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It’s the first time I lay eyes on her and I literally have to pinch myself. I’m hanging with my mates at the edge of the oval during the first recess of the day; she wanders out across the grass with a few other girls and they sit in the middle of the cricket pitch. We immediately stop giving each other shit and stand there mesmerised. Jeremy is speechless – rare for Jeremy. Steve stands with his arms folded across his chest, studying the distant scene through squinted eyes. I can’t say what it is that has rendered us immobile. Maybe it’s the way she moved. She had an I-don’t-care-what-you-think swagger to her gait that hit me for six and her hair swayed from side to side in perfect uniformity with her movement. But maybe it’s her cream-coloured legs that have me awestruck – they look smooth and flawless from afar. I think to myself that Disney’s Snow White would have legs like that if she materialised into a real person.

‘That’s a swell lookin’ girl,’ says Steve.

Jeremy lies back on the grass, attempting a cool, nonchalant pose à la James Dean, but it’s overdone, too try-hard. Mike looks at me and smiles, the least affected of us all. He’s obviously amused by our primitive reactions.

‘I know her name,’ says Jeremy matter-of-factly. It’s a cruel, cruel world! How could it be that he knows her name? And why hasn’t he told us about her? I look at Steve. His expression is pained. We both desperately want to know her name, but we also know that Jeremy will drag this out for as long as possible.

‘Go on, then, smart arse,’ says Steve, ‘tell us her name.’ Jeremy doesn’t respond straight away. It’s clear he’s enjoying being in control of the situation. In frustration, I think that he’d be the type to enjoy torturing someone, if the opportunity ever arose.

‘If I do tell you, you have to promise me you’ll carry out any dare I give you right now.’ He points a forceful index finger at the ground twice as he says the words ‘right now’. He doesn’t look at us as he puts the challenge to us. He just stares up at the clouds, chewing on a dry bit of love grass, knowing full well that we’re gonna take the bait.

‘You’re a prick, Jeremy,’ says Steve. ‘You’re going to embarrass us in front of her and her name won’t mean shit to us then, because we won’t have a chance with her.’

‘As if you’d have a chance anyway, Steve. Look at you! You’re not her type at all. She’d go for a pretty boy. You can always tell the girls who’ll go for pretty boys.’ He is really enjoying himself. I want to kick him in the balls and rip the love grass from his teeth. But, for some reason, I don’t think she’s the pretty-boy type. There’s something about her. It makes me believe – I want to believe – that she’s … smart. That’d be something, a good-looking girl who’s also a brainiac. Middleton wouldn’t know what’d hit it.

‘OK. What’s the dare?’ I ask.

Jeremy sits up. ‘Oooohhh, Stan-ley!’ He draws my name out in a singsong tease. ‘Are you sure you’re up for this?’

‘Yep.’ I don’t want to muck around. I want to know her name.

Jeremy can tell I’m not in the mood for games. He takes the grass out from between his teeth. ‘OK, Stan. This is it. You’ve got to walk out to the middle of the oval, go up to them and ask them if they’ve seen the ghost of the cricket pitch.’

‘What the…? That’s nuts! He’s gonna look like a freaking idiot!’ cries Steve.

‘Exactly.’ Jeremy resumes chewing on his love grass.

‘You want me to go out there and ask them if they’ve seen the ghost of the cricket pitch?’

‘Yep. And if you don’t do it in the next few seconds, the deal’s off. You won’t find out her name, possibly for the rest of the day, and I know you won’t be able to handle that, Stan.’

The bastard knows me well. I won’t be able to concentrate for the rest of the day if I don’t find out what her name is and I’m not gonna hang around like a sad case waiting for some other sap to tell me. So I don’t delay. I turn and set out for the cricket pitch as a chorus of gasps ring out behind me. I’ve been handed a flimsy excuse to engage with the opposite sex and I’m not going to let the chance pass me by. I am hell curious. Does she look as good close up as she does from a distance? Are her legs really that milky, creamy white? Is her hair really that deep chocolate brown that seems to dance in the sun? And what colour are her eyes?

I begin to feel scared as the girls notice me approaching. I hear their mocking little giggles. I have to make myself keep walking forward while my brain is telling me to turn and run for my life. She whispers something to the rest of the group and they all quieten down. I feel like wetting my pants as the gap between us gets smaller and smaller.

‘Hi, Stan, what’s up?’ Bridget Brown cocks her head to the side and eyes me like a police officer about to ask fifty questions.

I sneak a peek. Incredibly, she is even more beautiful close up. She looks like a 1950s screen goddess. Her skin is a perfect shade of pale and there are no pimples on her face that I can see. Green. Her eyes are green.

I start speaking, and, miraculously, I am making sense. My voice is steady and composed. I feel like I am completely detached from my speaking self. I am at the controls and the mechanics of the remote unit are operating splendidly.

‘To begin with, I want to apologise. Jeremy’s dared me to come out here and ask you all if you’ve seen the ghost of the cricket pitch.’

‘Is there a ghost?’ Her voice is confident and playful.

I turn to her and try my darnedest not to tremble or miss a beat. ‘Well, no. There’s no ghost.’

‘So, trot back to Jeremy and tell him you carried out his pathetic dare,’ says Bridget, coolly.

‘I could do that. Or I could tell you about a real ghost in Middleton.’ I steal another glance. Her eyes have widened.

‘I love ghost stories. Sit here and tell us all about it.’ She pats the ground next to her, and I notice her beautiful, slender hand. I almost lose it right there and then. I drift off into a daydream in which I am centre-stage in a musical, dressed in a cobalt-blue tuxedo, dancing down the cricket pitch and singing about love with my arms flung wide, happily exposing my vulnerable self. Thankfully, I manage to kill the daydream and reconnect with reality. I sit down next to her, in the space that her hand had occupied just moments before.

‘I’m Rhonda, by the way. Rhonda Parker.’ She offers me her hand. I manage to shake it without trembling.

‘Hi. I’m Stanley Kelly.’

‘We both have the same number of syllables in our names – two-two. Rhon-da Par-ker, Stan-ley Kel-ly.’

I feel like adding that our names sound heavenly together, but I think that might be pushing it a bit. I just smile at her like an idiot, for what seems to be a noticeably lengthy time, before I snap back to reality.

‘So, you’re new to town?’

‘Yeah. I just moved here with my Mum. We’re from Perth.’

‘Well, welcome to Middleton,’ I say cheerfully. ‘You should love it here. There’s so much to explore – roads that lead to other roads that lead to other roads …’

‘Enough with the crap joking, Stan. Tell us about this ghost.’ Bridget isn’t amused at all. She can see that I am woefully smitten. Helen and Sophie look interested, though. They move in closer to form a tight circle. I wonder what the guys are thinking, seeing me huddled with the girls on the cricket pitch, Rhonda Parker and I sitting tantalisingly close together. Jeremy would be spewing big time. I rejoice inside.

‘So … one night, my sister Rose and I had to babysit for a teacher.’

‘Which teacher?’ asks Helen.

‘I’m not going to say. I don’t want to name names.’

‘Good idea,’ says Rhonda. ‘Small town and all. You’ve got to be careful what you say.’ So, she’s considerate too.

‘When was this, Stan?’ asks Sophie.

‘It was last year – 1987. I was fourteen and Rose was thirteen. Mr and Mrs X, I’ll call them, left for the evening. Their kids were already in bed asleep, so Rose and I watched some TV.’

‘Oh, my God, I can tell this is going to be super spooky, isn’t it?’ Sophie sits forward, hunched, as if to protect herself from something unseen. She clasps her hands together tightly, turning her finger joints as white as a ghost gum.

‘Are you OK, Sophie? Want me to continue?’

‘Yes, please, Stan. I’ll be all right.’

‘Well, after an hour or so, Rose and I decided to check out the fridge, which they’d said we could help ourselves to.’ I needed to clarify this; I didn’t want Rhonda thinking I was a sneaky pig. ‘Rose got up, and, on the way to the kitchen, as she was passing through the dining room, she started screaming her head off.’

‘Oh, my God,’ whispers Sophie.

‘I’d never heard her scream like that. She was terrified and shaking. I was so freaked out that it took me a while to react. Part of me didn’t want to go and help her, because I didn’t think I could handle knowing what the hell she was screaming about. Then she pointed at the window.’

‘Oh, my God!’ Sophie again.

‘I sure as hell didn’t want to look through the window. But my adrenalin kicked in and I knew I had to protect Rose from whatever it was that was scaring her. I ran across the room, reached Rose and looked out the window … but I didn’t see anything there.’

Sophie is audibly relieved.

‘Rose was shaking and crying like crazy, so I guided her into the hallway. We sat down in the dark and I held her until she calmed down. She said she’d seen a figure floating outside the window. It was an old woman, probably in her sixties. She was all grey – her body, everything. And she was transparent. She just floated there, looked in at my sister and held her gaze.’

‘How do we know you’re telling the truth?’ asks Bridget.

‘Because I wouldn’t make this shit up.’ I sneak a quick peek at Rhonda. I shouldn’t have said the word ‘shit’. Maybe she doesn’t like it when guys swear. I’d have to be more careful with my loose tongue.

‘We didn’t mention anything to Mr and Mrs X that night. We just said that everything went OK and that there were no problems. We wanted to get the hell out of there, basically. Mrs X drove us home and when we got home, we told Mum what’d happened. She could see the change in Rose, so she believed us. The next week, Mum saw Mr X at school and told him what Rose had seen that night. He said, “Oh, she saw the Grey Lady, did she? I’m very sorry about that – she hasn’t appeared for some time. But we’ve seen her, and the people who owned the house before us saw her as well.”’

All the girls sit there with their mouths hanging open like clowns from a sideshow, staring at me in disbelief. ‘Oh, my God! That is the spookiest thing I’ve ever heard!’ says Sophie.

I can tell they want to hear more. They want an explanation. It’s always like that when you have a conversation about something that’s not of this world, something that can’t be easily or scientifically explained; people always want more. But there isn’t more. It is what it is. I like to think of myself as a rationalist – that reason and deduction form the basis of truth. But I sure as hell can’t explain that ghostly figure and my sister sure as hell didn’t make it up. She was spooked and she couldn’t sleep for weeks.

The siren sounds.

‘Can you show us the house, Stan?’ Sophie pleads.

‘I’m sorry, I can’t do that, Soph.’

‘What a bummer! I’ve never seen a ghost. I’d love to see one!’

All of us look at Sophie, knowing full well that she’d probably die of fright if she ever did see a ghost.

‘Well, I haven’t seen a ghost myself either, but after seeing Rose’s reaction, I’m not so sure I want to. Who wants to see dead people floating around? What if they come up to you while you’re sleeping? That would be screwed up!’ I look at Rhonda. She’s smiling at me.

‘So, when can we hear more of your stories?’

‘That’s all I’ve got.’

‘I don’t believe it!’ She winks at me and rushes off to class.

I join up with the guys again. ‘Rhonda Parker. Her name is Rhonda Parker,’ I announce triumphantly.

Jeremy is not impressed at all. He storms off to class. I high-five Steve, and Mike shakes his head at me with a big disbelieving smile plastered across his face. He can’t believe I had the balls and the cunning to manipulate the stupid dare to my advantage.
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Life isn’t fair. The first time we realise this, it’s like a swift kick in the guts. You’re coasting along as a kid, blissfully unaware that life isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. You have everything you need and everything you want. You want ice cream? You’ve got ice cream. You want to kick the footy in the park? Go ahead. Knock yourself out! You want to go swimming up at the weir? Be my guest. But then the day comes when you ask for something and your parents flatly refuse you.

‘Hey, Mum, can I go stay at Steve’s this weekend?’

‘No, Stan. Your aunty is coming down for the weekend and we’re all going to spend some time together as a family.’

‘Huh?’

‘You can’t go. You’re needed here.’

‘What do you need me for?’

‘We need you here as part of the family, Stan.’

See? Life isn’t fair. It’s full of all these little rules that you have to abide by, which don’t make much sense. My aunty doesn’t want to hang out with me. What’s she going to talk to me about? Girls? Not likely! And if she does talk to me about girls, it’ll probably be some lame question like, ‘Do you have a girlfriend, Stan?’ And then I’ll have to say no. And after I say no, she’ll probably stare at me uncomfortably for a while, wondering whether I’m gay. But the number one thing that annoys me in life is that I’m obliged to go to church with my family every weekend. Holy Mother of God, indeed! I live with my parents and I have to obey them. But I’m fifteen years old and them’s the breaks. In order to deal with this tedious, vapid reality, I often daydream about my ideal living arrangements:

1.   Mum and Dad rent a house just for me.

2.   The house is on the other side of town from theirs.

3.   Mum and Dad give me a generous weekly allowance to cover the costs of living (food, booze, cigarettes, music).

4.   Mum cooks meals for me and drops them off.

And when she drops them off, she doesn’t hang around. If she does stay, she makes herself useful and does a bit of cleaning up for me. Like I say, it’s a daydream. An unattainable fantasy.

Anyway, it’s Sunday and here I am sitting in church. Jesus is stuck high up on the wall behind the altar, nailed to a cross; a reminder to us all of the suffering he endured so that our sins could be forgiven. His head hangs to the right, limp and lifeless. Over the years that I’ve attended this church, I’ve studied Jesus’ dying expression many times. His sinewy body has been etched into my brain. I know every muscle, every detailed trickle of blood from each of his historic wounds and every smear of his dirt-infused sweat. Catholics aren’t particularly subtle.

As I consider Jesus’ body for the umpteenth time, I notice there’s not a speck of dust on him. I wonder how often he gets dusted down. You’d need a ladder to get way up there. I look around at the other statues and the Stations of the Cross. They appear to be impeccably clean too. That’s devotion for you. Or perhaps it’s just part of the façade. If you want to keep selling something, you’ve got to make it look good. I’ve experienced Jesus’ agonising journey through the Stations of the Cross many, many times. Going to church can be like learning your times tables in primary school. You’ve got to go over everything again and again so that the stories of the pain and suffering are as easy to recall as two times two equals four.

My family and I are squeezed into a single pew. My sisters pick at their fingernails and Mum sits forward, completely absorbed in Father Ryan’s sermon. She nods every now and then, a demonstration of her unwavering devotion. It’s so embarrassing. I wish I could just click my fingers and disappear. Dad is seated next to Mum, jiggling a leg up and down and thinking about his next beer, I suspect.

It was around six months ago that I started feeling embarrassed about going to church. It made me look at everyone and everything through very different eyes. I realised that a certain number of the congregation are serious, devout Catholics, who, unlike some others, don’t just turn up to church every week in order to guarantee their safe passage through the gates of Heaven. God bless you, no! These devotees wear a glazed expression on their faces, and, when their eyes rest upon yours, it’s as if they’re looking straight through you, at something in the distance. Once or twice, I’ve turned around to see what they’re looking at, but there’s never anything there. To me, this glazed expression equals blind faith. It acts as a clear indicator to others that these people are well and truly immersed in their religion, and there’s no hope of persuading them otherwise. They’re living in a God-is-everywhere-and-in-everything land and they are not likely to change.

When it comes to Christianity, I’ve never understood why people fail to ask themselves some pretty fundamental questions. Evolution and the Big Bang theory lead a thinking person to question a book such as the Bible. Christians, on the other hand, actively use the ambiguities in the book to create loopholes and evade the truth.

For instance, a couple of months ago, I asked Mum, ‘Do you honestly believe that God created the earth in one week?’ To which she replied, ‘A week in the Bible is not a week as we know it today, sweetheart. A week in the Bible could actually represent many, many years.’ I looked at Mum, who, as baffling as it may seem, is an intelligent woman, and then I looked at her some more. How could I possibly respond to such a preposterous loophole?

I used to think that an atheist was a weak and evil person, who wanted to bring harm to those around him or her, especially believers. But now I can see through that Christian propaganda and I’m warming to the term. I like the sound of the word. It has a strength to it that announces, ‘You can’t screw with my brain. I can think for myself!’

I look across at Mum, who is still nodding her head at Father Ryan, captivated by his every word. I sigh and adjust myself on the hard polished pew. I uncross my legs and cross them over again so that I can shift my weight to my right side. Besides the anxiety I feel from simply being in church, my butt cheek has become numb and my left leg has fallen asleep. Now my right cheek will battle the cold wooden pew and slowly succumb to numbness too. I’m not looking forward to kneeling down – there’s no padding on the kneelers. This minor hint at the physical pain that Jesus endured (for our sake!) has the kneeling person feeling guilty for even thinking about their sore knees (and for those of you who don’t know, guilt is something Catholics can’t get enough of). No one would dare complain about the discomfort of the kneelers, either. If someone did actually have the balls to complain, they’d be made an example of. ‘Oh, look at so and so who can’t even endure five minutes of kneeling on a hard wooden beam. Luckily Jesus wasn’t that pathetic, otherwise our sins would never have been forgiven.’

Going to church makes me feel like I’m trapped in a tiny room with no hope of getting out, even though the church itself is quite grand. Although I know instinctively what is right and what is wrong – and what is truth and constructed truth – I still struggle with overcoming guilt. It ambles along with me, everywhere I go. This guilt that I’ve been clobbered over the head with from an early age demands that I avoid any form of temptation or risk burning in hell for eternity. That’s a tall order for a teenager! And there’s no denying that eternity is a very long time indeed. Life on earth, as my eloquent father often reminds me, is just a piss in the ocean.

Temptation can involve big things (having sex), small things (checking out a girl’s tits) and even imagined things (imagining that you’re fondling those tits). You must not think an impure thought; that’s just as bad as acting out the thought. When you’re my age, it takes vigorous work to try to suppress impure thoughts and you’re left feeling like a prisoner of your own mind. You are your own thought police. If you looked at the statistics for people with multiple personality disorder, I’m sure that Christians would be the predominant demographic.

The church is dark today; the sunlight that does manage to penetrate the textured glass windows reveals the incense smoke, which hovers over the heads of the congregation like a cloud of oppression. The familiar soundtrack of Father Ryan’s voice drills into my brain, always with the same underlying refrain: fear, fear, fear, fear, fear.

Strangely enough, for some people, Sunday is the day to indulge in freedom before returning to the rigid structure of the working week. But, unfortunately for me, I’m obliged to join my family for an hour of torment instead. Being in church is like doing time for something you haven’t yet done, but inevitably will do. The old people in the back rows, who sit and stand and kneel like puppets, are a constant reminder of a lifelong sentence.

