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Praise for Grace Notes


‘Heart and soul triumph over Covid lockdowns and restrictions in Karen Comer’s debut verse novel. Art and music both soar, tremble, then take steadfast hold of the lives of Grace and Crux as they chart restrictions at home, in friendships and in lockdowns. Karen has used the verse novel to beguile, dance and demand layers of emotion and depth that only poetry can sustain. A masterful debut!’


Lorraine Marwood, author of Footprints on the Moon and Leave Taking


‘Like the grace note of the title, this beautiful story strikes the perfect tone – mixing colour, light and music at a time when we needed it most.’


Nicole Hayes, author of One True Thing and A Shadow’s Breath


‘Poetry, music and art, woven together in an uplifting story about endless lockdowns and first love … Just wonderful.’


Nova Weetman, author of The Jammer and Sick Bay


‘Karen Comer in Grace Notes has written something truly extraordinary. An honest and bruising mapping of Melbourne’s pandemic year, that transcends and uplifts in verse form – like a symphonic crescendo – into an examination and rumination on the power of art. The creative outlet of two teenagers is beautifully celebrated here, as they persevere and hope through a gruelling year; daring to create and share their art, to let light in, and just connect – with themselves, each other, a ghost city, and a stopped world. A classic in the making; Grace Notes is a vital balm of a book, a story to press into everybody’s hands.’


Danielle Binks, author of The Year the Maps Changed and The Monster of Her Age









for Brett,


Tom, Annalise and Joe,


who shared


all six of Melbourne’s lockdowns with me –


together we experienced all 52 shades of the cyanometer











I get most joy in life out of music.


Albert Einstein


Imagine a city where graffiti wasn’t illegal, a city where everybody could draw whatever they liked. Where every street was awash with a million colours and little phrases. Where standing at a bus stop was never boring. A city that felt like a party where everyone was invited, not just the estate agents and barons of big business. Imagine a city like that and stop leaning against the wall – it’s wet.


Banksy
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This wall by the Yarra River is overflowing


with art and opinions and tags


so thick, the loudness of


the images and words


threaten me


with their confidence


and I wonder whether there’ll


ever


  be space


    for me.


Colours, mixed up with


political messages, lettering at least


half a metre high, sharp stencil


lines alongside eggshell stickers of


swirly shapes, tags with no


refined technique, letters so


unrecognisable the names aren’t


clear, pieces fading near the top of the wall where


the artists couldn’t reach.


There’s a guy,


baggy shorts, paint-stained shirt,


at the other end of the wall, pulling out


spray cans from a backpack.


I stand by my skateboard,


looking at him and his cans.


He sprays a few sharp black lines


in a diamond pattern on the wall,


then goes over it


with a silhouette of a man parachuting.


He reaches for a couple of bright-coloured cans.


It’s the clinking sound of the marbles shaking


within the can, mixing up paint,


that edges me closer to him.


Hey,


your lines, how’d you get them so thin?


Even with a skinny cap?


He stops shaking his can, grins.


Thanks, mate, he says.


You gotta get up close to the wall,


almost scrape the can against it.


You paint?


Yeah, nah, kinda.


My contradictory words are entirely true.


Yeah,


I paint.


I paint with cans


on cardboard, canvas,


the walls of our garage.


Nah,


I’m not


even legally


allowed to buy cans


until I reach eighteen.


Kinda,


Dad buys


spray cans for me,


I’ve painted the garage


twenty-three times in five years.


Just at home, I tell him.


Mate, you’re missing the thrill.


He holds out his hand.


I’m Mack.


Crux. I shake his hand.


Wait, you’re Mack?


I saw his latest on Instagram –


overscale dark figures,


diamond-bright background,


all angles and sharp geometric lines.


Made me feel confused,


like I was in the dark with his characters,


unaware of the brilliance behind them.


That’s me.


He grabs a can,


tests the thickness of the paint


on the ground,


fills in a few diamond shapes with orange. The can


is covered with smears of paint,


expertise and creativity.


Then he sprays yellow;


the donut on the top of the can


– the ring of colour around the nozzle –


is a murky yellow


beneath the splotches of other colours.


He nods at my phone


sticking out of my pocket.


Show me your stuff,


before I do the next layer.


Your owl’s good.


Great feathers, lots of movement.


But the eyes, they need more depth.


See, like Bindy’s.


