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For anyone who has ever dreamed big and trusted in the journey, even when the path wasn’t clear






PROLOGUE

The plane hasn’t even begun its descent, but already I can see my destination below. A giant hole in the ground that stretches outwards for eternity, swallowing up the natural landscape. I look down at the Daunia mine, imagining that I have my camera in my hands as I mentally frame the shot. I assess the grey clouds hovering above, the shadows dancing across the ground. What would I include in this composition? How would I position my lens in order to capture something the eye alone can’t see? Is it possible to find beauty amidst the scorched earth and empty plains? The sigh that sounds from my chest suggests otherwise. This is not a photograph worth taking. There’s no greenery here, no native flora to inspire creativity. Just long, rectangular pits and huge dirt piles stacked for kilometres behind them.

But as the seatbelt sign flashes and we prepare for landing, I can’t help but feel hopeful. I’ve finally landed a job in FIFO and, with the money that comes with long days spent operating heavy vehicles, I can work towards the future I want, one in which my days are spent chasing waterfalls, scrambling over mountain ranges for a panoramic vista, waiting out the storm in the hope of capturing the brief blink of a rainbow in the outback. It’s the life I crave – camera in hand, taking images that transport a viewer to a place they might otherwise never visit in person.

Not many of my colleagues share my enthusiasm, though. The mood isn’t exactly positive as we all board the bus headed for Coppabella Camp. I don’t blame them. Like a herd of sheep, we follow each other from the bus to the check-in station before heading to our dongas with their bare walls and minimal decor. I can never get over the size of the place. Here at Daunia, the mine is like a living entity, growing ever larger with each passing day. Even the camp is big, each section looking more like a small town, with the two gyms and a big pub that specialises in cheap beer and available pool tables.

I’ve gotten used to the days onsite. I sit behind the controls of the colossal Caterpillar D11 that took me months to master and for the duration of the day, I take my instruction from the voice that sounds over the two-way radio. Short, sharp bursts of conversation, then nothing but static. It’s a routine that sees me sit alone with my thoughts for hours on end and during that time I think about photography and my desire to leave this all behind. I don’t want to introduce myself as a miner with a hobby anymore. I want it to be my passion that defines me, for this pipe dream of pursuing a career in landscape photography to become real so that I can give myself over to the thoughts that consume me and not be interrupted by the gruff voice calling me and my dozer off to a circuit on the other side of the mine. I imagine heading out on the open road, my camera on the passenger seat beside me, a whole world waiting to be captured through the lens.

But the doubts always creep in, no matter how hard I try to drown them out with my own voice of positivity. Coworkers tell me, ‘You’ll be back, mate’ when I talk about leaving mining. They repeat, ‘Think of the money’ like a mantra, and I wonder how I’ll make it work with photography. I have no contacts, no gallery representatives clamouring to exhibit my work. And with no photography course or art program under my belt, could I ever be accepted into such a world? Will those professional photographers I look up to take me seriously?

Sometimes I look at my family and wish I didn’t want more. For Dad, mining is all he’s ever known. When he got a job in central Queensland that required us all to move to Bluff – a rural town just outside of Blackwater – my mum, my older brother Ethan and I joined him in the field. In Blackwater, it seemed as if there was only one viable career path. Everything revolved around mining. Homes were built around the mines and slowly a town formed, one which seemed to pulse to the rhythm of drills and passing road trains.

Any visions of a life beyond the mines were extinguished as soon as I locked eyes with those who had served thirty to fifty years on sites. It was like looking into the future. And as the years passed, I watched the friends I had made at high school follow the path laid out before us. It was as if the dust from the mines got under our skin, into our blood. And once it did, doing anything else just didn’t feel like an option. Your whole identity was reduced to a geographic location and a uniform of hi-vis and industrial workboots.

So I followed the cues and fell into line. I took the mining jobs and eventually got myself to Cairns for FIFO work, with a roster of seven days on followed by seven days off. I arrived with a suitcase filled with healthy snacks, protein powder, running shoes and enough cleaning supplies to equip a daycare centre, all so I could begin my fastidious wipe down of the donga interior. Someone else would stay in it during my seven days away, and safe to say they didn’t always harbour the same attitude towards cleanliness. I’d come back and find beers left in the fridge and the pungent smell of grease hanging in the air, the trademark of a diesel fitter. By my second year on the job, I was bringing towels to mop and wipe down the floors – even after the cleaners had been in, the place seemed filthy to me.

