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Bracken Ridge, 2011


Even when the cops come to school, it doesn’t feel real. Houses have burned. A fireman and two kids are in the hospital, they say. Mrs Glenn looks down from the stage and gives us a look that says that anyone who acts up will get an instant suspension. I can feel Trent’s jitters next to me but I’m careful not to look at him. All around me kids are sweating and fidgeting; the heat makes everyone look guilty. When they finish telling us about the seriousness of what happened last week in the bushland, they say it’s not just the culprit who’ll be punished but anyone who knows anything. They talk about guilt by association and, two rows in front, I see Doug’s head bow.


I should be worried, but I’m not.


The cops say they’ll be waiting in Mrs Glenn’s office until lunchtime if anyone wants to come forward. Someone’s put two extra seats on the stage next to the one where the deputy principal, Mr Patterson, usually sits. The cops sit there and all three of them stare out into the assembly while notices are read, the choir sings a couple of songs and the school captains talk about some raffle they’re running.


Dad told me once that some cops know how to tell if someone’s lying. They talk to them for a while about the weather, their clothes, what they’ve been doing, then they’ll ask about the crime. It’s a trick, because when people relax, they forget to keep eye contact. They forget to keep their hands on the table in front of them and they forget they’re trying to look innocent. He also told me that the cops will come after the Blak kids first.


I don’t pay any attention to the notices as they’re read out. I don’t try to look innocent, but they don’t see my guilt either. I’m not sure if my face sticks out more than any of the other kids here at this big school with so many faces from so many different places. Back in Tassie, where everyone knew me and what I’d done, maybe I would’ve been interviewed before they bothered having an assembly like this. But I know that, for now at least, my record is sealed and all they see is just another uniformed teenager in the crowd.


[image: ]


An announcement crackles over the PA system before morning tea and another during third period reminding us the cops are still there. Waiting.


Doug, Trent and I give each other nervous glances all morning, but the cops’ presence lingers heavy over the school so we don’t say anything. We make our escape when the bell for lunch goes and we see them pulling out of the car park. We know no one’s talked to them because the three of us are the only ones who know anything.


We wait until they’ve turned onto Barfoot Street and driven away before we strip off our school shirts and leave the yard wearing plain t-shirts with our navy uniform shorts. We walk in the opposite direction along the road’s dusty shoulder towards the Coles shopping centre. It’s a long walk from school to the shops in the burning afternoon heat, but not one of us suggests catching the bus.


‘It’s so fuckin’ hot,’ Doug says, hefting his backpack from his left shoulder to his right. He makes a show of it, but I know he’s only carrying a can of deodorant and a pack of cigarettes in his bag. He hardly ever brings books to school. His phone is in his back pocket, baggy shorts sagging, the top part of his jocks showing.


‘You know what we should do?’ Trent suggests. ‘We should go into South Bank, to the beach, ay?’


I groan. Everyone in Brisbane is obsessed with the man-made beach in the middle of the city. Back when Dave was being all chummy with me, trying to show off how great Brisbane was, he took me and Mum there. It was full of screaming babies paddling in soggy nappies. Back home we had waterholes and rivers for swimming in. Even when we lived in Rocherlea, one of the Uncles from the Aboriginal Corporation would drive out to get me in his red four-wheel drive and take all the Blak kids from homework club to Liffey Falls so we could swim. We’d go to the meeting place first and he’d tell me about the ancestors who lived there and teach us how to pay our respects to them, and he’d remind us about the Black War. But then downstream, away from the special places, we could swim in a real river with real rocks that had been there since the beginning. Not a fake place made by men so that the tourists had a place to swim since the Brisbane River is so fuckin’ filthy.


‘No way,’ I say. ‘I’m not swimming there. Tess Hoa says her cousin’s friend was in the water and a poo floated past. It’s fuckin’ disgusting.’ I don’t bother telling them about Liffey and the real waterholes; I don’t think they’d care.


‘We could just go and sit on the beach and perve on all the hot foreign girls, hey? They’re always sunbaking with their tits out,’ Trent says.


I think about Sarah back in Tassie. I don’t want to perve on anyone if it’s not her. Except, maybe, Tess Hoa. ‘Nah, I can’t be bothered. Let’s just go sit in Macca’s. It’s the only place in this hole that’s got aircon and food.’ I march ahead and don’t wait to see if they’re following.


Doug’s right, it’s real fuckin’ hot here. It’s not the right sort of heat and I hate it. I hate the way the air feels heavy in my lungs, the way I have to sleep on top of the sheets with the windows and curtains open. I hate the way my school uniform clings, the way the shirt goes dark with sweat the second I put it on. I hate the stuffy, un-air-conditioned classrooms and the clanking ceiling fans pushing stale, humid air around. I was not made for this place; I feel it in my bones.