He points to the wall,


to a realistic koala clinging to a tree


in front of a raging inferno.


You know Bindy?


I’m doing my goldfish gaping mouth –


my sister Molly’s description.


Quick snap shut.


Yeah,


done some work together.


Abbotsford, Fitzroy, the city.


Bindy’s work is realistic.


But I like to add something different to my eyes.


See? He shows me on his phone.


There’s an old man with oversized eyes,


and within the eyes is a reflection.


But it’s an internal reflection,


a tiny picture of a younger man dancing.


Mind. Blown.


Mack uses green


to sign his name,


finish his piece.


Done.


Hey, shoot me a message later?


I’ll let you know when we’re meeting next.


Bindy, Uni-girl, Fendix …


You can come,


I’ll show you how to paint eyes.


Mack picks up his backpack,


flicks his hand goodbye,


walks away.


I’m in!


If I could paint


on this wall right now


I’d spray an arc of blue


so wide it could capture


all possibilities –


Sign my name.
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Don’t even have to change


my name for my art –


it already works.


I’m really James Michael Crux


but only Mum calls me that, sometimes.


I’m Crux,


Dad’s called Cruxy.


I’m like Dad, everyone says –


creative hands, shaggy brown hair, tall.


You’d think with my name and height


I’d play a brilliant game of footy.


Centre half-forward or ruck


in the middle of the pack,


heart of the goal square.


Crux of the team.


I do play footy,


make the C team – just.


Ascend into the pack for a couple of marks,


kick the odd goal.


But usually,


I paint oversized birds,


spray-paint them into existence


on one side of Dad’s garage.
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Before I skate home,


I take my cyanometer out, hold it


up to the sky.


A solid 12 now.


I know it’s weird


that I love


this acrylic ring so much.


I know blueness can’t really be measured,


that no-one can really gauge the blueness of the sky.


But one scientist tried.


Horace Bénédict de Saussure created a paper circle


painted with fifty-two grades of blue –


a cyanometer.


You hold it up to the sky and


with your eye


find the closest match.


There’s a cyanometer app,


but I prefer this model


Dad gave me four years ago.


I wrap my cyanometer back in its soft pouch,


skate home through


the solid blueness


of Mack’s invite,


as if the sky had wrapped


all its possibilities around me.
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Ettie’s tram glows yellow and green,


sturdy among the late summer leafiness


in the park opposite her nursing home.


Her tram is always available,


open,


ready for anyone to come in,


sit, think, play a while


in this stationary tram


that once trundled along city tracks.


I slide into a curved wooden seat,


touch the oak leaves from a branch


that has grown through the glassless window,


flick a few cigarette butts into the corner with my foot


and check Rani’s text again.




I’m singing in Jay’s bar,


need a violinist.


Thursdays, 5.30–7.


Interested?


This would be so good for you, Grace!





I know Jay’s bar.


Been there a few times with Rani,


sitting in front of the stage, watching


her and her muso friends perform.


Jay runs around,


organises the events,


plays the piano.


My real-life thumb hovers over


the thumbs-up icon.


Maybe together the physical and virtual thumbs


are strong enough to overcome


Mum’s inevitable objection.


Probably not.


I turn my phone off.


I leave Ettie’s tram,


cross the road


to her aged care home.


The welcome sign, ever cheerful,


shows no signs


of the despair that seeps


from under the front door.


There’s a little posse of residents


clustered in the foyer.


Helena reaches out to touch my cheek.


Creepy the first time she did it


but now I lean in toward her.


Dad told me once


that these faded women,


with their corrugated skin and trembling limbs,


wait at the front door for the children


around 3.30 every afternoon.


Whose children? I asked.


Their children.


Their internal clock


tells them


when it’s time for the kids


to come home from school.


Sometimes, Helena’s waiting


for her little boy, now an adult son, to visit.


She is so beautifully heartbreaking I can’t bear it,


like a high note on the E string


played after a long


pause.
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Ettie’s in her room, sitting


in her favourite floral-covered armchair,


the one she brought from home,


reading her book.


She could be the poster girl


for the nursing home –


See how content she looks!


Darling!


she calls, all elegance as she airily waves an arm


in my direction.


I lean over, kiss her red-capillaried cheek,


breathe in Ettieness.


‘Essence of Ettie’, my family calls it.


I take out my violin,


rub rosin along the hair of the bow,


open up the tuning app on my phone.