I look up at Father Ryan at the lectern. His eyes bear down on me under thick, sinister eyebrows and I have the most disagreeable sensation that he can read my mind. It’s like he’s speaking to me telepathically, saying, ‘You’re a bad boy, Stan. A very, very bad boy. I know what you were thinking about last night in bed.’ My sweaty legs stick to the pew; they hurt as I rip them off and sit up straight. This church is not going to let me slip away. If I did manage to get away, I’m sure it would lift itself up on its stilts and come running after me.

To make matters even worse, we’re currently immersed in a long drawn-out summer that isn’t allowing our usual transition to autumnal weather and I’m painfully aware of the additional challenging temptations that come with hot weather. For a moment, I forget I’m in church and fall into a blissful daydream of girls spinning in their summer dresses. I can practically smell their hypnotising aroma – a hint of female body odour mixed with cheap deodorant spray. Absolute heaven! The prolonged hot weather has been an endurance test in exercising control.

On top of that, I’m worried that my nervous twitch is getting worse. I first noticed the twitch about three months ago. When it comes over me, my head shudders involuntary for up to three seconds at a time. Three seconds is an embarrassingly long time when you stop to think about it. Try it. Try shaking your head for three seconds. See what I mean?

Just the other day, I was talking to Rhonda Parker. I was standing about a foot away from her and she seemed hyper-real, like she was in some foreign film where they get the light just right. Her eyes were startling. I could see all these little splinters of green in them. I could even see the pores on her nose. As I watched her mouth move as she spoke, I could sense my twitch approaching like a runaway train. The situation called for a desperate fabrication.

‘Oh, shit, Rhonda, I’ve gotta run – footy practice!’ And with that, I was off, tearing across the school quadrangle, angry with myself because my stupid twitch had caused me to flee from such a beautiful creature. See? Life isn’t fair!

When I come to from my daydream, the service has progressed and Father Ryan is standing right in front of me with his arm extended ominously toward me, offering me his hand to shake.

‘Peace be with you,’ he says. Only, it doesn’t sound sincere. Instead, I hear what he would really like to be saying: ‘I’m watching you very closely, you vile, immoral boy.’

I shudder as I raise my hand, which he swiftly yanks and rigorously shakes.

‘Peace, Father.’ My voice sounds like an orchestration of glitches. As he turns away, his tunic is swept outward from the momentum of his movement; and I can’t help likening him to Darth Vader.

Once the service is over, everyone slowly files out. I’m at breaking point by this stage. The people are not moving fast enough. They’re all edging themselves out, inch by inch, down the aisles. Meanwhile, the air in the church seems to be getting thinner and thinner, and I have to force myself to turn and smile at the old ladies who’re waiting at the end of their pews for a break in the human traffic. I politely indicate to them that I’m giving way and they can step in. When I finally reach the front of the church and feel the first blast of fresh air coming in through the open doors, I feel immense relief. But it’s customary to stand around for another fifteen minutes out the front of the church to exchange pleasantries with others. Father Ryan comes out too. Sometimes he tells jokes. It just doesn’t seem right to me, all the holier-than-thou bullshit that goes on inside, with everyone saying ‘Amen’ and ‘Blessed be to God’ and ‘Pray for our sins’ and then, whammo! You step outside and the same guy who was up at the lectern drilling the fear of God into you is taking delight in telling a joke about a stupid Irishman. That’s the thing that always gets me about Catholics. For one hour a week, they’re the most perfect, God-fearing purists in the whole of the Milky Way. For the rest of the week, they could fill the shoes of the most detestable human beings imaginable.
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‘Stanley?’

‘Yeah, Dad?’

‘Get out here. I want to talk to you.’

‘Oh, shit.’ I have to leave the safe confines of my bedroom to deal with my impossible father, who will no doubt be itching to lecture me about something completely trivial. Hopefully I won’t bump into any other members of my family and have to engage in further monotonous conversation. What have I done to deserve this? Some of my friends actually have normal families. They don’t have to go to church; they don’t have to kneel around their parents’ bed to say the rosary; and their dads don’t shoot the family pet in front of them when he’s had enough of its whining.

Actually, I think Dad was looking for any old excuse to shoot the cat. He grew up on a farm and had violence towards certain species instilled in him from a very early age. He views animals as vermin if they don’t exist to service humans in some way. And cats certainly don’t service humans. That said, shooting a cat with a .22 rifle in your backyard in a sleepy country town is pretty extreme. I guess it just goes to show that the not-so-favourable values and behaviours passed on to us from our parents can be difficult to unlearn. They can lay dormant for years and pop up when least expected, slapping you in the face. ‘You know what we do to useless animals, don’t you, son? What are you waiting for? Go get the gun!’

Dad isn’t that bad, though. I don’t want to give the impression that he’s a real hard-arse all the time. He just has a very low tolerance for things that don’t sit well with him, which can be amusing at times. For example, Uncle Tom came round the other day. He wanted to get Dad involved in a pyramid selling scheme. He was going on and on about how easy it would be to own a Ferrari or a Corvette in a couple of years’ time and he had laminated pictures of both cars. He also had a cardboard diagram of the pyramid and he used a wooden pointer to highlight the different levels of the foolproof scheme. Dad watched, impatiently, as Uncle Tom delivered his spiel and then said, ‘You’re a dickhead, Tom.’ Then he turned and casually left the room. Uncle Tom looked at me, completely mortified by his brother’s statement. I shrugged my shoulders and shook my head, feigning incredulity, while trying my damnedest not to burst out laughing. Uncle Tom packed up the diagram and pictures into his tattered brown briefcase and left without saying another word.

I enter the kitchen. Dad is seated at the table, reading the daily newspaper, happily absorbing all of its biased opinions.

‘What’s up?’

‘Sit down, Stan.’

I choose not to sit across from Dad so that he can’t recreate the dynamic of a formal meeting in an ‘old school’ environment, where, say, a superior might intimidate a subordinate across a meticulously ordered desk. While continuing to read the paper, Dad starts speaking, his expression hidden.

‘Tell me about this dance that’s on tonight.’

‘The school social?’

‘Yes, the school social. Who’s going to be there?’

Dad knows very well who’s going to be there. He’s obviously prepped to give one of those routine lectures that he dishes out every now and then to reinforce his authority. I look down at the kitchen table and notice the perfect placement of the salt and pepper shakers, the Royal Albert teacup and saucer, and the knife and fork that lie face down together across Dad’s fastidiously clean breakfast plate. I panic at the meticulous order of everything. He is my superior. I am the subordinate.

Dad is waiting for an answer. He prompts me, his face still hidden behind his precious newspaper. ‘Hmmm?’

His nonchalant authority infuriates me. I’ve got to turn the situation around. I’ve got to squash his authoritarian game into the ground. I do it with the most reliable weapons available to me – indifference and humour! ‘Well, Mike said that he’s definitely going and Jeremy wouldn’t miss it for anything because he loves to boogie.’

Dad finally lowers his newspaper slightly, raises his head and looks at me like I’m some sort of moron. ‘I’m not interested in your crackpot friends! Will the teachers be there? That’s what I’m asking!’

‘Why? Are you interested in one of my teachers?’

‘Stanley!’ Dad swiftly raises a forearm as if he’s going to give me a backhand, but he stops himself from following through and places his arm back down on the table. ‘Don’t get smart with me, Stanley.’ He pauses, having lost his footing in this game of intimidation. He puts the paper down and then continues to expel the usual words of encouragement that a loving father offers a son. ‘Your mother and I have decided to let you go tonight. But if I hear there’s been any funny business whatsoever, I won’t hesitate to pull out the strap again. You hear me?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Good. Well, then, with that in mind, try and enjoy yourself tonight.’ He picks up the paper again and snaps it into place in front of him. He resumes reading, bringing our conversation to an impressive close.

I leave the kitchen feeling pissed off and deflated. Gee, thanks a lot, Dad. So, he has decided to let me go. What a crock of shit! If my parents had decided that I couldn’t go, I would’ve found a way to go anyway. I would have snuck out of my bedroom window.

For a while, I entertain unrestrained thoughts about what I’d do to my father if he ever did strap me again, but I soon tire of inventing gruesome weaponry. The first time he ever strapped me, I was so shocked. Just seeing the belt in his hand terrified me. I was about ten years’ old, and I’d been playing down near the railway line with some older kids. They’d been placing a dead cat on the railway line, which was now in four pieces. We waited for the afternoon train to come through so that we could see the four pieces of cat become eight. An older kid, Travis, decided that it would be a good idea to hold me over the track when the train was in sight. I screamed so loudly, that it brought my father out to our front yard. He roared for me to come home, and Travis released me straight away. I ran home and Dad dragged me inside. I didn’t even have a chance to explain what had happened. He disappeared for a minute and reappeared with the strap in his hand looking as angry as hell. I didn’t think it was fair that I got strapped for being bullied. Mum said that Dad had done the right thing by strapping me, because it meant that I wouldn’t play dangerous games with older kids ever again. I know I’ll always retain an image of Dad standing in front of me holding his belt, loosening and tightening it in a rapid motion so as to produce a loud snap, his mouth fixed in a manic grin, barely concealing the generous amount of saliva bubbling away behind his teeth. It’s not a particularly endearing image to retain of a person, but what can you do?

I return to my bedroom and start sorting through my vinyl collection. Over the years, I’ve managed to acquire a superb collection of music, which is no small feat when you live in a small country town on a long, lonely highway. Around here, you can’t just waltz into your local deli/video/music shop and expect to pick up a record that isn’t in the Top 40. I mean, who could imagine that people aren’t into shit music? Certainly not anyone who owns a shop in this town. So I’ve become an expert at ordering albums from dedicated music stores and having them delivered by post. I own every single album by The Smiths, I have the entire Cure collection and I even have rare Prince releases. The latter I keep to myself, because some people just don’t get Prince and I can never be bothered explaining.

When I play music through my headphones and lie back in bed, I’m able to completely escape from the present. I forget that I’m fifteen, I forget about pimples, I forget about my nervous twitch, I forget that my family is crazy and I even forget about feeling guilty about nothing.

‘So, what’s it gonna be? What do you want to hear, buddy?’

I turn and look at Bruce. Since Bruce appeared in my life, I’ve been able to drift along with relative ease. When there are hard situations to tackle, Bruce takes the wheel and I relax in the passenger seat. I’ve been able to do things with Bruce that I’d never have had the guts to do on my own. I owe Bruce a lot and I don’t know what I’d do without him. But, lately, he’s been showing up more and more, at times when I least expect it, and I find this unsettling. He’s demanding more of me these days too – more, perhaps, than I’m willing to give.

Bruce made his first appearance in 1977. I was four years old. Mum had dropped me off outside my grandmother’s house so that she could go and do the shopping in peace.

‘Just go in, Stan. That’s a good boy. Find Nanna and tell her about your new kitten.’

I entered a very quiet house. I remember it being very orange: a peculiar, saturated orange. It was as if my eyes were a pair of camera lenses and a photographer had placed an orange filter on them. To this day, I don’t understand why the house was so orange. I called out for Nanna, but there was no answer. I walked hesitantly into the kitchen, but she wasn’t there. She wasn’t in the dining room either.

‘Nanna? Nanna, where are you?’ My tiny voice was swallowed up by the orange house. I trod cautiously over the carpeted floor, careful not to make the floorboards underneath creak, and entered the lounge room. Nanna was seated on the couch. I knew straight away that she was dead.

I knew all about death. Our dog Spot had died about a month before. I’d been spellbound by his lifeless body. He looked just the same, except he wasn’t jumping around and yapping and snapping at my ankles. Mum said that his soul had left his body and gone to Heaven. I imagined Spot’s soul to be a translucent grey mass floating around in that infinite white place they call Heaven. The grey mass housed Spot’s personality, which would live on endlessly in the white world. I pictured Nanna’s grey mass floating around, which I was sure would be larger than Spot’s. I imagined it merrily humming away, as she always did when she was working in her kitchen.

I sat across from Nanna in an armchair and talked to her in a continuous monologue, not wanting to let in the stark silence. I told her about my new kitten, Seymour. I managed to keep my flimsy way of dealing with the situation working for a while, but then a cockroach crawled over the top of Nanna’s head. It walked down her face and passed over her slightly parted mouth. It stopped still for a few seconds and then continued down on to her shoulder and then disappeared over the back of the couch. I waited for over an hour for Mum to return. While I was waiting, Bruce showed up, out of the blue, and talked to me about dolphins. It was a very good subject for Bruce to choose. I’d seen a show about them on television the week before and I was absolutely fascinated by the creatures.

I continue sorting through my record collection, searching for something fitting to play. There’s something about Bruce that has been niggling away at me lately: the whole time I’ve known him, he’s stayed the same age. Also, he always wears the same peculiar clothes. He sports a sloppy striped jumper and brown corduroy jeans. And they might get dirty while we’re doing something together, but the next time he shows up, they’ll be pristine. The colour never fades from his clothes – or from his character.

‘Earth to Stan. Come in, Stan. What’re you gonna play, man?’ Bruce taps on my forehead with his index finger.

‘I don’t know. Unfortunately, I don’t have any music related to killing fathers!’ Bruce appreciates dark humour. Sometimes, one side of his mouth turns up and his eyes twinkle, resulting in an expression of demented satisfaction. The first time I ever saw that expression, it scared the shit out of me. Bruce had laughed so hard at my reaction that he’d scared me even more.

I put The Smiths’ Hatful of Hollow on the turntable. I love the act of pulling a record from its sleeve and carefully placing it on the rubber mat. I love the initial contact of the needle with the record. ‘How Soon Is Now?’ saturates my bedroom, drowning out all present concerns. Bruce and I sit on the edge of the bed. We sing along with Morrissey and wallow in the melancholy.
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Rhonda Parker is going to be at the school social tonight. I’ll make eye contact with her, engage in flirtatious conversation with her and eventually kiss her – gently and passionately like there’s no tomorrow. That’s my genius plan, anyway. If I can keep my nervous twitch from surfacing, I might just be able to carry it off.

I rub some gel into my hands and smooth it through my hair. I want my hair to look as sexy as possible. I know what girls like – they like that I’ve-just-been-working-on-my-car look. You have to have a fringe that hangs down near your cheekbone, obscuring an eye every now and then. They love that shit. I also, fortunately, have a pretty good idea about what they like in clothes. I figure they love a guy’s skinny hips just as much as we love their child-bearing ones, so I always accentuate my hips by wearing a thick belt with a classic silver buckle. It helps, too, if you jam a thumb in behind your belt and let your hand hang loosely down while you’re casually standing around. It draws attention to a certain area of the male physique that girls can’t resist. I wear black stovepipes that run right down to my ankles and my Winklepickers turn up slightly at the toes. Last year, a girl named Mandy O’Connor had a crush on me. She told me that whenever she saw me walking around in my Winklepickers, I reminded her of a pixie in a strange land. I thought that was kind of cool. It made me feel different, and, for some time after that, whenever I slipped on my Winklepickers, I felt like I was slipping into a cooler, more carefree version of myself.

Mandy was cool. We made out heaps. She was a great kisser. But, for some reason, I just lost interest in her. It was like this switch was on and all of a sudden it got switched off. She thought I was a cold bastard and she couldn’t understand how someone’s feelings could change overnight. I didn’t really understand it, either. When I told her that we could still be friends, she poked her tongue out at me and stormed off.

Mum comes into the bathroom, unannounced. Privacy is something that doesn’t exist in this household, but I’ve learned not to complain about it. I’ve complained about it in the past, only to have absurd, accusatory questions flung at me: ‘What have you got to hide?’, ‘Is there something you’re not telling us?’, ‘What do you need to do behind closed doors? God sees all, anyway. Just remember that.’

I can’t bloody forget it! Every time I go to the toilet or have a shower, I wonder if God is watching. I’m beginning to think God’s a real pervert.

‘Well, just look at you, Stanley Kelly!’

‘What do you think, Mum? Do you think the girls are gonna be impressed?’

‘Yes, I do. Gosh, this takes me back. You look like you just stepped out of the sixties.’

‘That’s a good thing, right? Guys looked cool in the sixties, didn’t they?’

‘Well, yes, they did.’ Mum blushes while fixing her hair in front of the mirror. ‘Your father was very stylish in his youth. He used to wear shoes like yours and he had a beautiful purple paisley shirt that he’d wear on special occasions. He had the most gorgeous sideburns. Why men don’t grow sideburns anymore, I’ll never know.’

‘Yeah, OK. Ease up. There are some things I’d rather not hear about, OK?’

Mum doesn’t hear me. She has quite visibly succumbed to a daydream. A little smile creeps up the sides of her mouth. She looks at me through blank eyes, and then she says the weirdest thing. ‘You know, Father Ryan has sideburns.’

I look at her, astounded. ‘No, he doesn’t, Mum! They’re hardly sideburns, and, besides, he doesn’t count because he’s a priest. He’s not a man!’

‘He is a man. Being a priest doesn’t change that fact, Stanley. Under those robes, he has the same hardware as every other man on the planet.’

‘Mum! Can we please stop talking about this?’ The conversation is quite clearly over, anyway, because I look at her and she’s off with the fairies. It’s quite disturbing. What the hell is she thinking? Does she have something for the local priest? I remember her in church, nodding along to Father Ryan’s sermon, captivated by his every word. It makes me want to puke.

Mum lets out a deep sigh, which, to me, sounds like it’s filled with deep longing. I feel like shaking her back to reality, but she’s got a dreamy, faraway look in her eyes. It’s frightening. Looking at her like this reminds me of the Rolling Stones’ song that my parents play when they’ve had too much to drink – ‘Far Away Eyes’.

‘I think I might have a little whisky.’ Mum giggles and winks at me. ‘There’s some in the back of the pantry. You have a nice night, Stan. Knock ’em dead!’ She gives me an encouraging little pat on my arm.

I watch as Mum walks away down the hall, still in dreamy mode. There’s definitely something going on with her. She often seems preoccupied these days. Sometimes I have to ask her the same question over and over before I get an answer. She’s taking better care of her looks lately, too. She won’t leave the house without at least applying a bit of lipstick, but she used to think that make-up was just for bimbos. She’s always said that she can’t understand why women choose to paint their faces like clowns. Mum’s obviously had a change of heart on the matter. The thought of Mum walking into a shop to buy lipstick seems completely wacky to me.

I decide I’m going to keep a closer eye on her. I might suggest we start doing more things together as a family, as painful as that might be. Then again, perhaps I’m being ridiculous. Mum has a silly crush on Father Ryan – well, so what? I wonder what it’s like to be Mum’s age and have a crush on someone. Can that really happen? Can oldies really be attracted to one another?

