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Every basketballer lives for this moment. 


With fifteen seconds to go, we’re trailing the Eels by one.


The ball is in my hands, and with it, the game.


The crowd screams, but I am calm. I may have a syndrome, I may be on the klutzy side of coordinated, but I am a clutch shot.


Not to put too much emphasis on it, but everything I’ve worked for has led to this. One clean drive to the basket and the game is ours.


That’s when I sense it, a tiny flutter in my chest like the beating wings of a trapped butterfly. Then it becomes a hand knocking, hesitant at first, then stronger, rap, rap, rap, and now it’s a hammer pounding me. Get off the court, it says. OFF. OFF. OFF. 


We’re down to twelve seconds and I’ve frozen. I look for my team-mates, but all Fidos are covered. The beast inside my chest morphs into a breakdancing elephant, thumping: Get. Off. The. Court. 


Ten seconds on the clock.


A team-mate, blurry and fast, streams past on the hustle and I feed it off, breathing again as they head for the hoop.


Five seconds.


Their shot circles the rim, takes a peek inside, and spins out. Our supporters groan.


Four.


The Eels win the rebound, and I sprint backwards, stumbling over my size fourteens, knowing they will look for the outlet pass.


Three.


The throw would be too high for most players to intercept, but I am Bug, an overgrown daddy-long-legs who thinks he can fly. I leap, my arms windmilling and legs sprawling, and it can’t be pretty but it is effective. My fingertips brush the ball and as I touch down on my two ginormous feet, like an A380 crash-landing mid-court, the ball miraculously follows. The crowd screams as I gather it.


Two.


I am way outside the three-point line. It’s going to take my best shot, but there’s no time for anything else. As I launch the ball, a buffed angry torpedo of muscle cannons into me. I am down, on the boards.


But not out.


The ref calls the foul and hands me the ball.


‘Three shots!’ he says as the buzzer sounds.


Leroy Gomez, the world’s best at the line, shoots a hundred free throws a day.


Pretty impressive, I hear you say.


Take that and double it, and you have my routine.


You’d put your money on me, then, to nail the win and be the toast of Fairfield College.


My heartbeat settles as I walk to the free throw line. 


My team-mates watch me, sweaty and expectant. I wipe my forehead and push my glasses up the bridge of my nose. 


I know how much this means. It’s not like all things basketball have landed in my lap. Two bounces, bend at the knees, and…


I make the first shot. My team-mates high-five me, and the crowd roars. Scores are level.


If I land one more free throw, we’ve won. I bounce the ball twice and bend my knees, but as I release, a pain takes my breath away. It’s like a knife has been jammed between my ribs. It hurts like hell to breathe.


My shot is an air ball.


The knife in my chest twists with every breath.


This can’t be happening. The pain’s on the right. Isn’t my heart on the left?


Trust my heart to be back to front.


The Fidos stand behind me, willing me on. I want to explain but I can’t speak. The crowd’s noise roars through my head. In the stands I spot my little sister, Becky, watching through her fingers and Nana rocking a weird dance move like she’s trying to dislodge a wedgie. They blur into grey as the pain takes over.


I see less and less of the gym and more and more shiny stars.


All I feel is pain.


As I take the shot, the floor swallows me up and everything fades to a shiny, shimmery black.









SHOOTING BRICKS


3 MONTHS EARLIER


‘Mum says my new school uniform is green,’ says Becky. ‘And we’re allowed to call our teacher by their first name.’ 


It’s the first Saturday of the school holidays and we’re perched in the open hatch of our car, which is packed full of boxes. Mum and Dad are inside the house. Their angry voices float out to us through the open door. 


‘You shouldn’t be carrying that, Bern!’ says Mum. ‘The doctor said –’


‘Tracey, let me decide what I can and can’t carry, will you?’


I plug into my phone and play exwhy’s latest. Horse lopes over and rests his chin on my leg. His droopy dog eyes look even sadder than usual, like he’s already pining for the rest of the bones that he’s carefully buried in the backyard. Our tin roof glows in the autumn sun. I watch it brighten to reddish gold, knowing this is the last time I’ll see it. The new owner told Mum he’s planning four townhouses on the block.


Becky swings her legs and nudges me. ‘Why are you sad? Don’t you want to move house?’ 


I take out one ear bud. ‘Well, do you? I mean, Nana has a meditation teepee in her lounge room. That’s not normal.’ At least, last Christmas she did. We don’t see Nana much in between Christmases. Dad feels an urgent need to tidy his sock drawer whenever Mum suggests a visit. And now, we’re moving in with her. Fun and games.


Becky shrugs. ‘It’s quite pretty. The teepee.’


Pretty? Only if your world is coloured pink and purple, which mine is totally not. 


‘You’ll miss your friends,’ I say.


Becky’s face turns serious and she nods slowly. ‘But…’ She smiles again. ‘I’ll make some new ones. And I have you and Mum and Dad. And Nana.’