Another graceful arm movement from Ettie,


her right arm only.


Put that thing away.


She mocks me with a smile.


I’ll tell you.


I run my bow along each string,


listen to the open chord, to Ettie’s direction,


then adjust the fine tuners


with micro movements,


until her sensitive ear and my violin are aligned.


Now, play for me.


The Verve would never have envisioned


their ‘Bitter Sweet Symphony’


played in a nursing home


by a granddaughter for her Ettie,


who taps the beat on her book with her one good hand.


I’d usually play for an hour,


with Ettie correcting my bowing –


gently, gently –


or reminding me of my intonation –


softly, softly.


But she seems tired today, even though


she looks at me


as if I am the most important thing in the world.


I hug her frail self goodbye,


promise to visit again next week,


leave early.
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When I was little-little –


pumpkin on my face,


afternoon nap little –


I used to twirl, dance, sing my way


to the park, the library,


to bath, to bed.


My older sisters Liv and Sam


would sometimes follow me,


sometimes shush me.


And I would sing a little louder.


But when Dad showed me


Ettie’s violin


resting in its case,


I was silent.


I plucked a string


with a gentle finger.


The tone filled the kitchen,


filled me.


I didn’t choose to play the violin.


The violin chose me.


Not Liv, not Sam.


Me.











Corona chorus


Wednesday, 26 February 2020


Daily Victoria Covid statistics


New cases: 0


Total cases: 1


Deaths: 0


JacksonzB71


This’ll be over soon –


Covid is just a bad cold.


OrganicBathtubs


Hope they’re screening


international travellers.


Grumpy_Goose


Feeling worried –


cases already in Aus.
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School finished, sports training done,


I walk in through the side door.


The usual scene at home – the beginnings


of dinner on the kitchen bench,


a pot plant trailing its spidery leaves


over a newspaper,


an oil burner sending out wafts of geranium,


a book open on the table,


Mum’s bizarre three-headed goddess sculpture-thing,


– baring EVERYTHING –


on a kitchen shelf.


Wash your hands, says Mum automatically,


glancing up from the couch and TV.


I rinse my hands in the kitchen sink,


half-watch the news.


The report flashes to hospital scenes


in China. There are people


in masks buying food,


lining hospital corridors,


waiting outside clinics


to be tested for this virus –


coronavirus.


Covid-19.


Then there are scenes from Italy –


it’s chaotic,


people look frightened.


It’s really contagious, Mum says, frowning.


Already a few cases in Australia.


Her fingers stroke the purple stone in her hand.


Stop being a nurse at home, I tease.


You don’t have to care for these people –


they’re not your patients.


I flop down next to her on the couch.


Mum picks up my hand,


inspects it for cleanliness.


I pull it away,


mock-roll my eyes at her.


I’m fifteen! Stop mothering! Stop nursing!


She gives me her look –


closed-up mouth but bright eyes.


Not so easy to stop either.


She stretches an arm around me,


and I let her pull me in,


even though I’m bigger than her.


Molly runs down the stairs,


plonks herself down on the couch next to me.


Loser, she says affectionately,


twisting the neck of my black t-shirt.


Idiot, I return with equally friendly feeling.


Aren’t you two old enough


to stop this now? Mum asks.


Never! we say in tandem.


[image: image]


Dad’s given me a quarter of the garage.


Pretty generous


considering there’s a car,


Christmas decorations,


boxes labelled ‘stuff’


and Dad’s gadgets. And his equipment.


Tools and leather.


He makes leather kits as a side hustle –


wallets, bags, pouches, key rings.


It balances out his job as a camera operator


for a Melbourne news team.


My quarter


has an old easel splattered in paint, dozens


of canvases stacked against


the wall – covered with


a powerful owl, wings extended


fully – plus three milk crates full


of spray cans.


Dad’s already working in there,


car parked in the driveway, 90s music


in the background.


I’ve learned a lot of lyrics from the 90s.


He nods at me, pauses


punching holes into leather pieces.


How was your day?


Alright. Yours?


Busy. Lots of talk about this coronavirus.


I haven’t talked to Dad about Mack.


Half of me wants to tell him –


I met a street artist!


The other half knows


if Dad even suspects I’d go out painting


he’d stop buying cans.


We made an agreement –


he’d buy the cans with the money


I earn from my supermarket job


if I promised not to paint in the streets


until I finished school.