A sickening feeling starts to build in the pit of my stomach, so I push such thoughts out of my mind. I’ve got a school social to go to and I’m not going to let the thought of old people lusting after each other ruin my fun. I don’t know how people can live with themselves when they get old.
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I approach the recreation centre. Jon Bon Jovi is singing about livin’ on a prayer. There’ll be plenty of crap songs to sit through tonight, but Rhonda Parker will be worth every painful note. She’s different. Not only is she achingly beautiful, but she carries herself like she knows something the rest of us haven’t yet grasped. Best of all, she doesn’t go with the popular guys, even though a few of them have made it pretty obvious that they dig her. I think she has way too much substance to waste on some sweaty, sporty type.

Rhonda moved to Middleton with her mother, who works at our local art gallery. They’ve made the brave move from city to small country town – cue the duelling banjos from ‘Deliverance’. Since Rhonda arrived, it’s like the place has been transformed for me. I no longer walk dazedly down familiar streets; I now see things that I’ve never noticed before. I see the vivid colours of the gardens I pass and notice how certain plants have their own poetry. I see the pretty little fences that neatly surround the manicured gardens. I see the front porch furniture that residents have chosen and notice that the condition of the furniture often matches the condition of the yard. I see the cracks in the footpath and wonder how many love-struck individuals have walked this same path, before me. Middleton’s sky even seems to have changed colour. Most days, it’s a vivid electric blue. It’s as if this insignificant town has become the centre of the world, and there’s no place I’d rather be.

I open the glass doors and enter the recreation centre. Inside, there’s a horrific display of tacky streamers and balloons in vulgar pastels. I cringe. I see a few people on the dance floor, doing the ‘step to the left, step to the right’ dance. But most are seated around the edges in the semi-darkness, looking sheepish, trying to muster up the courage to get up and dance. I scan the venue, looking for my friends. They spot me first and come walking towards me.

‘Hey, guys, check out the cat with the funked-up threads!’ Jeremy stands back with his head tilted, taking in the full effect of my ensemble. He nods in approval. Jeremy has a great way of making the simplest moments seem incredibly consequential.

‘Hi, guys.’

‘Hey there, Stan,’ they mumble.

‘How long have you guys been here?’ They have stupid grins on their faces and I feel as though I’ve missed something.

‘Long enough, buddy. But it’s not too late. You’ve got to come and ride the mystery train with us.’ Jeremy breaks into girlish laughter and I wonder what the hell he’s on about. I follow Mike, Jeremy and Steve to the squash courts, away from the dance floor.

‘Now, just linger here for a bit. We don’t want to look suss,’ says Steve. But he looks very suspicious. With his fidgeting hands stuffed into his pockets, he resembles a pathetic Frank Spencer, in need of a toilet.

‘Well, you already look damn suss to me. You actually look drunk.’

‘Shhh, Stan! Do you want us hung by our balls?’ Jeremy’s eyes dart about and scan the area for teachers.

‘How much have you had?’

‘Not that mush.’ Steve lets out a toxic burp.

‘Well, give me some, you bastards.’ Mike hands me his paper cup and I take a manly gulp. ‘What is this shit?’

‘It’s Scotch, brain-boy!’

I look into the stained cup. I feel a wave of heat creep up my face, and a vomity aftertaste hangs round my mouth. I drink some more to wash it down.

‘My old man’s got shitloads of it – bottles and bottles. He won’t miss a drop.’ Steve bares his teeth in a Scotch-ridden grin.

‘Oh, my God, there goes Strickland!’ Steve points him out and we all dash over to the dance area, hoping to conceal ourselves in a dark corner.

Strickland is our maths teacher, and he has a personality akin to Hitler’s. In fact, Mr Strickland is so devoid of any warm emotion that we’re convinced he’s a descendant of Hitler himself. We’ve constructed many theories about his personal life over years of school lunches, and have decided upon the likelihood that he’s never formed a serious relationship with anyone, let alone had sex with anyone. We’ve also theorised that his mother made a mockery of him in some unforgettable public scene and that the girl he loved in high school had sex with his best friend, right in front of his face. So, if Strickland were to catch us drinking now, he’d have a lifetime of pent-up sexual frustration to unleash upon us.

We find some chairs and settle into them. ‘Shit, that was close.’

I lean back in my chair, making sure Strickland is not in pursuit of us. And he’s not. He’s wandered off in the other direction. The alcohol that I consumed so quickly has warmed my body and the disco lights dance across my face at a nauseating tempo. I’ve looked forward to this night for ages and now here it is, staring me in the face, teasing me with its mediocrity.

‘Hey, Stan, guess who’s over there?’ Jeremy motions with several quick jerks of his head. I look to where Jeremy was motioning and catch sight of Rhonda. She’s across the room, casually leaning against a wall. Brenton Hull stands beside her, looking as charming as hell. He stoops slightly to talk in her ear, cupping a hand to his mouth to be heard above the noise. She seems to be enjoying it. The next thing he says to her must be pretty funny because she leans forward laughing, putting a hand to her mouth in an attempt to contain her overwhelming happiness. As I watch them flirt, my heart ruptures and I’m enveloped by a painful sadness that reaches and courses through every part of my body.

‘Well, she looks pretty happy, hey?’

‘Shut up, Jeremy. Stan’s got eyes of his own.’ Mike nudges me with his elbow. ‘Wanna drink, buddy?’ Mike waggles his paper cup before me.

‘Nah. Thanks, Mike. I might go grab a Coke.’ I walk over to the drinks counter.

On the way, I pass Mandy O’Connor. She gives me daggers. She still hasn’t forgiven me, and rumour has it that she’s still in love with me. She looks really cute tonight with her fringe all teased up. She’s wearing loads of black eyeliner. I smile at her but she keeps on with the daggers. I laugh to myself. If only I was still interested in Mandy. Life would be so easy.

I reach the drinks counter and I’m pleased to see that Mr Rogers is staffing it. ‘Hi, Mr Rogers.’

‘Hi, Stanley. Enjoying the dance?’

I consider answering politely, but then think to hell with it. ‘Well, not really. Sometimes life just isn’t fair, is it?’

Mr Rogers looks at me with raised eyebrows. ‘Well, sure. Life can be unfair. But maybe you could turn this low point around and go ahead and do something bold. Why not ask someone for a dance?’

I appreciate Mr Rogers’ encouragement. For a teacher, he’s pretty cool. ‘Yeah. Maybe. We’ll see.’

Mr Rogers smiles victoriously, knowing that he’s planted a seed in my mind. I buy a Coke and sit back down next to Mike. We’re facing the dance floor. ‘So, Mike, you see anything you like?’

‘Yes, I do, actually.’

‘Really? Who is she?’

‘I’m not telling.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I don’t want to.’

‘What? Oh, come on, man! Who is it?’

‘I said, I’m not telling.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I don’t want to!’

‘That’s bullshit, man! You can’t say you’re interested in someone and then not say who it is. Pals just don’t do that to each other. So, come on, man, who is it?’

‘Stan, I find your attempt at emotional blackmail quite offensive. What small chance you had of knowing has completely vamoosed. Bad luck, pal!’

I look at Mike, thrown by the emotion in his voice. ‘You’re drunk, aren’t you? Where else would this weird-arse shit be coming from?’ He turns his head and gives me his finest look of indifference. Then he resumes his perusal of the dance floor. ‘Oh, I get it. It all makes sense now. It’s Rhonda! You’ve got a thing for Rhonda! Well, shit, man, that’s OK. I completely understand. I mean, who the hell wouldn’t?’

Just then, I feel a hand on my right shoulder. I turn and find Rhonda herself standing there, looking a little nervous. ‘Hi, Stan.’

‘Oh! Hi, Rhonda!’

‘Do you mind if I sit here for a while?’

‘No. Not at all. I was just…’ I turn back to Mike, only to find that he’s gone.

‘It looked like you guys were having a fairly serious conversation. Is Mike all right?’

‘Yeah. He’s cool. We were just mucking around.’ I look around but I can’t see him anywhere.

‘Should I come back later?’ Rhonda’s beautiful voice hangs in the air and I’m in heaven. Not a Christian Heaven, but my own heaven, where Rhonda and I spend hours and hours discussing our favourite books, music and movies.

‘No, no, it’s cool. Take a seat.’ I pat the seat that Mike has just vacated and she slumps herself down next to me. We just sit there for a while; it’s nice.

Rhonda is the first to speak. ‘Have you been having a good night?’

‘Well, yeah, kind of. It’s been a strange one, actually.’

‘Really? What’s happened?’ Rhonda turns to me and, once again, I’m flabbergasted by her beauty. What am I going to tell her? Well, Rhonda, I’ve got this major crush on you, which is doing my head in. I want to kiss you but I noticed you have this thing going on with dick-wad Brenton and now my heart is broken and life sucks.

After some hesitation, I manage to pull myself together and answer her question. ‘Oh, nothing, really. It’s too hard to explain.’

‘Fair enough.’ Rhonda turns her head away and I feel like I’ve just missed the opportunity to do something bold, like Mr Rogers suggested. I sit there feeling the weight of my missed opportunity and then Rhonda’s voice lulls me out of my regret.

‘Well, I’ve had a bit of a strange night too.’

‘Really?’ I turn to her, all ears and all eyes.

‘Yeah, I had to put up with Brenton telling me how wonderful he is. He just went on and on about football and how he wants to play the game professionally when he gets older. It was so hard trying not to laugh.’

‘Really? Wow, that guy is an inspiration!’ Rhonda playfully punches me in the arm and we both laugh. Then we turn our attention to the dance floor.

‘Check out that kid in the blue shirt! He’s sure got the moves.’ Rhonda looks over to where I’m pointing and witnesses the hurricane that is sweeping the dance floor.

‘My God, is he for real?’

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘Wow. Some people really get into it, don’t they?’

I’m feeling really content. This is one of those moments where having a cigarette would just top things off nicely. Everything appears heightened somehow, like I’ve just popped a really good pill. The strobe light catches blue-toned snapshots of Rhonda’s face. I decide to make conversation just so I can look at her. ‘How’re you finding Middleton?’

‘Um … it’s OK. When Mum first told me we were moving here, I was really pissed off. I didn’t want to leave all my friends. But now I’m glad we moved. Mum’s a lot happier down here. For one thing, she’s further away from Dad. So, that’s pretty cool.’

‘What happened with your folks – if you don’t mind me asking?’

‘No, I don’t mind. Dad ran off with a younger woman, that’s all. I’m sure he’ll soon get bored. But I don’t want Mum and Dad to get back together. I can’t forgive Dad for what he’s done. It was really hard for a while. Mum was so miserable and I didn’t know how to help her. But, eventually, she got better and now I think she’s happier than she’s been in a long, long time.’

‘That’s really cool. Good on your mum.’

‘Yeah. I suppose it doesn’t really matter where you are. Sometimes it just matters how far away you are from certain people.’

‘Yeah. But I can think of better places to be in than Middleton.’

‘Oh, come on, it’s not that bad.’

‘Rhonda, don’t lie for my sake, please. It’s a hole.’

‘You’re right! It is a hole!’

‘Now, that’s more like it.’

‘Well, even though Middleton’s a hole, I’m really glad we came here. Otherwise, I would never have met you.’ Rhonda pokes me in the arm with her finger and from that moment on I can’t get a ridiculously conspicuous grin off my face. I want to cover it up with a hand but then I’d look even more stupid. I’m completely awestruck. This beautiful girl has more or less just told me that she thinks I’m all right. Jesus, Mary and Joseph and the Thompson Twins!

Just then, U2’s ‘With or Without You’ begins to play. It’s a decent song and I decide that this is the perfect time to follow Mr Rogers’ advice. ‘Do you wanna dance?’

‘Yeah, sure.’

We find ourselves a spot on the dance floor, safely hidden between other couples so that we can’t be gawked at. We hold each other, not too close, and sway. My hands quiver where they rest above Rhonda’s hips, but it’s not nerves; it’s electricity. I look right into her eyes and feel in complete control of myself. My nervous twitch is nowhere to be seen, and I feel certain that Bruce won’t be making an appearance tonight either.

I’m doused in confidence. Before I know it, words are leaving my mouth. ‘Rhonda, I’m so glad you moved here. I mean, this might sound crazy, but it’s like you were meant to move to this town.’

‘Really? Why’s that?’

‘I don’t know, exactly. It’s just a feeling I have. Have you ever had a feeling deep down in your stomach that something major is going to happen even though you don’t know what it is?’

Rhonda tilts her head to one side as she considers the question. ‘I can’t say I have.’

‘Well, I have. I’ve got that feeling right now. Something big is going to happen and you’re going to be a part of it.’

Rhonda looks at me and I sense that she feels a bit unnerved by my prediction. I’ve come across too strong and now she thinks I’m a weirdo.

I try to rectify the situation. ‘Jesus, I’m sorry. I must sound like a basket case.’

Rhonda smiles and I instantly relax. ‘You know, sometimes I wonder what’s going on inside that head of yours, Stan. It’s like you’ve got some big, dark secret.’

I laugh. ‘There’s no dark secret. But, it’s weird, I can’t shake the feeling that something big is coming.’

‘Well, when you find out what that big thing is, make sure you tell me all about it, OK?’

‘You’ll be the first to know. I promise.’

‘Thanks. I think.’

I pull Rhonda in a little closer and we continue swaying together. I brazenly whisper in her ear, ‘You’re beautiful.’ She laughs a little and her lips brush against my cheek. Jolts of adrenaline course through my body and I know that I’ll remember this moment for the rest of my life.

After we dance to several songs, Rhonda excuses herself. ‘I don’t want my new friends to think that I’ve abandoned them for a boy.’

‘Hey, who are you calling a boy?’ I playfully flex my muscles in a macho pose and Rhonda pushes me away.

‘But don’t think this is the last dance we’re having, mister!’

‘Of course it won’t be.’ I wink at her and she turns away in search of her friends.

I wander around, looking for Mike. I head into the men’s toilets and call his name. There’s no answer but Brenton’s there. When he sees me, he leans against a cubicle with his arms folded.

‘Hey, Kelly, I see you’ve been dancing with Rhonda.’

‘Yeah. She’s a good dancer. You should ask her yourself.’

‘Don’t tell me what to do, poofter!’

‘OK.’

‘It makes me sick to see scum like you with a girl like that.’

I stand there staring at Brenton, waiting for his flow of insults to stop. I realise that I don’t give a shit about him. He can say anything he likes to me. He can call me every name under the sun. It’s not going to change anything.

He already looks defeated anyhow and, judging from his next words, I think he realises this. ‘Now fuck off out of here, scumbag!’

‘Sure.’

I walk out of the toilets and continue searching for Mike. I finally find him, seated in a dark squash court, cradling a bottle of Scotch.

‘Mike, what the hell are you doing? Where did you get that?’

‘Steve had some bottles hidden under a bush outside. He gave me one when I asked him nicely.’

‘Why are you getting drunk?’

‘Because I hate this fucking place! I hate this fucking town. Don’t you hate this town? Don’t you feel like you’re being swallowed up by ordinariness?’ Mike gets up. It takes him a while to steady himself and he uses the wall for support. ‘It’s like the streets around this town are the rim of a black hole and we’re in the middle. We’re stuck in a big mass of nothingness.’

‘Nice analogy, Mike.’

‘Thanks. And why are you suddenly Mr Cool? Who gave you permission to progress? I thought every inhabitant of this town was doomed.’

‘Well, we are, aren’t we? I agree with you. This town has nothing to offer us and that’s why we’ll all eventually move away.’

‘You’re not leaving me, are you? You can’t go!’

‘No, I’m not leaving. Not yet, anyhow. My parents would kill me! Jesus, can you imagine that?’ A scared little laugh escapes me.

‘No, I can’t. I can’t imagine much at the moment. I don’t even know what I’m doing here. What was I thinking? That I’d come along to a school social and have a grand old time? Who am I kidding?’ Mike takes another swig from the bottle.

‘Hey, stop that.’ I pull the bottle out of Mike’s hand. ‘Anyway, you’ll probably leave this town before I do, so what the fuck are you worried about? Your rich parents will send you to a private school in the city.’

‘No, they won’t. They’re pissed off about my grades. They reckon I’ll be staying in Middleton for Year’s 11 and 12. Fuck! And, meanwhile, I have to pretend that I’m some sort of upstanding, moral citizen!’

‘Oh, come on, Mike. It’s not that bad. Let’s get rid of this bottle and I’ll walk you home.’ I help Mike out of the squash court. It’s a bit of an ordeal getting him through the Perspex door. On the way to the exit, we pass Strickland, who smiles at us sadistically.

‘What a fucking freak!’

‘Mike, shut up, please.’

The night is warm. I lean Mike up against a brick wall. ‘Just wait here, OK? I’ll be back in five seconds. Don’t go anywhere!’

I go inside to say goodbye to Rhonda. I pull her aside from her group of friends.

‘What’s up?’

‘I’ve gotta go. Mike’s drunk. I’ve gotta walk him home.’

‘He’s drunk?’

‘Yeah. I wish I could stay. I’d really like to dance with you again.’

‘That’s OK. We can dance anytime.’ Rhonda raises herself up on to her toes and kisses me on the cheek. ‘I’ll see you at school.’

‘You sure will.’ I almost dive in, right there and then, but decide that now is not the time. Our first real kiss can wait until later. Instead, I kiss her on the forehead and she blushes.

Just before I reach the exit doors, Susan, Mandy’s best friend, rushes up to me. ‘Mandy wants you to know that she hates you. She also wanted me to give you this.’ Susan slaps me on the cheek so quickly that I doubt whether it really happened at all. But then I feel the pain. I look at her in disbelief.

‘Well, do you have anything to say?’ She stands there with her hands on her hips, waiting for an answer.

‘No.’

As I walk, and Mike staggers, home, I feel a contentedness that is new to me. Even the slap from Susan hasn’t produced any ill feeling in me. The moonlight shrouds us in a comforting blue light. There’s a crispness to the night and it feels special and significant. It reminds me of Van Gogh’s painting, The Starry Night. I look at the houses we pass and imagine the people inside, asleep in their beds, oblivious to us passing by.

