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To my boys—D, A, M, and J—for always being my light in the dark






EXOSKELETON

An exoskeleton is a hard protective covering on the outside of an animal’s body.


outside


Did you know

that seahorses

have two skeletons:

one on the inside

and one on the outside?

Imagine being able to

wear your skeleton on the outside

like armor,

making sure that predators know

not to come

too close.
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bones


Cicadas scream in the trees

and the playground rings with laughter

and tears and promises

to be friends forever

as everyone signs each other’s yearbooks

and school shirts.

But me? I’m hiding behind a gum tree,

face pressed against the

scratchy bark.

Edie’s voice drifts toward me.

“Anyone seen Bones?

I’m going to sign her shirt.”

Her sly giggle

makes my heart fish-flop.

“What are you going to write?”

someone asks.

Edie’s voice

rings out

across the playground clamor.

“I’m going to draw a

picture of a witch,

seeing as she loves playing with bones

so much.”

More laughter

clatters toward me.

I dig my fingers into the bark.

It was Edie who gave me my nickname:

Bones.

She thinks it’s an insult

but I’ve claimed it as my own.

Bones are strong like armor.

Bones can crack but they mend.

Bones remain

when no other part of you does.






purpose


I stay silent behind the tree,

my shadow long and still beside me.

And then a familiar voice,

softer than Edie’s,

says,

“Don’t be mean,

remember her brother…

and then her mum left a few months ago…”

The voices drop to whispers,

which curl into the air.

My mum hasn’t left! I want to yell.

She’s just gone up north to the mines

to work as a cleaner

for a little while.

But I don’t want them to know I’m here.

I want to stay invisible.

I watch a line of ants

trickle steadily

down the tree trunk,

one following the other:

intent,

industrious.

They each have a purpose.

They belong.






blue-sky dreaming


Sun burns fierce

on the back of my neck

as I stop outside the school gates,

watching a lizard skitter-scatter

into a clump of yellow-dry grass.

My face always

tilts down toward the earth,

watching for the secret scurrying

of tiny creatures.

My younger brother Nico’s face was always skyward,

his eyes reflecting the radiance of sunlight,

the softness of clouds,

the endless freedom of space.

He imagined himself as

a bird a superhero a plane a shooting star.

Every night,

under our blanket fort,

he made me read

books about outer space and the sky.

His favorite was

the story of Icarus

(the boy who flew so close to the sun

that his wings melted

and he fell

to his watery death).

Nico was all head-in-the-clouds

and blue-sky dreaming.
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But me:

I’m shadows and dirt and autumn leaves.

I crave the cool, earthy

smell of soil,

imagining myself scuttering

along secret passages with the ants,

tunneling deliciously deep with the worms.

I’ve come to know that

if you’re always looking up,

you’ll miss stuff—

a whole other bustling world

right

beneath your feet.






dirt


My fingers are burrowing in

the dirt,

looking for

buried treasures

for my collection,

when I hear a giggle

that scrapes at my skin.

“Still playing in the dirt, Bones?”

I sit back on my heels

and squint up at Edie, who’s nudging Aiko.

They have matching

sneakers and side braids.

But their faces don’t match.

Edie’s lip is curled.

Aiko is looking at the ground,

a crease in her forehead.

“Found any new bones lately?”

Edie sneers.

“Gonna cast some witchy spells

with them?”

She waggles her fingers at me.

“Maybe I will,” I say.

“Maybe I’ll resurrect some ghosts

and tell them to come

and HAUNT you.”

I open my eyes wide.

Is that the shadow of a smile on Aiko’s face?

It quickly slips off when Edie glares at her.

“You’re such a weirdo.”

Edie rolls her eyes,

but there’s less certainty

in her voice now.

“When you get to middle school, you’ll have to stop

all this…”

Edie waves her hand at the patch of dirt

in front of me.

“… It’s for kids.”

I wrinkle my dirt-smudged nose at her as

a familiar feathery fluttering

starts up in my chest.