Education first,


don’t


get into trouble,


then you can do what you want, he’d said.


Dad’s in this brother-to-brother program –


Nathan Crux, mentor.


He spends time with kids who have


parents who are drug-addicted,


alcoholic,


violent,


or have a mental illness,


  or maybe the kids are drug addicts themselves,


  alcoholic,


  violent,


  or have their own mental illness.


He wants to protect Molly and me.


Wrap us in cotton wool, Molly says.


Keep you straight, Dad says.


I pull out my iPad, open up Procreate,


start a new piece –


draw a masked doctor in scrubs


with a huge line of patients in front of him.


No colour yet,


just sketching the outline.


But I can’t quite get it right –


stuffed up the perspective.


Dad tidies up his tools,


comes over to see my work


but doesn’t comment.


He pats my shoulder


with leather-smelling hands.


Have a break, dinner’s ready.
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My violin teacher, Rani,


has known me since forever.


As soon as I arrive at her house,


there’s a patter of running, jumping footsteps,


and her two small boys open the door to me.


Grace! they shout,


hurl themselves around my legs.


I high-five them. Hey, guys!


Rani untangles them.


Grace is here for her lesson,


which is just about the length of your movie.


Her voice is mum-in-charge, don’t mess with me, kids,


but her smile shows


her mother-heart,


full of nursery rhymes and sticky hugs.


Heartbeat quick,


semi-quaver quick


  lucky kids


   to have her heartbeat


     metronome steady.


She points the control at the TV


with the precision of a conductor,


and leads me to her studio.


Warm up with your scales, she says,


lowering a music stand for me.


Legato, then detaché.




My violin always feels warm,


like there’s still a breath in it


from the spruce tree,


from the maple tree,


living wood


cut down, carved out


to create a stringed voice.


There’s still a life-force that sings


and can’t ever be suppressed,


even when my violin lies alone in its case.





What do you think about my gig? Rani asks.


Paying job, and it’d be great experience for you.


My bow glides over the strings,


the chords perfectly pitched.


She slides onto the piano seat.


You’re ready.


None of this school concert stuff anymore.


She’s hit a dissonant nerve –


I’m so tired of playing the same pieces


over and over in orchestra,


waiting for everyone to catch up,


no room for expression,


no space for me.


I want you to improvise,


read the mood, follow my cues,


anticipate what the pianist will do.


What do you think?


Let me know if you want me to persuade


your mum.


Ha! She might take


some persuading, I say.


She’s away – I’ll have to message her.


Rani angles her head to the side,


the way she always does


when she wants me to think through


a challenging piece.


Your mum wants the best for you.


You just disagree on exactly


what that is.
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After my lesson,


I meander home


through Richmond’s streets,


both narrow and wide,


with skinny, single-fronted houses


and towering apartment blocks.


Rani’s jazz violin


fills my head and heart,


while I think about playing in Jay’s bar.


Equal parts hope and hopelessness.


I unlock the front door


of our weatherboard house,


soft grey boards, charcoal grey trim.


Wait for Griffin,


our tangle-haired teddy of a dog,


to meet me as usual.


No-one else home.


Hey hey, Griffin,


how was your day?


Bet it was peaceful,


bet you didn’t have to make


any big decisions,


I say, scratching him


on top of his head.


I’m about to open the fridge


but I pause to re-read the notes there


from Mum, even though


they’ve been up for a week.




Liv,


cancel your bakery shifts for next week – you have too much study to do.


Sam,


good luck for your netball trials but don’t forget to study for the next French test.


Grace,


remember to do an extra maths question every night. Maths first, violin second.


See you soon,


Love, Mum xxx





It still feels unusual for Mum to be away


in Italy. Away from us,


away from her job as a lawyer in a city firm.


She’s gone there for a few weeks


to shop and see the sights.


In that order.


Mum is a big shopper –


she likes her things.


I turn and look around the kitchen


and family-room –


beautiful art on every wall,


too many cushions on the couch,


fancy sculptural ornaments on the shelves.


I don’t want things, I want


P O S S I B I L I T I E S,


I say to Griffin.


Our conversation is interrupted


by Liv and Sam coming in the door,


late home after a VCE study session in the library –


Liv’s in Year 12, Sam in Year 11.


There are benefits


to being the third daughter sometimes –


I get to see how Liv and Sam navigate life.