Even though Mike’s drunk, it’s nice to be with him now, walking down this long blue street. It’s safe to say that Mike and I are best friends. We share something that I don’t have with the other guys. He’s by far the most insightful of the group and whatever happens to us all, I know that Mike and I will succeed. We’ll get out of this town and we’ll make something of ourselves. He’s just hit a low point. Something has got to him.

‘You’ve got to get a grip on things,’ I say. ‘I mean, Jesus, man, is it really that bad?’

‘You don’t know what it’s like.’

‘What what’s like?’

‘Never mind. Forget I ever said anything. I’m just drunk.’

‘If there’s something you need to talk about, I’m all ears, Mike. I mean, you can tell me anything, OK?’

‘Yeah. I’ll tell ya sometime. When I’m good and ready.’ Mike pulls a cigarette out of his pocket. He tries for some time to locate the end of the cigarette with the flame of his lighter. He finally manages to light up. ‘Anyway, when are we gonna get serious about our band, Stan?’

‘God, I don’t know. We haven’t even come up with a name yet, have we?’

‘Hey, I forgot to tell you!’ Mike stops in the middle of the road and takes hold of my arm. ‘I thought of a name. Are you ready for it?’

‘Oh, shit, here we go. What is it?’

He lets go of my arm, does a drum roll in the air and spins around as if surrounded by mounted toms, his cigarette end burning bright from the movement. He almost falls over, but regains his balance in time to finish off his drum roll on an imaginary crash cymbal.

‘The Night!’

‘The Night?’

‘Yes – The Night!’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Yeah, man. It rocks!’

‘I’ll ask you about that tomorrow when you’re sober.’

Mike starts singing one of our songs, slurring the lyrics. It’s a pretty good song, though. I join in and we sing all the way home, walking down the middle of the road, as free as two fucking birds.

When I get home, Dad’s already in bed and I’m immensely relieved. I’m really not in the mood to brief him on the night’s events.

The alpha waves have already set in and I’m ready to sleep. I’m sure I’ll have the best sleep I’ve had in a long time, and that soothing dreams will take me to my favourite desolate landscapes. I’m sure that Rhonda will be there too, ready to join me in my sci-fi explorations.
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Middleton is a small town. First and foremost, that’s how I’d describe it. Have you ever heard that song ‘Small Town’ by John Mellencamp? He pretty much nails it. I still dream about getting to that big town he sings about. If I don’t make it to that big town, what am I going to do? Get married, have babies, work my guts out and then die? No, thanks, that’s not for me. Other than small, I’d describe Middleton as being insular. Have you heard the expression ‘small town mentality’? Well, that’s what I mean by insular. Anything that happens outside Middleton is of little interest to its inhabitants. The upcoming chicken and spaghetti night, the school fête, the Middleton Show, the sausage sizzle in the shopping centre car park, the next football or cricket match (depending on the season): that’s what’s important to the residents of Middleton. About two thousand six hundred people live here, which means that everyone knows what’s going on in everyone else’s backyard. Some thrive on this and others suffer. It’s very hard to shift camps once you’ve been deemed either a thriver or a sufferer. There are those who don’t fall into either camp, but they’re considered weird, mainly because they don’t waste their time trying to impress or belittle others.

But to understand Middleton, you’ve got to understand the industry behind it. Nelson’s Abattoir is situated about three kilometres out of town, off the highway that winds south. Dad used to work there as a meat inspector, and he’s told us countless horrific stories about that hellhole. Cramming too many people and too many animals into a building with too many sharp instruments just isn’t a good idea.

You can always spot an abattoir worker down the street. They’re cloaked in defeat; they wear it in their stoop and in their step. Their hardened faces, which become this way from their heavy consumption of liquor and cigarettes, are usually lowered, with their eyes nervously tracing the footpath before them. It goes without saying, doing a job that involves cutting up animals would have to have some sort of effect on you.

Ashley Eaton works at the abattoir and he’s one of the nastiest bastards I’ve ever known. But he doesn’t have enough of a conscience to lower his eyes to the footpath. No, his head is always held arrogantly high. He’s in his early twenties and he drives around in a hotted up metallic blue Torana, which he thinks is the pig’s shit. He always has a different girl in the passenger seat. I guess most of them come to their senses after a date or two and stay the hell away from him. One day, I saw Ashley down the street. He was talking to his girlfriend of the moment, ordering her around and telling her that she was a useless bitch. It was a horrible scene that has since played over and over in my mind. I told myself right there and then, that if I ever came face to face with him in a darkened paddock, I’d smash the shit out of him. But that scenario has never come to be. Rumour has it that Ashley has turned to the bottle in a heavy way. I just hope that some girl isn’t waiting on his every drunken need. I imagine him sitting on a couch that’s seen better days, surrounded by empty beer cans, the TV his constant companion. That’s sad, even for an arsehole like him.

Middleton also has an American-owned alumina refinery, which opened in the early eighties. The refinery makes the most of a bauxite-rich escarpment formed from an ancient fault line. That’s where Dad works now, in the laboratory. I often imagine him leaning over beakers in a white lab coat, not unlike Beaker from The Muppet Show, examining samples of noxious chemicals. I’ve never actually asked him what his job involves; it’s never the right time. He always comes home after work completely stressed out and in a bad mood. He yells at us for no good reason and then seats himself at the kitchen counter and consumes beer after beer. Slowly, with each beer, a slightly happier man emerges. Sometimes, I feel like hiding Dad’s beer, but I don’t think I’d live to see the light of day if he ever found out. It’s not his fault that he likes a drink after work. I don’t blame him at all. Who wouldn’t have a drink after a hard day’s work? And I’m certain he does work hard. You don’t come home looking like that after sitting on your arse all day.

The Middleton town site sits to the west of the escarpment. Further west of town lies a large flat plain, occupied by farms. There are crops and pastures, dairy farms, livestock farms and rows and rows of fruit and vegetables. I like to ride my bike around this area. Sometimes, I stop off on the side of the road, and, for a laugh, try and strike up a conversation with a cow. The cow always behaves in the same way. It stands still and looks me right in the eye, as if it’s trying hard to understand what I’m saying. Maybe it’s thinking, ‘What are you looking at, stupid human? Cows don’t speak English!’ After a while, I get bored with this and ride off, but not before expressing my disappointment to the cow that I might as well be talking to a brick wall!

Steve’s parents own a property in the hills, just off the road that winds its way up to the dam. They’re pretty cool. Although they’re over the hill – in their forties – they seem quite young at heart. They even take the time to talk to you as if you’re a person of substance and not just an annoying, shitty teenager. They also have good taste. Years ago, they decided to build their dream home up in the hills. It’s an awesome place. It vaguely reminds me of the house from The Amityville Horror. It’s made of stone, and the upstairs section features two windows that stare out like evil eyes. But Steve’s family is really nice and none of them seem to be falling apart or harbouring a deep desire to murder the others.

The really awesome thing about living in a small town is that you get to explore all the magical little spots in the surrounding area. There are secret bike paths that lead to private swimming holes, dilapidated bridges that you can bravely or foolishly cross, footpaths that weave through the bush and open on to trout streams, and there are even abandoned hay sheds where you can take a girl for a bit of one-on-one. But in the main part of town, you could be anywhere in suburban Australia.

Every Sunday, Steve, Jeremy, Mike and I have a jam in the shed on Steve’s property. The shed sits in a valley beneath the house. Routinely, as it happens, we smoke a bit of hooch. It helps us with our creative flow, or lack thereof. We have a dream to form the most kick-arse band in the universe. Steve plays the guitar and sings. Well, it’s something akin to singing, anyway. He sounds like Lou Reed on Valium. I play bass. One of Dad’s mates lent me his bass guitar that he hasn’t picked up in years. It’s the ugliest bass guitar in the world, a 1960s Yamaha that has no bottom horn. Its body is rounded where it rests on your lap, so it just slips off if you play it sitting down. You have no option but to play with a strap. To top it all off, it’s yellow. So it’s known as the ‘banana bass’. Jeremy flinches whenever I take it out of its case and he always says the same thing, every time, without fail: ‘I can’t believe how fucking ugly that thing is. It’s so fucking ugly!’

Jeremy plays the drums. He owns a nasty cheap kit that knows no subtlety. Every hit of the snare makes us wince, which results in all of us turning up our amps. It gets pretty noisy in Steve’s shed. Mike plays the guitar. He’s got a genuine Fender Telecaster and Fender twin amp, which sound superb. He’s the only one of us who has saved his money and bought some decent gear.

So far, we’ve written a total of three songs and they aren’t too bad, considering both the amount of pot we smoke and that we’re all self-taught. Our favourite song is called ‘Hollow Man’. It’s about most of Middleton’s male inhabitants. It has an eruptive chorus, during which we all scream in unison, ‘Hollow man, you’re gonna die someday! / You better start living before they start digging your grave!’

We all sit around after rehearsal, talking shit.

‘Hey, Mike, did you tell them your idea for a band name?’

‘No, I didn’t.’

‘What is it? I bet it’s woeful.’ Jeremy is such a shit-stirrer.

‘Well, I really don’t care what you think, Jeremy. In fact, if you think it’s bad, that’s actually a pretty good indication that it’s good.’

‘Yeah, yeah, blah, blah, what is it?’

Mike pauses and holds his hands out to emphasise the pause. ‘The Night.’

‘The Night? What the fuck is that?’ Jeremy hoots.

‘I kind of like it,’ says Steve.

‘Well, you would, wouldn’t you? Come on, we can come up with something better than The Night!’

‘Yeah? Like what?’ Mike asks.

‘Um … I don’t know … How about … Hades?’

I chip in. ‘You guys, we can’t have a name like Hades or The Night.’

‘And why is that?’

‘Because, moron, people are gonna think we’re some crap metal band and we’re not. We’re not in the least bit metal. We’re way beyond metal.’

‘Ooh. Poor pussy Stan doesn’t wanna be associated with metal. Would you prefer to be associated with petals? Maybe we should call ourselves The Flowers, or, better still, The Pansies. No, I’ve got it, The Poofter Pansies. Would you like that, Stanny?’ Jeremy is fully immersed in his drug-induced shit-stirring. His beady bloodshot eyes fall on me, waiting for an answer. His mouth hangs open.

I decide to humour him. ‘That’s perfect! The Poofter Pansies – I love it!’

We all burst into raucous laughter. We laugh for so long that it ends up hurting. A light rain of tears falls on to the concrete floor while we all clutch our stomachs, trying desperately to control ourselves. Gradually, we regain composure.

‘I think it’s still too metal,’ says Mike suddenly, setting off another torrent of laughter.

Finally, we all sit back, nursing our stomachs while the shed becomes a haze of cigarette smoke.

‘Hey, Stan, I saw your old lady down the street the other day. I must say, she’s looking pretty hot,’ Jeremy says, out of the blue.

‘What the fuck? You can’t say that about Stan’s mother!’ Mike, like me, is horrified, but Jeremy knows no shame.

‘Why not? I mean, you must have noticed, Stan. Something’s going on with your mum, dude. She’s doing herself up. She’s wearing those tight little tops and putting on a bit of lippy. Your old man must be doing something right, hey?’

‘Whoa – low blow, Jeremy!’ Now even Steve is taken aback.

‘What, you mean we can’t say things about each other’s mothers? What is that stupid fucking rule, anyway? I don’t care – you can say whatever you like about my mother. If you think she’s cute, I’ll invite you over for a barbeque so you can have a nice long perve.’

‘Are you trying to drop a hint, Jeremy?’ I ask sternly. ‘Are you suggesting that I invite you all over for a barbeque so you can check out my mother?’

‘Hell, yes! What are friends for?’
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As the summer heat lingers well into autumn, school shifts gears. Sure, there are classes and people are being educated, but that’s not the be-all and end-all of it. School is a whole way of life! When a large group of people, who all happen to be going through puberty, are brought together, the fundamental purpose of school becomes largely irrelevant. In no way do textbooks and microscopes represent the experience, as some may have you believe (the poor misguided fools); on the contrary, it’s wholly and fully defined by the interaction between the sexes. Girls! They’re everywhere! I’m captivated by the richness of their perfume and the swing of their skirts. By sunlight on hair or the puffiness of a shirt. Girls’ clothing leaves a lot to be desired – I’m regularly attempting to figure out the shapes of girls’ bodies that’re hidden beneath billowy starch-white school shirts. Where do the breasts curve out from the body and just how bountiful are they? Such considerations have me living in a fantasy world where the never-ending stream of lascivious imagery has a Vaseline-lens-like quality.

And then there’s Rhonda. She’s the leading lady in my brat pack movie. I kid myself that I’m playing the leading man, based on a cool, calm Andrew McCarthy from Less Than Zero. Sometimes, I actually wish our school had detention so that I could be stuck in the library with Rhonda, like in The Breakfast Club. We’d be hanging out smoking pot and getting hot.

Ever since Year Eight, I’ve had a recurring daydream that plays in my head during English class. I think it’s the room and the atmosphere of English class that lends itself to such fanciful daydreams. Anyhow, a knock sounds on the door and Mr Rogers lets in two Hollywood executives. They say they’ve been scouring the world over for a suitable actor to play an intense teenage role in a movie they’re making. Then they spot me and they can tell straight away that I’m the talented person they’ve been searching the planet for. I get up from my seat and walk towards them. They lavish me with compliments. They admire the way that I walk. They say that I perfectly embody the handsome, yet rugged, teenage character they want to portray. I shrug my shoulders and say, ‘What took you so long?’

English is my favourite class. It’s doubly great because it’s the only class we have in which the desks are arranged into groups and, therefore, the possibility of sitting close to someone from the opposite sex is thrillingly increased. Today, as I make my way into the classroom, my eyes connect with Rhonda’s. She’s seated near the back of the room. The sunlight coming in from the northern windows falls upon her with a gentle serenity. I float towards her, accompanied by a string quartet. I haven’t seen her since the dance on Friday night and as I advance towards her, I’m staggered to find myself completely in love with her. She’s the one. She’s it. Other girls are dead to me.

‘Hi, Rhonda.’

‘Hi, Stanley. Sit here.’ Rhonda pats the seat next to her and, somehow, remarkably, I am seated. She leans close to me and whispers, ‘It feels like ages since I last saw you.’

Well, how about we just go for it now, baby? There’s never any time like the present. I think this. I don’t say it, but I think it. Oh, how I think it.

Mr Rogers clears his throat. ‘All right, people. Let’s get settled in. We’re going to be incredibly productive today, so get your heads screwed on. Today, I want you to produce some quality haikus. I want you to pick out your best one and read it to the class.’ We all moan. ‘Oh, come on, this is fun. Joshua, from where does the haiku originate?’

‘Japan.’

‘Correct. The haiku is a form of poetic expression based on Zen Buddhism. I want you to clear your minds and think about how you can represent something with just a few words. Simplicity is the key. You can write about any subject you desire. In fact, you can even write about the object of your desire.’

The whole class sniggers and hoots.

‘But that doesn’t mean I want a heap of poems about hot cars from all you would-be rev heads in the class. Think deeply about this. Haikus can vary in length, but today we’ll use the English structure of seventeen syllables. That is, the first line will have five syllables, the second line seven syllables and third line five syllables. If you’re having any difficulties, raise your hand and I’ll come and help.’

For a good fifteen minutes, we get on with our task in silence, which is pierced by the odd cough and the dropping of a pen. Then, suddenly, Jeremy erupts with laughter. It’s laughter he can’t contain. His face is distorted with pleasure and pain. He laughs so hard that he’s bent forward, holding his stomach. He manages, impressively, to voice the sporadic, ‘Sorry!’

Mr Rogers stands by Jeremy’s desk with his arms folded, rocking from heel to toe. ‘It appears that Jeremy has finished his haiku. Thank you, Jeremy, for nominating yourself as first reader.’

Jeremy struggles to stand. His laughter subsides as the reality of a classroom audience hits him. ‘OK. Here goes: “A jog round the block, / Flatulence encumbers him, / cheeks flapping in breeze.”’ He bursts out laughing again.

Mr Rogers places a forceful hand on his shoulder, seating him. ‘We should have known it would be toilet humour. At least you’re consistent in your approach. Who’s next?’

Barbara stands and clears her throat. ‘“Small town sheltered down. / Days merge with one another. / We watch for the end.”’

‘Thank you, Barbara. Now, everyone, haikus are traditionally descriptive. For example, they may describe something as simple as a leaf, a flower, an insect or the sky. Through describing something simple, complexity is revealed. Do we have any descriptive haikus?’

‘Mine might be.’

‘OK, Laura, let’s hear it.’

‘“Dead tree, oh, dead tree, / Your eerie hands touch the sky, / Reaching for dear life.”’

‘Very nice, Laura. I think, for some reason, I prefer it to Jeremy’s poem.’ Laughter fills the room. Someone throws a paper ball at Jeremy. ‘OK, who’s next?’

I rise from my seat. ‘“Beautiful round eyes, / Within your face they reside, / Window to your soul.”’

‘Nice. Thank you, Stan. We’ll have another.’

Brenton stands. ‘“Surfing killer waves, / Bikini babes on the beach, / Long hot summer nights.”’ Brenton drags out the last line of the poem. As he resumes his seat, his mate high-fives him.

‘Interesting, Brenton. One more?’

Steve rises. ‘“One puff on a joint, / I’m driving through the heavens / On a motor-cloud.”’ Once again the classroom erupts.

‘Well, Steve, that, at least, explains many things. Now what I want you all to do is produce two more haikus for your homework. Think about a feeling or an image that you want to describe. Going to a park might help if you need inspiration. Otherwise, just focus on something simple. Remember, simplicity is the key.’

Hours later, I’m relieved to hear the final siren of the day. My attention has been waning since English class. I can’t get a certain girl out of my head. I pack my books into my bag and head for the school exit. Rhonda is hanging about with a group of her friends. When she sees me, she says her goodbyes and approaches me with a big smile on her fresh young face. It dawns on me that youth is beautiful. Without warning, an image of Nanna’s face flashes through my mind. It’s lined with history and wears the mask of death. My heart starts thumping. I feel Bruce edging in. But he’s not needed now. There’s no threat. The only thing that is causing me any distress is the thought of Bruce turning up at an inopportune time. I close my eyes for a second. I will Bruce to not appear. Don’t you dare show up now. I don’t want you. It’s not how it’s meant to work, Bruce. Stay away! I feel Bruce retreat. He’s not happy. I can sense it. I’m going to have to give him a talking to – remind him how it is. I’ve never had to do that. He used to understand. He used to know to be there only when the time was right. But that’s clearly changing. It sure as hell isn’t acceptable for him to chuck a sad when he wants in and I’m not having it. Rhonda is standing right before me. I hope I haven’t said anything out loud. I glance around quickly to make sure Bruce has behaved himself and has kept away. He’s nowhere to be seen.