So long as Becky has family, she’s happy. Guess that’s how eight-year-olds roll. And I get it, family’s important to me too. But it’s not everything.


‘And dancing,’ Becky says, jumping off the back of the car and pirouetting in a circle. ‘I can always dance. But I won’t miss Mrs Johnson. She’s mean.’


‘What about your actual dance class and your soccer team and guitar lessons and all that?’ I’m using a Mrs Johnson tactic myself here, trying to get Becky to join me on Miserable Island, but I can’t help it. All this looking on the bright side makes me want to puke.


‘Mum said she’s found a dance school and it’s one of the best. Plus there’s a soccer club near Nana’s house. Which just leaves guitar, and there’ll probably be a teacher at my new school.’ She prances around on tiptoe. ‘Mu-um,’ she calls into the house. ‘What’s my new ballet school called again?’


Becky’s I’m-good-at-everything-extra-curricular madness has always got up my nose, but when I had basketball, it didn’t grate as much.


But now? 


Mum appears at the front door in track pants and an old oversized t-shirt, combat gear for the battle with all our stuff. She rubs at her forehead but the frown stays put. ‘You could give your father a hand in there, Becky.’


Why not me? My fists clench. Mum’s been treating me like a two-year-old ever since the Marfan news broke like a tsunami on our heads. 


If you’re wondering what Marfan actually is, you’ll get the gory details later, promise. Three months ago, I didn’t know either. But I have it, and Dad has it too. And since I’ve found out, my entire life drags like one massive pre-lunch maths class. 


Everything has changed.


I put my headphones back in and pick up a box. A heavy one.


‘Bug, please put that down,’ Mum says. 


I walk with it, slowly, towards the truck. I don’t tell Mum but it’s super heavy and something rolls around inside it. What’s in there – the chopped-up remains of a patient Mum didn’t like?


‘Bug, remember what the doctor said –’


‘I can’t hear you,’ I lie.


‘Then take those headphones out!’


I thump the box on the ground. ‘He said no weightlifting.’


‘That’s a heavy box,’ Mum says gently, giving me kind-eyes. 


I’ve gotta say, I hate kind-eyes. Really. You know the look – tilted-head, eyes all mooshy and pitying, with a hint of glad-it’s-you-and-not-me. 


‘Dad’s got Marfan too and you’re not stopping him.’


Mum sighs. ‘I’ve tried. He’s a stubborn man.’


We’re at our Marfan deadlock, the same one we’ve been at since the appointment when the doctor read me the new rules of my life. 


You have Marfan syndrome, he said, kind-eyes behind his glasses. 


It’s a rare genetic condition.


Your aorta, the biggest blood tube in your body, could get wider than it’s meant to and burst. 


You are officially banned from fun activities for the term of your natural life. 


Like the good nurse that she is, Mum follows those rules to the letter, complete with kind-eyes that make me want to fling this box and the dismembered skeleton inside at her head.


‘Mum, you didn’t answer,’ Becky says. ‘What’s my new ballet school called?’


Mum sighs. ‘Fairfield Academy of Dance. I have to call them.’


‘Today, Mummy?’


‘Sounds expensive,’ I say. ‘Sure we can afford it?’


Horse nudges me. He knows I’m better than that. I do too, but I’ve got a dangerous feeling that my fourteen years of (mostly) niceness has got me nowhere. Hours of watching Becky dressed up as a dancing mango in a fruit-salad-themed ballet concert, and helping Dad carry solar panels after the accident when he was barely capable of getting dressed on his own, not to mention digging Mum a veggie patch while my team hung out at the court – what have I got to show for it? A genetic condition and a move to loopy Nana’s house, and I don’t remember writing either of those on my Christmas list. The unfairness of it all has brought out an Inner Mean Guy I didn’t even know I had.


‘Can we afford it?’ Becky looks anxiously at Mum, whose eyes are on me, and they’re no longer kind.


‘Of course we can,’ she says, her lips pressed thin. ‘And that is none of your business, Bug.’


Oh, but it is. I don’t want to get involved in the family finances but money, or lack of it, is why we have to move house, switch to a public school, and take apart the pieces of our life like Lego blocks until all we have is a pile of rubble.


‘Did you know that snails can’t live without their shells?’ I tell Mum. ‘They don’t grow new ones, or turn into slugs. They lose their shell, they die.’


Mum comes over and puts her hand on my shoulder. ‘I know it’s difficult, leaving somewhere you love.’


My throat feels thick and I blink hard. It’s not just that, I want to say. It’s the whole package – new school, no friends, and the icing on the misery mud cake: no team. 


 Just then, Spud and Oscar walk past our place. My mates! Oscar lopes along, his long hair falling across his face. Spud’s carrying a basketball and lugging a full backpack, his round body and short legs doing a potatoey version of a hustling quick-step to keep up. And Tickets follows behind, t-shirt tucked into his shorts, his hair in a perfect sculpted comb-over with a number-one fade.