We shuffle around the kitchen bench,


getting snacks,


tripping over Griffin and schoolbags.


I can hear Mum’s voice in my head:


Bags in the laundry, girls!


But she’s not here to enforce it.


We are three in a row behind the bench


when Dad walks in the door,


home from work,


training communication leaders


to be nimble, flexible, agile.


My Lear daughters three! He smiles


and plants a kiss each


on our dark curly hair.


Ready art thou for netball practice? he asks Sam,


car keys still in his hand, misquoting Shakespeare.


Matt Dalfinch, comedian – not.


So glad it’s Mum who’s away,


not Dad.


Even if he thinks he’s funny.


Even if he shares Mum’s high standards.
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If our family


had to be labelled in a word:


Over-


  achievers.


The Dalfinch family


achieve and


succeed and


outperform and


perfect and


power through and


make everyone around us


shake their heads in admiration


at our abilities.


We win awards,


lead the team,


play the solo,


captain the side,


address the board of directors,


earn postnominals.


We are the Dalfinches,


 even Mum,


 even though she uses her maiden name.


And if we fail even slightly


in our brilliance –


there are two choices:


Work harder, then succeed.


OR


Don’t. Even. Bother.
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Mack messages me with an address:




Come over to the warehouse at 5.30.


The others will be there.
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The warehouse is down a lane


sprayed with art


by artists


whose work I worship.


There’s music coming from the warehouse,


loud, on a Monday evening.


I tug at my favourite t-shirt –


small flecks of paint to show I’m serious,


not so much


that I look like I’m trying too hard.


  Although I am.


I knock on the door


– even the door is covered in art,


Kasper’s trademark eyes and lines –


and roll back and forth on my feet.


No-one answers.


I knock louder.


The only way to get anywhere with street art


is to hang with other artists,


  paint with them,


  learn their techniques,


  earn their respect.


Every single street-art podcast, article, YouTube video


has told me this.


Keep knocking, I tell myself.


A man comes up behind me.


Hey! You going in?


Don’t wait for them.


He wears a checked shirt, torn,


and a purple beanie,


carries a sixpack of beer,


looks like he’s in his early twenties.


Fendix, he says, holding out his hand.


Crux,


voice rough.


Better too low than too high.


You’re the kid who paints birds.


Mack told me.


Great YouTube videos, pro.


He grins,


opens the colourful, swirly door, waves me


through.  


Gulp. He’s watched my videos.


Fendix, painter of silos throughout Victoria –


awesome portraits of rural people –


has watched my videos.


Hey, says Fendix, striding in.


Found him outside.


His voice sounds kinder than his words.


Feet roll,


  stop,


    stop,


      stop.


Mack jumps up from a couch


with the stuffing spilling out.


This here


is Crux.


You might have seen his birds on socials.


The only girl there, lolling


against a sprayed piano, smiles at me.


I know your birds!


Nice feathers.


I blush a thanks


at her summer-tan face,


bleached blonde hair.


I’m Issa,


but I paint as Uni-Girl.


You do all the chalk characters, right?


That’s me!


She looks Molly’s age,


maybe eighteen or nineteen.


Another guy in his twenties


comes forward,


smiles through his beard,


holds out his hand.


I’m Bindy,


welcome to the warehouse, mate.


I smile,


tell myself to relax.


I’m in, I’m here.


And Dad doesn’t know. 
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The artists talk loudly around an old table,


voices rising,


banter flying,


laughter vying


for attention.


I’m trying to focus on them


but I sneak looks around the warehouse.


Mack offers me a beer,


and before I can think of what to say, like:


– I’m fifteen, or


– It’s a school night, or


– Yeah, thanks, mate, or


– Nah, I’m right, mate, or


– I have training at 5 am tomorrow, or


   or


     or …


Fendix waves him away,


steers me toward the far end


of the warehouse.


C’mon, I’ll show you around.


There are two large trestle tables,


covered with years of paint dribbles,


droplets from spray cans.


A thousand stories right there.


Along one side


are stacks of panels and canvases,


leaning against each other,


a clash of colour and shape.


The floor, a dark concrete,


is covered with paint of every imaginable colour,


so you’d need a cyanometer


for every shade


to match them all.


The other walls, dirty-white brick, compete


for attention with


paste-ups, stencils, paint


sprayed directly onto the surfaces.


