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Down on the beach, there were millions of people with picnic baskets, umbrellas, eskies, towels and all the other junk they brought with them. The recycling centre (as the council called it) was overflowing with muck—food and wrappings and stuff were spilling out of the garbage bins and some people were shoving their leftovers into the glass- and aluminium-only bins. Marty watched through his binoculars and shouted penalties for everything that wasn’t right.


‘Banana skin in the aluminium bin!’ he yelled in my left ear. ‘Six lashings with a spiked gerbil.’


‘Gerbil? A gerbil’s a mouse,’ I told him.


‘Yeah, lashings with a spiked gerbil,’ he hollered again, laughing.


Marty had the goofiest laugh this side of the galaxy. It was truly amazing. It kind of started with a shout and then honked on in an incredibly idiotic but infectious way. I never met anyone who didn’t laugh when Marty did. It was impossible not to. It’s what I really liked about him, because even when he was being a total jerk, he could always make me laugh. Sometimes, when I was really mad, he only had to look at me seriously and agree that I was dead right, and I’d start laughing. Then he’d laugh too and that was the end of it.


‘What colour’s the water?’ I asked, trying to distract him from bin-watch, which was Marty’s version of Bay-watch, only he found it more exciting than chicks running up the beach in red bikinis. Yeah, I know—weird but true.


‘I already told you,’ he retorted, eyes glued to the binocular lenses. Sometimes Marty sat that way so long that he ended up with rings around his eyes—a kind of sandy-coloured raccoon.


‘Yeah, but it’s changed,’ I insisted.


Marty let the binocs drop onto his towel and rolled over. Screwing up his eyes against the stars of sunlight that twinkled off the water, he sniffed. ‘It’s toothbrush green,’ he decided.


I gave him a snort of disapproval. ‘That’s not a colour!’


‘It is,’ he argued. ‘It’s the colour of my toothbrush.’


‘Yeah, but that’s only one brand of toothbrush. My toothbrush might be a different colour green, so if I said “toothbrush green” it’d mean something else.’


‘Except your toothbrush is pink.’


‘That’s not the point!’ I yelled at him. ‘Anyway, how do you know my toothbrush is pink?’


‘Pink for a girly-girl-girl…’ Marty sat up and smacked my backside—hard. Then he raced off, his skinny, caved-in chest hitting the water just a little after the rest of his bony body.


I didn’t follow. I sat up and flicked the big black ants off my towel. I hated the way they zigzagged across the little bits of terry-towelling. They were always there, along with the people, the picnic baskets, the umbrellas and the eskies. Except the ants were there even in winter at Wilson Park.


I watched Marty swimming out to the net, his head bobbing up and down and his arms swinging untidily, and tried to imagine not living there anymore. But I couldn’t. I’d lived in Wilson Park all of my life and I loved every bit of it. I loved the beach, the park, the bush behind it and Marty—even though he was a dag. Life just couldn’t have been the same anywhere else. But that didn’t change the fact that I had to move. It felt like my time living in paradise was up and from then on, it was all going to be downhill.


Living in Wilson Park made you feel rich, even if you weren’t. I mean, heaps of really rich people lived there—like Marty for instance. His place was a mansion with far too much space for one family. There were two garages, four bathrooms, a massive rumpus room and five bedrooms as well as all the usual things like a kitchen, a dining room and a living room. It also had a studio where his mum painted, and every electronic gadget you could ever want—and some you didn’t. But being poor didn’t matter too much. Sure, I lived further away from the bay, on the hill (which was technically Preston), in a small ugly flat with one bedroom that I shared with my grandmother. But I was Marty’s friend, so I got to hang out at his place and, anyway, outside our houses, there was no difference at all—we both got to use the beach, look at our harbour, muck around in the park. We were even.


Sort of.


There was one drawback to being poor in Wilson Park—the way other people got shocked. I’d been sharing a room with Grandma since I was a baby, so it was no big deal for me: she slept in the big bed and I slept in a fold-away one which fitted beside the built-in wardrobe. But my friend Merryl went ballistic when she came over to visit for the first time.


‘You sleep in the same room as your grandmother!?’ she’d practically yelled, as if it was some kind of illegal activity.


I’d shrugged. ‘So?’


‘So it’s not normal!’ she’d said.