I remember our last Frankston game, just before Christmas – a heroic come-from-behind win against Seaford. All of us got around Tickets when he scored the sealer. That was before the Marfan news erupted a volcano of vomit on my life. 


I jump away from Mum, hoping they didn’t see her PDA, and meet them at the fence. Horse follows me.


‘Bug,’ says Spud. ‘What’s with the truck?’


‘Hey Spud, Oscar.’ I glance at Tickets, who’s standing a few metres away, grimacing like he’s accidentally found himself at a seniors’ crochet convention. ‘Tickets.’


Oscar ruffles the fur on Horse’s head and grunts at me with half-closed eyes, which in Oscar-speak means, good to see you, mate. I started to understand Oscar’s grunt language in about grade four. These days I can easily tell a happy Oscar grunt – medium pitch, followed by a satisfied snort – from a long, low growly grunt, which means, find cover.


Fat lot of good speaking fluent Oscar will be at my new school.


Tickets doesn’t say hi, in English or Oscar. He looks expectantly at Spud, who throws him the ball, like we’ve all learned to do since year seven when he came on the team.


Spud is still staring at the truck. ‘You moving house or something?’


I grimace. ‘Um – yeah.’ I scratch at my chin. ‘We’re moving to Fairfield.’


‘You’re leaving BBG?’ Spud looks surprised. ‘Were you even going to tell us?’


It’s a fair question, and I hang my head. I didn’t want to have to explain that since the accident, Dad’s work has dried up, and no work means no money to pay the fees at Bonbeach Boys Grammar. 


There’s another reason I was avoiding the boys. Nothing’s been the same since I’d told them about Marfan and came off the team. It’s like basketball was the glue holding us together, and without it, we came unstuck. Or, they didn’t want to hang with a syndrome. Either way, I didn’t know how to fix it, or how to say goodbye.


‘What school will you go to?’ Spud asks.


‘Fairfield College,’ I mumble.


‘Co-ed?’ Oscar asks.


I nod. Complete with that alien species called girls. I bet they’re not fluent in Oscar-speak. Girls act like I’m a bird poo landing on their shoulder – an unwanted irritation that could wreck their day.


‘Where is Fairfield, anyway?’ 


‘About forty minutes’ drive.’ 


‘Near the beach?’


Frankston has a beach. You can’t swim there for the E. coli, and you might get mugged if you’re there alone after dark, but in a Frankstoner’s mind, every other suburb is judged by this yardstick.


I shake my head. ‘It has, um –’ All I can think of is crazy Nana and her teepee.


Spud tries to help. ‘A skate park? A climbing gym?’


I see Nana’s house, next to the trainline, and a strip of shops. And – ‘a dog! It has a dog.’


This wakes up Oscar. ‘A dog?’ 


‘You know, woof, woof. A dog. This big wooden sculpture thing. Called Fido.’


Spud laughs. ‘A big wooden barking dog? That’s it?’


I don’t mention that Fido is the one interesting thing about Fairfield. ‘Actually, he doesn’t bark.’


Oscars gives a disappointed grunt.


‘Right. That’s cool, I guess,’ Spud says, his voice uncertain. ‘Hey, you want to come up to school with us? We’re going to meet a few guys there before the game.’


‘Spud, you moron,’ Tickets says. ‘He can’t play, remember? Marfan?’ Tickets looks at me. ‘Real shame,’ he says in a sarcastic voice.


Spud startles. ‘Oh, yeah, course. Sorry.’


Tickets’ narky comment gets right up my nose. Let’s face it, we’ve never been mates, from the minute he rocked up to our team in year seven with a heap of talent and an even bigger need to be The Guy. Any chance we had at friendship was cooked when he tripped me at the rep trials, which backfired on him, big time. Normally I’d leave him in his own twisted world, but today my Inner Mean Guy is not letting him get away with it. ‘You don’t need to gloat, Tickets.’


Tickets scowls. ‘At least I can get on the court.’ Under his breath, he mutters, ‘Freak.’


He’s digging a knife into my open wound, but I don’t let him see as the pain of my basketball-free life rips through me. 


Oscar gives Horse a last pat. ‘Horse going with you?’ 


I nod, and Oscar grunts a rare smile at me, eye contact and all. I think he knows I’m going to need Horse around.


Spud glances up at the truck. ‘Say bye to your mum.’ Spud and Mum really connected when Mum was team manager – something to do with her half-time muffins, her text reminders so he didn’t forget training, and the fact that she liked all Spud’s posts. All sixty-five million of them.


‘Don’t worry, she’ll be following you all on Insta,’ I say. Nothing can keep Mum off Insta.


There’s an awkward silence, then, and I realise, this is it. I take one last look at the boys, Oscar giving Horse a farewell pat, Spud scratching his elbow and itching to get to the court, and Tickets, who, love him or hate him, is a seriously good basketballer. They were my team.