From the minute I got here, I’ve wanted to set the whole of Brisbane on fire. I’d start with school, then the horrible weatherboard shithole Dave calls a house and hope that Bracken Ridge would follow it into the flames. I’ve sat in the park a thousand times with my lighter against a pile of kindling, flicking it on and off and waiting for that feeling to find me: the feeling that brought possibility and questions, the feeling that the fire would fix everything like it had so many times before. But aside from the scar on my hand reacting to the heat as the flames roared away from me last weekend, there was no other great feeling. Brisbane is burning now, smoke from fires across the city mixing so that the haze hangs low over the sky and the air’s thick with it. But there’s no magic in my purple Bic lighter right now.


I can smell McDonald’s before we reach the shopping centre. It stinks of grease, and the smell combined with the heat hits me in the pit of the stomach. I gag, but as we get closer, my stomach grumbles. Greasy hamburgers and chips aren’t my favourite food, but in the last year they’ve become a staple. I eat whatever is quick, easy and cheap, because most of the time I have to feed myself with money I pinch off Mum and Dave or scrounge from Doug and Trent. Sometimes, if I’m lucky, the school will put on food for the Blak kids and I get a proper lunch, but that doesn’t happen very often. If I waited for Mum to feed me, I’d probably be dead.


We traipse inside, the cool air an instant relief. The constant heat makes me angry, and the air-conditioning lets me feel a bit more like me again. We attract a few disapproving stares from a group of old people in a booth at the corner. With their grey hair and posh clothes, I wonder why they’re not over at the Geebung RSL. Trent scowls, trying to scare them. He’s been caught wagging at least ten times and he thinks it’s ’cause the oldies call the school when they see kids out during school hours. I couldn’t care less who they call. I smile my best smile at them as we pass and say, ‘Hello, how are you today?’ in my best migaloo voice.


I never get a chance to be one of the good kids with old whitefullas like this. It doesn’t matter how neat I make my hair or how much I clean my second-hand school uniform – they see the colour of my skin and they’ve made their minds up. So I always smile and act polite and try to act the opposite of what they think I should be. Sometimes they look surprised, but most of them drop their gazes away, like these ladies who are suddenly very interested in the strawberry sundaes on the trays in front of them.


I think Trent and Doug look exactly like the type of kids who deserve to be yelled at. Their school uniforms are oversized, their shirts are always half tucked in and half out, and their shorts are so baggy they have to keep hitching them up every few steps. Trent’s always fiddling with his big black curls that look more like dreadlocks every week. Doug has strawberry-blond hair that his girlfriend, Maria, is always telling him would look cute if he got it cut proper. He’s the opposite of me, with fair skin and a scattering of freckles across his nose.


‘Cheeseburger?’ Doug waves a $50 note under my nose and I nod, pleased. One less thing I have to worry about later.


‘How come you’re so flush, ay?’ Trent asks.


‘Took it out of Donna’s purse this morning. Gotta spend it all now so there’s no change when I get home.’


Donna is his stepmother. She’s rich and spends half her time zonked out on painkillers and the other half at her hairdresser’s salon. As far as step-parents go, she’s actually pretty nice.


‘In that case, I’ll have a Big Mac,’ says Trent.


‘Make mine a meal. Large,’ I say.


‘Yeah, yeah,’ Doug answers. ‘Get us a table, then.’


He joins the line at the registers while we pick a table in the back.


I lean back in the booth and close my eyes, enjoying the flow of icy air from the vent above our table. Macca’s sounds and smells the same no matter where it is, and with my eyes closed I can almost imagine I’m back home in Tassie, at the one in Devonport. I try to find the feeling that I used to get, that burgers and fries were exciting treats that I didn’t get very often – now they’re all I can afford. But Trent breaks the fantasy before it can properly get started.


‘So,’ he says, ‘what do you think’ll happen now?’


‘With what?’ I ask, but I keep my eyes closed.


‘With the cops.’


I open my eyes and stare at him, trying to work out if he’s worried and likely to squeal. It makes him uncomfortable and he runs his fingers through his hair, messing it up even more, staring at the tabletop the whole time. It’s nice not being worried about the cops coming after me. They could open my records, I guess, but if they do then they’ll call my dad and everything will be okay anyway. It doesn’t matter if it’s in the police station or back in Tassie, I’ll see my dad soon and that’s all that I care about. I reach into my pocket and run my finger over the purple Bic lighter.


