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Praise for Chosen Family


‘I laughed, I cried, I fell in love with Chosen Family. Beautiful, devastating, hilarious and full of life’


Jessica Stanley


‘Chosen Family felt like being welcomed into a world full of in-jokes, drama, comfort, chaos and love – I was completely in its thrall until the very last page. Madeleine Gray has written something very special: an epic story of female intimacy that is gripping, poignant, extremely funny and bracingly true’


Lisa Owens


‘Hilarious and devastating. I was caught in the Medusa’s gaze of Chosen Family. This book is everything to me’


Siang Lu


‘Madeleine Gray writes so acutely about the mess of desire and the human condition’


Nigella Lawson


‘Chosen Family really hits in that truly satisfying way of all fiction which takes high school seriously and tracks the development of characters as a continuum. A passionate ode to friendship, it is sharp and hilarious, brave and utopian, sexy but not too serious about it. Most of all it felt deeply real, and true, and lived-in, and I still feel like I’m part of its world’


Niamh Campbell


‘Chosen Family is all kinds of gorgeousness. The dialogue is razor-sharp and the novel is filled with brilliant, complicated characters, love, sex and laughter, along with a portrait of adolescence so accurate it almost broke my heart. I loved it. A worthy successor to Green Dot’


Jennie Godfrey


‘I loved Chosen Family’s capacious heart, and the vivacious kick of its language. Gray’s generosity to her characters doesn’t preclude a tough, comic astringency when it comes to revealing the foibles and posturing of her characters. Yet the mocking is never cruel: this is a novel that has a lot to say about the nature of love and of friendship. And just as importantly, a lot to say about the nature of desire and friendship. I started reading and couldn’t stop till I reached the final page. It is joyously good’


Christos Tsiolkas


‘This novel is an X-ray of the savage and terrified minds of teenage girls. Even once we’re moving through adulthood, do those snarling younger selves stay trapped inside somewhere? Chosen Family is about two people reaching for love despite being burned by the world and each other. Gray is pulling all the strings: funny, devastating, shocking, heartbreaking’


Bri Lee


‘In Chosen Family, Madeleine Gray skilfully picks apart the ties that bind us, the ones that break and the ones that can be sewn back together. Told with Gray’s inimitable wit and verve, this is a story of queer love betrayal forgiveness sex family and above all friendship, in all its gory glory. Chosen Family has it all’


Dominic Amerena


‘I inhaled this book, holding my breath at passages that felt ripped straight from my high school diary in 2007 … Madeleine Gray makes real the humiliation and exhilaration of teenage girlhood, and the ways it shapes the women, partners and parents we become’


Lucinda Price













Praise for Green Dot


‘A sparkling debut – laugh out loud funny and achingly sad … Makes us consider that age-old question: why do something even though we know we shouldn’t? Madeleine Gray is a dazzling writer – a huge talent’


Gillian Anderson


‘I couldn’t love this book more. A brilliant evocation of heartbreak, which is painful and whoopingly witty at the same time … What a writer’


Nigella Lawson


‘Brilliant. Riveting. Sharp. Funny. Dark. I want to give Green Dot all the adjectives but will content myself with saying it is one of the best books you will read all year’


Elizabeth Day


‘I wolfed Green Dot down over two nights. An incredibly funny book about a woman having an affair that’s a really bad idea. Every sentence sparkles’


Caitlin Moran


‘If you liked Fleabag you will love Green Dot’


Pandora Sykes


‘This book! What a gutting, funny, smart, smart, smart book it is, one that I absolutely inhaled while almost constantly emotionally bracing myself. Madeleine Gray is a hilarious, humane, and highly perceptive writer’


Claire Lombardo


‘Madeleine Gray takes a scalpel to millennial malaise, office romance and infidelity, and the result is a brainy, gutsy, nervy – and hilarious – wonder of a novel’


Meg Howrey


‘The intensity of Annie Ernaux’s Simple Passion written with the lightness of Bridget Jones’s Diary and the irreverence of Fleabag’


Sunday Times


‘So droll, bawdy, sexy, hilarious and good fun, everything you read thereafter seems dull in comparison’ i Paper


‘An acutely witty debut … Green Dot’s potency lies in its narrator’s distinctive voice, ruthless self-scrutiny and droll observations on the absurdities of young adult life … Although ironic and flippant, Green Dot avoids nihilism, and is ultimately about the search for meaning through love’


Guardian


‘Gray skillfully blends a rom-com-like breeziness with incisive, nuanced commentary on societal expectations, modern disconnection, responsibility in relationships and selfhood’New York Times


‘Impressive … As the story unfolds, what begins as a laugh-out-loud observation of office politics, slowly gives way to a deeply poignant and, at times, heartbreakingly detailed journey of messy self-discovery. The layered characterisation that will have you riveted’


Daily Mirror


‘Gray nails the angst of being young. You’ll tear through the pages’


Heat Magazine
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My story has a moral—
I have a missing friend
—Emily Dickinson












September 2023



Dear Nell,


I never thought we’d go this long without speaking. Every day it shocks me that I don’t know where you live, if your freckles have faded or multiplied, if you’re happy.


Sometimes I think I see you on the street. The street where you grew up is not on my way home, but I find myself driving along it all the time, like muscle memory except I couldn’t drive when I used to visit you there.


I remember your parents’ house so clearly. Clean lines, no clutter, items whose heaviness hinted at their expense. A menacing painting of a girl sitting by a lake next to a small column of marble in the kitchen. Your mum told me the artist’s name and I hadn’t heard of them before, but I pretended I had, and then I got their gender wrong. Your mum said something that made it clear she’d noticed my mistake, that she knew I knew nothing. You laughed at your mum and not at me, and I didn’t understand why but I was grateful.


You made fun of your parents to me a lot. I thought your parents were glamorous, but you mocked their expensive taste. I didn’t know one could do that. I didn’t know a child could be more adult than the adults, until I met you.


In year seven, I was trying to impress the teachers. Nothing gave me greater pleasure than providing an answer that received acclaim from a middle-aged woman. I did my homework diligently. I used rulers to draw margins in my notebooks.


In year seven, you were trying to impress Patti Smith. You told me that you couldn’t fall asleep without your headphones in. This seemed so chic to me.