‘We can still play Crusade, right?’ I say. ‘I’ll message you.’


‘You bet,’ Spud says. 


Oscar and I fist-bump, Tickets gives me the slightest nod, and I watch as they walk away down the hill. 









AIR BALL


When we pull up outside Nana’s house, she’s waving at us from the porch.


‘Greetings, earthlings!’ she calls. ‘Welcome!’


Dad and I get out of the truck. Mum parks our car behind the truck, and she and Becky join us on the footpath.


‘What’s Nana wearing?’ Becky whispers to Mum.


‘It’s called a kaftan,’ Mum says. ‘They were very popular in the sixties.’


‘Can I get one?’ Becky asks. She must be coming down with something. Nana looks like she’s wearing a rainbow-coloured tent. 


‘Great for Zumba.’ Nana does a catwalk twirl. 


A train hurtles past and stops all conversation. I’m seeing Nana’s street afresh now that we’re moving in. The trainline snakes down one side and whoever built the houses followed a simple recipe: single storey, white weatherboard, with a bit of lawn at the front and a low front fence. Except Nana’s house, which is brown brick and looks like it landed from another planet.


Just like Nana.


It’s weirdly warm for April and we head inside in search of cool. Nana embarks on a tour like it’s our first visit.


‘All the period features intact!’ she says. 


I think she’s referring to the brown bits, which are everywhere: shoe-polish brown doors, rusty brown tiles. The carpet was once brown but has faded to a pale shade of mouse. For variety, there’s brown-and-yellow curtains, which prove that yellow does not bring out the best in brown. As we walk through the house Nana points out all the features like a real-estate agent on the hard sell. She ignores the uneven floor and the peeling paint. 


My room is Dad’s old bedroom, small and narrow with a sloping roof. We barely all fit in there. I take stock of the wall space. There’ll barely be room for my Cavs and Boomers posters. It smells dusty and flowery and so totally old-lady that if I sleep in here I reckon I’ll wake up with wrinkles and false teeth. Great look for my first day at Fairfield College. 


Mum tries to open the window but it’s jammed shut. Another train thunders past and the floorboards rattle.


‘Close to public transport!’ Nana beams.


The tour carries on into the bathroom.


‘And look! A lovely deep bath,’ Nana says.


‘Mum, we know. I grew up here, remember?’ Dad says.


Nana gives him a crocodile smile. ‘Don’t spoil the show, Bernie!’


The show stops when we reach the kitchen and we’re suddenly hungry, but all Mum finds in the fridge is curdled milk and three soggy carrots. 


‘I was going to stop at the shops after Zumba this afternoon,’ Nana says.


We stand around the fridge staring at the carrots. 


Dad says, ‘Sod this,’ and stomps out, and Mum grits her teeth. Becky and I start unpacking boxes. I’m so hungry I’d just about eat a soggy carrot. 


‘I can’t find Nelson,’ Becky says and she looks a bit lost. It’s years since she’s needed the soft toy elephant she used to carry around everywhere, falling asleep with his trunk wound through her squidgy toddler fingers. But I reckon if I had a favourite soft toy, I’d be needing it today too.


I work my way through the boxes until I find one marked Becky’s room, and I find Nelson tucked down the side of the box. Becky folds herself into his soft matted fur, winds his trunk around her fingers and leans against me. Yeah, I’m feeling it too, Bec.


Twenty minutes later, Dad is back and I smell salty, hot fish and chips as soon as he gets out of the car, and we forget that our life is in boxes and all the other stuff. On nights like this in Frankston we’d get fish and chips and eat them at the beach as light eased into dark and a cool breeze blew up off the water. Tonight we eat at Nana’s funny brown table covered in a flowery tablecloth, the fish and chips spread on butchers paper in the middle. It’s not the same, but it’s not bad either. 


Halfway through dinner, Nana stands up. ‘Let’s get this party started!’ 


Becky giggles and then stops, because it’s hard to tell when Nana is joking. Nana circles the table in her psychedelic tent-dress, singing some weird song about a voodoo child and swinging her arms like tentacles. Horse watches her warily.


‘Nan, careful,’ Mum says, ‘you might fall.’


Nana grabs a chip, dances around the table, knocking the chess-set onto the floor, and pops the chip into Mum’s surprised mouth. Then Nana stops still as a wave of scarlet spreads across her face. She closes her eyes and smiles. ‘Archie!’ she whispers, eyes closed, hugging her arms around herself. ‘After all this time! I don’t believe it.’


‘Who’s Archie?’ Becky asks.


‘I’ve missed you, Archie. It’s been so long,’ Nana says. To literally no one. She pauses. ‘This is my haiku for you:


‘Long time have I yearned
To hear your voice on the wind
Now you’re here, what joy!’


Her haiku makes perfect sense, except for one small detail. Poppa’s name was Jim. Who the hell is Archie?