There are small cubicles blocked with half-partitions –


studios for different artists


working with stencils, oils, cans, photography,


even embroidery.


I’ve only been in the place for five minutes


but I want to stay forever.


I run my hands over a stack of panels,


thickly smeared with paint.


How long have you all been here?


Well, it’s Bindy’s place, Fendix says,


with a nod at Bindy.


His uncle lets him use it.


It was supposed to be demolished last year


but it’s still here.


And so are we.


We started painting here two years ago,


needed a place to keep everything together,


work on any commissions.


Issa comes over.


Your commissions, cuz, she corrects.


The rest of us,


we just do your fill work.


Fendix waves her compliment away.


How’d you, I ask, how’d you start


getting commissions?


You got to start in a group


like this, Fendix tells me.


 Put your work up everywhere,


 especially Hosier Lane.


 And don’t get caught.


  Show off your stuff on socials.


  Establish yourself.


  Do a group exhibition.


   Take your canvases around to cafes,


   ask if you can hang them on walls.


   Hope someone likes them, buys them.


    But Melbourne –


    good place to be for a street artist.


    I bloody love Melbourne.


Nah, says Mack, strolling over,


just go out, spray anywhere,


forget the rules.


And go overseas, forget Melbs.


They don’t appreciate us,


too much going on right now


with some of the councils documenting graffiti.


What?


Councils document graffiti? I ask.


Yeah, says Issa. They go around the city,


snapping pics of tags, throw-ups, pieces


on really big public property,


put them in a database.


If they catch you spraying,


and match your work up to the database,


they’ll have you fined for vandalism.


Issa! Stop scaring him! says Fendix.


It’s to stop repeat offenders.


You’ll be alright, kid,


you’re under eighteen, right?


Mack asks.


I nod.


Nothing to worry about.


They’ll let you off easy if you’re caught.


Hey, I’ll show you how to do eyes now.
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I know I have to go,


got to get back


before Dad and Mum are home


from their evening shifts.


I put back the cans,


thank Mack for the lesson,


snap a photo of my art


sprayed in a narrow spot


on a wall between two paste-ups.


Mack walks out with me


through that laneway of
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Gotta leave anyway,


starting a shift soon, he says.


Oh yeah?


Where d’you work? I ask him.


Supermarket.


Do about twenty hours in the deli.


No school, no uni,


just work.


I stack shelves, too,


I offer. Two shifts a week.


He pats me on the shoulder,


clicks his keys at his car,


green P-plate clear through the back window.


Keep it up.


Boring as anything


but you’ll need the money for paint.


See ya round.


I ride home,


imagining the freedom


of painting and working,


with no school.
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After orchestra rehearsal in the performance centre,


Ms Liu stops me


as I’m loosening the strings on my bow,


ready to put it in my case.


Grace, do you know about the school musical,


‘Fiddler on the Roof’?


I nod my head.


Yeah. I guess the orchestra


will play? So, we’ll have rehearsals


as well as the shows?


She smiles at me. Exactly.


But instead of playing in the orchestra,


I think you should try out for the fiddler.


It’s a non-speaking part, all violin.


You’d be great.


I’m stunned.


But I don’t know how to act!


Ms Liu looks at me,


amused eyes.


You don’t have to act, just


play your violin.


She hands me a booklet.


Here, the score. Have a go.
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The score


is almost entirely


traditional Jewish folk dances,


lots of exaggeration,


an eastern European sensitivity.


It makes me want to move –


not just my feet


but my whole body,


to walk around while I play.


I play all the pieces –


the solos, the tutti sections.


Then I watch the movie.


The fiddler is this mysterious character


who comes in and out


of the lives of a small Jewish community.


There’s one family


with five daughters;


the focus is on the older three.


The eldest one wants to marry


a young, poor tailor instead of an old, rich butcher.


Bad.


Her parents aren’t sure


but they give in.


  The second daughter wants to marry


  an outsider, a rebel who wants change.


  Worse.


  Her parents aren’t sure


  but they give in.


     The third daughter wants to marry


     a non-Jew.


     The worst.


     Her parents are absolutely sure this


     isn’t right


       and


        cut


         her


          off.


I think about the three Dalfinch daughters,


expected to fall into line


  like the three Jewish daughters.


What’s the equivalent


of marrying a non-Jewish man


for the Dalfinches?


A music career,


instead of an academic one.
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Ettie had a phenomenal music career –


lighting up the way for me


with her passion, her talent, her joy.