Merryl was definitely one of the rule-makers in our school about what was normal and what wasn’t. Not that she was normal—she just knew how things were supposed to be—like the way you wore your socks, which backpack you had to have, which words were cool and which weren’t. She wasn’t normal in the average sense, though. In fact, she was always in trouble, always talking back, breaking the rules—and not just the small ones.


She was painful sometimes, but she wasn’t what you’d call a pain. She was dangerous and interesting. The truth is, I don’t know why she was my friend, but I liked it that she was.


Actually, she was only my friend outside school because she wouldn’t have been seen dead with me inside the gates. But I didn’t mind because we had our own lives inside school and I didn’t want to be part of hers. She hung out with this group of girls who were filthy rich and into boyfriends, convertible cars and drugs. I didn’t like any of them. They were snobs—as if they had anything to be snobby about! I mean, who wanted to go around looking like a bimbo with streaked hair, perfect teeth, and a pimply ferret for a boyfriend—who didn’t stop being a pimply ferret just because he drove a hot car? I didn’t. Not really.


And when it came down to it, Merryl didn’t either. She only hung with them because she’d always been friends with that group and she was cool enough to get away with it. She had style and she wasn’t afraid of anyone. Mrs Plover once told Merryl she was a tart in front of the whole class because she had stapled her uniform up a few centimetres shorter than standard so she could get a suntan at lunch time. This was in Year 7. I would’ve died, but Merryl just stuck her chin out and told Mrs Plover that a tart was a promiscuous woman and since she was still a virgin, she was certain she had the wrong term. Only you had to hear Merryl say that, because she put on her haughtiest voice and made her eyebrows arch. The class clapped and Mrs Plover nearly died. She got told off later by Merryl’s dad, who practically owned the school because he’d paid so much extra money for buildings and computers and things. That’s why Merryl never got expelled, even when she wasn’t a virgin anymore.


Anyway, after the first time she saw where I lived, Merryl came back a lot. She liked my grandma, and I can honestly say that Grandma seemed to like Merryl—a whole lot better than she liked anyone else, including me.


‘Do I have to sleep in your room?’ I asked Grandma, not long after Merryl’s first visit.


‘Of course! Where else do you think you’re going to sleep?’ she scoffed. She was dressing for a bridge game and her fingers fumbled with her brooch. ‘Here, do this for me, will you?’


I took the brooch and threaded it carefully through her blouse. ‘I could get a sofa-bed,’ I suggested. It was Merryl’s idea really. She thought of it straight off and even said they had a couple of sofa-beds that no one ever used if we wanted one.


I knew better than to mention that to Grandma, though. To her, taking second-hand stuff was a fate worse than death.


‘Nonsense,’ she said. ‘You’d have to pack it up every morning, and I can’t see that happening too often. Besides, they’re expensive.’


‘I’ll save up,’ I argued.


Grandma made an impatient sound. ‘They’re bad for your back. Tch, what are you doing, Beatrice? Give it here!’ She wrestled the brooch away from me and did it up herself.


That happened a lot. Sometimes I tried to be so careful with things that I got clumsy. Like getting up in the night to go to the toilet. Grandma was a very light sleeper and went off her brain if I made any noise. So, of course, I would be as careful as anything and I’d spend about half an hour opening the door really, really quietly. I wouldn’t flush the loo (even though that meant I’d have to get up early in the morning to do it before Grandma was up), and then I’d slowly, carefully come back into the room … and bash my leg on the end of Grandma’s bed. Bang!


‘Oh, good Lord!’ she’d say. ‘What on earth do you think you’re doing, Beatrice?’ She said my name “Beer-triss”, and I hated it. My middle name was Alexandra and I wanted to be called that, not Beatrice, which was an old person’s name. Most people called me Bea for short, and I hated that too.


Anyway, that was the end of the sofa-bed idea.


‘Where’s your mother?’ Merryl had asked me, that day, the day of her first visit. She was bouncing up and down on my fold-up bed, and I had to warn her she might get squashed if it collapsed. She didn’t care. She got a roll-your-own smoke out of her pocket and put it in her mouth and kept on bouncing.


‘You can’t smoke in here!’ I yelped. ‘Grandma’ll have a fit.’


‘That’ll be fun,’ she said, lighting up and going over to open the window.


I panicked. ‘You can’t open the window!’


Merryl looked at me like I was a dissected frog.


‘Dust gets in,’ I explained, sheepishly.


Grandma hated dust. Especially dust that blew up from the road. It made her lace curtains go grey and meant the venetian blinds had to be cleaned too often. She’d decided ages before that it was easier just to keep the window closed.