I tell myself this is all simply a means to an end. I tell myself that if I can just save enough money to keep me afloat for several months so I can pursue photography full-time, I’ll find an audience that loves my work and the natural beauty it evokes. If I can get my passion out there and have people see it, something will happen. It’s all about putting energy out into the world. You never know who or what it will attract.

Still, I’ve been saying this for months now and feel no closer to hitting my savings goal. Photography equipment isn’t cheap, and there’s the cost of travelling around Australia to photograph its endless beauty. With each passing year, I feel myself getting further and further away from my dream. It becomes harder to make the leap from the comfort of mining, the stability of a profession that guarantees a paycheque every fortnight. But as scary as it might be to take the risk into photography, I can’t help but think staying in mining is more terrifying. If life is about how you spend your days, what you work towards and who you choose to keep company with, then I don’t want to let a moment pass me by.

There’s no time to waste, no more bargaining I can afford to make. Yet another promise of a promotion in mining has come and gone, and with it comes the realisation that out here I’m just another number in a uniform of hi-vis and workboots. If I’m going to change the course of my life, it has to start now. For all those times I’ve told myself I have to leave mining to pursue my own photography, finally I have no choice but to believe it.






PART ONE STARTING ’EM YOUNG







CHAPTER 1

If you can’t tolerate the humidity that defines summer in Cairns – which most days feels like a wet armpit – you ought to make the hour journey to Mareeba. The rural town boasts a population of 23,000 people and feels less like a tropical paradise than it does a Clint Eastwood–directed western. It’s not uncommon to see cowboys roaming the streets with the sound of their bootheels echoing off the footpath. Come July, the whole town will have adopted a uniform of denim and Stetson hats, flocking to Kerribee Park for the yearly rodeo.

My parents – Stephanie and Allen – lived just 500 metres from each other as kids. Mum didn’t want anything to do with Dad back then. Dad and his five brothers grew up in Normanton, where their father managed Stirling Station after leaving his job as a crocodile hunter in Karumba. His was an ethos of independence and adventure. He allowed his kids to live a carefree existence, turning a blind eye as they set off in search of outdoor entertainment. When Dad moved to Mareeba to start high school with his five brothers in tow, his arrival seemed to reverberate around the town, sounding an alarm to all parents of teenage daughters and young men hardwired for mischief.

It wasn’t like they went looking for trouble, but for some reason or another, trouble followed the Burns boys like a shadow. Where other kids had to contend with curfews and the watchful glare of parental supervision, my dad and his brothers camped down by the local creek, running wild for as long as the sky held the light. When Stephanie first clocked Allen by the water, she took one glance at his broad shoulders and 6 foot 3 inch stature and knew he was exactly the type of boy her mother was telling her to stay away from. But underneath that intimidating façade was a gentle nature and a calm manner. Having grown up on cattle stations, Allen understood the value of hard work and though he was a man of few words, when he spoke, you were inclined to listen.

After high school, Stephanie moved to Mount Surprise, where she worked at the local pub. With a population of 169 people, even those who were merely passing through fell into the friendliness and civility that characterise life in a small rural town. Mum was twenty-one years old then and Dad, at twenty-seven, found himself commanding a 62-wheeled monster: a road train tasked with carting cattle from Georgetown to Townsville every week. His route took him past the Mount Surprise pub, where he’d pull over, hop down from the driver’s seat, and seek refuge in the pub’s ventilated interior. At the bar, he’d order a can of Coke, a steak pie and some Nobby’s nuts, only to forget his hunger in the presence of the petite country gal behind the bar, whose smile lingered in his mind long after he left the pub.

Mum may be sweet, but she also has her wild streak. Her heart was one that sought open plains and new adventures, and though she wouldn’t have admitted it to him then, she couldn’t help but find Allen handsome. Something about the bloke her mum had once warned her not to hang around was proving too hard to resist.

Allen played it cool though – as men typically do. Perhaps he was more shy than he let on, or maybe life at Stirling Station had hardened him into stoicism. Whatever the case, each time he visited the pub, he finished his meal and stood to offer Stephanie a smile, saying, ‘I s’pose I better be going, then.’