Your bedroom was a messy wonderland. You saved pocket money to buy Bob Dylan EPs on eBay. You had a framed poster of Courtney Love above your knickers drawer. You knew all the lyrics to ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’. I tried to learn them to meet you at your level, but I never got past the first verse. Johnny remains in the basement.


One afternoon, early in our friendship, I wanted to ride bikes in the park near your place, and you were perplexed but you agreed. We had to borrow them from the kids next door because your family didn’t own any. It quickly became apparent that you did not know how to ride a bike, that your parents hadn’t taught you. So I did.


Nell, you loved it. I hadn’t seen you smile like that before: wide, gleeful, like a child. Although we were the same age, you always seemed older, smarter, but on that bike you were a kid, just like me. Your laugh, eyes bright, alive, limbs flailing in abandon as inertia looped us round and round each other on the concrete basketball court.


And you never forgot it. Or maybe it’s me who didn’t. To this day I get our memories confused. Do I remember what you were thinking, or do I remember what I imagined you were thinking, and how different are those things?


You were a beast and I was a badger. At twelve, you already wanted to be able to abandon your own head, while I was just getting a hold of mine. I didn’t belong in the world we were in then, but I felt I would belong somewhere in the world one day – I just had to find the right place, a place I could rightfully inherit. I felt quite sure about this. Whereas you – I don’t know if you ever dared let yourself daydream that one day you might be at ease. I can’t imagine what that must have been like for you. I envied you, but you envied me, I think. I became the person who gave you access to the joys of the mundane world.


And then I took them from you.


But you took them from me first.


I want to tell you, all the time, about stupid things I overhear on trains. I want to make eye contact with you across the dinner table and find recognition. I want for you to know our daughter, and for her to know you. She’s like you; she’s sharp and smarter than me. She asks about you. She asks where you went, and why. I don’t know what to tell her. How much should a child really know about her mothers? And how can I be sure that I’d be telling her the truth? I don’t know if I’ll ever send this to you – I don’t know where you live – or if you’re even alive. But writing to you helps. I’ve always written to you. Every story I’ve ever written has been a letter to you. You know that. I hope that wherever you are, you’re happy, and I hope you’re not alone. I miss you and I’m sorry. I’m so very, very sorry.


Love, always,


Eve


[Letter not sent]












Part One













2024



Eve sits at her round kitchen table. She’s drinking a cup of peppermint tea and she is pairing a seven-year-old girl’s socks. The seven-year-old girl is her child. Eve is thirty. Eve had not imagined that this would be her life. Eve had thought Nell would be here helping her pair them. That was what they had planned.


Eve can hear Lake making a mess in their bedroom. (Yes, Eve and Nell named their daughter Lake, after the only lesbian in Mary McCarthy’s The Group. They thought it would be funny, and it is, but with Nell gone it is now a humour tinged with sadness.)


At present, Lake loves Eve, she adores her. Eve does not understand what she did to deserve this love. She sees other parents with children who scream at them, call them lying cunts, tell them they hate them – and these other parents have provided whole houses for their children; these parents have stable jobs and can afford holidays; these parents aren’t late to pick up their children from after-school care. Lake thinks Eve is smart, and Lake thinks Eve’s job as a freelance copyeditor is good, and Lake thinks that their one-bedroom apartment is spacious. Eve dreads the day Lake realises that these things are not true and then hates her. Eve also dreads the day when Lake will ask more questions about Nell and then Eve will have to answer them.


There are two odd socks left. Eve contemplates them, then looks up to the bin next to the kitchen counter. She makes a decision.


As Lake enters the kitchen, she sees her mother throwing her socks in the bin. Eve freezes.


‘Mum?’ says Lake. ‘Mum, why are you chucking out my socks?’


Eve swallows. ‘Because they’re neoliberal socks, darling, I just found out.’


Lake nods. Her mother has explained to her that neoliberalism is bad.


‘How do you know the other socks aren’t neoliberal?’ Lake asks.


Eve considers this, then responds confidently. ‘The other socks told me they voted for Bernie in 2020.’


Lake nods again, accepting but not understanding this justification. Her mother says things like this all the time.


‘Okay, can we make a cake now? I’ve finished my homework and you promised we could after I was done.’


‘That I did. Get the Betty Crocker mix out of the pantry, would you? We’re going to bake the fuck out of this cake.’


Lake’s mother is not like other mothers.












2006



Nell Argall sits at her desk, waiting for class to start. She is pale, embarrassingly so. She has frizzy, mousy brown hair, big brown eyes and gangly limbs. It’s only week two of term one but she’s already lost most of her pens and today she’s using a red pencil she found on the floor near the year seven lockers.


Nell is twelve years old. She does not enjoy being twelve years old. Adults around her are always telling her that she’s too smart for her age. Nell often finds it difficult not to tell these adults that they are too old to be so stupid.


Nell has been at school for seven years. This year is her eighth. After this year, she’ll still have five more to go. The time seems interminable, just stretches and stretches of boredom into the horizon. She does not know how she is going to get through it.


Nell’s mother, Ondine, rarely takes an interest in her life. Ondine enjoys performing maternal care in front of strangers but she does not enjoy actually giving it to her children. Over the summer, Nell sat on a stool next to her mother while Ondine got a haircut and colour. The hairdresser asked Nell if she was looking forward to high school. Nell said no. Ondine interjected, telling the hairdresser how Nell is shy but that this year was a chance to start afresh – a whole new stage! Nell would be able to recreate herself, begin again from scratch. The hairdresser agreed, and recounted her own daughter’s experience of high school, and the hairdresser and Ondine talked as if they both cared equally about their children.


Nell wanted to interrupt them and ask if Ondine knew her favourite colour, or if she knew whether Nell had got her period yet or was a vegetarian. Nell knew that Ondine did not know the answers. Ondine knows nothing real about her children, their interiorities do not interest her. But what would exposing Ondine even achieve? Ondine would get icy and Nell would suffer for her wrath at home.


It is Ondine who wants Nell to change. Ondine wants a daughter who looks the part. She wants a mini-me. She wants proof of her own superior genes. Ondine does not understand that Nell has no intention of changing herself, that she does not want to start afresh. Nell knows who she is, and who she is does not fit in, which is fine. Nell came to terms with this long ago. All Nell wants is for high school to be over, and to no longer live with her mother, her father and her irritating younger sister Chelsea. Nell wants to live on her own, smoke cigarettes and make weird art. She wants to only eat Tic Tacs, drink Coca-Cola and drop out of life.