‘You’re seriously weird,’ Merryl said.


‘Thank you. Now chuck that and let’s go out.’


Downstairs we’d found Marty on my front fence, chasing a lizard with a stick. He was still eleven then, though I’d turned twelve. He was the dorkiest looking guy you’d ever seen. He shouldn’t have been, because his face and hair were kind of cute behind his glasses. But he had the posture of a toast-rack and he kind of moved funny. As well as that, he liked nerdy things and didn’t know how to be cool. He was hopeless at sports. He had no friends except me and then there was that laugh.


‘Hi, Beard,’ he said. ‘Wanna go down the beach?’


‘Not now. This is Merryl.’


‘Hi,’ said Marty.


‘Uh-huh,’ said Merryl.


They hated each other.


Marty had obsessions. Not with cars and sci-fi and stuff guys are normally obsessed with. Not Marty. He was obsessed with things like the recycling centre, insects and animals, and those stupid catamaran sailing boats. He wanted a catamaran of his own but his mum wouldn’t let him, and I didn’t blame her. Whenever Marty saved up enough pocket money, he’d drag me down to Hibiscus Bay Marina and hire a catamaran for an hour. Then we’d spend the whole time trying to get the thing turned the right way up again. He was hopeless at it—couldn’t do one turn without tipping the boat, and he nearly took my head off with the mast every time he shifted direction. The problem with Marty was that he had no sense of physics. He couldn’t see that if you did x, then you’d get y. So if the wind was blowing in a certain direction, and he turned the catamaran around, he’d never be able to figure out in advance what was going to happen. It was annoying and boring and I only went with him to be nice.


From that first day, Marty was also obsessed with Merryl. Obsessed with keeping out of her way.


‘Where’s Squirrel?’ he’d ask suspiciously if I turned up at the beach to find him snooping around in rock pools for things to catch.


‘Merryl,’ I’d correct him. ‘She’s not coming.’


And then his face would light up and he’d start talking at a million miles an hour about what he’d seen and done that morning, and I’d sit against the warm rocks and look out at the harbour where ferries and yachts swept and swayed their way through the day. And I’d laugh at his stupid jokes.


Like I said, I loved our beach. And Marty did too. We thought of it as ours, anyway. All the people who came there—and there were heaps—were just tourists to us; even the ones who came every day like we did.


Marty and I had gone to the same preschool, and I’d been the boss of him since day one. Mostly, it was because I’d kept him safe from kids who made fun of his thick glasses and the patch he wore over one lens. I was six months older than him, so he was always a little kid to me. But he was interesting, even then. He taught me how to dig for Christmas beetles under the back fence, and how to make a cicada chirp.


One day, when we were standing together after preschool had finished, I noticed a pair of yellow strappy high heels walking towards us. The yellow shoes were connected to long brown legs, which disappeared under a yellow dress with white spots all over it. I had to crane my neck to see the lady’s face, but she looked exactly like I thought my mother would look. She was so pretty, she was almost unreal. And her clothes were perfect, to match her smile. My heart had almost stopped when her hand reached down towards me. I was five years old at the time, and I really believed my dream of my mother had come alive and she was here with all the other kids’ mothers to pick me up. Shyly, but with a kind of quiet joy, I’d taken her hand. I was surprised and a bit confused when the lady smiled and turned to Marty.


‘Who’s your little girlfriend, Martin?’ the lady had asked him in a laughing voice.


She turned out to be Marty’s mother—and when it dawned on me with this creeping horror that she’d been reaching for him, not me, I felt hot from head to toe and pulled my hand away. Then I ran inside, where my grandma found me ages later, and told me off for playing silly hiding games. I hadn’t cared about being in trouble; I’d only cared about that broken dream moment. It was ages before I could look Mrs Weston—or Suzee, as Marty called his mum—in the eye, though I realised later that she probably didn’t remember that terrible moment at all.


‘Martin, don’t go down to the beach without your sweater,’ she’d call out from her studio, when we were going out.


Marty, bare from the waist up, would make a face. ‘No, Suzee!’


She’d never check, though. In fact, she could forget we were in the same room with her from one minute to the next. She was always thinking about painting, Marty told me.


Sometimes when Marty was sick, or too busy to spend time with me, I would creep into Suzee’s studio and watch her work. She hardly ever noticed. She was so beautiful and so calm, like a human version of her Abyssinian cat, which draped itself on the window sill and watched me with lazy-eyed snootiness.