Who knows what it is that draws us to the people we come to spend the rest of our lives with? Fate, divine intervention, the stars aligning? But one night, Stephanie dreamt that she was sitting in the passenger seat of the road train, sneaking glances at Allen’s profile as the sky turned every shade of blue. The swelling in her chest was interrupted when the vehicle rolled and went careening off the road. When she woke up the next morning, shaking the fuzzy outlines of the dream from her consciousness, she received word that Allen’s truck had rolled on his way down to the meat works. Thankfully, he wasn’t hurt. But the heaviness that had weighed on her heart upon hearing the news seemed to confirm what Stephanie already knew. The rest, as they say, is history.



The road from Cairns takes you through cane fields left and right of the highway before you hit the Kuranda Range. The green becomes lush and dense as your car is swallowed up by rainforest. But as the drive continues and you near Mareeba, the landscape changes and those saturated greens give way to dryer bushland. You know you’ve arrived when you clock the welcome sign, which alerts you to the fact that the town has 300 sunny days a year. Sadly, those who have lived in Mareeba for long enough know it’s only an approximation.

Ten kilometres out of town, there’s a turn off the highway where the road narrows to a single lane. It will take you over Tinaroo Creek and the countless mango farms situated either side of it. Just a little further and you’ll see the number 240 on the white gate: home.

The driveway to our house stretches for a kilometre, gravel and dirt crunching under the wheels. The two gullies you have to cross are easy to navigate for most of the year, but it gets tricky in the wet season. When the area floods, we find ourselves stranded either at home or in town, waiting for the water to run back down towards the river. Truth be told, my brother and I are indebted to the wet season for all the adventures it gives us when floods mean we can’t get to school.

Our home is just a ground-level, three-bedroom Besser block house, but somehow it always feels like it’s surrounded by an invisible shield. As soon as you set foot on the property, the worries of the outside world fall away, unable to penetrate those four walls. It’s as if we exist in a cocoon, one where creativity, exploration and adventure are championed. At all hours of the day, the soundtrack is one of birdsong and the rush of water flowing into the river below. Those sounds carry me through my mornings as Ethan and I prepare for school, and they greet me again on that long walk from the bus stop to the front door.

There’s this one tree that stands in our yard, towering skywards as its branches fan out to create a canopy of green. I sit in the shade it provides, looking at the compositions that begin to take shape around me. Dad and his mates are constructing a shed across the yard to house the tractor and other farming utilities. Over a couple of weekends, they keep showing up, all of them focused on this one project, never messing around. And I sit, listening to the birds as their calls change with the seasons, feeling the lure of a life lived outdoors.

Mum and Dad love the farming lifestyle, but our home could only be referred to as a hobby farm. They never get into growing crops or breeding cattle for sale. It’s only ever been about the day-to-day work. Before the sun has begun its daily ascent, both of them are already outside, tending to whatever job needs doing. Ethan and I rise later to find them in the fields, managing a list of bigger projects and smaller tasks that keep them active. Sometimes, it’s fencing that requires their focus. Other days, they’re slashing the paddocks, ploughing, spraying and making sure the river pump is working so we’ll have running water.

It takes me a while to understand it – all this effort going into a place that doesn’t return a profit. But as a kid running wild out in the fields where I listen to them talk about anything and nothing at all, I begin to see life through their eyes. That is, I begin to understand what it is about this place and the lifestyle that is so intoxicating. It is written all over their faces; a shared enjoyment in work that bonds them. Their legacy will remain here at the farm in the things they’ve planted, and in the work ethic they’re passing on to Ethan and me.

We may not have a working farm, but animals still roam the property. Mum keeps horses that you’d think were her children by the way she softly speaks to them every morning. She spends hours every day training them, creating a bond unlike any other. You can see it in the way she rides – so smooth and seamless, animal and human moving as one. Then there are the countless chickens, some dogs, a cat and a few cows, too.

With the farm situated on 100 acres of land, Ethan and I grow up with access to a river, and the bush to get lost in. On weekends we head out with the dogs, scrambling down the steep bank that leads down to the Barron River. We keep an eye out for any sticks, selecting those that are long yet sturdy to fashion into fishing rods with some string. As soon as the sun stabs through our bedroom curtains in the morning, we run outdoors to the river, testing our patience in the hopes of catching something, although we always release whatever we catch back into the river, not wanting to kill anything simply for bragging rights at the family dinner table. I realise pretty quickly that although I love fishing, I am no good at actually catching anything. But it gives me something to do with my hands.