‘Can I walk you home?’ My question needs no answer. We fall into step beside one another and make our way across the oval.

‘I liked your haiku today.’

‘Thanks.’ I take Rhonda’s soft little hand in mine and we walk together in silence. We pass the cricket pitch where I first met her; it seems like a century ago. Not being able to shake the feeling that Bruce might intervene, I scan the trees that surround the oval. But he’s not sitting on any of the branches, waiting for the perfect moment to jump down in front of us and mess things up. I push him from my mind. We continue off the school grounds and enter a small playground.

‘You want a swing?’ I ask. Rhonda gives me a doubtful look. ‘Come on, I’ll push you.’

She puts down her bag and reluctantly seats herself on the swing, ensuring that her skirt is tucked securely beneath her. I grab the swing, gently pull it back and then release it. Soon Rhonda is swinging by herself.

‘This is fun. You get on the other one,’ she says, smiling.

I jump on the other swing and vigorously work my legs until I’m swinging at the same height as Rhonda.

‘Let’s go higher,’ she says.

We both swing as high as we can, while laughing giddily. The swings start jumping out of control, so we slow down. I leap off and do a commando roll on the ground. ‘Now it’s your turn.’

‘I can’t do that!’

‘Sure you can!’

Rhonda slows her swing right down and manages a small leap, landing squarely on her feet. ‘Ta da!’

‘Hooray, hooray!’ I rush over and pick her up, spinning her around. I boldly kiss her; it turns into a fervent tongue-seeking-tongue kiss.

She pushes me back. ‘Wait. I want to show you something.’

She takes me by the hand. I can hear my heart pounding as we walk along. She leads me to a fence, which has a hole in it. We climb through – my shirt gets snagged, but I pull it free. We then navigate our way through a section of coarse bush. The bush thins and we step out into a clearing. I’m surprised to find that we’re standing in the local cemetery. I’m a bit disorientated – I’ve only ever come through the main entrance.

‘I love this place,’ Rhonda says, visibly moved. She catches my eye. ‘Oh, don’t worry. I’m not some crazy kook. I just adore cemeteries.’ She takes me by the hand again and weaves me through the gravestones, pausing every now and then, sighing. ‘There’s so much history here. This person died at the age of thirty-two. Isn’t that sad?’

‘Yes, it is.’

‘They probably had a family. Maybe they were in love. I mean, doesn’t it make you stop and think about now, and how precious now is?’

I can see what she’s getting at. It does make you stop and think. We’re lucky to be alive and sharing this moment.

Rhonda leads me to a small shelter in the middle of the cemetery. It’s not unlike a bus stop. It is painted brown and has a white, decorative spandrel. Rhonda sits me down on the bench. I realise that it’s an old church pew. We start kissing again.

She draws away for a moment and places a hand on my chest. She says to me very seriously, ‘I love the smell of your sweat. It’s very distinctive.’

Abruptly, we start kissing again. I put a hand on the outside of her shirt and play with her breast.

Suddenly, we hear a twig snap. We gasp and look up. An elderly man is standing beside a wheel barrow, about ten meters away. He is leering at us. His hand is down the front of his pants. While we stare at him, taking in what is happening, he advances, his hand still down his pants. We scream and run away. We clamber through the hole in the fence; it’s a bit more difficult this time round, now that we’re running for our lives. It’s like we’re caught up in a scene from a horror movie, where a deranged killer is chasing the main characters. They’re at their front door, fumbling about helplessly for their keys. But you know that they’ll make it inside at the last possible second, even though the last possible second has being stretched out for an inordinate amount of time. We continue running until we reach the park and then we stop and catch our breath, doubled over with our hands on our knees.

‘Did you see the look on his face?’ I gasp.

‘Yeah! What a dirty old man! I’m gonna have nightmares about him.’

‘Let’s get the hell out of here.’ I put an arm around Rhonda’s shoulder and we walk home in silence, feeling like the king and queen of our own secret land.
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It’s Saturday morning. The school week that just ended flew by like it was in a hurry. Rhonda and I now meet up every day after school; we go to the cemetery and make out with unabashed passion. Thankfully, we haven’t seen the dirty old man again. Our make-out sessions are getting more and more intense. Rhonda now rubs my pants with her hand and she lets me fondle her breasts over her shirt. Once, things got a bit too much for me and I had to run off into the trees. At school, during lunchtime, we try to find private spots where we can make out, but we’re not always successful; by the time the end of the day comes around, we’re well and truly ready for each other.

I’ve set myself up in the backyard with a beach towel and I’m lying back reading The Outsider by Albert Camus. But I’m not really taking any of it in. I’ve read the same paragraph at least eight times now. Meursault is swimming with Marie. He’s turned on and so my thoughts drift to images of Rhonda in a bathing suit. She would look incredible. Her snow white thighs would be unbelievable. I was gonna have to take her swimming soon. Then my thoughts meander on to, of all things, memories of pet goldfish. I had fish when I was younger, but they all died of various causes, with varying degrees of discomfort. One of the more harrowing deaths I can recall is Crispin’s.

I came out of my bedroom one morning to find Crispin lying on the floor in front of the fish tank. I quickly picked him up and placed him gently back into the water. To my distress, all that poor Crispin could manage to do was to drift backwards on the pathetic current generated by the filter. I thought I could see the sadness in his little eyes. He looked to be in a lot of pain. His scales were all worn from flipping himself over and over on the carpet during the night. I wondered how long he’d been out of the tank and tore myself up for not having got out of bed earlier. When the rest of the family woke up, I told them about Crispin’s ordeal.

Dad looked at Crispin drifting backwards in the tank and told me that he’d have to kill Crispin to put him out of his misery. A split second later, without giving me any time to consider the situation, Dad pushed up his sleeve, plunged his hand into the water and grabbed Crispin’s tiny ravaged body. He took him outside, leaving a trail of water all the way to the wood block. He put him on the block, grabbed the axe and chopped his head off. Just like that. There lay Crispin in two parts – decapitated. I saw everything from inside. Dad began to make his way back to the house. Just as he did so, Bruce came out from behind the shed, picked up the axe and swung it at him. He missed by centimetres.

I was so damn angry. Who would do such a barbaric thing? Dad came inside, grabbed me by the shoulders and said, ‘I’m sorry, Stan. It’s for the best, though.’ He ruffled my hair, sat down at the breakfast bench and picked up the paper. I stood where I was, unable to move.

About half a minute later, Dad said, ‘So, what’s for breakfast, Peggy?’

‘Bacon and eggs.’

‘Terrific!’

I was appalled at how my father had killed poor Crispin in such a violent way and I was equally appalled about his blatant disregard for my feelings. He acted as if the whole thing was nothing out of the ordinary and I was expected to get over it straight away. I went to my bedroom, where I could cry and cry and cry. Bruce was there. ‘Your father is a savage! One day, we’re gonna teach him a lesson!’

On that day, I swore I’d never get any fish ever again – there were just too many deaths to deal with. But that was then and this is now. Now that I’m older, I can look after them properly. I think I want some Japanese koi. Koi are bigger than goldfish and they’re more robust too, with a longer life span. A koi could just about take care of itself. Two of them would do. I could put them in a huge tank and watch them grow.

I get so caught up in the idea of getting some fish that I decide to call Rhonda and tell her about it. I dash inside and pick up the phone. I realise that someone else is already on the extension in the study. I freeze as I recognise Father Ryan’s voice.

‘I can’t stop thinking about you. I know God is disappointed in me, but it’s a force so strong that I just don’t know what to do. I need to see you. Can you come over right now?’

‘Oh, Jerome, I don’t know. I’m scared.’

I replace the receiver and steady myself on the breakfast bench. I feel dizzy and short of breath. Hearing Mum’s voice was like a swift punch in the guts. Jerome? His name is Jerome? What a slimy old bastard. What a hypocritical old fuck! I hear movement from the study. I decide to busy myself by making a sandwich. Mum emerges a couple of minutes later.

When she sees me, she gives me a big guilty smile. ‘Oh! Hi, Stan. I didn’t realise you were home.’

‘Yeah, I just got in.’

She turns a conspicuous red.

‘I-I was just talking to your Aunty Gaynor. She’s coming soon … to Middleton … to visit … for a while.’

‘Oh, cool.’ This is the first time I’ve ever witnessed my mother blatantly lying. It’s horrifying. She’s not meant to lie – she’s my mother, for Christ’s sake! She isn’t any good at it, either.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m making a sandwich.’

‘Oh. That’s nice.’

I wish she would just leave the room. She’s talking gibberish and I don’t like it.

‘I’m going shopping in a minute. Is there anything you want?’

‘Not that I can think of.’

She finally leaves the room. I sit at the breakfast bench and eat my sandwich. I’m not hungry, I just don’t know what else to do. Considering all the shit that’s gone down, it’s a surprisingly good sandwich. As I’m taking the last bite, Mum comes back into the room. She’s changed her clothes and is wearing a revealing top, which sits tightly around her breasts. She’s applied fresh make-up too.

‘So, there’s nothing you want from the shops?’

‘No, Mum.’

‘OK. I’ll be off, then.’

‘OK, Mum.’

The minute she leaves the driveway, I race outside, jump on my bike and peddle like crazy to the shops, using every possible short cut. I find a spot behind a tree, where I’m concealed from the shopping centre car park. Mum has parked her beige Commodore near the entrance. I’m instantly relieved. But she doesn’t get out of the car. I creep closer, moving from tree to tree. I try to focus on what she’s doing. She’s talking to herself in the rear view mirror. She places her head in her hands and then she straightens up. She fixes her hair and gets out of the car. She takes her time closing the door. She’s clearly struggling with making a decision. But then, instead of walking towards the shops, she backtracks and makes her way briskly towards the presbytery next door. I dash to another tree to get a better look and watch as she approaches the front door. She knocks and is let in.

I’m trembling. Bruce places his hand on my shoulder. ‘Your mother is turning into a real slut.’

‘Don’t talk that way about my mother!’

‘She’s fucking the priest!’

‘Shut the fuck up, Bruce!’ I tear myself away from him and ride off with a jerky recklessness.

I arrive home and raid my parents’ liquor cabinet. I find a bottle of port, take it into my room and start hoeing into it. I spill a bit on the carpet and rub it with my foot. The stain spreads.

‘I can’t believe that fucking arsehole!’ Bruce is very opinionated. He rarely holds back. ‘What is it with Catholic priests? They can’t keep their dicks in their pants. They think they can go around screwing whomever they like and get away with it!’

‘Just shut up, Bruce. I can’t hear myself think.’

‘I won’t shut up. He’s meant to be a model citizen. He’s meant to be setting an example of how to live a pure life. But what does he do? He lets his dick lead him down a satanic path. He breaks one of the ten golden rules!’

I swig from the bottle, dripping port down my chin. Bruce is worked up, pacing about the bedroom. In fact, I’m enjoying his passion. Everything he says is true.

‘You know, some people are just born arseholes. And this guy, Father Ryan, is a two-faced showman. I’ve seen him deliver sermons. He’s a fucking actor. Why, I ought to burn his playhouse down!’

‘You can’t just go around burning things down, Bruce.’

‘And why not?’

‘Because you just can’t, that’s why.’

Bruce grabs the bottle off me and pours port over his head in a bid to dramatise his anger. With the dark liquor dripping down his face, he looks at me coldly. He holds my stare until the dripping ceases. ‘You’ve got some growing up to do and I’m getting impatient,’ he says in a quiet, controlled voice that scares the shit out of me. ‘Don’t make me make you grow up, Stan. Step up. Be a man. There’s no room in this world for lame-arse pussies.’ Bruce thrusts the bottle back into my chest. ‘Now, drink. And if you don’t get with the program soon, Stan, there’ll be hell to pay.’
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I wake up. The sun is going down. I must’ve drifted off. Bruce has gone. I can smell food and I’m famished. Thankfully, I don’t feel too bad after all that drinking. Just a bit seedy. The bottle is on the floor. There’s still a bit of port in it. I look in the mirror and I’m surprised to see that I don’t look too bad. I look like a teenager who’s just woken up. I edge out of my bedroom, head to the bathroom and wash up. I’m so pissed off with Mum! What the hell is she thinking? Is she really cheating on Dad? I go back to my room and put on a clean t-shirt. Mum will be in the kitchen making dinner. I decide that I’m going to play detective and get to the bottom of this whole stinking mess. I seat myself at the breakfast bench so I can keep an eye on her. I make it subtle, though; I have some chemistry homework in front of me. Dad is in the study. He’s on the phone to his sister. Grandad is in hospital at the moment. He had a heart attack. He’s doing OK, but it’s really shaken Dad. I can’t imagine Grandad having a heart attack. I’ve tried to picture it, but it just doesn’t seem like something that could happen to him. He’s strong and he’s never shown any weakness. I’ve always thought of him as super-human; that nothing can beat him, including illness. The thought of him lying in a hospital bed is absurd. He wouldn’t want us to see him in that state. I don’t want to see him in that state. What could I possibly say to the man?

I hear Mum say something to herself. ‘What, Mum?’

She looks up, alarmed. ‘I’m sorry, Stan. What was that?’

‘You were saying something. It sounded like, “Oh, stop it.” What does that mean?’

‘I don’t think I said anything.’ Mum wipes her brow with her apron.

I decide to press on. ‘Yes, you did. You said, “Oh, stop it.” Who were you speaking to?’

‘Who was I speaking to? What are you talking about? I’m in the kitchen, cooking, Stan. I wasn’t speaking to anyone.’

‘You were having an imaginary conversation with someone. Who were you speaking to?’

‘Stan, you’re being completely unreasonable. I didn’t say anything.’

‘I heard you. You said, “Oh, stop it” in a flirty way and I want to know who you said that to.’

Mum takes a few heavy steps towards me and swipes her spoon in the air. ‘What? What is this? I’m cooking the bloody dinner. I was probably singing to myself.’

‘No, you weren’t. It was clear enough. You know what you said.’

‘I don’t appreciate your tone, young man. Take your homework and pretend to do it somewhere else!’

‘Fine. But I heard you.’

‘Oh, you heard me, did you? You’re acting like a bloody lunatic. I don’t know what’s got into you.’ Mum turns away from me and stirs the gravy frantically.

‘Mia!’ she shouts. ‘Set the table, please!’ She barks out the order without even turning around. My sister, who has been sitting there watching TV without a worry in the world, jumps up straight away and starts setting the table in the dining room. Dad emerges from the study looking exhausted.

‘I’m just about to dish up, Trevor. Take a seat at the table. Is everything ready, Mia?’

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘Good girl.’ Mum puts an arm around Mia and squeezes her close as an apology for barking at her. She calls for my other sister. ‘Rose, it’s dinner time!’

We all sit down at the table. I’m furious with Mum. I’m convinced she was reliving a flirtatious moment with Father Ryan. The thought of them alone together makes me want to puke. I would dearly love to hurt him and teach him a lesson. Why do priests become priests if they are going to struggle with celibacy? That’s part of the deal. That’s what you’re signing up for – a life without sex. It’s a bloody tough call, but it’s there in black and white. A large, laminated picture of the Pope is stuck to the wall with Blu-Tack. He’s smiling and waving. I look at him and wonder if he was ever led into temptation.

I’m emotionally drained and really hungry, but, of course, I can’t start on the special roast dinner that Mum’s prepared because I have to wait for my family to say grace and give thanks to God for the food we’re about to eat. Instead of thanking God, I think to myself, we should thank Father Ryan, as this meal has been painstakingly prepared to alleviate the guilt Mum’s feeling as a result of her disgraceful affair. Anyway, I always thought it was a bit stupid to thank God for food; we should really be thanking the farmers who produce it.

In addition to the ritual of saying grace, my family always selects something in particular to pray for. Today, Rose suggests we pray for world peace. This really irritates the shit out of me. The Smiths’ song ‘Death of a Disco Dancer’ runs through my head. ‘Love, peace and harmony? / Love, peace and harmony? / Oh, very nice, / Very nice, / Very nice, / Very nice. / But maybe in the next world.’

‘As if that’s ever gonna happen.’

‘Now, Stan, be positive,’ says Mum.

‘Positive? Actually, I think we should be realistic. What use is it praying for world peace?’

‘Stanley, if you’re not capable of saying something nice, don’t say anything at all.’

I look at Mum as if she’s some sort of alien disguised in a human suit. I’m not going to let this one go. ‘Good’ Christians were really starting to frustrate the hell out of me. ‘We live in a time when money means more than basic human rights. You can pray all you want, but it’s not gonna change anything. There are too many fat, rich men in the world with greedy agendas.’

‘Shut up.’ Silence fills the room for a long five seconds while Dad gives me his most serious I’ll-snap-you-like-a-twig look. It only infuriates me more. I’ve sat quietly and played these bullshit Christian games for too long. And for what? For a slap in the face and a dishful of hypocrisy?

I brazenly continue. ‘Well, I’m sorry, Mum and Dad, but for how long, exactly, do you want us to play this game? I mean, you expect us to believe that God made the earth in six days and had a rest on the seventh!’ Both of my sisters gasp at my audacity. ‘And have you ever heard of the Big Bang theory? Or … or have you ever heard of Darwin’s On the Origin of Species? They’re both quite well known. I mean, you expect us to believe that Jesus’ mother was a virgin, for Christ’s sake!’

Now my family gasps in unison and they all lean back in their chairs at exactly the same time, like bad actors in an over-rehearsed play.

Dad erupts. ‘Go to your room! Get out of my face and go to your room!’

‘OK. I’ll go to my room. I’ll go to my room and pray for your sanity.’ I jab a pointed finger at Mum and then hastily leave the room. Dad stands up as if he’s going to give me a walloping, but he lets me go by.

As I leave, I hear Mum attempt to brush the scene under the carpet. ‘Could you please pass the potatoes, Rose?’

Mum looked terrified when I pointed at her. Maybe she’s picking up on the fact that I know about Father Ryan. Well good. She can have a long hard think about it all. I hope she has trouble sleeping tonight.
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I hang out in my room for a couple of hours. I don’t feel much, just drained.

There’s a quiet knock at my bedroom door and Dad enters meekly. His mood surprises me. He’s not angry or ready to throttle me. ‘Hi, Stan.’

‘Hi, Dad.’

‘That was quite a performance you gave at dinner tonight. What brought that on?’