If she did turn and see me there, she’d only say, ‘Oh’, with a look of surprise and then she’d turn back to her painting and forget again.


‘Your mum’s pretty, Marty,’ I told him once. It had been hard for me to do that, because I was so jealous.


But Marty had shrugged. ‘She’s on another planet.’


‘She’s talented too,’ I continued, pushing myself.


‘She never talks to me.’


‘Who needs to talk when you look like that?’ I was sure that if I had a mother like Suzee, I’d be happy just to watch her all day. His dad was good-looking too—like an older kind of movie star—but when I told him that his parents were the best-looking people I’d ever known, Marty went off his head.


‘Shut up, dead breath!’ he’d yelled.


‘I’m only being nice!’


‘Yeah, well don’t.’


‘Why?’ I could see he was genuinely upset.


‘I’m too ugly for them,’ he’d said sadly, and then jumped down from the huge rock we’d been sitting on, and tried to land on a patch of sand that was about as big as one of his feet. He’d fallen forward and taken a chunk out of his chin. He had laughed all the way back to his place, while I’d held a towel against his chin to catch the blood; laughed like he was crazy.


When we were old enough to go to the beach by ourselves, as I said, Marty and I spent pretty much every afternoon down there. It didn’t matter if it was cold or raining: there was always something to do.


Wilson Park was made up of four main areas. There was the front park, which led onto the beach. It was big and flat and always full of picnickers. There were massive Moreton Bay fig trees, a kiosk, changing sheds and a long stretch of road with a parking bay. The second part was the headland on the right, which was mostly grass and bindis. You could sit up there and watch the harbour all day and never get bored. On that side, there were plenty of rocks to climb, and you could swim off them if the tide was in and you weren’t afraid of sharks. The third part of the park was the other headland, on the left, which was mostly thick bush with a little path along the cliff-top. It was brilliant for jungle games but it wasn’t good for much else. The fourth part—and the best—was the beach itself.


Wilson Park beach wasn’t very long, but it had a pretty shape. There was the shark net, of course, so you could swim there without freaking out every time you saw a shadow. There were cement steps leading down from the kiosk to the sand, and people spent most of the summer covering the steps with towels and sitting on them, like they do at a pool. My Uncle Tim reckoned that when he was a little boy the beach wasn’t very popular and it was covered in hundreds of crabs, all shapes and sizes. But now it could take Marty all day to find just one worth catching.


For a few years, our favourite place had been the changing sheds. It was during my horsey phase, when all I wanted was a pony—not very practical in a flat, but I had big ideas. Marty and I spent a couple of seasons in the changing sheds, which looked exactly like big wooden stables with lots of stalls and places you could pretend to put hay, or tie up your palomino stallion for a bit of grooming. Marty was a good sport and always played the horse, but once he’d turned ten, the ladies who went in there started to tell him off for being in the women’s changing sheds. We stopped going there after that.


But our favourite game was always ‘water colours’. When you described the colour of the water, you weren’t allowed to just say ‘green’, or ‘blue’, or ‘grey’; you had to say something better. It had to be ‘freezie blue’ or ‘shutters green’ (which was the colour of the window shutters on Marty’s house), or ‘TV-screen grey’. It was harder than you’d think to come up with new words all the time. Marty was good at it—better than me, though I’d never have told him that for all the Chinese burns in the universe.


Anyway, he hated Merryl because she was cool. Or maybe because he was uncool. He liked it when it was just the two of us and he could say whatever he wanted and make me laugh. Marty’s laugh could make Merryl crack a smile, but she thought he was psycho.


‘What do you see in him?’ she asked me one day.


I shrugged. ‘I’ve known him for ages.’


‘Yeah, but he’s a loser.’


‘Marty?’ I thought of Marty in his long grey shorts that were too baggy around his legs. I thought of his knobbly brown knees and long feet that were tough enough to walk on boiling tar without running. I thought of those googly eyes behind his glasses, that turned out to be beautiful big blue eyes if you took the glasses off—though he couldn’t see a thing if you did. And I thought about his stupid laugh. ‘He’s all right,’ I said.


And Merryl never mentioned it again.