To Nell’s left sits Georgia Smith, one of the more annoying girls in her year. Georgia Smith still wets the bed, and everyone knows that this is not because she is traumatised but because she is lazy – Georgia just can’t be bothered getting up to go to the toilet at night, and she knows her nanny will just remake the bed for her. Georgia and Nell went to junior school together, too, so Nell has had plenty of time to dissect Georgia’s faults. At a sleepover in year six, Georgia said that she was assaulted as a child and that’s why her boobs were so small. None of the girls had boobs at this point, but this didn’t stop the immediate rush of sympathy. When Nell didn’t join in the other girls said she was mean for not caring about Georgia. Now, in high school, Georgia is a popular group hanger-oner. They tolerate her because she is rich, but they all bitch about her behind her back. Nell thinks Georgia is pathetic because she is a sheep. Georgia thinks Nell is pathetic because she is a freak.


To Nell’s right sits Minnie Parker. Minnie Parker wears her blonde hair in a tight, high pony, and she is always swishing her hair around like a horse’s tail. Even though Minnie Parker has facial attributes and physical tics that would suggest she is a horse girl, she is actually a runner. She can run very, very fast. Minnie spends her lunchtimes running around the school oval and drinking Gatorade with the PE teachers. Nell does not actively like Minnie, but she also does not actively hate her. Nell respects people who choose a thing and then do it all the time. At least Minnie doesn’t fawn over the populars, like Georgia Smith does. Minnie has barely ever considered Nell’s existence.


Nell does not have friends. In early primary school she had a few, but it’s different now. She and Georgia Smith even used to be friendly. Nell would make Georgia pretend to be a vampire, sucking Nell’s arm, and under Nell’s direction, the girls would take turns cursing God. Then the shift occurred. Georgia and the other girls went from childhood to girlhood, and developed consciousnesses that were better able to cognise what was normal and what was not. They realised Nell was not. They realised the games Nell made them play were actually weird, that Nell herself was actually weird, and that distance was necessary to save themselves from the possibility of infection.


Now they’re in high school, and friendship is about allegiances, about social structures. Nell does not offer anything the other girls want; indeed, what she does offer would only diminish their social standing. So Nell has accepted that hers will likely be a friendless existence. She’s trained herself not to be actively rude to idiots anymore, but she just can’t be bothered engaging in the tedious chat required to secure a spot in a high school friendship group. She does not care for boys, or make-up, or competing to see who can eat the least, and as these three areas of concern are essentially the triumvirate of tweenage girl social climbing, she has silently extracted herself from the race. At lunchtime Nell reads books alone in the library, or in the band room that no one uses because a cat pissed in it once and it’s never smelt clean since. She draws in her notebooks, scrawls and scrawls of feeling. Sometimes she presses her pens so hard they tear the paper.


Nell’s parents are rarely at home but they buy her whatever books she wants. That is, they’ve given her their credit card details so she can buy herself whatever books she wants. Nell is only twelve, but already she is enamoured with post-punk. She learnt about it on Tumblr. Nirvana, the Libertines, she is obsessed with Pete Doherty. His music inspires nonsensical, lyrical diary entries, all suffused with an intense melancholia that might seem melodramatic to a reader but to Nell feels very real. She buys used art books off eBay and at night she reads and re-reads them, rips out pages and blu-tacks them to her ceiling. Her favourite novel is The Secret History and she sees it as more of a guidebook for living than a cautionary tale.


Nell’s little sister, Chelsea, is nine. Chelsea is very pretty and not very bright, and therefore Chelsea is extremely popular among her peers. Chelsea has not yet learnt that her association with her sister will not play well at school, but that time will come. Nell’s parents don’t really pay much attention to Chelsea, either, but when they do they like her. Chelsea is slender, inoffensive, and asks very little of anyone.


On weeknights Nell orders takeaway dinners for herself and Chelsea. They are allowed to order steak from the bistro up the road, where a sirloin costs fifty dollars, or sushi, but nothing fried. Occasionally Ondine is home from work early enough to eat with her daughters, but always with her laptop open on the dining table. The most face time the girls get with their father, James, is on Saturday mornings, when he can be found doing the crossword in the kitchen before he leaves for golf. He tests them on their general knowledge, and scowls when they get answers wrong. On Sundays he works from the office.


Ondine and James work as consultants at competing firms. Nell does not know precisely what it is that they consult on, but she knows that they are very senior in their respective workplaces because they have both told her this on separate occasions. Whenever she meets any of their colleagues – usually when someone is dropping over documents to the house on weeknights after hours – she is instructed to be very proud to have such high-achieving parents. Nell verbally assents whenever this instruction is issued.


The bell rings – class starts. Mrs Chalmer tells everyone to open their copies of Romeo and Juliet to page twel—


A knock on the classroom door interrupts Mrs Chalmer’s directive. It’s Mrs Day, the principal’s secretary. Behind her is a girl. This girl has short brown hair, like a boy’s, and is wearing a brand-new uniform. The fabric is different from everyone else’s; shinier, more flammable-looking.


‘So sorry to interrupt, Mrs Chalmer, but I have with me here our newest student – Eve Bowman. It took a little longer than expected to sort out Eve’s paperwork, but all’s well that ends well!’


The girls sit at their desks perplexed, abuzz. Students rarely join the school during term time.


Mrs Day turns to Eve.


‘Eve, this is Mrs Chalmer, who’ll be your English teacher. Mrs Chalmer will see to it that you’re caught up in no time.’


‘There’s a desk free over there, just in front of Nell,’ Mrs Chalmer says, pointing. ‘Have a seat, Eve, and welcome.’


Eve’s face is red, Nell observes; she is probably embarrassed to be so visible in a room full of girls her age. Eve likely knows that the girls will be judging everything she does, will be whispering to each other about her for the rest of class.


Eve nods at Mrs Chalmer, makes her way to the empty desk and sits.


Nell stares at Eve’s back. Eve has sweat patches under her arms and another near the base of her spine. Nell has never seen a girl her age with such short hair before. Maybe she has cancer, and that’s why she’s started so late in the term? Or perhaps she’s a Hare Krishna? Regardless, this girl definitely won’t be accepted by the populars; Nell can intuit this much already.