‘That’s enough, Nana,’ Dad says.


Nana leans towards me and says, ‘He dances like a sick eel. You should see him.’


Seeing Archie writhing and wriggling like he has ants in his imaginary pants would be pretty cool, but I see nothing. 


Then Nana starts a happy high-kneed jig, made extra challenging by her kaftan. Mum and Dad exchange looks, and a weird sound explodes from Dad. I wonder if he and Nana are going to have one of their arguments. It takes me a minute to realise that he is laughing. It is raspy and hollow, like his laughing muscles are all out of practice, but he keeps going, louder and more raucous, and Becky lets out a honking guffaw and soon we’re all laughing and hiccupping and laughing again, even our singing-dancing-hallucinating grandmother, who’s apparently digging us out of a hole.


The last six months have been a king-sized festival of crap for my family, from Andy’s death, to finding out about Marfan, to Dad’s business taking a dive and us having to move house. As we sit watching Nana’s jig, I realise that I can’t remember the last time we all laughed together. Maybe, just maybe, it’s time for something to go right.
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Two weeks on, and the school holidays are done. I’ve caught up with Oscar and Spud once on Crusade but otherwise it’s been death-by-boxes boredom the whole time. 


Even Nana’s over unpacking boxes. She’s back on the haiku as she tackles another box in the kitchen.


‘Unfold the brown flaps
Peel off the sticky tape – rip!
Enjoy the surprise!’


Sounds like fun, until you realise the boxes are nothing like Christmas presents.


Nana peers inside the next box. ‘More pots and pans,’ she says, and we exchange a disappointed look.


The night before my first school day, I thrash around in my bed in my little brown room with the sloping roof. I listen to exwhy but the beats just fire me up even more. After a hundred tumble turns searching for that comfy place where sleep will come, I find a solution.


I need to be less tall.


Don’t get me wrong: tallness is good. Very handy around the house. Plus people like it. They look at tall people and say, ‘You’re so tall, that’s ama-a-a-zing,’ and the tall person looks chuffed, like they’ve studied late or eaten extra bran.


The thing is, being tall is like tattooing a look at me sign on your head. Which is cool if you’re just tall, and you don’t have a syndrome that gives you freakazoid body parts that screech WEIRD-WEIRD-WEIRD! like a burglar alarm, warning unsuspecting classmates to stay away. At Bonbeach, once people found out about Marfan, they edged away when they saw me coming, as if I’d developed a stinky farting habit. Even my team-mates. 


When the 9.47 train from the city rumbles past, I give up on sleep and prop my pillow against the wall. I curl and slouch myself into a shorter me, and I reckon I can lose three centimetres. But my neck hurts from trying to implode into my shoulders, and my reflection in the mirror looks like a giraffe with a social phobia. ‘My name’s Bug,’ I say to my pillow, practising for tomorrow, but I get nothing back.


And that reminds me what I’m in for tomorrow, and I feel a bit sick. I decide to get a glass of water.


As I walk down the hall, I hear Mum and Dad talking in the kitchen.


‘I don’t know, Trace,’ Dad says. ‘They can’t tell me when.’


‘Surely they must be able to give you some idea.’ Mum’s voice is desperate. ‘Just so we can plan. We need this to be over.’


‘We won’t know until they send a letter.’ Dad’s voice is flat.


I don’t know what they’re talking about, but I don’t like the sound of it. I walk into the kitchen, and Mum startles and puts a strained smile on her face. ‘Bug! You’re still awake?’


‘What’s the letter about?’


‘Oh, nothing,’ Mum says, patting a place beside her at the table. ‘What’s up?’


‘Can’t sleep.’


Mum rubs my back. ‘Lots going on, isn’t there.’


‘You know, for school tomorrow,’ I say. ‘I – I don’t want people to know. About Marfan.’


Mum is quiet for a minute. ‘We have to tell your teachers, Bug. They need to know for sport and everything. Why don’t you want people to find out? It’s nothing to be ashamed of.’


Dad rubs at his chin. He gets where I’m coming from.


‘I don’t want it to be the first thing people know about me. You saw what happened at Bonbeach. Soon as everyone knew, no one would go near me –’


‘Hang on,’ Mum says. ‘I thought that was because you had to quit the team.’


Who knows what caused what? ‘Yeah, well, it all happened together. Point is, my friends – everything sucked after that. And at a new school, it’ll be even worse.’


Mum breathes deeply. ‘How about this? I’ll speak to the principal, and we can ask the teachers to keep it quiet.’


‘How about this?’ I say. ‘I’ll meet my PE teacher, and I can tell him. I’m fourteen, Mum.’


Mum is already shaking her head, and I’m starting to pace when finally Dad speaks. ‘Compromise. What about Bug and I draft an email together for the school?’ He turns to Mum. ‘I think it’s important for Bug to lead this.’