Because they didn’t like each other, we hardly ever did things in threes. Having to choose between them annoyed me, especially when I wanted to spend the day with both. But that’s the way it was. Sometimes, Merryl would come and lie on the beach, sunbaking, while I spent half my time talking to her and half my time fossicking with Marty. That suited me just fine, because I didn’t like sunbaking all day—it was boring; and I got tired of keeping up with Marty, who never sat still for a second. When I had both of them there—Merryl, who could go a whole day without saying more than a sentence, and Marty, who never shut up—I was happy. Completely happy. Those were the best times of all.


On the day of her first visit, I’d hardly even known Merryl. We’d run into each other at the local fish shop, where I’d been buying fish for dinner and she’d been buying a Summer Roll.


‘You’re in my English class,’ she’d said.


‘I know.’


‘Do you live near here?’ she’d asked.


I’d nodded, pointing. ‘Just up the road.’


‘I’ll come with you then.’


It was as simple as that. I hadn’t asked her to be my friend; I hadn’t even expected her to talk to me. But from then on, she’d just made herself at home in my life, squeezing herself into a little patch of my heart between Marty and my grandma, and staying there even though it made no sense at all.


Now it looked like I’d be saying goodbye to Merryl too—and that would hurt almost as much as saying goodbye to Wilson Park, although Merryl would’ve been happy to be in my shoes.


She hated her place. Her house was even bigger than Marty’s but none of us liked it. It was gloomy and full of breakable things that you weren’t allowed to touch. You couldn’t walk in her house without making the kind of racket that my grandma would’ve spewed at, because all the floors were wood. But no one noticed the noise at Merryl’s because it was empty. I mean, not empty empty. There was plenty of furniture; there just wasn’t much life.


Merryl’s mum wanted her to wear frilly dresses and make-up and act like a lady, which was a total laugh if you knew Merryl. She had two other sisters who dressed nicely and talked nicely and did everything girls were supposed to do, so her mother kind of ignored her most of the time. She said Merryl was a changeling—as if someone had swapped her as a baby. I thought Merryl’s mother was a cow, and so did Merryl.


‘Where’s your mother?’ Merryl repeated after we had left my flat and Marty catching his lizards.


I hadn’t answered her the first time she asked—not by accident, but on purpose. It was something I didn’t like to talk about too much—at least not to anyone except Marty.


‘My mother’s dead,’ I said.


‘Oh.’ Merryl had looked out at the purple clouds brewing further up the harbour and her face, which would have been pretty if it wasn’t so hard, had shown nothing. ‘You’re lucky,’ she said.


I was shocked. And angry. At least Merryl had a place in the world—not a bunch of relatives who could pass her off onto someone else when they got tired of her. At least Merryl always had a home in Wilson Park.


‘You don’t know what lucky is,’ I said in a dark voice.


She didn’t seem to notice my anger. She just smiled. ‘My dad says you make your own luck.’


If that was true, I didn’t know what sort of luck I was making for myself, but I sure thought I’d picked the wrong pattern.
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‘Your mother,’ my grandmother said in the voice she used only for that subject, ‘was a dreadful child. Dreadful!’


I’d heard it a thousand times before. She was a dreadful child. Rebellious, rude, insolent, headstrong, wilful. Pick a negative word and Grandma used it to describe my mother. But it didn’t matter what she said, I always secretly thought: Good on you, Mum. I wanted to be rebellious, rude, insolent, headstrong and wilful. Far better than being considerate, obedient and docile. Those were the words Grandma most often used to describe me—although one foot out of line and she’d say I was just like my mother.


I never met her. Well, I suppose a few months between my being born and her dying was like a meeting, but since I couldn’t remember it, it didn’t count. She was twenty-five. Everyone was shocked, they said, because she was too alive to die. But she was never dead to me—not in my imagination.


When people would ask things like, ‘What does your mother do?’ I hardly ever said she was dead. I mostly said things like ‘She paints’, thinking of Suzee. Or I’d say, ‘She’s a secretary to a very important politician’. I used to say she was a rock singer, which made people really pay attention; but that caused problems because they always wanted to know what songs she’d sung. It was easier to stick to things that bored people. In my mind, my mother was tall and blonde, with a beautiful smile and blue eyes. She wore pretty dresses and had painted toenails, and wore gold bracelets and pearl earrings. She would laugh at everything I did—except when I was sleepy or upset, and then she’d sit beside me on the bed and stroke my forehead, or hold my hand.


All these thoughts were private. I told Marty most of them but I didn’t tell anyone else.
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