‘Have you read Romeo and Juliet, Eve?’ asks Mrs Chalmer from the front of class.


Eve’s head goes up, meeting her teacher’s eye without fear. She does not speak like Nell imagined she would. Nell presumed this girl would be timid, her voice a whisper. That she’d know to play it understated until her social status can be properly determined at lunchtime or on the playground. But Eve’s voice is deep and loud and certain.


‘Sure have, lots of times, but I’m happy to read it again. Every time there’s a chance the ending will be different, right?’


Mrs Chalmers laughs as if unsure of the joke, or if it is one.


‘Quite so, quite so! Well, let’s get to it, shall we? Georgia S, can you read from the top of page twelve?’


The girls nod at Eve’s back and roll their eyes at each other. Who is this upstart, this arse-kisser? What a loser, so keen, so brash.


And as Georgia Smith starts to mangle a rhyming couplet, Nell begins to toy with a fragile concept in her mind. She holds on to it, allows it a little air, a little space to grow. Nell is wondering whether, for the first time in her life, the universe has brought her a proper friend.


At lunchtime, the playground is awash with girls in tartan. To the untrained eye the scene might appear to be pure chaos. Apples dumped in bins, Nutella snacks traded for Go-Gurts, a tiff breaking out in the canteen line when a year eight dares cut in front of a year ten. But on closer inspection, one can observe that the trajectories are cyclical, the movements choreographed. These girls have been formulating and safeguarding this complex ecosystem for years, and when one year twelve class graduates, the year elevens dash in to claim their spot at the top, to ensure order, to pass on received wisdom. The year sevens pick it up by osmosis, the way that each year is divided into groups and sub-groups – girls linked by common good looks; girls linked by wealth; girls linked by their blandness, by their race, by their obsessions, by their weight.


Eve is taking it all in. This is not her first rodeo; she’s moved schools several times, mostly when her mother gets a new boyfriend, or wants to get rid of one. Eve has never had a father, her life is the result of a regretful one-night stand. Eve’s mother is called Emerald, and she’s more like a flaky older sister than a mum. Emerald has cool tops but forgets to buy milk. Emerald grew up wealthy and she talks about this a lot, how her life used to be different. Eve and Emerald live in an inner-city suburb a half an hour’s drive from the sprawling riches of this school, and Emerald resents this. When she dropped Eve off at school this morning, Emerald told her to act wisely today, because this school was richer than the ones she was used to, and she could make some important connections here, connections that might help her later in life. Eve doubts this will be the case. That is, she doesn’t doubt there will be pupils here who have politicians and businessmen for parents, but she also knows that she has short hair and is a bit chubby, and these attributes will not play to her advantage in a school like this. Like Nell, Eve is twelve. Like Nell, Eve already understands too much about people to see the world through her mother’s scheming, hopeful eyes.


A new school is always daunting at first, because it’s like a big stretch of unknown, so much to learn, and everyone else has the advantage. Eve is someone who wants to make people laugh, but each new school has its own language, its own vocabulary, and it is better to bide her time, learn what is deemed funny here and what is thought to be going too far, what is considered gauche. She’s already signalled to her classmates that she’s not going for queen bee – the Shakespeare concession was to make this clear. She’s going for mid-tier acceptance. Who knows how long she’ll stay at this school anyway.


A girl named Brenda Schneider, whose locker is next to Eve’s, has asked Eve to join her group for lunch. Eve is thankful, even though she predicts that Brenda’s group will sit at the bottom of the year hierarchy. Brenda has braces and pimples and has so far mentioned the periodic table three times, making sure that Eve knows argon is her favourite element because it sounds like Aragorn and has Eve read Lord of the Rings? Eve prophesies that she will have to find a way to politely dump Brenda’s group just as soon as she can, but she also knows that sitting with a bad group is better than sitting with no group at all.


They sit on the netball court, concrete steaming in the sun. The girls are cross-legged in a circle, unpeeling the cling wrap from their sandwiches and Vegemite crackers, deciding on what to say to impress each other. This group does not have physical ease. Few girls do at this age, but this cluster is particularly awkward. Around half of them have started shaving their legs, and Eve observes the light hair lines that wrap around the tops of their knees. Eve does not shave her legs; she does not see the point, and she resents the presumption that girls should have to rid themselves of what grows naturally. She does not voice this opinion.


A blushing redhead pipes up, says the line she’s been rehearsing. ‘So, why’d you join two weeks into school, Eve? Are you, like, running from the police?’


Eve ponders how to respond. Wit will be wasted on this group. Wit is wasted on most people. But Eve also needs allies.


‘Yeah, a hit-and-run.’


‘Seriously?’ The redhead is incredulous, impressed.


‘Yeah. And I shot a man just to watch him die.’


The redhead is confused now; she senses she might be being played. ‘You so didn’t … right?’


Eve relents. ‘Ha ha, no, of course not. Mum just got a new job in Sydney and so, here I am.’ Eve shrugs, then explains further. ‘I didn’t start term at my old school on the Central Coast ’cause Mum was interviewing in the city, so I’m already behind in every class.’ She rolls her eyes, affecting what? Coolness? Solidarity? She doesn’t know. Sometimes she just says things.


Brenda senses an opportunity to indoctrinate a fellow nerd. ‘Aw, no worries! We all do study group at lunchtime on Tuesdays and Wednesdays and after school most days. It’s really fun. We do, like, science experiments and maths quizzes and there are prizes – you’ll love it!’


Eve hypothesises that she will not love it, but she doesn’t want to be rude. ‘Oh, yeah, that sounds great – thanks, Brenda.’


Brenda looks pleased. Poor thing, thinks Eve.


A gaggle of long-legged blondes strut by on their way to somewhere worthy of them. They all have high ponies and long socks. Eve doesn’t know this yet, but the bigger one at the back is Georgia Smith. Georgia Smith smirks at Brenda’s group. ‘Shouldn’t you guys be at study club?’ she asks on her way past.


Brenda doesn’t get that she is being mocked; she smiles and shakes her head. ‘Nah, it’s only on Tuesdays and Wednesdays!’


Eve cringes internally. She needs to detach herself from this group, pronto.