When the fish aren’t biting, I walk up one end of the river, throw in the inflated inner tube of a tractor tyre and jump on it, letting it float me down. Away from the river, Ethan and Mum are always off catching snakes and lizards. The two are cut from the same cloth, befriending those creatures most would shriek at the sight of. But Mum sees the beauty in everything, and we often run up to her only to find a frill-necked lizard sitting on her shoulder, as if she’s some sort of outback pirate. I like watching the colour of the sky transform on days like these, as we pass the time outside, exploring every inch of land.

Despite all the beauty at our doorstep, one day, I make the mistake of letting it slip to Dad that I’m bored. I’m expecting him to chew me out, but instead, he looks at me with that smile that reaches up to the wrinkles around his eyes and says, ‘Well, there’s a hundred acres out there, Mitch. Go out and do something.’ And then Mum hands me a disposable camera. Flashing me a conspiratorial smile, she nods to the front door. With that foreign object clutched in my palm, I take Dad’s advice and ‘do something’.

With the camera fixed to my eye, the farm comes alive. Ethan standing on a rock with his fishing rod made of sticks, the sunset over the paddocks. I begin to notice the varied textures that make up this haven Mum and Dad have created – there in the grass, on the coats of animals, and in the rocks down by the local creek. I hold my breath and click the button, hoping the camera will capture more than the eye alone can see. The light, the colours. Will they still be there when the film is developed? Click, click, click… and then nothing. I let out a sigh. There is never enough film in the camera for all the things I want to capture.

Sometimes I think back to my comment to Dad and his response: ‘Go out there and do something.’ It has stayed with me. It’s a gift he and Mum gave us: the freedom and independence to create our own entertainment, and the knowledge that we already have everything we need. But in that freedom, there is also a lesson – one I’m only starting to comprehend now.






CHAPTER 2

On the farm, Ethan and I amuse ourselves outdoors, and when we find ourselves in trouble – an injury out by the river, a punctured bike tyre – we problem-solve. We learn quickly that ours are not the kind of parents you can go grumbling to. When I go fanging down the driveway on a dirt bike with no brakes only to find the gate closed, no amount of trying to slow the bike down with my feet in the dirt can save me. The best I can do is brace for impact as I crash into the gate, bending it like a banana. Mum is pissed off at first when she comes out and sees the gate caved in, unable to close properly. But after Dad joins her, the only scolding I receive is a strong dose of ‘I told ya so’ – it was no secret that the old bike had no brakes, so it was only a matter of time before I crashed. And the bent fence? My dad just bends it right back the other way. Good as new.

While most boys are playing with cars of the Hot Wheels variety growing up, Ethan and I get the real deal. At one end of the driveway, we slip behind the wheel of the car as Mum or Dad instruct us from the passenger seat on where to place our hands on the wheel, how to gently tap the accelerator. By the time I start high school, my reversing skills are among the best in the family.

You think you’re going to stay in your childhood home for eternity. Or that your parents will, at least. You think the house with the giant tree casting shade across the front yard and the birds whose song you know by heart will always greet you each morning and welcome you back home at night. But when Dad finds work on a mining site in Blackwater, the commute between work and home proves too great. He tries to make it work for a while, driving the twelve hours home after a lengthy swing at work only to find his two teenage boys largely unresponsive during dinner. Eventually, though, he concedes to reason. There is no family discussion, no talk across a dinner table that allows for questioning or arguments. My parents simply tell Ethan and I that we are all moving to Bluff.

On the morning of the move, we look like something out of The Beverly Hillbillies. Standing in the driveway of the farm for the final time, with a horse trailer fitted to the family car filled with our dogs, cats and furniture, we are ready to commence the twelve-hour journey to what will be our new home. We leave early – it is not yet five o’clock – and the sky still wears the silky navy sheen of twilight. Only as we make our way past the mango farms does the sun travel skyward, offering a final farewell to the slice of paradise I’ve come to love.

We drive along country roads until we finally reach the highway. With my face pressed against the window, I watch the landscape change to dusty oranges and muted browns. Gone are the houses and colourful shops of home. There isn’t even any geographic landmark to help a flailing tourist get their bearings, unless you count the one pub or the railway tracks. All I can see are passing road trains and the kind of defiant scrubland that seems to poke its head aggressively above ground.