‘Seriously, I think you should just relax,’ I say, my own body unclenching as I squeeze the hard plastic between my fingers. ‘Forget about it. The cops don’t know shit, or else they wouldn’t have bothered with the whole assembly crap. They’re just trying to make us feel guilty. Do you feel guilty?’


He looks at me and I raise an eyebrow. He bites his lip and I stare, not blinking. We don’t break eye contact, even as Doug slides a tray full of food onto the table in front of us.


‘What’s goin’ on, guys?’ he asks, clearly feeling the tension.


‘Trent?’ I ask, pushing him to answer me.


He takes a deep breath and shakes his head. ‘Nothing’s going on,’ he says. ‘Nothin’, hey, Andrew?’


I nod. ‘Yeah, nothin’.’ But I know he’s lying and it’s only a matter of time before he cracks.
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I’m surprised to smell dinner when I get home a few hours later. Mum and Dave only eat at the house if they’re drinking at home.


I go in through the back door and head straight down the narrow hallway to my bedroom. The room is pretty small and I sleep on a single mattress on the floor. I don’t complain. If I did, no one would listen. I have a map of Tasmania on the wall above the bed, stuck down with globs of chewing gum. Looking at it makes me feel better. Calm.


Dad used to say that we were connected to Tassie, even though we didn’t really know who our people were. ‘It’s about where you’re made just as much as where your people come from,’ he said. I never understood what he meant by that till Mum told me we were leaving. From the minute the plane took off, I felt a thread connecting me to home get more and more stretched.


Mum’s side has no real connection to this place or to Tassie, Dad always said. Maybe that’s what made it so easy for her to just pack up and leave without a second thought; she’s got no threads connecting her anywhere.


I toss my schoolbag in the corner of the room and go to check under the loose floorboard in my wardrobe. I frown, shifting my heavy winter boots off the board. I could have sworn they’d been on the other side last time I checked. At the very back of the hole, behind an Orchy bong, my fingers curl around the ‘Extra Long’ Redheads matchbox and my heart thumps as I slide the box open.


Inside is a roll of notes and a few gold coins wrapped tightly in a scrap of cling wrap to keep them from jingling. I set everything out on the floor and count twice, then a third time, to make sure not one coin has moved without my knowledge. With what’s in my pocket from coins I found today and the change I swiped from Doug at Macca’s, I’ve built up another $20. That brings me to a nice even $320. I run through the list in my head. It’s enough.


When I’m done, I tuck the box into the back of the hole, toss the pile of shoes and clothes back over the top and venture out into the kitchen.


Mum is standing at the stove, moving something around in a frypan. Hot oil fizzes and spits and I smile when I see her jump back to avoid getting burned. Dave’s on the couch watching Millionaire Hot Seat and shouting out wrong answers.


I turn my attention back to Mum. The food smells good and even though I’m full of junk, my stomach growls. I lean against the bench and try to remember the last time she cooked dinner. It was before we moved to Brisbane – probably even before Dad left. The thought of the dinners she used to cook starts my mouth watering. Since Mum’s cooked, maybe I’ll sit at the table and eat with her and Dave. Try to make conversation. After all, I just want to get by with as little fuss as possible until I finish this school year and can go back to Tassie.


I’m trying to remember if there are placemats anywhere in this house when Mum turns, holding the frypan.


‘Oh, you’re here,’ she says, putting the pan onto a wooden board. ‘I didn’t think you’d be home. You’re always out with your mates.’


The Big Mac churns in my stomach.


‘Dave and I … well, we’re kind of having a date night. We’ve both been working so hard and have hardly had a chance to see each other …’


Working hard? Hard work is not letting my disappointment show. I look at her, part of me hoping she’ll realise she’s said the wrong thing. But I’m coming back to myself now, and I quickly push all that hope aside.


She hasn’t cared about me in a long time.
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Launceston, 2003


School is almost always bad, but on the last day before holidays, it’s horrible.


Mrs Mackenzie is mean and we’re still doing schoolwork, even though it’s nearly home time and nearly holidays. The other classes are watching movies and I even heard that Mr White’s class plays a version of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?, with actual prizes, for the whole day before holidays, but not our class.


My writing book is open in front of me, but instead of answering the work questions I am thinking about the movies. I love going with Mum, and she loves it too. Every holidays she lets me pick something to see. It’s more special than just seeing a movie, though – we also get to eat pancakes for lunch instead of something boring like sandwiches. We always sit upstairs in the big room they usually use for birthdays and Mum empties all the coins out of her purse so I can play with the jukebox. I like flicking through all the old stuff because when we find songs that Mum likes, she always gets up and dances. She’s even taught me the steps to some of the dances she used to do when she was a kid. I love it when she dances: her hair always comes loose from her ponytail and she smiles and giggles a lot.