She gathers her cling wrap and places it in her lunchbox next to her uneaten mandarin, flicks some crumbs off her lap.


‘Hey, guys? I just remembered the front desk woman said I should go to the uniform shop at lunch to get a swimming costume before sixth period sport. Can you point me in the right direction?’


‘Sure!’ exclaims the nameless redhead. ‘I can show you where it is!’


Eve flinches. ‘Oh no, don’t worry about it, honestly, I have to get some other stuff too. It’ll be super boring. It’s just near the staffroom, right? I feel like I saw it before.’


The redhead crumples.


‘Yeah, it’s opposite the staffroom. You can’t miss it. See ya later!’


The girl who says this is Amy Zhao. Amy is aware that Eve has been scoping out the other groups sitting by them on the netball court. Amy saw Eve looking admiringly at the populars. Amy knows that her group is not cool, and that Eve has worked it out. Amy can’t be bothered befriending someone who’s just looking for a better option. She’s been burnt before, and she too is just waiting for high school to end. Amy and Eve would actually be really good friends if they ever talked to each other properly, but for the next six years, they won’t.


At 2.15 pm, the school’s pool changing room is vibrating with the high-pitched screams of the girls, the smell of chlorine and the texture of wet band-aids on soaked concrete. It’s easy to see which of the girls have already learnt to hate their bodies and which are still happily ensconced in the unblushing shamelessness of being twelve years old. Georgia Smith, for example, is uncomfortable in her body, but as she is on the fringes of the popular group, she must feign nonchalance. Part of being popular is projecting body confidence and making other people feel bad. Nevertheless, the fact that she’s clearly sucking in her stomach betrays her anxiety. Alex Robbins is skinny, blonde and hot, for a twelve year old. As such, she parades her near-naked body around the changing room, in no particular rush to cover up. Minnie Parker, the athlete, is not exactly popular, but she is fit and therefore slim, and this counts for a lot. She sees her body as a tool and changes into her suit accordingly, with dexterity and purpose.


Nervously trying to get into her new bathing suit without displaying her burgeoning pubic hair to the mob of pre-teen girls, Eve is firmly on the ashamed team. In reality, her build is average, but she is sure she is fat. She also has very short hair, which she personally likes – it feels cleaner this way – but she understands that others construe this as evidence of her being a freak. Even the hairdresser at Just Cuts was visibly taken aback when Eve requested the chop.


Eve takes off her uniform and places it in on the wooden bench that skirts the periphery of the changing room. She evades eye contact with the others as she slides her one-piece up over her undies, and then awkwardly pulls her undies off one leg at a time under her swimmers. She tries to avoid the inevitable camel toe that accompanies this move but fails. When her undies are off she quickly rearranges her costume, and then glances around to make sure no one has observed her prudishness. Thankfully, nobody is looking at her. She has gotten through the first trial of PE.


Except that she has not. Because sitting at the back of the changing room, already in her swimmers because she’s been wearing them under her uniform all day, is Nell. And Nell has been watching.


Mrs Cline, the PE teacher, orders the girls to each line up behind one of the diving boards. This is where the body comparisons can truly flourish: they are like models on a go-see, except they are also the judges. They waddle towards their respective boards, side-eyeing one another. It is cold, the wind like a whip. Their nipples poke through their costumes; they hate this. Girls chatter to each other in clusters, but Eve stands apart. She does not yet have any inside jokes to revel in – nothing that could be whispered up the line to squeals of delight. She places her hands in front of her legs, trying to hide her nascent pubic hair from the madding crowd. She has noticed that none of the other girls seem to have any. Is she simply further developed, or are they all waxing already? Eve’s mum wouldn’t let her wax, said pubic hair was natural and beautiful. Eve is now considering whether it would be natural and beautiful to commit matricide.


Once again, Nell is noticing all of this. She is noticing the awkward angle at which Eve has placed her arms. She has seen the wisps of brown curl tufting out, brushing Eve’s inner thighs. Part of her wants to protect Eve from what she knows is going to happen. Another part of her wants to see how Eve will respond when it does.


Alex Robbins, with her tanned, lithe limbs and sun-kissed hair, is standing in front of Eve in the line. Next to her, in an adjacent line, is Georgia Smith. Alex is telling Georgia about a boy she frenched last Friday, a friend of her family who is ‘so fucking hot’. Apparently he asked if he could finger Alex in the backyard after dinner, but Alex is explaining that she would like to save that experience for when it’s definitely love. Georgia is stammering something in reply about that being ‘so true’. Georgia is trying not to blush as she does this: if she pretends to be cool about sex talk, then maybe she will become so. As is so often the case with Georgia, she now overreaches. She says she is considering giving a gobby to the boy who lives next door to her. Alex is repelled by this crassness – fingering is one thing, but a gobby? ‘You need to respect yourself more,’ says Alex.


Georgia is humbled. She will get it right next time, she will. She looks at the ground. Her eyes spy Eve’s feet, and then scroll up. Up, up, up – they notice Eve’s leg hair, her burgeoning cellulite, and then they land on the money shot: Eve’s pubic hair. This is Georgia’s chance to redeem herself in Alex’s eyes. This is how she will claw back her own dignity: she will take it from Eve.


‘Nice bush, new girl.’


Eve tries to avoid Georgia’s eyes. This cannot be happening. If she ignores it, then it might not be real.


But Georgia will not have this. Georgia will command Alex’s attention. She steps closer to Eve. So close, they’re almost touching.


‘I said, nice bush, new girl.’


There is something almost sublime about the cruelty of pre-teen girls; the absolute acid of it. Eve would be having an out-of-body experience, if not for the fact that she is so inescapably, so inextricably, in her own body.


Everyone is watching now, everyone is invested. How will the new girl react? She’s already proven herself to be brash in English class, but this time it’s not her brain that’s being spotlit, it’s her appearance, and even the cleverest girls usually crumble when forced into this unfortunate starring role. Nell is trying not to express her intense interest as she stands at the back of the line, intensely interested.


Eve is scarlet. One part of her wants to run and hide, but the other cannot contain the red-hot coil of anger, the defensiveness that comes with shame.


‘Thank you so much,’ says Eve, the tremble in her voice almost imperceptible.


Georgia’s eyes squint; a collective breath is drawn.