Tell her we are kids, Nico whispers,

his breath brushing my cheek.

But I shrug and look at the ground again,

waiting

until their footsteps fall away

toward Aiko’s mum’s car.






photo-flick


I glance up as Aiko’s mum lifts her

hand at the car window.

Bright sparks of memory

photo-flick through me:

Aiko’s mum

flipping pancakes for me and Aiko after school

and walking us to the park.

Brushing my knotty hair

or slipping lunch money into my pocket

when Mum forgot.

I give a small wave back.






matching
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Aiko lives

a few suburbs away from school,

where the houses have

fresh paint,

green-trimmed hedges

and soldier-straight mailboxes.

Aiko’s house sparkles

with light.

I know this because once

it was

me

who went to her house after school

and played with her dog

and ate her cookies and rice paper rolls.

But then…

I guess

we stopped matching.

Maybe we never really matched

the way Edie and Aiko match.







opposites


Edie and Aiko like:

lip gloss, making friendship bracelets, talking about boys.

I like:

spiders, sketching, collecting bones.

Edie and Aiko wear:

bright clothes and sparkly shoes.

I wear:

black T-shirts with skulls on them and combat boots.

They draw:

unicorns and anime characters.

I draw:

dead things and skeletons.






network


I brush dirt off my knees

and shuffle home.

I live in the opposite direction of Aiko and Edie,

where the fence palings are broken teeth

and the summer breeze

carries the smell of rubbish in the evenings.

“We’ll get outta here one day, baby girl,”

Mum said before she went up north.

“Just wait until I’ve saved up enough—

we can live in a nice house

with a garden and flowers

and all that.”

She stood in the dirty light

filtering through the kitchen window

of Nonna Frankie’s apartment,

with that faraway look in her eye.

But I’d just shrugged.

’Cause I don’t care, not really.

I like Nonna Frankie’s apartment.

I like the way

neighbors say g’day

as they walk past.

The way you can hear

doors slamming

music swirling

kids squealing.

I like the cooking smells drifting from under doors.

There’s not all that much space, but

you are part of a network

in this run-down building,

part of the muscle and bone and arteries

that keep its creaky old heart

thudding along.







too late


I’m halfway home when

I find a treasure to add

to my collection—

the husk of a cicada

clinging to the scribbly bark

of a tree.

I know that Edie and Aiko

would screw up their noses and say,

“Eww, gross!”

(Which somehow makes me like it more.)

I place it carefully on the palm of my hand,

knowing that the adult cicada

who left this shell behind

will die within a few weeks.

I close my eyes and

listen for its shrill, urgent song.

Before it left its shell behind,

it lived underground

as a nymph

in the cool, soundless dark,

drinking sap from tree roots snaking into the soil.

It was safe and cozy,

dreaming cicada dreams,

curled with its cicada siblings.

But then

it couldn’t fight that urge,

that instinct,

to tunnel its way out

of the safety of its burrow—

up

up

up

into the light above ground.

“Better to stay underground,”

I whisper to the husk,

but

it’s too late now.
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nothing special


The scratched-paint door of our apartment

bangs behind me

as I burst into the kitchen.

“Look what I found!”

I hold my hand out to Nonna Frankie,

who’s kneading dough at the kitchen counter.

Nonna Frankie inspects my find

in her slow, considering way.

She’s straight as an arrow,

keen eyed and battle-scarred.

Once she rode a motorbike

and worked in a tattoo parlor.

Now she works at the corner store

but only during school hours.

“Huh,” Nonna Frankie says,

and goes back to kneading,

lean brown arms pushing into the soft dough.

A serpent tattoo slithers down her forearm.

I hold my palm up to the light.

“It’s going in the collection.”

“That collection better not start smelling bad

or it’s all going out to the bin.”

Nonna Frankie says that every time,

but I know she’d never throw my stuff away.

“How was your last day of school?”

Nonna Frankie starts rolling out the dough,

but I know by the angle of her head

that she’s listening.

I shrug. “Nothing special.

Everyone signed each other’s shirts

and cried

and all that stuff.