Mum sighs. ‘Okay.’ She bites at her lip. ‘What sport will you choose, Bug?’


I refuse to think about sport when I can’t play the game I love. ‘Don’t know.’


‘The doctor did say that some sports would be fine. Bowling, walking.’


Maybe I should just dye my hair purple, join the oldies at the bowls club and skip high school altogether. ‘He also said that if I took my tablet, which I do, a regular game of basketball would be okay. Just not rep.’


‘Bug, we’ve been over this. You’re so competitive with basketball, I don’t think you can play without giving it your all.’


‘How else am I meant to make friends?’ 


Mum’s eyes plead with me. ‘You’re great at meeting new people. It’s too much of a risk, Bug – after everything that’s happened, we think it’s better to play it safe.’


Everything that’s happened is code for Andy’s accident and I want to throw a basketball through a window because the accident had nothing whatsoever to do with Marfan, but since Andy died, we can barely breathe without Mum reminding us of the risks. Dad sits stone-still, eyes blank. I wish he’d say something, but as soon as anyone refers to the accident, it’s as if he leaves the room.


Mum tries again. ‘Maybe you could use PE to do those exercises the physio recommended for your ankles.’


I’d rather eat kale for the rest of my life. And what kind of high school offers bowling as a sport?


Guess I’m about to find out.









THE SPIN-SHOT


It takes thirteen minutes and twenty-three seconds to walk the perimeter of Fairfield College, past the portable classrooms and red-brick buildings, along the netball and basketball courts, and around the oval fringed with gum trees. I time it twice each lunchtime. It would take longer if I got stopped by the guys on the footy oval, or chatted to the gamers huddled over their phones, or joined the hipsters hanging near the library.


I don’t.


By day four, I’ve spoken to no one and every morning when my alarm sounds, I wake with a sick feeling in my gut. Everyone knows everyone, and everyone has found their crowd, as you’d expect for term two of year nine. 


Everyone except me.


On my perimeter walk, I see one girl, Ginny, shooting hoops alone on the back court, and I loiter for a bit watching her lay-up, hoping she might ask me to join.


But she doesn’t. 


Part of me is relieved – I’m useless with girls, and I don’t even know her. But I’d do anything to get my hands on the ball.


I sit on a bench and scroll on my phone and the school website confirms my worst fears: this turdilicious school has no boys’ basketball team. I watch the NBA highlights a few times over but when a crowd wanders past, I jump up and get on the move. Sitting on my own screams friend-free loser louder than anything.


Thursday is PE. The teacher is a whopping big unsmiling guy who everyone calls Killer. He looks like an undertaker in a tracksuit. 


Mum’s been at me about the email Dad and I have to write, but I’ve put her off up until now by saying I don’t even know the PE teacher’s name. Imagine her face when I tell her he’s called Killer. 


Class starts in the school gym, and Killer holds a basketball at arm’s length like it’s riddled with scabies.


I’d take a basketball infested with scabies, or fungus. Nothing a bit of cream won’t fix. 


A tiny kernel of hope blossoms in my chest. Mum and Dad don’t want me to play, but it’d be wrong, maybe even dangerous, to defy Killer in my first class.


‘We’re finishing our ten-week block of basketball today, making up for the missed class last term,’ Killer says.


I’m nine weeks late?! 


‘Can we play footy next week?’ someone asks.


‘Wrestling,’ Killer says. ‘We’re doing wrestling. And I need your team sport forms by tomorrow.’


People groan, and I’m not a fan of wrestling either, but I’m choosing to live in the present – today is basketball! Killer distributes balls and orders the class into two lines to lay-up, approaching the goal from the left and right sides of the court. The tinny sound of bouncing balls sends a wave of excitement through me. It’s a standard training drill. And my chance to shine. Let’s face it, I may never get another chance to play at this school, and basketball has been my way to make friends for, like, forever.


People jostle for places in the queue. I already know who I want to avoid. Doof and his mates haven’t noticed me yet – surprising given I’m at least two heads taller than anyone else in year nine and I resemble an upright turd in Fairfield’s dark brown uniform. I’ve seen Doof, though, and how he treats the smallest girl in our class, Elodie, or Smell-o-die as he calls her. I don’t know if he picks on her because she has brown skin or because she’s really short, but I know his type. It’s only a matter of time before he zeroes in on me.


Doof lines up on the left with his mates, Tom and Poodle, so I bee-line for the queue on the right, where the tall girl, Ginny, marches to the front. The cool girls snicker as she passes. Ginny bounces the ball fast and low, and when Killer blows the whistle, she takes off, her arms and legs and the swing of her sandy-coloured ponytail in sync, the roll of her wrist over the ball as smooth as water. She looks like she’s moving slower than Doof, but she reaches the goal before him and her shot flies through the hoop. It was never going to do anything else.


Doof’s shot hits the backboard with a thwack and flies away. He returns to the queue with an ugly curl in his top lip. His face is flat as a frisbee and his eyes are small and mean. I’m way taller than him but height counts for nothing here – I’d trade it for his muscle any day.