Eve continues. ‘And thanks for taking the time to really stare at my vagina. I’m flattered, but not interested.’


In the silence that follows, you could hear a tampon drop. It is difficult to read the expression on Georgia Smith’s face, simply because she herself is unsure how to respond. She could not have predicted this retort; the audacity of it. Alex Robbins’ jaw has dropped, but she is not helping her so-called friend. She too is waiting to see what will happen next.


Georgia’s self-protective impulse finally kicks in. With the nuance that only Georgia Smith could achieve, she snarls, ‘Oh my god, you fucking lesbian!’


Eve has now clocked Nell observing her from the back of the line. She has noticed Nell’s small but not vindictive smirk. Eve looks to Nell, then rolls her eyes in Georgia’s direction, as if to say to Nell, Go on – watch this. I want you to watch me.


Eve directs her gaze back to Georgia. ‘Au contraire, mon amie. It seems you are the one who’d like to munch my carpet.’ Eve smiles sweetly.


Georgia’s face crumples. She intuits that she’s been gravely insulted, she understands there’s been an accusation of lesbianism, but she cannot fathom how the power shifted. She cannot work out how she has ended up on the losing side here. She looks to Alex. Alex snorts laughter, turns away from Georgia. No one else is laughing – they are too afraid of Georgia’s wrath.


‘What’s going on here, girls?’


The oblivious PE teacher, who had been watching the girls already in the pool, has finally noticed that something is up.


‘Nothing, miss,’ the girls recite in unison. The teachers mustn’t be made aware, they cannot know: a war has started here today.


After the lesson, back in the changing room, Eve is a pariah. Those who may have been quietly interested in courting her friendship earlier in the day are no longer so.


Nell comes to stand next to Eve.


‘I’m Nell,’ she whispers. ‘And that was fucking amazing.’


Something else the teachers do not know: an allegiance has been forged here today.
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Eve’s mother died eight years ago, when Eve was twenty-two. Emerald was never one for doing traditionally motherly things, such as sticking around. Emerald always said it was more important for Eve to see an independent woman than it was for her to see her mother volunteering at the tuckshop. Eve thought this was rich, considering Emerald was almost never without a boyfriend, and every boyfriend she ever had was both wealthy and terrible.


When Eve was a child she swore to herself that she would not be like Emerald, if she ever had children. Where Emerald was selfish, Eve would be generosity personified. Where Emerald was vain and often compared her figure to Eve’s, Eve would make sure her child knew they were perfect at any size. Where Emerald baulked at engaging with Eve’s school life, Eve would go to every parent–teacher night, every concert. Where Emerald pranced from man to man, presenting Eve with father figure after father figure, Eve would provide her child with stability, with two committed parents who would always be there.


Except that now – now Eve’s doing it on her own. Nell is gone. And though she does not forgive her mother for her human failings, her maternal failings make more sense. School concerts are boring.


Talking to other mothers about nutritional lunches at pick-up time does make her want to die. Eve has not had a moment to herself that is not full of worry about either money or her child for two years. Eve loves Lake more than anything else in the world, but she is also exhausted.


Eve’s postpartum months were almost doable, compared to now, because raising Lake was a group effort back then. Nell and she taking turns getting up to feed; Marcus dropping by early in the mornings, bringing croissants and baby drag outfits for Lake. Tae was around more then too, before he fully ghosted. Chelsea visited from Melbourne when she could, she always brought pink wine. And yes, Eve barely slept, and yes, it is possible that she is now applying a rosé tint to her maternal glasses, but nevertheless: it used to be fun. Lake’s early years were a surreal but kind of ecstatic blur. Bringing Lake to gay bars, placing her in the lap of whichever dyke or bear offered to hold her first, dancing solo and then reclaiming the baby, bringing her onto the dancefloor, seeing her smile and laugh with all the men in make-up; knowing that the community they were raising Lake in was one that would always protect her. And then – snap. It was over. That world still existed, of course, but Eve couldn’t feel at home in it anymore. She’d hurt one of their own. She excused herself from the frivolity. Eve doesn’t deserve frivolity, and besides, she doesn’t have time for it now.


And she knows that this weariness slips into her parenting. She knows that she speaks to Lake like she is an adult, and that this probably isn’t fair. Last year, when Lake was six, she asked Eve if all adults were thirty. They were in the car, driving Lake to school. Without even looking back to Lake in her car seat to give her a reassuring smile, Eve responded, ‘No, you become an adult when you’re eighteen, and you stay an adult until you die.’ Lake, in her little uniform, her brown hair in pigtails, just nodded. When Eve picked Lake up from school that afternoon, the after-school care staff asked if she could refrain from talking to her daughter about death so much: Lake had been expounding the trap of mortality that afternoon and some of the other children were very upset.


Now that Lake is seven, and in year two, her peers know what death is, theoretically at least, so she can’t spoil it for them anymore. Still, at Lake’s recent parent–teacher night, Lake’s teacher asked Eve if she worked in politics. When Eve probed the origins of this question, the teacher told her that Lake had developed a habit of blaming all classroom mishaps on ‘the man’.


‘For example, if the pencil sharpener stops working, Lake will say, “That’s the man having his way again,” and though I think of myself as a feminist, I’m not sure that’s a healthy attitude for a seven-year-old to have, don’t you agree?’


Eve had to stop herself from laughing at this anecdote – god, her child is funny – but it has made her reflect on what kind of language is appropriate for a child. That being said, Lake’s not an idiot, so why treat her like one?


It’s 3 pm, so Eve is about to walk down the road to pick Lake up from school. Most days Lake must stay in after-school care until six, but today Eve has finished copyediting the manuscript she’s been working on. She’s sent it off to the publisher, and there’s no use starting another project this late in the day. The book she’s been dealing with is a lesbian murder mystery set in the Hudson Valley. Her publisher, Xia, assigned it to her with the note, Sounds right up your alley ;) Eve responded, Which one? Murder or dykes? and Xia pinged right back: The Hudson Valley, duh.