Dunno what for,

since most of us will be at middle school together

next year.”

Nonna Frankie looks like she’s thinking

about saying something.

But then

she doesn’t.

I look back at my cicada husk,

its hopeful glisten under the light.






worker bee


“Dinner soon,” Nonna Frankie says

before I swing out of the room.

She always used to add,

“We’ll leave some in the fridge

for Mum.”

Before Mum went up north,

she worked late

cleaning offices

after everyone had gone home for the night.

At bedtime

I’d lie awake and imagine her:

a busy worker bee buzzing through

the empty neon-lit offices.

But now

she’s a busy worker bee up north,

preparing meals and cleaning

at a mine site in the outback

where there’s red dust,

white-scorched skies,

and very bad phone reception.

“At least the pay is good,” she’d said.

Mum emails

almost every day.

When we get our own place,

we’ll grow daisies and sunflowers and herbs,

so that our garden is always full

of bees and butterflies.

I imagine us

lying on our backs

with the sky above,

blue as the eye

of a bowerbird.






trapped


We moved in with Nonna Frankie two years ago,

when Mum couldn’t afford rent

on our apartment anymore.

Nico and I shared the bed

in the spare room,

while Mum slept on the pull-out couch.

But Mum was a trapped bird in

Nonna Frankie’s apartment,

fluttering from window

to window.

I knew her heart dreamed

of wide sunlit spaces,

stretching out

to the horizon,

and glittering nighttime skies.

A place where she could fly.







collection


I pull my suitcase

from the dusty dark

beneath my bed.

It snaps open

with a secret click.

Inside is my collection of dead stuff:


	a crab claw Nonna Frankie and I found on a beach trip

	some smooth, swirly moon snail shells

	a few dried leaves and flowers (autumn brown and crispy crinkly)

	a handful of birds’ feathers (the startling red from a rosella, the glistening blue black from a crow)

	a mouse spider, found in the community garden (dead but perfectly preserved).



And, finally, my most valuable treasures:




	
my animal bones (a tooth, a claw, a rib—dug up from the mud down at the wetlands)

	the spiky ribs of a snake (still attached to the head and backbone, which I found on a mountain walk)

	a pile of rat bones (bleached clean after Nonna Frankie found a dead rat under the stairwell).
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weirdo


I suppose you’re wondering why I have

a bunch of dead stuff

in a suitcase under my bed.

You probably think

I’m a weirdo.

(Like Edie does.)

And maybe I am.

Did you know there are heaps of synonyms for weirdo?

Our fifth-grade teacher, Mr. Hawker,

told us about synonyms.

He said it’s when a word has the same meaning

as another word.

Some synonyms for weirdo are:

Wacky

Eccentric

mIsfit

fReaky

oDd

Offbeat

I guess I’m all those things.

I collect and draw dead stuff.

I know how to sterilize and clean animal bones

to get the germs off them

(so you don’t get sick after touching them).

Pretty weird,

right?






still matter


The last time Aiko came to my house,

I was laying my animal bones out on the floorboards,

nudging the bones

into the shapes they had once been,

imagining the lives they once had.

I didn’t hear her come into my room—

I only knew she was there

when I heard the sharp intake of breath:

“What are you doing?

Are they… like… actual bones?”

A sick feeling blossomed in my stomach

as I saw Aiko near my bed,

holding her bracelet-making kit.

Her eyes skittered over to

my open suitcase

full of dead stuff,

and then across to my sketchbook—

its pages filled with labeled sketches of

animal skeletons.

“It’s just…

I’m just…”

I wanted to tell her that

dead things still matter,

that they show us

what the animal had once been,

that by looking at their bones we can imagine

where they had lived,

and the things they would be doing

if they were still alive.

It was my way of

honoring

them.

But my mouth didn’t say any of these things.