My leg bounces up and down when I think about the dancing, and it makes the desks wobble. Marcus Newman gives me a funny look.


Marcus Newman would tease me if he knew how excited I was about going to the movies with my mum. Even though he’s eight like me, he hangs around with some kids from the high school and they do bad stuff. Every time someone pulls all the flowers out of Mum’s garden, I know it was Marcus Newman and his bad friends.


I have been planning our trip to the movies all week. I even pulled a page out of one of my schoolbooks to write Mum a list of instructions. It says:




	Drive from house at Rocherlea to city


	Park behind 7LA radio station


	Walk to cinema


	Buy movie tickets


	Pancakes at Jilly’s


	After lunch, go back to cinema, buy popcorn


	Watch movie


	Walk to car


	Drive from town to home





When I get home this afternoon, I’ll work out exactly how much time we need at each stop. Mum will know how many minutes it takes to drive from our house at Blackwood Drive, Rocherlea, to the car park behind 7LA radio station, which is in York Street, Launceston. I will have to leave some time in the plan, though, because I don’t know how long it usually takes me to eat a plate of Death by Chocolate pancakes at Jilly’s. Or how long Mum will take to eat her blueberry ones. And I need to leave time for us to play with the jukebox.


‘Andrew, have you finished the questions?’


I jump and try to slide my list into the back of my writing book before Mrs Mackenzie sees. But I am not fast enough.


‘What are you hiding there, Andrew?’ she asks, and I stare at her. Sometimes I wish her head would explode. Instead it’s her mouth that usually does the exploding.


‘Nothing.’


She holds out her hand and clicks her fingers at me. I sigh and pass her my list. She glances at it, and then glares back at me. ‘You will stay in your seat until you’ve answered all the questions,’ she says, just as the bell rings.


‘I need it back,’ I say, and she gives me such a mean look that I can’t watch her anymore. I look at my empty page.


She slides it into the pocket of her skirt. ‘When you’re finished.’


The questions take me a long time to finish and when I come out of school, there are hardly any cars left in the car park and most of the other kids are gone. It doesn’t matter, though – the holidays are here now. I run to the car and chuck my schoolbag in the back seat. I jump into the front and grin at Mum.


‘Hi, Mum! I think I want to see Finding Nemo!’ I say.


‘What’s that, honey?’


‘For the movies these holidays. I think we should see Finding Nemo.’


She flicks the indicator and starts driving. ‘I’ve just got to go to the supermarket,’ she says, turning in the opposite direction to home. ‘We need milk.’


‘Okay.’ It’s Friday and the start of holidays – a proper special occasion. She’ll probably let me choose a chocolate at the shops. Spit starts running in my mouth when I think about chocolates and I swallow hard.


‘So … do you want to see Finding Nemo?’ I ask, even though I know she’ll see whatever I want to see.


We stop at a red light and she looks over at me. Her face looks funny – all red and splotchy and her eyes are watery. ‘Sorry, love,’ she says, her voice sounding a bit thick, like the way mine does sometimes when I talk after eating lots of ice-cream. ‘We can’t go to the movies these holidays.’


Tears prickle in my eyes and I kick my foot against the front console.


‘That’s so unfair! Everyone else gets to go to the movies all the time. The only time I get to go is in the holidays and now I can’t even go then? This sucks.’ I kick the console again.


I see a tear slip down her cheek and she wipes it away quickly. ‘Andrew, stop it. Your dad just lost his job. Again. So there’s just no money for trips to the movies. I’m sorry.’


When we stop at the supermarket, I pull the plan out of my schoolbag and chuck it in a rubbish bin.
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It’s nearly lunchtime and Mum still hasn’t come out of her bedroom. I’ve been up for hours. I heard Dad leave the house very early, before the sun had even come up. He’s been going out every day looking for jobs. I think he’s driving to places much further away than Launceston because Mum said it only takes approximately eighteen minutes to get to town and he is gone from before the sun wakes up until long after it’s gone to sleep.


At first it was okay – there were cartoons on telly and I watched until I got hungry, then I had Coco Pops with only a tiny bit of milk for breakfast. It was good, actually, that Mum was busy sleeping because she always makes me have more milk than Coco Pops. I don’t like milk. Unless it’s chocolate flavour.