In front of me, I watch Elodie discreetly slide backwards in the queue. She catches my eye, and when I nod, we swap places. I’m cool to move up the line.


Only thing is, Doof is onto her. ‘Smell-o-die, you trying to get out of the drill?’


Elodie cringes.


‘Smell-o-die!’ he calls, louder. ‘You piking again? Hey, Smell-o-die?’


‘Don’t call me that,’ Elodie whispers, almost to herself.


‘Whatcha say, Smell-o-die?’


She looks at him wide-eyed, like a calf being led to the slaughterhouse.


‘She said, don’t call her that,’ I say. Instantly I regret opening my mouth as Doof turns his attention on me.


‘What’s it got to do with you, skeleton?’


‘She doesn’t want you to call her that name. Simple.’ I take a sudden keen interest in my runners, size fourteen, fluoro green and pinching my toes. I don’t want to have this conversation now, or ever. I want to take my shot and show them I can play.  


‘I can say what I like, you overgrown bunch of bones.’


I curse our move to this poo-brown school with frisbee-faced peewee brains. At least at Bonbeach I knew which boys were going to give me trouble and by the end of year eight, they’d already tried all their best names for me: Stick Boy, Skinny Weed, Noodle Legs and, on a particularly uncreative day, Tall Guy. Now I get to enjoy a new set of morons repeating that experiment.


Although I have to say, as far as insults go, Bunch of Bones is not the worst.


Doof tries again. ‘What kind of dumb name’s Bug, anyway?’


It’s usually an intelligence test, how fast people put it together. I’m betting Doof isn’t razor-sharp in the IQ department. I raise my hands as if to say, Go figure? His gaze travels along my skinny, bony arms that would turn a cannibal vegan, all the way to my long, long fingers, which twist in ways they aren’t meant to and curl up like worms trying to hide.


I help him out. ‘It’s not my real name. Just what I get called.’ I think about throwing in a praying mantis joke but that would just be loading his gun. ‘How come you get called Doof, anyway?’


It seems a fair enough question to me. I don’t remember seeing Doof in the top hundred baby names. But Doof seems to take it personally, coming over to where I’m standing and getting right up close, close enough that I can see a chicken -pox scar on his temple and a dribble of snot from his left nostril. Close enough that I can hear the doof, doof music coming from his ear buds.


‘Got it,’ I say. ‘You play basketball?’


He shakes his head. ‘Footy.’ He backs off a little and grins. ‘You like being a total random?’


I grin, but I don’t get the joke. Is he referring to my newbie smell or my too-tall body?


‘You’re in the girls’ queue,’ Poodle says. His curls bounce up and down as he laughs. He and Doof run back to line up again.


It’s too late for me to change and I don’t think Killer would believe me if I explained I’m allergic to girls. It’s an unfortunate truth, given girls are everywhere at this school. 


I turn my thoughts to my lay-up. A spin-shot should spice things up. I haven’t done one for a while but your body doesn’t forget these things. 


A spin-shot involves dribbling towards the hoop, then turning away, pivoting in the air, jiujitsu-style, then launching the ball, all the while keeping your balance. It requires nifty footwork, a challenge for my size fourteens. But without an opponent it should be a breeze. 


I push my glasses up my nose and take off, aware of someone from the other group dribbling down the court to my left. 


I dribble low and chill, and pure joy fills my chest, because I’m on the court with the ball, something I haven’t done since the Marfan news. I feel free and happy, and it takes all my self-control not to yell a wild ‘Yeessss!’. I dribble until the hoop comes into view, and I swing away into my spin. 


But with the happiness bursting from my chest, I put too much oomph into my swing and my ball lurches away from my body, leaving me no choice but to lurch with it, which brings my left foot to where my right foot should be, and my legs wrap around each other like spaghetti.


This is not going as planned. As I try desperately to regain my footing, I hear the thunder of feet to my left, and someone is veering towards my side of the court, which is a BAD IDEA, because I’m still chasing my ball-feet-legs-balance. I lurch and tumble and try to release the ball when WHAM! I slam straight into a wall of muscle, and I’m falling sideways into it, my hand grabbing onto something, anything, to break my fall, but all I get is a handful of the muscley wall’s shorts. Wall and I go down together. I thump on the ground, wall on top of me, both our basketballs bouncing out of court.


Air pushed out of my lungs. Pride in a puddle where I started my spin-shot. I suck in a breath as the class guffaws. And as the wall on top of me comes into focus I notice the frisbee-flat face and the chicken-pox scar near the temple.


His shorts are around his knees, exposing a pair of red jocks with a hole near the elastic.


He tugs furiously at his shorts, but they’re wedged under my foot, and as I lift my leg to free them, I accidentally knee him in the groin.


He groans and rolls to one side, shorts still a long way from home.