‘I don’t know. I’m just annoyed about things, I guess.’

‘Well, I … um … I need to talk to you about something.’

Oh, Jesus, no! I can guess what this is going to be about. He’s going to tell me that Mum’s having an affair with the priest, that he and Mum are going to split up and I’m going to have to choose who I want to live with. I do not want to have that conversation with my father.

‘Listen, Dad, you don’t have to…’

‘No, I want to. Your outburst really shocked me. It made me realise that you’re not a kid anymore. I need to be more open with you.’ Dad seats himself carefully on my bed, between magazines, books and records. He doesn’t look out of place among the mess; he is a mess himself. He clears his throat and pushes a hand through his oily hair. He gives a long, deep sigh. ‘You know, it’s a funny thing – with Grandad being sick, it makes me reflect on how I am as a father. And I must say, I’m not too impressed with myself, Stan. I need to tell you about what’s been going on.’

My chest tightens. I never imagined that I’d be having this discussion with my father. A family breakdown is always something that happens to someone else – to some other sucker. How was Dad going to explain to me that Mum was having an affair? And, worse still, how was I going to act surprised about it?

‘First of all, I’m sorry I’ve been so angry all these years. I’ve been a lousy father. I think about times when I’ve been way over the top with my reactions to situations. It hasn’t been good. And there’s no excuse for it. There’s absolutely no excuse for it. I’m sorry. But now, you see, the truth is that I’m completely stressed out. I’m so stressed that I can’t even think straight. I get frustrated over the most insignificant things.’ He gives a short nervous giggle.

‘It’s OK. I understand.’ I hope I sound sincere. In a way, I am sincere. I can see that he’s in a real state and even though I’ve always thought that he’s a bit of an arsehole, I am overcome with sympathy. For the first time in a long time, I find myself looking at Dad as a human being and considering his feelings. Here, before me, sits a man whose wife has been unfaithful and whose father is in hospital in a serious condition. I know that I’d be torn apart if Rhonda decided to start seeing someone else or if Dad got sick and wound up in hospital.

‘I’ve been taking … pills, Stan, to help cope with stress.’

This completely throws me. I fumble in my head for something to say. ‘What … what sort of pills?’

‘An antidepressant.’

‘Oh.’

‘Since I’ve started taking it, I’ve finally been able to get some rest at night and that’s allowing me to focus on what’s important. I’ve been thinking about lots of things.’ Another deep sigh leaves him. ‘I’ve come to realise that I haven’t been the greatest husband or the greatest father in the world.’

‘Dad, that’s…’

‘It’s OK. I’m glad I’m finally seeing things clearly. You and your mother and your sisters have put up with a lot. For a long time, all I could focus on was how ungrateful you all were. I used to think that I’d go off to work and slave my guts out for you all, but never get the respect I deserved. But now I can see that I haven’t exactly been present for a long time.’ He raises his head. ‘And, now, I realise, Stan, that I don’t know the first thing about you.’

‘You’re not meant to, Dad. I’m fifteen.’

‘I know, I know, but…’ He rubs his hands through his hair again. ‘I’m trying to change. I’m going to make more of an effort with each and every one of you. I don’t want to be a distant father anymore. I want to enjoy my family’s company. I just want you to know that I’m trying to change, Stan’

He reaches out and ruffles up my hair. (If he wants to get to know me better, the first thing he’s got to understand is that the hair is out of bounds. No one touches the hair.) He lifts himself up off the bed and looks around the room, weary-eyed. ‘You should clean up your room. It’s a bloody pigsty.’

I nod and stand as Dad leaves the room. I’m mesmerised by the change in him. He’s vulnerable and uneasy. He isn’t the tough, merciless person I’m used to having around. Those drugs were really transforming him. I marvel at how fragile our personalities must be if all it takes to change them is a little pill. Are we really the person we think we are? Bruce puts his arm around my shoulders. ‘Well, isn’t that just the pits?’

I’m startled by his presence. ‘What’s that?’

‘Your mother’s out screwing around and your father’s cutting himself up over what an arse-wipe he’s been!’

‘Well, it’s better late than never. He has been an arse-wipe.’

‘Yeah, but it sucks the way this has come about. The timing is completely wrong. He shouldn’t be coming down that hard on himself while his wife is acting like a whore and his father is dying in hospital.’

‘He’s not dying, Bruce. He’s in a “serious, but stable condition.”’ I’m dumbstruck by everything. My brain hurts from thinking. Too many things have happened in too short a space of time.

‘We’ve got to do something, Stan. This is all fucked up. Everything’s off balance and it needs to be set straight again. Don’t you feel that fate is dealing us a hand here?’

I look Bruce right in the eye and I realise that I detest him. He thrives on people’s misery. He thrives on my misery. He loves it. He wants to fuck things up. He wants to get even. He wants to hurt someone. He wants to hurt Father Ryan and my mother. How does someone hate so much? He’s screwed in the head. He should be the one on antidepressants. If I don’t stand up to him soon, he’ll be forcing me to do something that I don’t want to do. And it’s not going to be something mild, it will be something nasty that could put me in gaol.

‘And what would you know about fate, Bruce? You’re not even real! I could get rid of you like that!’ I click my fingers in his face. ‘How would you like that? You’re always banging on about taking revenge. It’s not normal, Bruce. You’re sick!’ I glare at Bruce and stand my ground.

Bruce returns my glare and comes closer until his face is right in front of mine and his eyes are level with my own. ‘You jumped up little shithead! How dare you threaten me like that! After everything I’ve done for you! Don’t you dare threaten me again, Stan. You don’t know what the consequences will be, do you? You have no fucking idea! Well, if I were you, I’d pull that head of yours in while you’ve still got one. Heads are precious things, Stan. Heads are very precious things.’ He holds my head between his hands. He holds it gently, which is really unsettling. ‘Now. You apologise and I’ll pretend that this never happened.’

‘Sorry.’ I say it softly. I don’t want to apologise. He doesn’t deserve an apology.

‘I didn’t hear that.’ Now he applies some pressure.

‘Sorry.’ I say it louder this time.

‘Hmmm?’ He applies more pressure.

‘I’M SORRY!’ He drops his hands to his sides and shakes his head.

‘Poor Stan. We’ve come so far haven’t we? Remember our first conversation about dolphins? Things were so nice back then weren’t they?’

I don’t answer his rhetorical question.

‘WEREN’T THEY STAN?’

‘Yes.’

He turns and leaves the room.

Note to self: Don’t ever challenge Bruce.
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On Sunday I call Steve.

‘You sound like shit, Stan. What’s going on?’

‘It’s nothing. I’m just really tired. I won’t be able to come to band practice today.’

‘Oh, OK. I’ll let the others know. Maybe we’ll just have a hooch session instead.’

‘Thanks, Steve.’

‘Take it easy. Get some rest, dude.’

I decide I’d better call Mike too. I haven’t seen him much lately. I’ve been too preoccupied with Rhonda and now all this other shit’s going down. There never seems to be enough time to just live.

Mike sounds good on the phone. He’s full of sympathy for me. ‘God, Stan, it sounds like you need some time out.’

‘Yeah. Stuff’s going down. I feel pretty drained.’

‘Well, you wanna know something weird? They say it’s gonna rain today. Can you believe that?’

I pull the curtain back and look up at the sky. ‘It doesn’t look like it’s gonna rain. The sky is blue for as far as I can see.’

‘Yeah, I know. But I can feel something. It’s not normal. This weather is whacko, man. The rain has gotta come sometime.’

It’s true. The rain is way overdue. ‘I was gonna go for a ride today. I hope the rain holds out.’

‘Well, enjoy it while you can, Stan. I’m looking forward to the rain. All this sunshine makes me feel crappy. If Dad lets me, I’m gonna crack open a tinnie, sit back under the patio and wait for the sky to open up.’

I picture Mike nursing a can of beer and watching the rain with a contented expression on his face. It makes me feel a little bit better.

I call Rhonda and arrange to go riding with her. We meet at the bottom of my street.

‘Stan, you look awful!’

‘Well, you look beautiful, as always.’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Listen, a lot of shit has been going down. Can we just ride?’

‘Sure.’

We ride out of town to the flat plains, where you can see for miles around. We playfully overtake one another on our bikes. As we whiz past the cows, they look up at us briefly and then continue eating grass. We go out quite far, the furthest I’ve ever ridden. We’ve probably been riding for about forty minutes when Rhonda slows down and comes to a stop. She places her feet on the ground on either side of her bike and looks around nervously. I stop behind her.

‘I think we should go back. I’m getting a bit scared.’

‘Why, what are you scared of?’

‘Well, anything could happen to us out here and no one would know about it.’

‘Oh, come on! What could possibly happen to us?’

‘Anything! A psychopath could drive over that hill right now and force us into his car.’

I laugh. ‘Not likely.’

‘Some evil cult could emerge from that pine plantation and take us away to brainwash us.’

I snort. But I look across to the pine plantation and it sure as hell looks eerie.

‘We could get abducted by aliens.’

‘Ha! I wouldn’t let any aliens abduct us.’

‘Well, you wouldn’t have any choice in the matter, would you?’

‘What?’ I look down at myself and then back up at Rhonda. ‘You don’t think I could take out an alien?’

She’s the one to snort this time. ‘It’s not that you couldn’t take out an alien. It’s just that it wouldn’t come to that. That’s not how it works with aliens, is it? Being abducted never involves a punch-up.’

‘OK, then, what does it involve?’

‘Well, we probably wouldn’t even realise that we’ve been abducted at first. We might see a strange animal, like an owl, say; then we might feel we’ve lost time and that something peculiar has happened.’

‘Well, that doesn’t sound very scary to me. I think I might actually enjoy being abducted by aliens if that’s all that happens. And I really like owls. They’re freaky looking, especially the ones with white faces.’

Rhonda turns her bike around and walks it over to me. She comes up close and speaks in a soft serious voice. ‘That’s not all that happens, though. Once you’ve been abducted, you start waking up at three o’clock every morning in a sweat and you’re shit-scared but you don’t know why. So you start going to see a hypnotist who reveals to you that you’ve been up in an alien ship where they’ve poked and prodded at you with silver instruments and left weird scars on your body.’

I look across to the pine plantation again and feel a little chill go up my body. ‘You don’t honestly believe in all that paranormal hogwash, do you, Rhonda?’

‘Of course I do! Don’t you believe in aliens?’ Rhonda looks at me with raised eyebrows, pleading for me to be a believer like her.

‘Nah. I’ve never really thought about it, though.’

‘Well, how could we possibly be so arrogant as to assume we’re the only intelligent life-form in the universe?’

I shrug my shoulders.

‘I mean, when you consider that our galaxy is one among billions, surely there has to be another planet out there that supports life. And surely on that planet or planets, wherever they may be, some other intelligent life-form has evolved.’

Just then, we hear a shrill cry come from the direction of the pine plantation. It could be an animal of some sort, or it could be human, but neither of us wants to stick around to find out.

‘OK, OK. Let’s turn around.’ I try to hide the panic in my voice. We jump on our bikes and pedal like crazy back to town. After we’ve covered a couple of miles we slow down.

‘What the hell was that thing?’ Rhonda turns her head back, checking to see if anything has followed us.

‘I don’t know. But it scared the shit out of me.’

‘Me too.’

We both start laughing. We brace our shaking bodies on our handlebars, trying to stop our involuntary movements. I realise that spending this time with Rhonda has made me forget about everything that’s been upsetting me. I’m filled with gratitude that we’ve found each other. We manage to control ourselves and continue riding at a slow pace. A few fat drops of rain hit the bitumen.

‘What the…?’

‘Mike told me it was gonna rain. I didn’t really think it would, though.’

Every drop of rain that hits the road releases an intoxicating smell. At the same time, the rain is disturbing because it’s so different to the weather we’ve been experiencing. It’s felt like this dry spell was never gonna end. Rhonda and I pedal like mad while the rain falls thicker and faster. It’s exhilarating, riding along, pedalling against the downpour. Rhonda lets out a little scream every now and then but I can tell she’s enjoying the thrill of it as much as I am. We take a small street off the main road and I see a hay shed in the distance.

‘Let’s head over to that shed!’ I yell. Rhonda finds some extra energy and pedals faster with the shelter in her sights. We ride straight off the road and into the open shed. We drop our bikes on the floor, which is scattered with hay. We’re both drenched and out of breath.

‘What are we going to do now?’ Rhonda asks through deep breaths. She looks beautiful. Her hair is plastered to her head and her clothes stick to her body. We look at each other and begin to smile.

‘I think we’re gonna have to wait it out,’ I say. In my mind, I thank the rain. I look around, surveying the shed. Hay bales are stacked high on either side of it. The light from outside shrouds the shed in a comfortable, peaceful semi-darkness. Rhonda takes me by the hand and we sit together on a soft, dry bale.

‘Tell me what’s troubling you, Stan,’ she says gently. ‘It’ll make you feel better. You can’t keep things bottled up inside. It does you no good.’

I stand up and pace backwards and forwards, wondering how I’m going to begin. But then I just do and the words flow. I tell her about the phone call I overheard between Mum and Father Ryan, Mum’s visit to the presbytery, my outburst at the dinner table, Dad’s sad reassessment of his life and how Grandad’s in hospital following a heart attack. I tell her everything, except for the bits about Bruce, of course; as my tale unfolds, she watches me through concerned eyes. When I finish, she holds me close, rocking me ever so slightly in her arms.

‘My poor Stan. My poor, poor Stan.’

I’m overwhelmed by her concern and I feel a deep, deep love for her. ‘I love you, Rhonda. You’re beautiful in every way.’

She pulls back and looks up at me, shocked by my words. Before she can say anything, I kiss her passionately. She kisses me back with an open eagerness. I can taste the rain on her lips. I take her by the hand and lead her to a secluded corner of the shed. We slowly undress each other while kissing continuously.

And so it happens that, on this peculiar day, when the heavens open up and it finally rains, we become adults.
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When I was about ten or eleven years old, my sisters and I used to play in an abandoned Nestlé creamery on the edge of town. We lived only a few houses away from the factory, so it had become our playground. The main factory building, a huge brick structure, was locked. It had large windows set high up, so we couldn’t see inside. This made the building all the more intriguing. But there were several smaller outbuildings that we could wander in and out of. They’d been completely gutted by hooligans over the years and, together, had come to resemble a war-torn town. Their walls were covered in graffiti, inside and out. My sisters and I would play hide and seek in the buildings, or pretend that we were at war. We’d jump out at each other through the bare doorways, with imaginary rifles in hand, to take the approaching ‘gunman’ by surprise.

One day, I was wandering round the outbuildings, head down, daydreaming away. My sisters weren’t at home that day and I’d walked down to the factory alone. I was singing softly to myself when I heard a noise coming from inside one of the outbuildings. It sounded like the shuffling of feet. I tiptoed closer, being careful not to make a sound on the dusty ground. As I got closer, I heard breathing and a voice that I recognised as belonging to my next-door neighbour David. I couldn’t hear what he was saying but he sounded out of breath and in pain. I ran into the building. David was there, with a girl named Lara who lived a few houses down the road from us. I’d seen her around. She was a tough teenager whom most people my age avoided. David and Lara were partly undressed. They were standing close together, both of them breathing in an unusual way.

David noticed me and yelled, ‘Get outta here, Stan! Piss off!’

I ran all the way home, as quick as I could. I was hurt, because David had always been really nice to me. If he was hanging out with his mates down at the deli, he’d always say hello and ruffle up my hair in a brotherly way. I couldn’t understand why he’d yelled at me. I hadn’t done anything wrong.

After this, I noticed that Lara hung around David and his mates quite a bit. Her best friend Hayley had also joined the gang. David returned to being his usual chipper self, and he always took the time to say hello and have a bit of a joke with me. He never said why he was so angry with me that day at the factory and I never asked him.

A year passed and David got his licence. He bought a hotted up Ford and you could hear him coming from the other end of town. His car was always super-shiny and he spent many a day on his front lawn washing and polishing that big beast. I’d take up position in our sleepout. It gave a perfect secret view of David’s front yard. His friends would go over and help him wash his car or they’d lie back with beers and watch him tenderly clean his pride and joy. Lara and Hayley were often there. One time, Lara and David had a water fight while he was washing his car. You could tell they really liked each other. The days that I spent watching those teenagers seemed to last forever.

But there came a time when it was all over. Mum took me aside one day and told me that David had been driving down our street when he hit a tree and was killed instantly. I was devastated. I looked out for the gang; I’d see them around town every now and then, but it wasn’t long before the group fell apart. Once in a while, you’d see one of them in town. They looked lost as individuals. I wished they could all come together again and muck around like they used to. Wouldn’t that help them get over David’s death? And wouldn’t that help him live on in their memories? I was always on the lookout for Lara too, but word had it that she was spending a lot of time at home and didn’t like to go out that much anymore. It wasn’t until I got older that I realised what David and Lara had been doing together in the factory building that day. Then I understood his anger.

I’ve never really been that aware of the word ‘virgin’ before. But now, in the two weeks following my first time, the word was popping up everywhere. Whenever I hear it, I can’t help thinking to myself that I’m not a virgin anymore, which makes me feel pretty groovy. Actually, I feel like a bit of a superhero. I even imagine myself in a superhero outfit with two big Ss on the front. My cape billows in the breeze and a voiceover announces my name: ‘It’s Super Sexman!’ A cheesy 70s music track plays and a slap bass features prominently. I wonder if Rhonda has similar daydreams when she hears the word ‘virgin’. Probably not.

I don’t tell any of my friends about what’s happened between Rhonda and me. I don’t want them reducing the most intimate, amazing experience of my life down to a few crude jokes, as they, being who they are, would inevitably do.

I haven’t seen Rhonda that much in the past few days, which is highly unusual, as we’ve been inseparable. She’s been totally cool since our roll in the hay, but just recently, her schoolwork is taking priority. I can’t help but wonder if she’s using it as an excuse to avoid me. When I do see her, it’s just briefly between classes. At lunchtime, she has extra-curricular activities. It’s meant to be the guy who couldn’t care less whether he sees a girl again after sex. That sure as hell isn’t my experience. Rhonda seems to be the one who doesn’t have a care in the world, besides her schoolwork of course. I decide that I need to make a bold move, to find out whether or not she’s still interested in me. If she’s planning to finish it with me, I’d like to know sooner rather than later. The not knowing is killing me.