But now the kids’ shows have finished on the TV and my tummy hurts because it’s lunchtime. I walk into the kitchen and open the fridge to see what we have. There’s a little lump of cheese wrapped in cling wrap, the milk, a jar of Vegemite and half a jar of Nutella. I frown. Even through the wad of plastic I can see the cheese is bright yellow, the way it goes when it’s all hard and yucky. Vegemite on toast is Dad’s favourite, but I don’t like it at all. Mum doesn’t believe in waste, which is why there is gross cheese in the fridge. She will probably force me to eat it in my sandwiches next week. When she does that, I chuck my sandwiches in the bin and tell Mrs Mackenzie that I forgot my lunch. She always organises tuckshop for kids with no lunch.


My tummy squeezes and the back of my throat fizzles. I’m so hungry. I go back across the kitchen and take the Nutella out of the fridge. I grab a spoon and tiptoe out into the backyard.


I sit on the back steps and dip the spoon into the jar, smiling as it eases the grumbles in my stomach. I wish that there was more to do in our yard. I don’t even have a bike now because someone pinched it – probably Marcus Newman.


Sometimes, when I close my eyes and think real hard, I can remember our old house, the one we had before Dad lost his job the first time. I remember trees and grass and lots of flowers. Mum has stopped trying to grow flowers here. Even in the backyard people get in and pull them out. Dad says they do it because people in Rocherlea are unhappy when they see other people with nice things. I think it’s just because they’re nasty. Some days I used to see a trail of Mum’s plants stretching all the way up our road.


Our place is owned by someone else. It’s a special house for families who don’t have much money. But Mum does have some flowerpots near the stairs. Sometimes she lets me water them.


Leaning over the side of the stairs, I can see that they all look a bit dry. I go down the back and fill a bucket with water and come back to give them a drink. In the last pot, I see something funny, something purple. When I bend over for a closer look, I can see it’s a lighter. Mum sometimes sits out here and smokes. I guess she forgot to take her lighter back inside. I look at it for a minute before picking it up and putting it in my pocket. I like the colour – it looks like a toy.


I hear a noise from inside the house and hide the Nutella jar down the other side of the stairs.


I run inside and plonk down in front of the TV, pretending that I’ve been watching it all this time. But when I’ve been watching for two ad breaks, Mum still hasn’t come out. And worse still, I’m hungry again.


I get up and creep through the hallway. As carefully as I can, I turn the handle to Mum and Dad’s room and open it. The curtains are pulled shut and it’s dark as night inside. Mum is a lump under the corner of the doona. I tiptoe into the room. It smells yuck in here, like stale cheese or Vegemite or something else gross.


‘Mum?’ I whisper. She doesn’t move. ‘Mum, I’m hungry.’


I go around to the side of the bed and put my hand on top of the covers. ‘Mum, are you dead?’


This time there’s a little sigh from under the blankets.


‘It’s lunchtime and there’s only cheese and Vegemite in the fridge. I hate Vegemite.’


She groans and lifts the pillow off her head. ‘For god’s sake, Andrew. I’m trying to sleep.’


‘But it’s lunchtime. And we don’t have anything to eat.’


‘Just sort yourself out. I’m not well.’ And she rolls over, thumping the pillow back over her head.


‘But Mum …’


‘Sort it out, Andrew,’ she growls from under the pillow.


I feel like I’m going to cry. But then I feel angry. What am I supposed to do? Dad’s out looking for a job because Mum wants him to and she won’t get out of bed. I go out of the bedroom without worrying about being quiet and head back into the kitchen. There’s lots of stuff in the pantry, but it all needs cooking and I don’t know how to make the stove work. And then I notice Mum’s handbag lying on the counter.


‘Sort it out,’ I say to myself.


It doesn’t take me very long to walk to the shop. I buy fish and chips, a can of lemonade and an ice-cream for later. I put the change in my schoolbag, just in case.


It’s dark when Mum finally comes out of the bedroom. She goes for a shower and when she comes out, she starts yelling at me about how messy the house is.


By the time Dad comes home, I’m in bed with a stinging backside from where she’s whopped me.


‘Mum hates me,’ I say to Dad when he comes to tuck me in.


He kisses me on the forehead and I feel better straight away. ‘No she doesn’t, mate. She’s just tired and a bit worried.’


‘And she doesn’t have a garden here.’


He smiles at that. ‘That’s right. She doesn’t have a garden here. But as soon as I get a new job, we’ll save all our money again and work on moving into a better place.’