I glance at Ethan, who seems largely unfazed by it all. Am I the only one feeling this sense of loss? Each kilometre that drags me further away from Mareeba weighs heavy on my chest. But I don’t want to let on about the sadness that crashes into me each night, pulling me under into the depths of despair. I don’t tell Mum how devastated I am to leave my schoolfriends behind; to lose those friendships forged in the classroom and canteen lines and on bus rides home. I’m at that point in life where most kids are forming the friendship groups that will stick with them into young adulthood. But I’ll be entering Year 8 at a new school with faces that are foreign and friendship groups that are unwelcoming to newcomers, having already met their capacity.

It is dark when we finally make it to our new home in Bluff, but even if a solar eclipse had come to illuminate the building, it couldn’t have lifted my spirits. I’d never wanted to move.



Days in Bluff pass at a glacial pace, with nothing to differentiate one from the next. At Blackwater State High School, I feel unmoored, unable to solidify with my new classmates the friendships that I had formed so easily back in Mareeba. Ethan manages just fine. He possesses a confidence that sees him burst through any door like a butterfly out of a cocoon, and people simply gravitate towards him. But I’m quiet, more reserved. And while I sit with him and his mates at first, eventually I find kids my own age to hang out with, Matt and Chris.

During lunchtime, we sit and eat our peanut butter sandwiches, occasionally celebrating the day one of us arrives with leftover rissoles instead. My best mate in Bluff is Ricky, a family friend who is a couple of years younger than me. Pale and lanky, with legs that look like matchsticks dangling from his shorts, Ricky seems to view a sense of humour as a person’s greatest asset and takes it upon himself to be the class clown. Though a little awkward at first, he has the charm of a country boy and we become thick as thieves. After school, we ride our bikes or I go round to Ricky’s place to play Call of Duty, which he has hooked up to the family’s dial-up internet, allowing us to play it online.

At first, it is the coal trains keeping me awake at night. Giant carriages stacked like Tetris blocks in a long line, screeching to a halt with a sound that leaves you reeling. And then they set off again, desperately trying to gain momentum despite the heaving weight of each carriage. Then come the crows – their squawks piercing the air and leaving in their place an echo of loneliness.

All of this I get used to. In a matter of weeks, I am able to sleep through the night even as the trains continue their rattling. But the dust proves something else. Like a living entity, it attaches itself to your skin and refuses to let go. Layers build upon layers until there is no inch of skin that doesn’t look dirty. Coal particles burrow into skin folds and nailbeds. No matter how many showers you take, those who live and walk around Bluff are unable to escape it. Around here, it’s a uniform worn with pride.

I thought I was the only one annoyed by it – this hot and dusty atmosphere that casts a permanent haze on the horizon. But then I see the agitation on Mum’s face as she walks out the door to find her parked car covered in those crushed black particles. I see her lips press into a thin line when she goes to the washing line to find freshly washed clothes already filthy. Underground coal mines from decades past lie scattered around the fringes of town. One afternoon, Ethan and I discover a mine shaft that has long been abandoned, down the bottom of town. Mining sites that lie cordoned off with rope or warning signs about something called ‘asbestos’ loom like the ultimate temptation for two teenagers starved of entertainment. Thankfully, common sense prevails on this occasion and we make the decision not to go down it.

Instead, we go walking out into the street and bushland surrounding our house. There are lumps of coal that lie scattered on the dry ground, and we kick them to each other like soccer balls, watching as the dust flies off them. Our other primary form of entertainment in Bluff, though, is something we call ‘taping.’ Late at night, Ethan and I run out and put strips of duct tape onto the road. Then, hiding on either side of the road, we watch as cars drive over the tape, which makes a strange bang – as if a tyre has gone flat. We piss ourselves laughing as the occasional driver pulls over to check their tyres for damage, looking confused when they find out that there isn’t any. I don’t know how we got the idea for such a stupid game, but it’s about as much fun as two teenagers can have in Bluff, and at least it isn’t causing any actual harm.