I sit next to her in English and write a little note that reads ‘I miss you.’ I tentatively push it across to her, dreading her response. She writes back ‘We need to talk.’

That does it. My heart sinks and dread engulfs me, weighing me down. For the rest of the class, I sit right beside Rhonda, paranoid that she’s going to end it with me. But why? Was I a crap lover? Did I do something wrong while we were doing it? Did I not do something I was supposed to do? She told me it was her first time too, so she doesn’t have anything to compare my lovemaking to. And to be perfectly honest, I thought I was pretty good. But there was pain and there was bleeding. No one ever tells you about that gritty reality. Was it all too much for her? Did it burst the romantic bubble surrounding us? Was I just a giver of pain to her now? And why is she funny with me now, after being perfectly OK with everything for a while?

The thought of losing Rhonda makes me feel helpless and worthless. I’ve become so used to having her around and having her inside my head when she isn’t around. She’s my constant companion. I’m going to have a tough time dealing with life if all of a sudden she isn’t there anymore. I imagine sitting in church, struggling with the stark realisation that Rhonda has left me. I’d much rather die than have to endure both church and a broken heart simultaneously.

At the end of my last period my science teacher, Mr Fraser, holds me back.

‘Stan, I was watching you today. You were barely present. If you’re not going to participate and pay attention in class, your grades will suffer. I certainly don’t want to see you being held back a year. I’m sure you wouldn’t like that very much either.’ Mr Fraser pats me on the shoulder. ‘I just want to give you some encouragement. Don’t let your grades fall. It will be your biggest regret.’

As I walk down the long veranda, making my way to the north-west corner of the school, I challenge myself to be more hard working. It would really suck to be held back a year and it would be an absolute insult to share a class with kids a year younger than me. No amount of swear words can express how much of a blow that would be. I start thinking about all the swear words I know. Shit, fuck, bitch, motherfucker, dickhead, fuckface, fuckwit, shit-for-brains, wanker, arsehole, the ‘c’ word… I round the edge of the building and come face to face with Brenton and his crew, Peter and Jamie. Brenton leers at me. His hatred towards me bursts from each and every one of his pores.

‘Well, look who we have here! If it isn’t Mr Lovey-Dovey himself, Stan-wee.’

‘That’s very grown-up of you, Brenton,’ I say.

‘You think you’re hot shit cruising around with Rhonda, don’t you?’

‘Not really.’

‘Oh, yes, you do. I can see it in your girly face. You’re always walking around with a stupid fucking smile on that girly little face of yours. And you know what? Whenever I see your stupid girly face around, I feel like smashing it.’ Brenton holds up a fist, and Peter and Jamie snigger.

‘Have you fucked her yet? I bet you haven’t. You’re too much of a pussy. I bet you’ve got a really small dick too. It’d be embarrassing to whip that out, wouldn’t it, Stan-wee? You’d best do it in the dark. That would be your safest bet. You might be able to get away with that tiny wiener of yours in the dark.’ They’re all laughing like morons.

‘Thanks for the advice. You seem to know a lot about tiny wieners.’

Brenton wastes no time in smashing his fist into my face. He catches the right side of my face, up near my temple. The ring on his middle finger manages to cut me just near my eyebrow and I feel blood gush from the wound.

Peter and Jamie react in unison, ‘Whoa! Nice one, Brent!’

‘Hold him! Hold him! I haven’t finished yet!’

Jamie and Peter grab me under the arms and Brenton shoves his knee into my groin. Twice. I double over and they let me fall to the ground.

‘That’ll teach you to talk back, you loser!’

As Peter passes me, he kicks me in the ribs. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ he says.

Their running footsteps fade away. I roll over on to my back. A heavy, egg-sized object is placed in my hand and a head comes into my field of vision. It’s Bruce. He helps me to my feet.

‘You showed up at the right time!’ I say.

‘What was I going to do? You were asking for it with your smartarse comments. I almost joined in with the beating.’

‘Thanks a lot.’

I see three hazy figures in the distance. I throw the heavy rock and a few seconds later I see the middle figure buckle. Got him. I collapse and rest my body on the warm concrete.

‘Nice shot. He’ll have a nasty lump from that. He didn’t know what the hell hit him.’

Bruce lets me rest for a while and then he helps me up and we head home. The blood on the side of my face is drying, and I feel like a tough guy from an S. E. Hinton novel, or a character from some Hollywood blockbuster, who manages to emerge through smoke and debris, limping, but looking indestructible and strangely attractive.

I’m bursting to go and see Rhonda to find out what she wants to talk to me about. But I can’t go looking like this. It’ll have to wait until tomorrow. Hopefully, it won’t be bad news. Hopefully, she still wants to be my girlfriend. Lost in all my worries, I soon realise that I’m walking home alone. Bruce had served his purpose.
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I was relieved that Mum and Dad didn’t go to town on me for getting beaten up. I mean, of course, it would be absurd for them to get mad at me, but somehow that’s what I’d expected. Instead, they were consoling and wanted to know what’d happened. For a while, I even liked Mum again. After she’d cleaned away the blood, she gently stroked my fringe away from my forehead and looked at me with a caring, sincere expression that almost broke my heart.

So I told Mum and Dad what had happened. How Brenton and his posse had surprised me after school, how they were looking for a fight, how Brenton is jealous as hell of my relationship with Rhonda. I didn’t tell them that I’d spoken back to him or about the specific comments he’d made. I wouldn’t feel comfortable telling my parents about that.

Oh, yeah, Mum and Dad, Brenton was telling me how he thinks I have a small dick. He was also asking whether or not I’d bonked the brains out of my girlfriend yet. He doubts that I have the capacity to have sex, given the size of my penis and he recommends I do it in the dark.

Dad wanted to contact Brenton’s family, but I pleaded with him to let it go. I said all sorts of things: I’d just get teased for involving my parents; these things happen between teenagers; situations like this are character building – if they didn’t happen, we’d grow up thinking the world was a beautiful place full of beautiful people. I finally convinced him.

In the morning, I study the damage to my face. Mum has placed a little strip of adhesive fabric on the cut near my eyebrow, which will have to stay there for about five days. It makes me look kind of cool, to be honest. I’m actually looking forward to going to school. I reckon Mandy O’Connor will find my wound irresistible. Ever since the school social, where she had her friend Susan slap me on the face, she’s been keeping her distance. But whenever I happen to see her, she’s looking at me. She stares at me with stony eyes, but I can tell she’s still hooked. The poor girl just can’t break the spell.

I’m waiting around on the veranda. It’s a few minutes before my first class is due to start. I receive several high-fives from the guys milling about.

‘Nice one, Stan!’

‘Yeah. You should see the other guy.’

Steve and Jeremy come up to me. ‘What happened, dude?’

‘It was nothing. Brenton decided he needed a punching bag.’

‘That arsehole! He’s not here today. I’ve seen his mates, though; they’re looking a bit nervous,’ Steve says.

‘I’m not surprised. It was three against one.’

‘Oh, the tough guy needed an advantage, huh? How piss weak!’ Jeremy shakes his head.

‘Well, you missed a kick-arse rehearsal last time, buddy,’ Steve says.

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, we were really productive. Somehow, through the haze of sweet smoke, we managed to write a new song,’ says Jeremy.

I raise my eyebrows at him and wonder whether the new tune is as good as they are implying or whether the Mary Jane being consumed at the time has influenced their judgement of the song. ‘Sounds good, you guys. We’ll definitely have to get together soon. I miss our rehearsals.’

Truth be told, I haven’t seen much of Steve, Jeremy or Mike since I’ve been going out with Rhonda. I’ve cancelled a couple of rehearsals with them, which makes me feel like a bad friend who’s let them down. It feels so good to be talking to them now, just like normal. For a bunch of pot-smoking scallywags, they’re damn good friends.

‘I like your little bandage, Stan. It makes you look tough.’

‘Thanks, Steve.’

They both high-five me and then head off to their first period of the day. As their distance from me lengthens, my dread grows. Where’s Rhonda, and what the hell do we need to talk about?

At the end of a painfully long day at school, she and I walk in silence to the cemetery. Her pleated skirt flaps rhythmically in the breeze. It sends me into a bit of a trance, and, before I know it, we’ve arrived at the cemetery. I wish that the time hadn’t slipped away so fast. Why must my thoughts always overwhelm me? Why can’t I stay focussed on the ‘now’? I have the terrifying thought that this might be the last time we ever walk somewhere together.

She sits down rigidly in the little shelter and motions for me to sit with her. Then she starts crying. I don’t know what to do. I let her cry for a while, until it gets uncomfortable. I have to say something, even though I’m shit-scared about what her answer might be.

‘Rhonda, what’s wrong? What is it?’ She looks up at me; tears are rolling down her red face.

‘Stan?’

‘Yes?’

‘Don’t be mad at me.’ Oh, my God. She is gonna break up with me.

‘I won’t be mad at you.’ My voice betrays my misery.

‘I don’t know how to tell you this…’ She looks away briefly and then looks back at me with a determined look on her face. She wipes her nose with the back of her hand. ‘I think I might be pregnant.’

Of all the words I thought might come out of her mouth, I’d never, for a second, anticipated those. I’m so relieved. ‘Oh, thank God for that!’

‘What do you mean – “thank God”? Did you hear what I just said?’ She starts crying again.

I put my arm around her. ‘I’m sorry. I thought you were going to break up with me … I … I …’ I don’t know what to say.

‘For God’s sake, Stan! I’m not ready to have a baby! I don’t want a baby! I want to go to uni!’

‘Hey, it’s OK. We’ll work it out.’

‘How can we work it out? What is there to work out? I’m not going to have an abortion, if that’s what you mean. I couldn’t do that.’

‘I’m not suggesting that you should. We’ll work this out. I just need some time to think about it.’

She gets to her feet. ‘Well, make sure you think fast. I’ve been dealing with this all by myself and I’m running out of ideas.’

‘Why didn’t you say something? We could have gone through this together.’

‘Oh, yeah, like you’re gonna go through a pregnancy the way I will. You know what, it pisses me off! Men have it so easy. You can do whatever you want with that thing of yours…’ she waggles a finger at my dick, ‘…and there’ll be no consequences for you at all!’

‘Rhonda, please don’t speak to me like that. Your consequences are my consequences.’ She’s made me angry for the first time. How could she think so badly of me?

‘Oh, don’t insult me with your fifteen-year-old maturity! You’d soon get sick of it, even if you do decide to stick by me at first. You’d get sick of watching me get fatter and fatter, and you’d probably turn to someone else for comfort. But I don’t have that option, do I?’

I grab her by the shoulders. ‘You stupid, stupid girl! Do you not know what you mean to me? You’re right, I am fifteen and I may not be the most mature person in the world. But I know I’m going to stick by you no matter what.’

‘Stan, we hardly know each other! You don’t even believe in aliens!’ Rhonda shakes my hands off her shoulders and stands back looking at me helplessly.

‘Who cares? Why do we have to know each other? People can be married for years and still not know each other. I know that you make me feel fucking amazing and happy and overwhelmed. I’ve never felt so fucking alive in my entire life. I’m not going to let you go, Rhonda.’

A little smile emerges on her wet face.

‘I know I’m not the smartest guy in the world, but we can work this out. I don’t know how but I know we can.’

I hold her for a long time while she cries into my chest. I try to sooth her with reassuring words.

After a while, I hear a twig snap. The old man is standing about three metres away, staring at us. He doesn’t say a word. He just stands there with the arms of his wheelbarrow resting loosely in his hands. This time round, the dirty bastard doesn’t have his hand down his pants, but he still manages to come across as a sick pervert, with the way he’s standing there staring. I feel like telling him to fuck off, but I don’t want to upset Rhonda. Instead, I lead her out of the cemetery, through the front gates. On the way home, we start working through our situation.

‘The thing is, my period is late. I was meant to get it on the weekend. I might be pregnant, but I don’t know for sure. I need to get a pregnancy test, but I can’t bear to go into the chemist and buy it.’

‘I’ll buy it.’

‘Will you?’

‘Of course I will.’

‘What are you going to say to the person behind the counter?’

‘Nothing. It’s none of their goddamn business. They don’t need to know why I’m buying a pregnancy test.’

‘But what if they say something to you?’

‘I don’t know. I’ll make something up. I’ll tell them I’m doing a science experiment to see if the test works on my pregnant guinea pig.’

At this, Rhonda laughs. She laughs so hard that it makes me laugh and we laugh hysterically all the way to her front porch. We both have tears streaming down our faces.

‘OK. Shhh, Rhonda. Control yourself. Your mum’s gonna wonder what the hell I’m doing to you out here.’

‘Well, her worst case scenario has already happened, hasn’t it?’

‘I guess you’re right. Listen, I’ll meet you after school tomorrow and we’ll do this thing together, OK?’

She looks at me quizzically. ‘What, are you going to take the test too?’

‘No, silly!’ We both start laughing again. I take the opportunity to leave on that high note, after kissing her for a while, of course.

I wonder what being a father feels like. I think it would feel good, being responsible for your baby and your partner. It would be like having your own little world to look after that no one else has authority over. I know I could easily spend the rest of my life with Rhonda. I certainly don’t feel like I’d ever be interested in anyone else. But I’m only fifteen, so what do I know? Things could change, perhaps, couldn’t they?
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The next day is beautiful. The light is crisp and bright; colours radiate off surfaces. I look for Rhonda as soon as I get to school. She’s in a surprisingly good mood. We step into an empty classroom before the first siren.

‘I’m so glad I told you. I’m feeling much better. Are we still on for after school?’

‘Of course we are. If I don’t catch you at lunchtime, I’ll meet you out the front after school, OK?’

‘OK. Fingers crossed.’

‘Fingers crossed.’ I grab her pretty face and quickly stick my tongue in her mouth. We leave the classroom and head in different directions. I catch up with Mike outside our science class.

‘Hey, Mike, what’s up?’

‘Hi, Stan. How’s Rhonda?’

‘She’s cool.’

‘You seem better. You’ve been looking a little off-colour these past few days. I guess being punched in the head hasn’t helped. But has something else been bothering you?’

I lean in close to Mike so that only he and I can hear what I’m saying. ‘Well, to tell you the truth, I thought Rhonda was gonna break up with me and it was doing my fucking head in.’

‘But now?’

‘Now, I know she’s still into me. It’s all good.’

‘That’s cool.’ Mike grabs some books from his locker. ‘Hey, do you want to come over to my place on Saturday night and hang out? My parents are going to be away and I thought we could drink some of Dad’s piss and play some pool.’

‘That sounds like a bloody brilliant idea. Should I steal some of my dad’s grog?’

‘If you like. What’s he got?’

‘There’s some Scotch and other bottles of spirits in Dad’s cabinet – I’m not sure what they are, though. There are a few bottles of red wine, too. I wouldn’t dare lay a finger on his beer, though. He knows exactly how much beer he’s got.’

‘OK. Well, just bring what you think you can get away with. I’ve never had red wine before. What’s it like?’

‘It tastes like shit. It’s so bad, it’s almost painful to drink.’

‘Cool. Bring some. We can have some shots to kick us up the arse.’

I smile at Mike. I like it when he’s in a bit of a cocky mood. We go into the classroom and take our seats about two-thirds of the way back. It’s a good position to be in; you can get away with not paying attention because the teacher won’t be watching you like a hawk, the way he or she would be if you were seated right up the back.

I’d better be on the ball, though. Mr Fraser made it clear that my lacklustre behaviour isn’t good enough. But, during the lesson, although I try my hardest to pay attention to him, my mind drifts between nonsensical daydreams and worrying about Rhonda. I look out the window and watch the needles on the big old pine tree in the yard bend in the wind. Its hypnotic motion pulls me deeper into daydreams and I come up with a really sweet layering of guitars.

As the lesson ends, Mike jabs me in the side. I’ve been creating the video clip to my song, which consists of a continuous blur of trees. Like when you’re driving fast and the trees and bushes that rush by become dancing lines of greens, yellows, greys and browns. I can spend ages looking out the window from the back seat of the car, getting lost in those lines.

Rhonda is waiting for me out front. Even from a distance, I can tell that she’s both nervous and excited. One arm is folded across her waist, supporting her elbow so that she can chew on her fingernails while sort of hugging herself at the same time. I’m pretty nervous, myself. I’ve never gone into a chemist to buy anything embarrassing before. Not that a pregnancy test is embarrassing, it’s just that the sales assistant is immediately going to know more about my sex life than my own friends.

I’ve come up with various ideas about how I’m going to respond if the assistant questions me about the test. So far, none of them beats the one about the guinea pig. I’ve also entertained the idea of acting all macho – going into the chemist wearing dark sunglasses and chewing gum, giving off a vibe to the assistant that if you question me about what I’m buying it’ll make for an unpleasant scene. But the person behind the counter is bound to know me, so I can’t really pull that one off.

Rhonda walks towards me, unable to wait that extra little moment before I reach her. She’s beaming. ‘Oh, isn’t this exciting?’

‘Exciting? I don’t know if I’d say it’s exciting.’

‘I’m nervous. Are you nervous?’

‘Shit, yeah. I’ve been running through different scenarios in my head all day. I hope I don’t get my lines mixed up because that could be really bad.’

‘I think you’ll be perfect. I’ve got a good feeling about this. Before we know it, I’ll have a test in my hand and I’ll find out that I’m not pregnant after all, and this whole nightmare will be over with!’

I frown at Rhonda, conscious of what I have to go through before that happens. We walk along the footpath hand in hand; Rhonda has a bounce in her step. The fact that she feels so good makes me feel better, but I’ve got butterflies and I can’t wait to get this thing done and dusted.

We reach Apex Park, which is just up the street from the shopping centre. The plan is that Rhonda will wait in the park while I go and get the test. Then I’ll meet her and hand over the test. She’ll go straight home, do the test and call me with the good news. That’s what we’re hoping for, anyhow.

Rhonda decides that she’ll wait on the swing. ‘OK, Stan. Good luck. Remember, this will all be over before we know it!’ Rhonda kisses me and entwines her fingers in my hair. ‘Thank you for doing this.’

‘That’s OK.’ I stand back from her. ‘How do I look?’ I brush myself down in an effort to make myself as presentable as possible.

‘You look fine. You’ll be fine. I know you can do this.’

‘OK. All right. I’ll get going then, before I change my mind. I’ll see you soon.’

‘See you soon.’ Rhonda gives me her biggest, most encouraging smile and I turn and make the dreaded journey to the chemist’s.