He kisses me on the head and then leaves. They start fighting almost as soon as he’s shut my door. I tiptoe out of bed and get Mum’s lighter out of my pants pocket. Back in bed, I hold it in my hand and squeeze my eyes closed. It’s only made of out plastic and seems like it could break easily, but there’s so much power inside it. I turn it over and over, liking the way it feels in my hand while I try to imagine what a better place will look like.
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Bracken Ridge, 2011


Mum and Dave are gone when I get up in the morning. I dress for school and wonder, like I do most mornings, what Dad is doing today. I make up stories, imagine what sort of a life I’ll have when I get back there to him. Maybe I’ll go to Launceston College and do year eleven and twelve, or maybe I’ll get a job or an apprenticeship. Or maybe seeing him will just be a stop on the way to the lock-up.


I toast the last crust of bread for breakfast and curse when I realise there’s nothing to put on it. Most of the time Mum and Dave are so busy with each other that they forget to do the groceries, but after last night I realise that Dave’s probably hidden the good stuff. Fuckin’ arsehole, I think as I chew the dry crust of toast.


Doug might have some money to buy me lunch again, but I spend a few minutes before it’s time to leave looking through Dave’s things in his and Mum’s bedroom for loose change, just in case.


There’s a knock at the door. ‘Oi, Andy, you still here?’


A few moments later Doug walks into the bedroom. He’s dressed in his boardies and an oversized Rip Curl t-shirt. Donna always buys him nice clothes. But it doesn’t matter how nice or what brand his clothes are – he always looks like kind of a dero.


‘How many fuckin’ times do I have to tell you not to call me Andy, Dougy?’


His face pinks and he hoists his baggy shorts up. ‘Sorry. Whatcha doing?’


I keep searching through Dave’s drawers. ‘Looking.’


‘For money?’


‘For whatever I find,’ I answer. My hand is underneath Dave’s socks and I’m being careful not to disturb anything – not that it matters. Dave is such a messy prick that he never notices that I’ve been through his stuff. At the back of the drawer, my fingers find something that doesn’t feel like a sock.


‘Something like this.’ I slip my hand out of the socks. I hold up the joint and grin.


‘Awesome,’ he says. ‘So, on that note, would now be a good time to ask if you wanna wag today? I was thinking maybe we could go up the park?’


I put the joint into my shorts pocket. ‘I would, but my lighter’s run out. Do you have one?’


He shrugs. ‘It’s not like we can’t just get another one. Let’s go to the shops.’


I try not to smile at the opening he’s given me. ‘Really?’ I say, raising my eyebrows. ‘So you’re not worried? About wagging school and buying lighters? You know they’ll be watching every teenager in Bracken Ridge like fuckin’ hawks.’


‘True.’


‘That’s all you have to say about the fire?’


Colour spreads up from his neck to his cheeks, turning his face sunburn red. ‘I didn’t see it start,’ he says, swallowing. ‘Did you?’


I’m tempted to answer that it was me, that I bent down and touched my latest purple Bic to the scrub, watched it roar to life and wanted to watch it burn Bracken Ridge to the ground, but then Trent had yelled and we’d taken off running. But as I go to open my mouth, something stops me. He asked who it was, which means he doesn’t know it was me.


I think back to that night, to us sitting behind a thicket of trees and scrub across the road from the school, just out of sight from the road. Usually we hang out in the dog area of the reservoir park at the top of the hill. It’s the highest point of our suburb and halfway between Doug’s posh house in the Enbrook Heights Estate and Trent’s older, more normal family house in Woondaree Street. But that night we’d been down the hill, at first raiding Dave’s booze for pre-drinks, then at a party in Brighton. The night was humid as we left the party, heading back to the Ridge. Just before the overpass that would lead us home, we stopped so Doug could piss at the side of the road into the bushes. I sucked in a deep breath and tasted bushfire smoke on the back of my tongue, sparking something. My insides tingled and my fingers itched as Trent produced an Orchy bong from his usually empty backpack.


‘Where the fuck did you get that?’ I said.


‘Swiped it from some dick at the party,’ he said. ‘And this too.’ He held up a packed baggie and grinned.


Laughing, the three of us hurried into the scrub and perched on a circle of rocks. We were there for a long time, packing the bong and passing a bottle around. The scent of distant bushfires had been heavy in the air for days, waking the tingling feeling that I thought had gone away forever after Port Sorell. That night it was sending electricity through my body and I knew that the feeling would build and build, making my skin crawl unless I did something.


Between bong hits, Doug practised YouTube pyro tricks with his lighter, making fireballs that flared into his hand. He was hypnotised by the tennis-ball-sized circle of fire that erupted and dissolved over his skin. Trent stalked around the tree line, snapping leaves from the eucalyptus trees and scorching them with his own lighter, releasing sweet-scented smoke into the air that made the tingles spread even further down my spine. Every time he got close to me or Doug, he smacked the hot lip of his lighter against our bare arms or shoulders, branding us with smiley-face patterns.