Before her first stroke,


Ettie played her violin


as if she were


the whole Melbourne Symphony Orchestra


herself, full of string –


full of passion.


After her first stroke


at sixty-three,


she still played as if she were the first violinist


for the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra –


so much talent.


Since her second stroke


at eighty-one,


she listens to me play,


nods her head encouragingly


when I pull off a passage of complex sautillé,


slows down my tempo


with a gesture from her good hand,


blows a kiss of appreciation


when I finish –


heart full of joy.


She can’t clap her hands together


anymore.


But she has more music in her little finger


poised above the purest A string


than any famous violinist.


I want to follow in her footsteps,


      in her fingertips.
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It’s 5.30 am,


I’m not properly awake,


even though I’m cycling


side by side with Dad


on our bikes.


Last night it seemed like a good idea


to ride with Dad.


But maybe the guilt I felt


about hanging with street artists


– when I agreed to this insane hour –


is not so heavy right now.


We ride through sleeping Richmond,


following the curves of the Yarra River


until we end up at Kew Boulevard,


and cycle with the other riders in lycra


up and down the hills,


around the bends.


This’ll wake you up, mate! calls Dad,


as he overtakes me up a steep incline.


Dad is a wind breather.


Mum is an earth grounder.


Molly is a fire maker.


I am a cloud gazer.


So Mum describes us.


I paint a family portrait in my head –


the four of us,


the four elements


coming out of our skin.


Dad runs two kilometres


or cycles his bike along the river


for an hour every morning.


On holidays,


the first thing he does is take his board


to the beach for a surf.


Dad feels more alive, he says,


with the wind in his face.


Mum caresses crystals –


smooth rose quartz,


jagged orange-white citrine


and spiky purple amethysts.


She talks to trees, asks them


deep and emotional questions.


The elderly white birch with scars


of experience marked on its trunk


waves its leafy arms


and gives Mum answers


about what to cook for dinner,


whether she should leave her nursing job


and study her passion, naturopathy.


Molly lights candles so frequently


she could make it a career.


Decorator with fairy lights (not only at Christmas),


lighter of candles:


tea lights along the hall table,


thick pillars at dinner,


scented ones that smell of girl,


and outdoor ones to keep away the mozzies.


She’s the one who fires up the barbecue


and ignites the wood


in the steel gallon drum


when we have winter parties.


I don’t talk to trees – ever.


I ride behind Dad in his slipstream sometimes.


And often,


I blow out Molly’s candles


just to annoy her.


But Mum’s right –


I do gaze at the sky.


You okay?


calls Dad, twisting his head


to check on me.


I give him the thumbs-up,


and he grins.


I follow his fluorescent yellow lycra


up and down the Boulevard,


back home through the streets of Richmond.


We pass one of Bindy’s frightened kangaroos leaping


away from a bushfire


on the side of an organics shop.


I feel a similar panic


at the idea that Dad will discover


how I didn’t


follow our agreement.


Ride a little harder,


welcome the burn in my legs.


Better than the burning thoughts in my head.
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After school,


Abby and I walk through the science labs,


around the library,


to orchestra in the performance centre.


Our decade-long friendship


could be measured


   in the beat of our feet,


      the beat of our music.


Heard from your mum?


Have you asked her about playing in the bar?


Abby wheels her cello behind her


like an obedient puppy.


She always has either her cello


or video camera with her.


Nope.


Gracie,


her voice holds echoes of her little-girl self,


the one I used to swing with in Prep.


Seriously?


You’re doing that voice on me now?


Abby starts to say something to me


but hesitates when she sees my face.


This is what I want more than anything.


But Mum –


of course, she’ll say no.


She’ll say


that she should never have let me


take my violin        this far.


Lessons, exams, orchestra –


distracting me from my study.


But this is what you want to do,


Abby reminds me.


I shrug. Like that matters to her.


Ask your dad? Abby suggests.


Well,


he’ll say yes, then


he’ll tell her, then


she’ll say no.


And I won’t get to play.


You know how democracy works


in our family – it doesn’t.


Ready, girls?


Ms Liu, elegant as always in her clichéd musician black,


waves us in.


Our orchestra is a mass of checked dresses,


navy-blue sports uniforms, ponytails,


with gleams of brass and wood


between the black music stands.


I love this part of orchestra
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