Eve works well with Xia: Xia trusts her enough not to micromanage, and knows her well enough not to send anything written by a man. Xia’s company pays terribly, but not significantly less than any other publisher, and this job suits Eve. Every manuscript is a puzzle, something to be rearranged into sleeker shape. Eve always starts with tenses. It is amazing how many authors slip between past, present and future without thought, and though Eve agrees that the experience of time is not linear, she also understands that readers get frustrated when there is no grammatical consistency. She then moves on to form – it’s not really her job but she can’t help it – suggesting splicing chapters, shuffling sections until the tension is just right. Then it’s plot inconsistencies, spelling: all the things she used not to care about when she tried to write herself. The manuscripts she edits are not her stories, but she does feel a sense of ownership over them. Every page has her fingerprint, and this is something like having power. Further, it is mutually beneficial, this co-writing, and it is consensual. There is no risk of being blamed for trying to own what is not hers. No, no, she will not be accused of that again.
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The girls are thirteen, and they are very aware of this. Banished are the childish games they once enjoyed. The handball court is nothing to them now. No, no, Brenda Schneider, don’t even glance at it! The others will only mock you.


They are sitting in Design and Technology class. They are learning about the Bauhaus movement by constructing primary-
coloured clocks. There are pots of red, yellow and blue paint everywhere, and sawdust accretes under nails and feet. Nell and Eve sit next to each other, like they do in every lesson. They roll their eyes at one another, they giggle in silence until their laughter cannot help but break the squeaky tension of enforced quiet.


Eve picks up a pair of scissors and jabs a blade through the wrist of her school cardigan. She turns the blade until a hole is formed in the fabric, and then she slips her thumb through the hole, so the whole sleeve becomes a large, fingerless glove.


Eve looks to Nell and languidly twiddles her naked thumb. With humour in her eyes and a deep, almost seductive voice, she asks Nell: ‘Is this Bauhaus?’


Nell begins to laugh but then decides to play it straight. In a tone similar to Eve’s she replies, ‘It’s form meets function, darling – sumptuous.’


They smirk at each other, each thinking how special the other is, each thinking that the other girl is the smartest in the room.


Unobserved by the pair, their teacher has been listening to their conversation, and she is smiling to herself. She remembers having a friendship like this in her youth. She remembers the absolute joy of discovering someone who finds you as funny as you find them. She hasn’t felt like this in quite some time.


Eve looks up from Nell for a moment and catches her teacher’s gaze, notes the soft warmth on her face – and maybe … fellow feeling? Eve’s heart pounds, her cheeks immediately grow hot. Eve smiles then looks straight back down. She dips a paintbrush in some red and very concentratedly colours in a wooden tessera. She cannot look at her teacher again this lesson, she promises herself. This is a game she plays with herself every D & T lesson, and it is a game she always loses.


Nell and Eve’s talents do not lie in making clocks; they lie in talk. They have spent practically every day side by side since that fateful PE period, except that over the summer holidays Nell’s parents took her and Chelsea to France. It was the longest Nell had ever spent in her parents’ presence and she is still recovering from the trauma. Everything reminds Nell of something annoying her mother did. Right now, Nell is telling Eve about her family’s visit to the Pompidou Museum. Apparently Ondine took issue with having to cloak her Prada bag, which resulted in a terse conversation with the museum manager, who was forced from his office to the lobby to deal with the rude Australian woman. When Nell later dared suggest to her mother that she had acted inappropriately, Ondine replied, ‘One day, Nell, you will understand that there are different rules for different people. I don’t know how you don’t know this yet.’ Nell is telling this story to Eve to express how classist her mother is, and Eve gets this, she does, but she is also overwhelmed with jealousy at the casualness with which Nell mentions the Pompidou. She does not voice this jealousy. Instead she replies, ‘My god, does your mum not know what happened to Marie Antoinette?’ and this satisfies Nell. Eve only knows who Marie Antoinette is because Nell has the movie on DVD.


‘And it’s not as if Ondine even likes art,’ continues Nell. ‘She just sees it as cultural capital, something to buy to prove that she’s elite. God forbid she ever talked to an actual artist, mind you – she used to tell me that any homeless people we saw were artists.’


Eve does not know what ‘cultural capital’ means – perhaps something to do with capital letters? – but she daren’t ask. Nell cannot know that Eve is always floundering in the shallow end, unable keep up with Nell’s brilliant mind. Eve nods and says, ‘Yeah, totally.’


‘Her real name’s probably not even Ondine,’ scoffs Nell. ‘She probably just uses it because it sounds French. She was probably baptised with, like, some bogan name, like … Sheila.’


Eve laughs. Eve does not tell Nell that her grandmother was called Sheila.


In this class we also have our antagonist, Georgia Smith, as well as Alex Robbins (filing her nails), Amy Zhao (seated at the back, surreptitiously reading a book), Minnie Parker (excelling here at something practical) and Brenda Schneider (gormlessly trying to talk to Alex, it is excruciating to watch). Their teacher, she of the smile, is Ms Becker. Ms Becker is young, as teachers go, and she is attractive, which is dangerous for her. It is dangerous because she is attractive not in a pretty, non-threatening way but in an androgynous, poised, threatening way. Like Eve, she has short hair. This immediately singles her out for excess consideration in schoolyard gossip. She definitely doesn’t have a boyfriend, if you catch the drift.


The girls spend many hours speculating about the romantic lives of all their teachers, because what else is there to do? With Ms Becker, no one has yet said it. That would be too final, too dangerous. Innuendo is one thing; it’s another to declare that there is someone like that teaching them. It would make the space unclean, tinged with perversion. No, the girls must skate – fast up to the precipice and then back, slowly, down.


Georgia and Alex have convinced Ms Becker to let them use the classroom computer to ‘research’ Bauhaus. They say, in less elegant prose, that they can’t possibly execute the Bauhaus aesthetic in their clock-making without first knowing more ‘context’. Alex is mean but not stupid, and she has cleverly ascertained that Ms Becker will let them do pretty much anything if they say that it’s for gathering context. Short-haired women seem to love context. Georgia sits by Alex’s side like a dog waiting for a treat, as Alex controls the mouse and keyboard.


They’re on the Wikipedia page for Walter Gropius and they’re giggling very loudly. Their hunched bodies and faces close to the screen indicate nefarious designs. Nell and Eve ignore them – well, they try to. But Georgia and Alex keep turning to look over their shoulders, directing un-surreptitious glances to where Nell and Eve sit. Alex summons Brenda to come join them, to take a look at the screen. Honoured to be summoned, Brenda jumps at the opportunity, obsequiously kneels next to Alex as she reads what’s on the Wikipedia page. Brenda’s gaze is excited but confused; she is trying to fast-forward down the page to find the bit that she’s supposed to laugh at. She doesn’t want to keep Alex waiting for her reaction, because maybe then the moment will be gone.