I was about to pass the bong on to Trent when I saw him creeping up behind Doug, flame flickering on the top of his lighter as he heated the metal. The tingling in my fingers was almost painful then, as I watched Doug release another fireball at the exact moment Trent hit him with his hot lighter. In one swift movement, I struck the purple Bic and touched the flame to the scrub behind us. It went up so quickly and quietly that any one of us could have lit it. There was a moment of shocked silence.


‘Fuck! Run!’ Doug said, and as the flames spread away from us, deeper into the scrub, we took off running back towards the safety of the school.


By the time we reached the oval and stood breathing heavily in the dark night, all three of us stinking of sweat and weed and excitement, the fire was metres high and orange against the night sky.


We haven’t spoken about it much since.


Now, in the silence of Mum and Dave’s bedroom, Doug looks confused.


‘Are you sure it was even one of us? There were a lot of fires around that night.’


‘You saw the way the bush went up,’ I say. I sound calm but inside my mind is whirring. Should I say that it was me, tell him about the tingles in my finger and the way I waited until they were distracted? Or maybe it would be better to keep quiet and see how things play out? I’m still not worried about getting caught, but this way there’s a chance that I might still get back to Tassie on my own terms. There are pros and cons on both sides.


I push the drawer shut and walk out into the living room. I grab my schoolbag and hoist it over my shoulder, making a decision as I go.


‘Whatever, Doug. All I’m saying is that, whatever happened, it’s probably best if we lie low for a bit: no buying lighters, no wagging full days till the heat dies down. But text me if you wanna hang in the dog park after school.’


He nods and follows me out of the house. At the end of the street, we separate, Doug walking towards his house. I smile as I walk to school. Playing with Doug is like lighting a fire. I take the lighter out of my pocket and flick it on and off, on and off.
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Launceston, 2003


‘Show your working out, Andrew.’ Mrs Mackenzie gets much, much meaner when it comes to maths. ‘Come on, you can do this.’


‘No, I can’t.’ I feel my lip wobble. Dad says my face always gives away what I’m thinking. He says it’s good, ’cause I can’t lie to him. But I think it’s bad because I can’t stop myself from doing things like crying when Mrs Mackenzie makes me do maths on the board in front of everyone.


Even Marcus Newman got his problem worked out in two minutes and he’s not smart. The chalk dust tickles my nose and I hold my breath to keep from sneezing. Last time this happened, I sneezed so hard that my lip stopped wobbling and I started crying. I try biting my tongue.


‘Start again and say it out loud – it might help.’


I look at the numbers on the board. ‘Seven hundred and fifty-six.’ It takes me a while to read it. Numbers confuse me, and I’ve been concentrating so hard that they are a bit fuzzy-looking.


‘And?’


‘Twenty-four.’


‘Forty-two,’ she corrects. ‘What next?’


‘Um. Two times … six?’


‘That’s right. What is two times six?’


‘Ten?’


There are groans from the classroom and my lip wobbles a bit more. I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing. Everyone in the class is staring at me.


‘Come on, Andrew. You’re not going to lunch until you work this out. Don’t you want to go to lunch?’


I do want to go; I’m hungry and I want to play handball with my friends. But I give up, properly. I won’t get to go to lunch, so there’s no point in trying. This has happened a thousand times before. I would try and try and try but still be standing there when the bell went at the end of the break. If I try too hard, then by the time everyone comes back in, I will be crying and then after school I’ll get teased. Marcus Newman always says I’m bad at school because I’m an ‘Abo’. When he says that word, my insides hurt.


I take a step back from the board. The hand that’s not busy holding the chalk goes into my pocket, where Mum’s purple lighter is hiding underneath a tissue. I touch the top and it makes me feel all strong and calm. It’s my secret. All day I walk around with my hand in my pocket, running my thumb over it and imagining I’m carrying a ball of fire around with me.


The others all go out to lunch, and for a while I’m okay. It’s better without all their eyes staring at the back of me. But Mrs Mackenzie can’t be quiet. My nose is all runny, but I don’t want to take out the tissue in case the lighter falls out. They’ll take it off me if they find it.


‘Come on. You know how to do this.’


Her voice takes away all my nice feelings and I take my hand out of my pocket. ‘No, I don’t.’


‘I’m sorry, Andrew, but if you don’t get this one problem done by the time break is over, I’m not going to be able to let you go to music this afternoon. Music class is a privilege and you need to master the essentials before you take classes like that.’