And I knew by the way Aiko

stepped backward,

her eyebrows drawn down,

that she was now as far away from me

as Neptune is

from Earth.






moon snail


After that day,

I curled away from Aiko

like a moon snail sheltering in its shell,

drifting along the currents

far out in the ocean.
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Things between us had already started to change

after Edie came to our school,

the pieces of our friendship

shifting and rearranging.

Edie didn’t want to share Aiko with me.

I didn’t want to share Aiko with Edie.

So mostly

I just walked away.






husk


I gently place the cicada husk

in the suitcase,

which is lined with

sky-blue paper.

It looks cozy in there,

Nico says

over my shoulder.

Lying on my stomach,

dirty feet in the air,

I carefully draw the husk

in my sketchbook.

Sun and shadows

flicker in through the window.







movement


I’m tidying up my pencils

when I hear movement outside:

car doors closing,

voices sliding across the

still-hot late-afternoon air.

I peer through my window.

There’s a moving truck parked on the street,

people carrying boxes

back and forth back and forth,

a straggly haired kid in bright clothes

jumping on and off the back of the truck,

someone (the kid’s mum?)

with spiky red hair

cheerfully yelling out orders and directions.

The apartment across from ours

on the ground floor

has been empty for weeks.

I guess we have new neighbors.

Maybe they like birds? Nico whispers,

and his breath is stardust and birds’ feathers.

And planes? And stars? And rockets?

I shrug,

nose pressed against the glass,

until the kid spins around—

like they can feel me watching—

and stares straight at me.

I duck down fast,

leaning against the wall,

pretending

I was never there at all.






pineapple


I help Nonna Frankie

put pizza toppings on rolled-out dough.

Olives and mushrooms on mine.

Salami and peppers and mushrooms

for Nonna Frankie.

Nico always picked ham and pineapple.

He said it tasted like holidays and sunshine.

“Huh,” Nonna Frankie would say.

“Pineapple doesn’t belong on pizza.”

Because that’s what her dad used to say to her.

(Nonna Frankie wasn’t born in Italy,

but she says there’s some stuff

that’s just in your blood.)

Mum would laugh her sudden husky laugh and say,

“Don’t knock it till you try it!”






other side


“It smells so good.”

I peer through the oven door,

watching the cheese melt and bubble

on the pizzas.

Nonna Frankie wipes her hands on a paper towel.

“They’ll be ready soon.”

She hasn’t said it,

but I know this is a special dinner

because it’s my last day of elementary school.

(And also because Mum can’t be here,

even though she rang this morning

to wish me luck.

But the phone cut out

before she could

say goodbye.)

Next year I’ll be at the local middle school:

a school with sun-warmed bricks

and sloping green lawns.

Aiko and I used to walk past it with her dog,

talking about all the stuff we’d do

when we got there.

“I’m going to study dance and drama,”

Aiko would say, staring longingly through

the fence,

like middle school was the place

where her real life would begin.

I was excited about the science labs:

white coats and goggles,

scalpels and microscopes.

Drawing carefully labeled diagrams

with sharp pencils.

But now Aiko’s going with Edie

to the posh school for girls

on the other side of town.

They’ll ride the bus in their blazers and hats,

polished as river stones,

glossy as magazine covers,

and as far away as the moon.



[image: A rough pencil sketch of a skeletal creature with large eye sockets, sharp teeth, and a long tail.]





not ever


“We have new neighbors,”

I tell Nonna Frankie

while we eat at the kitchen table,

surrounded by paper and pencil shavings.

Nonna Frankie nods, chews.

“Yep, heard ’em. Just across the hallway.”

I nibble my crust.

“There was a kid.”

Nonna Frankie sips her water.

“Go say hi.

Could be good to hang with someone

over summer.”

I keep chewing.

“Nah. I’m just gonna draw and

go down to the wetlands and stuff.”

I pick up my pencil and

start scribbling on the paper next to my plate.

Nonna Frankie clears her throat.

“Maybe you could take your bike down

to the dirt hills too.

Ride with the other kids.”

That dark fluttering stirs in my chest.

Nonna Frankie knows I’m never

going back there.

Not ever.






dumpster diving


After dinner,
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