Nell and Eve notice all this, and they do their best not to appear curious. Nevertheless, the whole class is becoming aware that something is happening; that there are now two registers of experience existing in the room – the class, and the secret thing.


Apparently Brenda finds the operative phrase, because she squeals. It must be something she considers shocking – her eyes are bulging and she’s gone bright red – but she reels in her gut response, she must temper it. Be cool, Brenda. She must find this text amusing, must share her amusement with her new comrades. She is, for once, on the golden, popular side of bullying, and it feels good. She glances at Eve and Nell, focuses on Eve, and smiles.


‘What, Brenda?’ Eve asks. She can usually ignore Georgia and Alex, but Brenda Schneider is just so slappable.


‘It’s nothing! Nothing at all!’ Brenda makes eye contact with Alex, tries to conjure further connection in complicity.


Nell will not get up. Nell is a bird on a tree branch; she is fast but fragile, she is chaos with wings. She is the watcher. She does not engage in things like this. Eve, however, does.


Eve gets up from her table, strides across the classroom. Ms Becker does not interject, it all happens so fast.


Eve is at the computer, she is reading over Alex’s shoulder. There is a blinding reflection on the screen from a window across the room, so Eve squats awkwardly to avoid it. They are in the ‘Early Life and Family’ section of Walter Gropius’s entry. Eve is a fast reader and has a quick eye for cruelty. She spots it almost immediately.


In 1915, Gropius married Alma Mahler (1879–1964), widow of Gustav Mahler. Before this he had been briefly engaged to Eve Bowman, but the engagement ended when Gropius discovered that Bowman was a raging dyke. Gropius and Mahler divorced in 1920.


Eve’s face hardens. When you are a child, you know that the world has great capacity for mercilessness. Adults try to tell you otherwise, they try to protect you from it. Or they try to soften its reality: they say it’s not that bad. But it is that bad, it can be that bad. And though Eve is shocked by the ferocity of the meanness she is now encountering, she is also not surprised, which is in some ways worse. She has known on some level, since infancy, that this was to be her lot. She somehow knew that one day someone would edit a Wikipedia page to say she was a dyke in the age of Bauhaus. She looks to Alex, then across to Nell, then back to Alex.


‘Didn’t realise you were so old, Eve,’ says Alex.


‘Or that you broke poor Walter’s heart,’ adds Georgia.


Eve can’t help it: she starts to cry. She has no comeback. She looks again to Nell. Nell doesn’t know what Eve has read to make her so distraught, but she can guess. She knows what the others say about her best friend.


Eve’s voice breaks as she speed-walks out of the room, crying. ‘I’ve just got to use the bathroom, miss.’


Just as Eve reaches the door, Georgia Smith finishes the kill. She says it under her breath but loud enough to be heard by the whole class: ‘Dyke.’


Although girls have been calling her a dyke behind her back for years – ever since she got her hair cut short – Eve has never been confronted with it so blatantly before. There was the swimming pool incident on her first day, but that was different: it was more about Georgia Smith asserting power; the dyke factor was incidental, just the claim that would hurt any new girl the most. But here, now, this latest assault, it is so specific. Have the other girls seen how Eve looks at Ms Becker? And is how Eve looks at Ms Becker really evidence of lesbianism? Is Eve even gay? Just thinking it feels dangerous. And what does being gay even mean, at thirteen? Eve’s barely touched herself, let alone anyone else. She’s not ready to go there with anyone, she doesn’t think. Why is the possible orientation of her future sexual desire something that produces such disgust, such fear in others?


Eve wishes she had someone to ask for their verdict. Emerald has two gay male friends, a couple, Dev and Chris; they used to come around for dinner back when Eve and Emerald lived in Gosford. This seemed perfectly normal at the time. Eve doesn’t think she was particularly invested in them, particularly interested. They were as boring and self-interested as all her mum’s friends. But did they see something in her? Is there a way for her to get in touch with them now to ask, ‘Can you tell? Am I like you?’


Eve considers her face in the bathroom mirror. Is there something about it that marks her out? The mirror is mottled by flecks of foundation, so she sees herself through a Pollock-splattered Maybelline lens. Her hair is short, this much is true. It’s not a fashionable cut; it’s essentially a buzz cut that’s growing out. Did the Just Cuts lady know, is that why she was so affronted by Eve’s request? Was her dismay evidence of horror or of sympathy, knowing that Eve’s unfortunate sexuality would now be emblazoned upon her scalp for all to see? But that’s not why Eve did it! She just woke up one day and wanted it all off; she felt wrong with her hair in a ponytail, it felt insincere to her for some reason. She wanted to be free from the pageantry of tresses – is that gay?


Eve cannot bring herself to re-enter the classroom. Her thoughts circle manically: if she can just think this through logically, she will work it out. Has Eve ever felt attracted to a woman: that’s the obvious question, isn’t it? The thing is, Eve is a child. It’s not just that she is literally thirteen, it’s that she feels it. This rush to grow up and make out and rub bodies, she is not motivated by it. If she’s felt attraction, it hasn’t been for sex; sex is terrifying. She does feel warm when she looks at Ms Becker, yes. She does want Ms Becker to like her. She does want Ms Becker to think she is smart, and special. She does wonder what Ms Becker does at night. She has imagined what Ms Becker’s girlfriend might look like: stylish, obviously. Probably gamine, thin. Another voice in Eve’s head: Ms Becker is an adult, though, there is no possibility that anything would ever happen there. The voice goes on, whispering, But would you want it to, if you were both adults? Argh, it is impossible to tell! So much hypothesis, so much Eve cannot imagine. And the consequences – the consequences of it all. So much to lose for something so uncertain.


No. No. Eve will refute the charge. It’s her only option. Nell will stand by her side, Nell will corroborate her claim.


The rest of the day is strained, certainly. Eve tries not to let the attention get to her, but everyone is whispering, directing glances her way, even girls from older years who wouldn’t usually take an interest in juvenile year eight gossip.
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