When Dad told us we’d be moving to a mining town, I didn’t know what to expect. But as soon as we arrive, I realise that I will never feel at home here. Everything revolves around shift work, so that even time takes on a new meaning. Peak hour used to be at 8 am, followed by the 5 pm commute home. Now, traffic roars to life in the early hours of predawn and then again at 7 pm, after the day shift has finished. Most of the miners walk around in hi-vis shirts and workboots, even when they aren’t on duty. To me, it seems as if they’re all just going through the motions, counting down the days of rostered work before they’re finally free. When they’re not working, most drive down to their family homes on the coast. A few stragglers will stay on, fashioning some kind of a life here in Bluff that mostly revolves around the pub and a paycheque. You can feel a sense of emptiness, as if every mine has left a gaping hole no amount of people could ever fill. The windows of many of the homes are covered with aluminium foil, the inhabitants blocking out the sun so they can sleep the day away.

School days drag on. Ethan and I make the one-kilometre walk from our house to Bluff Park for the bus. Each day, the doors open with a creak as driver Jenny greets us with her raspy voice and biceps that make us pipe down the instant she yells out for us to be quiet. At school, the teachers do little to inspire passion or creativity. I find myself in classes like woodwork and welding, surrounded by those whose parents – like mine – are all in mining. It’s the only thing this town seems sure of, an identity as thick and impenetrable as the dust clinging to our skin.



Since I first held that disposable camera, I’d found myself daydreaming about cameras of all kinds: digital, film, point-and-shoots. Compositions form behind my eyes. I watch every YouTube video available to me, soaking up the knowledge on cameras: the gear, how to operate it, how best to develop a style.

A teacher walks past and observes the digital camera I have displayed on my screen.

‘What’s that?’ he asks.

‘Just a camera I want to buy,’ I answer.

There is no discussion, no flicker of interest in what he probably perceives as a hobby I’d adopt and give up just as quickly. I want to shrug it off, but on the bus ride home my mind plays the interaction over and over. In the unrelenting heat, I feel my uniform stick to the rigid vinyl upholstery. Drained of all energy, I angle my body in line with the thin slit in the window that offers the only airflow in this incubator of body odour and sweat. I gaze out at the desolate space they call a town.

How does anyone get out of here when mining is the only path we seem destined for? When even your teachers are guiding you towards a life of shift work and coal testing, how the hell do you stay true to your dreams? It isn’t even that I want the answers, or someone to appear with the roadmap and hand it to me free of charge. I just want someone to tell me it is possible. That, in time, with hard work and persistence, I’ll get there. I want to be told that I’m allowed to want something different, something more than what Bluff offers. I want someone to tell me that I can experience a life where the horizon sets the land ablaze with the full force of its colour instead of the hazy mirage we’re treated to here. But the truth is, I wouldn’t know where to find such a person. In Bluff, mining is all anyone has ever known.



Perhaps they sense our dismay at trading a 100-acre farm for a one-acre block off a dirt highway no-one would ever think to visit unless their work demanded it, but Mum and Dad surprise Ethan and me that first year with a Christmas present to end all presents: KTM dirt bikes. In Mareeba we’d gotten into riding, but with nothing else to do in Bluff, it’s safe to say it takes on a new significance. Our bedroom walls are covered in images of cars and motorbikes. Ethan even subscribes to a couple of magazines, as if simply looking at the images will show him how to take on his own gravity-defying jumps.

Together with Ricky and some of Ethan’s mates, we begin carving out dirt tracks in a spare paddock just outside of town. The old bloke who owns the lot says we can use it. As we start piling up dirt and packing it down to create some jumps, we catch the attention of a local bike aficionado. He’s in his thirties, but he must be able to see the youthful excitement written on our faces, because he comes around on his Bobcat and helps us push the dirt around to set up bigger mounds to jump. When we get our hands on some steel ramps to add some height, the jumps become even more exhilarating. Clearly satisfied with his efforts, our older bike-riding companion downs a Red Bull and takes off, launching into the air to perform a spectacular backflip over a jump.

With no police in town, we ride our bikes up to the lone general store, where I down a chocolate milk in a couple of gulps, followed by a Chiko Roll or some greasy dim sims. My favourite snack, though, is something called a ‘pork riblet’. I don’t know if it’s really made of pork, or really even a rib, but my god is it good. Refuelled, we turn the throttles on our bikes, press down firmly on the kickers and feel the engines roar to life as we speed on home, giddy on the fumes of adrenaline and cola syrup.