And Bug Fyfe deals up a double whammy! the sports reporter inside my head exclaims. It takes a special talent to combine a dakking AND kneeing his opponent in the crown jewels. What will he come up with next?!


‘Sorry, Doof. That was an accident.’


Behind us, the class is still laughing. A few people have captured the moment on their phones. Ginny’s got her arms folded and her face screwed up tight.


I curse my humungous feet and klutzilicious tendencies. This was my chance to show everyone my stuff, and I’ve totally blown it.


Killer comes and stands over us. ‘I take it no one has broken a bone.’


‘Nup,’ Doof says, kicking himself away from me.


‘Good. Off you go. Based on that performance, you might want to put your names down for the new mixed team. Forms are due tomorrow, remember.’


‘Um, Sir?’ I ask.


‘Sir,’ Doof snorts. 


I take it teachers don’t get called Sir around here, but I press on. ‘Is that a mixed basketball team?’


‘No, it’s a bag of mixed lollies,’ Killer says in a monotone. ‘Of course it’s mixed basketball.’ He glances at me, sprawled on the boards. ‘And you seem to be naturally gifted.’


Killer means it as a dig, and Doof’s eyes glitter cold as snow, but I ignore them both. I’ve made it back on the court and I’m not letting go of that feeling. Marfan or not, girls and all, I have to work out how to get on that team.









THE FADEAWAY


When I arrive home after school, Mum’s standing at the stove, stabbing at a potato with a fork.  ‘I wish I could find that masher,’ she says to herself. She smiles when she sees me. ‘How was school, Bug?’


Same as yesterday and the day before, Mum, only today, I combined being Frankie-No-Friends with humiliating the class bully, whose revenge will no doubt be grisly. On the flip side, I did discover a basketball team, and being on court made me the happiest guy alive, but I haven’t figured out yet how to persuade you to let me play.


‘Mmh-hmm,’ I say. I throw my school bag on the floor and flop onto the couch next to Horse. Nana sits in the sunshine in her wicker chair with the chess board set up as though she is midway through a game. Except no one in my family plays chess. 


‘That’s good.’ Mum gives me a satisfied smile, and I reckon if I’d told her, ‘My teacher’s a serial killer’ or ‘They don’t give out detention at this school, they just amputate your leg’, she would have found something positive to say, like ‘How interesting it would be to meet a serial killer’ or ‘What an amazing challenge to live with only one leg’.


Horse rests his chin on my knee. I telepathically ask him whether he thinks it would be okay to secretly join that mixed team. He nuzzles in and gives me his slobbery approval, along with Mum’s leather belt, which I extract from his mouth, hoping she won’t notice three new holes chewed into the strap.


Horse’s vote of confidence spurs me on. I mean, they haven’t even formed the team yet. Mixed will be totally low-key – I’ll barely break a sweat. Horse licks at my hand in support. If Horse gets it, surely Mum will understand. 


‘I had my first soccer practice,’ Becky says, nimbly juggling a mini soccer ball between her feet. ‘There’s two teams for the Under-Tens, and Chula is coaching one, and Phoebe the other, and everyone wants to be in Chula’s team because she’s the best and no one wants Phoebe because she takes the beginners. And Chula’s team get to wear purple strip.’ 


It’s so unfair that Becky gets to play soccer when I can’t play basketball. My Inner Mean Guy gets annoyed by her excitement. ‘Aren’t you all beginners?’ I ask.


‘Bug!’ Mum says.


Becky puts hands on hips. ‘I was MVP last season.’


‘Archie,’ Nana whispers, her eyes closed. ‘Is it you?’ She presses her palms onto her chess board. 


Horse growls, and Becky and I exchange a look. Nana’s constant paranormal chit-chat with the mysterious Archie is taking weird to a new level.


 ‘Since you’re not going to ask, I had a good day too,’ Mum says. ‘We had enough staff for once at work, and then Nana and I went for a walk and said hi to Fido.’


‘Did he say hi back?’ Becky asks.


‘Woof, woof,’ Mum says and Bec giggles.


My family has officially lost it.


Dad wanders in from the garage and I want to hug him. His timing could not be better. He doesn’t play basketball but he’s always understood how much it means to me. He’ll talk some sense into Mum, I know it.


I have to ask them tonight. Killer threatened a whole term of table tennis for anyone whose form was late. 


I stand up. ‘I’ve got something I need to ask you both.’


Mum looks up at me but Dad doesn’t respond. He’s standing at the kitchen bench opening the mail. As he reads, his face closes in and I don’t know what he’s reading but it’s obviously not the gas bill. 


Becky jumps up and down on her chair. ‘I made a new friend today, Dad.’


We wait but Dad’s standing frozen at the bench holding the letter. 


‘I need to ask you about something to do with school,’ I say.


Dad reads the letter and Mum watches Dad. I remember them talking about a letter the other night. It must be something to do with Andy’s accident.
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