.

      
      The drive to the Cenotaph was the longest she could remember. She hoped Pa was all right. Hadn’t fallen asleep at the wheel.
         She saw herself at his funeral, standing with all these people, not able to share her terrible secret of their last words,
         their last fight.
      

      
      ‘This is a welcome surprise, Maxine.’ Etta Nagle interrupted the morbid daydream.

      
      Max nodded. ‘Thanks.’

      
      Etta Nagle had been her grandmother’s best friend. Her husband had passed away before Max was born. Nana always said Etta
         was part of the family. But when Nana went, so did Etta. One more confusing moment in a confusing time.
      

      
      ‘Not with your Pa?’

      
      
      Max shook her head.

      
      Etta patted Max’s knee. The shock of her touch was like an electric current. ‘I forgot,’ Max blurted.

      
      They weren’t exactly truthful words. In the preceding days she’d deliberately avoided thinking about the service. But with
         everything that had happened last night, Max had actually forgotten.
      

      
      The older woman quickly hid her look of surprise. ‘Well, other things become more important as you grow up, don’t they?’

      
      ‘Nana wouldn’t have said that. Not about Anzac Day.’

      
      ‘It was your Nana’s job to protect your grandfather. She was his wife.’

      
      ‘But it’s my job to protect him now that she’s not here.’

      
      ‘It goes both ways, Max. There is only so much any of us can do for Reg Phillips.’

      
      The bus pulled up. Max was out first, followed by Etta and the others. Max was anxious to find Reg, but the Harper group were
         her only way of getting home if she couldn’t.
      

      
      ‘So different now,’ Etta said, indicating all the other people streaming toward the service along the dark streets of the
         city.
      

      
      ‘I used to think I had it all to myself,’ Max admitted. ‘It was a beautiful secret ritual that no other kid really knew about.
         Or just a few of us anyway and we weren’t going to let anyone else in on it. But it gets bigger every year.’
      

      
      Etta Nagle nodded.

      
      Max failed to notice the older woman struggling to keep up with her. ‘I always wanted to be one of the school children chosen
         to read the “Ode to Remembrance”,’ Max went on. ‘Until a few years ago.’
      

      
      
      She fell silent. Max had given up trying to tell anyone of the hopeless attempts she and her grandfather had made at attending
         the service after Nana died. Whatever way she tried to describe it, she sounded like a spoiled girl who’d reduced a significant
         national event into a fun family outing that had been taken away from her.
      

      
      ‘I just come to hear “The Last Post”,’ Etta said, saving Max from her thoughts. ‘Although it gets harder these days to get
         up at 3 a.m. just to hear a bugle.’
      

      
      The crew from Harper Bay RSL moved to their usual spot. The same faces were around them every year. Maxine stood on tiptoes,
         scanning the crowd.
      

      
      ‘Why don’t you go look for him?’ Etta whispered. ‘I promise we won’t go without you.’ She gave Max a gentle push.

      
      It seemed somehow irreverent to move through the crowd as if the Dawn Service were a nightclub and she was just looking for
         a face in the crowd. But Max did it. She even found a group of clubbers. On their way home or paying their respects in the
         middle of a night out, Max couldn’t tell. She wondered what the regulars would make of the motley group of strangers. One
         of the boys was wearing a baseball cap, the girl in the middle had her hair in high ponytails, glitter on her cheeks and wore
         glasses with yellow lenses. The other boy wore a shiny jacket over his clothes—too shiny for the floodlit Cenotaph. The girl
         looked her way and Max smiled.
      

      
      Max didn’t have to go far before she saw him. Dressed, as he always was, in his grey suit and white shirt. He was wearing
         the pale blue tie she had given him last Father’s Day.
      

      
      From across the Cenotaph, with the yellow barricade forming the base of an imaginary picture frame, she found herself looking
         not at Pa, but at an old man heavy with the world. He looked like a man in his seventies. When it had happened or how she had failed to notice, was a mystery.
      

      
      Now Max felt even worse. She’d used every excuse she could think of to get out of the Anzac Day ritual and justify her weekend
         with Evie: he didn’t even go to war; it wasn’t fair that she had to look after him at something like this; other kids didn’t
         have to look after their grandparents.
      

      
      But as she looked at him she realised the excuses were just filler, plugging up the cracks in their life. She couldn’t stop
         the memories that bubbled up and spilt over her now because they were her first memories and they were all of him—playing
         with her, encouraging her, picking her up when she fell. The last few years had been miserable. But she adored this man. Always
         had. And now here they were, each trapped behind a barricade with nothing between them but a cold, empty space. She’d let
         him get so old. The one constant refrain during those years when people visited their house was how Max kept her grandparents
         young, as though everyone envied her little family. How had it got to this?
      

      
      It took you long enough.

      
      Max smiled. Her grandmother was back.

      
      ‘It’s Anzac Day, he’s just a bit stressed,’ she argued.

      
      There was no answer.

      
      ‘Okay,’ she conceded. ‘I haven’t helped! Are you happy now?’

      
      Reg looked up and saw her. She must have come with the Harper group.

      
      ‘She wouldn’t come with me,’ he told Rose as he looked away.

      
      Rose would tell him he didn’t give her a chance. That he’d crept around the house determined not to wake her—especially when he found her asleep at the table. And it was true.
         He listened for Rose’s advice but as usual nothing was forthcoming.
      

      
      ‘At least acknowledge her,’ he told himself as a voice came over the speakers welcoming everyone to the morning’s service.

      
      But when he looked back, she was gone.
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