This time I can’t stop the lip wobble from turning into tears. I like music. Last year Mr Drake, the music teacher, told me I could pick what instrument I wanted to play. I picked the drums. Sometimes Mr Drake takes me and Robert Priest over to the high school and we get to play the big drum kit. Today is a high-school drums day and now Mrs Mackenzie has gone and ruined everything. I can’t stop crying, even when I touch the lighter again. My brain aches.


‘Andrew, look, you’re a smart boy. You just need to concentrate.’ Her voice sounds kind and I know it’s just because I’m crying. ‘What do you need to do to work out the problem?’


I sniff and wipe my sleeve across my nose. ‘I don’t know. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. The numbers make my head hurt and I don’t understand.’


She needs to stop. Everyone will come in soon and see me crying like a baby with snot all over my face.


‘If you don’t understand, you need to raise your hand. That way we can sort out any problems before you have to do the sums.’


‘But you make me feel silly.’


‘Oh, Andrew, you’re not silly – not at all.’ She comes over and crouches down in front of me. It’s better when she’s not taller than me. ‘You just understand things differently to the other kids.’ She sighs. ‘Look, I’m going to let you go and join the music class. But I’m going to give you a note to take home to your mum. I think it might be time you got some extra help with your maths. I have a friend who is an excellent tutor. He can come to your house after school a couple of afternoons a week.’


I nod.


‘Now, go to the bathroom and wash your face before everyone comes in.’ She smiles and doesn’t look quite so mean. ‘And if you’re hungry, you can go to the music room to eat your lunch before the class starts. I’ll see you after music.’


I’m happy she’s letting me go to music and eat my lunch without everyone in my class looking at me, but on the way to the toilets to wash my face, I start worrying about the tutor. How can we afford a tutor when Mum says there’s no money for any extras? Is maths an extra? What will he be like? What if he has horrible breath and breathes on me while I’m trying to do maths? What if there’s something wrong with me and I won’t ever understand maths, even with a tutor? What if it’s just like Marcus Newman says, and I don’t know how to do maths because Aboriginals aren’t the same as everyone else? But I’m only half, so why can’t the white half of me be good at numbers?


My stomach ties itself into a thousand tiny little knots and I feel sick. I thrust my hand into my pocket and find the lighter, my breathing slowing slightly as my fingers wrap around the warm plastic.


In the bathroom, I take it out and turn it over in my hands and think nice thoughts. I run my thumb over the wheel at the top, pressing it in hard the way Mum does, trying to make it work.


I’m surprised how easily the little grey wheel turns. It grates against my finger and I like the roughness. After that, it only takes me a few goes to turn the wheel and flick the red button at the same time. I feel like I’ve made the fire myself when the flame sparks at the top.


I go into the toilet stall and sit on the lid, flicking the little flame on and off, on and off. I like it. But after a while it’s not enough. The bad feelings come back, the little flame isn’t helping and I decide I want to burn something. I think about burning my finger, making a scar and then telling Dad that Mrs Mackenzie burned me for not doing my maths. But then, coming out of the stall, I see the rubbish bin overflowing with paper towels.


I pick one up and wave it over the flame. I’m surprised how quickly it catches fire and yelp, dropping it into the sink so I don’t burn myself. The flaming paper fizzes and pops and quickly turns into black flakes. I pick up a second towel and, this time, as soon as it catches I drop it into the bin.


At first I think it’s going to be the same as the paper in the sink. But instead of fizzing into black, another towel catches fire, then another and another. In about two seconds the whole bin is full of fire. The fire alarm starts going off and I feel better. The fire is angry and it’s going to eat everything in sight. Maybe it will even go so far that it will burn the chalkboard and the horrible maths problem. Fingers tingling, I pocket my lighter and walk towards the music room.
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Bracken Ridge, 2011


I’m one of the only kids in grade ten who pays for a locker. At my old school we weren’t allowed to take our bags to class, so we all had to have one. But here there are luggage racks to store bags. Only the grade eights who bring every single book on their list to school bother getting a locker.


I don’t keep books in my locker, I use it to store most of my money – $985, not counting what’s in the matchbox at the house – and the two photo albums I saved from Mum’s big clean-out before we moved to Queensland. I paid for the hire from my stash. Usually I only lift the floorboard to count my money or add to it. I hated taking money out because it meant I was a few more dollars away from getting back to Tassie at the end of the year. But the price I pay every semester for a bit of security away from Dave’s is worth it. I’d keep it all at school, but because they lock the locker room most of the time, I like to make sure I’ve always got some cash on hand, just in case.
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