I never feel nervous on the bike. Sure, I collect my share of bruises and scratches, but all that’s to be expected. The sport lends itself to risk-taking. Each time I get on my bike, I challenge myself to go faster, harder – even if I can feel my heart beating so loudly that it threatens to break my ribcage. Still, I am nowhere near the kind of daredevil Ethan is. He tackles any jump with reckless abandon, showing no fear or sense of self-preservation. Sometimes, I get my camera out and capture him and his mates mid-air, as I try to get the perfect aerial shot.

I try to channel Ethan’s recklessness as I stare down at the jump before me: a standard tabletop style made of dirt, and probably only 30 feet high. Even so, I feel blood pulsing in my fingertips as sweat pools in my gloves. If I’d had any foresight, I would’ve known not to do it. But with Ethan and his mates waiting on the other side after having already made the jump, I can’t back out. The only thing to do is go for it. No holding back, no reservations. Just commit to the jump.

At first, it seems to be going well. I’m floating, victorious! I’m soaring like an eagle in the wind! The ground beneath me falls further and further away. But then I feel the bike turn beneath me. The handlebars twist, and I can’t seem to straighten them. I pull the bike to the side, trying desperately to adjust it. But it’s too late. At the point of impact, the bike swerves beneath me as I hit the ground at an angle. The fall isn’t enough to dislodge any joints or break any bones, but it knocks the breath out of me. I lie unmoving, my chest constricting as I struggle to take in air. It feels like I’m sucking oxygen through a straw and then… I pass out. My mind goes blank and for an instant, I forget the events of the past twenty-four hours. Then, as if turning on a television, the world floods back into focus. I see the shape of Ethan hovering above me. ‘You right, mate?’ he asks, concern colouring his voice.

It takes all my effort to nod. It is unconvincing, but enough to get the guys off my back. I take a glance back at the jump and the person I was before: not so much unafraid as ignorant of consequences. ‘I think I might head back,’ I mutter to the small audience that has gathered around me. They nod in my direction, but their voices are lost over the sound of their engines. With my tail between my legs, I heave my bike off the ground and kickstart it back to life. I head home knowing my days of motorbikes and ramp building are over.

Seeing as Mum and Dad had gifted me the bike, the fair thing would be to hand it back and tell them they can do what they want with it. But I am more business savvy than that. For the past few months, all I’ve been thinking about is that camera my teacher caught me eyeing on the internet during class. A Nikon D60 digital SLR. Small, compact, yet – according to the reviews I read online – sturdy to hold. With its black outer and a lens that looks like a giant eye, it presents a portal to another world – one I want access to.

I’ve been doing research and know it’s considered an entry-level camera, one that’s basically a step up from the point-and-shoot models. But it has manual settings included, along with automatic ones. All I want is to shoot on manual, to have more control over the camera. With no courses available to me and no classes offered at school, I know I’ll have to ease myself into the world of photography – or at least begin my learning experience in a way that is practical and fun.

So I make the decision. I’m going to sell the bike.

I pull up Gumtree and write what I think is an accurate description of the vehicle. Only a few days pass before I get an offer of $3,000. I can’t contain the smile that stretches wide across my face. It’s enough to get the Nikon! I don’t exchange much in terms of details with the buyer, but he mentions that he is purchasing the bike for his own kid. When he greets me in the driveway, he looks me up and down with suspicious eyes. Doing business with a 15-year-old, I imagine him thinking. Surely this thing’s got to be dodgy. It’ll probably blow up or lose a wheel as soon as I get it home. My expression must have betrayed my desperation, though, because without so much as an interrogation over the bike’s history or my reasons for selling, he hands over the money.

I try to stop myself from sprinting indoors as I wave the cash above my head. But I can’t contain my excitement. Mum’s head lifts as soon as I enter the house and her startled eyes search my face for the reason behind my high spirits. I tell her about my first sale, expecting some kind of reproach. But none comes. She doesn’t demand repayment, nor does she question the selling of something I was once so fond of. She simply listens to my plan as I describe the camera I want to buy. There is no talking me out of it, Mum can see that. So she simply stands and walks towards the door, grabbing her car keys from her bag. Outside, she nods to the passenger seat. I realise this is the beginning of the two-hour journey to North Rockhampton’s Harvey Norman: the home of electrical supplies and a camera that will change my life.
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