I run through my lines again. I’ve got them down pat. This should be OK. Suddenly, I feel quite confident. I can do this. I start whistling to myself. This should be a breeze. I cross the street and I’m just about to enter the shopping centre car park when I see Bruce sitting on the presbytery fence, swinging his legs back and forth like a little girl. I feel my chest constrict; all the positive feelings I’d just nurtured are replaced by a rush of anxiety that courses through my body. What the fuck is Bruce doing? Why would he be sitting on the presbytery fence? Is he trying to piss me off? I wonder if he’s thinking about going through with his plan of burning Father Ryan’s house down. Isn’t that what he said in his fit of rage?

He turns his head my way and smiles at me smugly. I experience an internal struggle: part of me wants to go over there to confront him – to push him off the fence and tell him to fuck off – and part of me knows I should just keep walking. I’m on a mission. I have to buy a pregnancy test for Rhonda. I can’t let her down and I can’t let Bruce distract me. But I’m going to give him a real serving later on. He’d know that sitting there like that would piss me off. I don’t know what he’s playing at.

I force myself to continue on down the slope of the car park, towards the looming doors of the complex. I can’t resist glancing back, though. Sure enough, Bruce is still sitting there. It’s quite strange seeing him from behind. It’s not a view of him that I often see, and it somehow makes him seem sinister. A chill passes through me.

I burst through the entry doors. The shops are ridiculously busy. Mothers are doing the mad after-school rush, buying food for dinner. My heart pumps fast. With every step I take, I feel more and more anxious but I make myself continue on. I curse Bruce for having screwed with my confidence.

Taking a deep breath, I walk in through the chemist’s doors. I walk down each aisle, searching carefully, but I can’t find a pregnancy test anywhere. What section would it be in? I panic. I am going to have to ask for assistance. The rehearsed lines will have to be used after all. I go right up to the counter, determined to get this over with. Sally Ferguson is there and straight away I feel better. Sally’s the kind of person who wants everyone to feel good all of the time. I’ve never heard her raise her voice or say anything nasty to or about anyone. She’s always super polite and friendly. She’s the most ideal person I could hope to be greeted by at the chemist counter. I finally feel like everything is going to be just fine. Why had I been so worried in the first place?

Just as Sally is about to ask if she can help me, I hear a familiar voice coming from my right. It pummels over me like a tidal wave.

‘Oh, hello, Stan!’

I turn my head slightly, not wanting to believe that he could really be here. But there he is, standing up straight in his stiff black uniform, complete with dog collar, a taut smile stretched across his vile face.

‘Hi, Father. How are you?’ I didn’t think it was possible to hate someone like this, but at this moment I hate Father Ryan so much that I wish I could kill him and get away with it. He’s a despicable, repulsive person and he’s screwing things up for me. He’s screwing my mother and now he’s screwing with my plans. What is it with this guy? As I look at him, I imagine him as a form of pure evil, like Damien in The Omen. And, like Damien, he has an innocent disguise to hide behind. I wonder where he lived before coming to Middleton. Does he work his evil on someone until they snap? Being a priest would be helpful in that regard. You’re not considered a threat and you can pack up and move on to a new parish every four years or so.

‘I’m quite well, thank you. Except that I have a nasty little cold that just won’t seem to go away. I’ve come to get something for it.’

‘So, even priests get colds! You’d think God would look after his own, wouldn’t you?’ I can’t believe these scathing words have escaped me, but I’m pissed off and I want really badly to piss him off.

‘Unfortunately, God doesn’t discriminate.’ He holds his head back slightly and laughs. It’s a hideous, guttural laugh that seems to come from deep within, as if there’s an empty chamber inside him that goes on and on forever. I want to smash his brains in right there and then.

‘What brings you here? Is everyone in your family well?’

How dare he mention my family, the slimy fucking prick! ‘They’re just fine, Father. Thanks for asking. It’s me – I’ve got a killer headache.’

‘I gather you’ve been working hard at your studies. High school can be tough.’

‘Yeah, it can be.’ It’s a tough time not being able to punch your fucking face in, shit-for-brains.

Thankfully, Sally interjects. I wonder if she can see the blood boiling away beneath my skin. ‘Well, I can recommend these, Stan.’ She hands me a packet of something and I barely look at it as I whip my wallet out. I want to get the hell out of there. ‘They’re very effective. I use them myself.’

I wish that he would just disappear. I wish I could shove every single one of these tablets down his throat right now, then sit back and watch him convulse on the floor, frothing at the mouth. I hurriedly pay for the tablets. ‘Thanks, Sally. See you later.’

I wave quickly at Father Ryan, leave the chemist’s and storm through the complex with the exit doors in my sight. Rhonda is going to be really upset. I race out into the car park. Bruce is no longer sitting on the fence. That’s a good thing, because I would have gone over there and smashed his fucking brains in. I wonder, for a moment, if Father Ryan’s presence at the chemist’s was something that they had colluded. But I know I’m being paranoid. Surely Bruce wouldn’t make himself known to anyone else. I know that he’s been frustrated with my inaction recently, but he wouldn’t turn against me like that, would he?

I can see Rhonda sitting on the swing in the park, swaying gently back and forth. She watches her feet as they scrape the ground. I slow my pace and stuff my hands in my jacket pockets. How is she going to react? She looks up, sensing my approach. She’s looking at my pockets, hoping one of them contains a box that will obliterate all her worries. I quicken my pace a little and ready myself.

Just then, I notice that Bruce is in the park. He’s sitting on the monkey bars, watching us. What the hell is that arsehole playing at? How dare he appear in front of Rhonda! I look at her. She’s still looking at my pockets, hoping that I’m about to produce a little box. I shake my head. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘What happened?’

I kick at the ground in frustration. ‘Father Ryan was there.’

‘Father Ryan?’

‘Yeah. He was standing right next to me. I couldn’t ask for a pregnancy test with him right there.’

‘Oh, no! Can you go back? Please? I really need to know.’

‘Rhonda … I’m sorry. I can’t go back there now. It would be too obvious.’ I look over at Bruce. Now he’s hanging upside down on the monkey bars, still watching us. I make myself continue my conversation with Rhonda as normally as possible, while exploding with anger on the inside. ‘I wouldn’t be able to go through with it. But I promise I’ll go back tomorrow. You have my word.’

‘Goddamn it! Why was that arsehole there?’ Rhonda jumps up off the swing and paces back and forth.

I steal another glance at Bruce. He’s now doing the ‘skin the cat’ and his head is turned at a weird angle so he can keep watching us.

‘What a pain in the arse. God, I hate that man! He’s upset you by what he’s doing with your mother and now he’s upset the both of us, by ruining our plan!’

‘I know. That’s exactly what I was thinking when I was in the chemist’s. I mean, of all the fucking people that could have been there…’ I so want to go over and bash the shit out of Bruce.

‘Oh, Stan! What are we going to do?’

‘Don’t worry. We’ll do this again tomorrow and it’ll be OK.’

Rhonda hangs her head. Then she looks up suddenly, with a new look in her eyes. ‘Well, we can’t let him get away with this. It would make me feel better if we did something to really piss him off!’

She sounds like Bruce. What could sweet Rhonda possibly have in mind? I look over at the monkey bars again; Bruce has disappeared. Where did he go?

‘Well, what sort of thing are you thinking of?’

‘Oh, I don’t know.’ She paces back and forth some more and then turns to face me. ‘We could put dog shit on his chair in the church. He has a special chair doesn’t he?’

‘Well, yeah, he does. But are you serious?’

‘Yep.’ She is serious. She has a determined look on her face.

‘Well, I don’t know if the church will be open now. It’s probably locked up.’

Rhonda looks disappointed and turns away.

‘But … I guess we can always try.’

She turns back and smiles.

Our second plan goes smoothly. We’re lucky enough to find some relatively fresh dog shit in the park. Using sticks, we put it in the paper bag I got with my headache tablets. We go to the church and Rhonda drops the dog shit on Father Ryan’s chair. I grab a little prayer candle from the back of the church and use it to smear the shit in so it can’t be easily removed from the fabric. I throw the shitty candle on the floor. The stench soon becomes overwhelming and we leave. For the first time in ages, I think it might actually be fun going to church on the weekend. Miracles do happen.
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I can hear muffled voices. They bleed through my bedroom wall. The conversation is animated; the voices rise and fall and come in short, sharp bursts. It’s Mum and Dad. Mum and Dad having a lively conversation. I push it out of my mind.

I’m in no hurry to get out of bed. I love waking up on Saturday mornings, knowing that I can sleep in if I want to. There’s no rush. There’s no alarm. I can lie here as long as I like and get up when I’m ready to. That’s a luxury. So, I indulge that luxury. I lie here and think about the day ahead of me. I’m looking forward to going round to Mike’s place tonight. We haven’t had a chance to hang out in a while. I’m also looking forward to getting a bit drunk. I could do with some relief from all the crazy shit that’s been happening.

I start thinking about plum jam on toast, so I amble out to the kitchen in my Astro Boy pyjamas. That’s when I realise that Mum and Dad aren’t having a lively conversation – Mum is, in fact, livid.

‘Who would do such a thing?’

‘I don’t know, Peggy.’

‘It’s probably those atheists who live on Harwood Street. I’d bet you anything it was them!’

‘What’s going on?’ I yawn and stretch.

‘Oh, you’re not going to believe this, Stan!’

‘What? What’s happened?’

‘Well, someone – some despicable human being – has put dog excrement in the church!’

‘Really?’ I hope I’m looking convincingly surprised.

‘Yes! But not only that – it was left on Father Ryan’s chair!’

‘Holy shi…’

‘Stanley!’

‘Sorry!’

‘It was smeared in with a prayer candle and the candle was left on the ground, near the chair, as if the culprit threw it down in some hideous, mocking gesture!’

‘Oh, my God! Really?’

‘Stanley, don’t take the Lord’s name in vain!’

‘Sorry!’

Dad starts laughing and I’m so surprised that I start laughing myself.

‘Trevor and Stanley, stop laughing this instant!’ Mum stamps her foot to emphasise each word. Her frustration makes us laugh even more. ‘You think this is funny, do you? Well, go ahead and laugh! You’re just as bad as the sick person who did this! Perhaps I should invite him round for dinner so you can enjoy each other’s crude sense of humour.’

‘Him? You said invite “him” round to dinner. Was it a man who did it?’ I was enjoying watching Mum get worked up about this un-Christian incident. It was bliss.

‘Of course it was a man. You don’t think a woman would be capable of such a shameful act, do you?’

‘I guess not. That’s another reason why the Catholic Church should allow women to be priests! They wouldn’t go smearing crap on chairs, would they?’

‘What do female priests have to do with this, Stan? Sometimes you talk such utter rubbish.’

‘Well, it’s just an observation, Mum. You just said yourself that only a man would be capable of such a despicable act. And perhaps if there were more women involved in the church, these sorts of things wouldn’t happen.’

‘Stan, shut up!’

I think about Rhonda and the way she suddenly conceived the ingenious idea. I feel an immense pride in her.

‘So, has it been cleaned up?’

‘Yes, it has. I went down there first thing and took care of it. The parish has agreed to chip in and replace Father Ryan’s chair. We did consider reupholstering, but in the end we decided it would be best to get a new chair altogether. Father can’t be expected to sit on that chair after what’s happened. It would be a constant reminder to him of this hateful act against the church.’

‘And so the smell has all gone, then?’

‘Actually, I was worried for a while. Even after we’d got rid of the chair, the stench was still hanging around. But Laura Dean and I sprayed air freshener everywhere and it seems to have done the job.’

‘Oh, that’s good. You know what you should have used, though?’

‘What?’

‘Incense. That stuff is so overpowering, it’d cover up the smell of anything. And the church has so much of the stuff…’

‘Well, thanks for your suggestion, but it’s all under control now. I’m just so shocked and baffled by the whole thing. Who would do such a thing? Father Ryan is such a lovely man. He doesn’t deserve such disrespect.’

I look at Mum, who’s now making coffee for Dad, and I wonder how she can be comfortable making such a statement. I sneak a glance at Dad, who has his head stuck in the paper. How could she suggest that Father Ryan doesn’t deserve disrespect? The man has broken his vow with God and succumbed to temptations of the flesh. Doesn’t that warrant some disrespect? And how can she stand there, pouring her husband’s coffee and passing judgement on other people while turning a blind eye to her own behaviour? I mean, isn’t sleeping with a priest one of the most sinful things you could ever, ever, ever do? If she honestly believes in her religion, she’d have to consider the prospect of burning in hell for eternity. I mean, surely she’s got herself a one way ticket to hell. She’ll be flying there first class, hopefully doped up to her eyeballs on hard liquor. But perhaps she’s created yet another impossible loophole in her mind. Jesus was known to get along well with prostitutes. Maybe she’s banking on that.

Straight after breakfast and a shower, I’m out the door and on my way to Apex Park. Rhonda and I have arranged to meet there at half past ten so that we can get the pregnancy test over with and enjoy the rest of the weekend. I feel really confident about the whole scenario. After last night’s success with the dog shit, I’m feeling like I can take on anything. The thing is, if you want to get something done, you’ve just gotta go ahead and do it. So that’s what we’re gonna do today.

Rhonda isn’t there when I get to the park. I jump on a swing and bask in the warmth of the mid-morning sun. I grip the chains, lean back and angle my face so that the sun’s rays can cover as much surface area as possible. I close my eyes. The light behind my eyelids is a soft orange. There are black splodges that appear in different places and their edges bleed out into the surrounding colour. They disappear and are replaced by new black splodges. I wonder what causes this effect.

When I was younger, I had a terrifying experience. I was lying on the lawn in our backyard, enjoying the sun’s soft rays. But when I closed my eyes, instead of seeing a few undefined splodges, I saw a perfectly formed face. It was intricately detailed like the brown and orange colours of a photograph negative. It didn’t belong to anyone I recognised, and this scared me. Was it just a trick of the light, or an eidetic memory of someone I’d glimpsed on TV? Or was there some more sinister explanation? There certainly wasn’t a logical one.

I wondered if I would ever come across the person in my lifetime. Would they have something important to tell me that would change my life, or was it the face of a person who would kill me in the future? Was its appearance meant as a warning? As these thoughts occurred to me, I became more terrified of the face. I blinked hard several times and the image lost its intensity and disappeared into the orange. But the detail of the face has never faded. It’s like I’ve got a photograph of the person that I can retrieve and study again and again. I get a bit nervous sometimes, thinking that I might bump into the owner of the face in a crowd or, worse, somewhere secluded when I least expect it.

‘Stan!’ It was Rhonda.

‘Whoa! You scared me.’

‘You were a million miles away. I’ve been standing here for at least a minute.’

‘Why didn’t you say something?’

‘I was enjoying watching you, and I wanted to scare you a bit too.’

I jump off the swing and take her in my arms. ‘You’re a very bad girl and you shall be punished!’ I lean in and open my mouth wide, baring all my teeth as if I’m a vampire and I’m about to take a chunk out of her neck. She screams and pushes me away. I grab her again and gently kiss her instead. She’s so beautiful. I still can’t believe she’s my girlfriend. She is the best thing that has ever happened to me.

Her tongue touches mine and sends electrifying prickles through my whole body. But then she says, ‘Stan, I’ve got some bad news.’

‘What’s going on?’ I think for a moment that she’s already done a pregnancy test and it’s come up positive.

‘I’ve got to go to Perth with Mum.’

‘When?’

‘Pretty much now.’

‘Why are you going to Perth?’

‘Mum’s got to take care of something. We’re spending the night there. I’ll be back tomorrow – we’re leaving there first thing Sunday morning.’

‘Oh, OK.’ I feel disappointed. I’d been looking forward to spending the day mucking about with her. I had plans to take her back to the hay shed. There’s something about rolling around in hay that’s a real turn on.

‘So, I’ll call you when I get back. But I have a big favour to ask.’

‘Shoot.’

‘Can you please go ahead and get the test? I feel like I’m going out of my mind. I try to be positive, but the next minute I feel this doom hanging over me. It’s like there’s a black cloud following me around. I couldn’t sleep at all last night.’

I can see the bags under her eyes. I gently squeeze her to me. ‘I’d do anything for you, sweet Rhonda. I’ll go to the chemist now, after you’ve gone, and the test will be ready for you when you get back. You can count on it.’

‘Oh, thanks, Stan! That would be a huge relief.’

I walk Rhonda halfway home. I fill her in on what happened at breakfast. She thinks it’s quite ironic that it was my mother who went to church to clean things up. We laugh about Mum’s comment about the “atheists who live on Harwood Street”.

‘Oh, yes. You’ve got to watch out for those evil atheists! Fancy that – people who don’t believe in God. Why, they’re prone to do … anything!’ Rhonda laughs.

She’s in a much better mood by the time we come to say goodbye. I can’t believe I’m not going to see her for a whole day. She turns and gives me a final wave just before she disappears around the bend in her street. I return her wave and follow it up with a short robot dance. I hear her laugh as she turns away.

I turn back towards town with my mission firmly in my mind. The image of Rhonda standing there waving lingers in my head and I feel a huge smile creep across my face. I laugh out loud, thinking that I must look like an absolute fool, walking down the street with a huge fat grin on my face. I even manage to pass the presbytery without thinking about Father Ryan or Bruce. I’m tempted to look back, to see if Bruce is sitting on the fence again, but I decide not to.

Once again, the planets – or something – must be aligned, because I see my plan through with no hitches whatsoever. Before I know it, I’m on my way home with a pregnancy test in my pocket. Sally was there again and she says she’s curious to know the outcome of my pregnant guinea pig science experiment. Although she did wink at me as she handed over the paper bag.
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I conceal a bottle of red wine and a bottle of Scotch in my bag. There’s about three-quarters of the Scotch left. I suspect that Mum has been drinking it. Dad wouldn’t; he tends to stick to his beer. Mum probably needs something a bit harder to help her cope with the corrosive guilt she must be enduring. I don’t care if Mum works out that I’ve stolen her Scotch. It’s not as if she’s going to confront me about taking it. Her concern about alcohol going missing from the house would be totally out of character. It would raise eyebrows. I can’t imagine how she’d broach the subject with Dad. ‘Honey, my Scotch is missing and I really need it bad. I’ve come to rely on it – especially since I’ve been screwing our very own man of the cloth.’

Mum and Dad have agreed to let me stay at Mike’s place tonight, which is great because that means we can get a bit drunk. I don’t bother telling Mum and Dad that Mike’s parents aren’t going to be home. My plan almost falls apart when Mum gets pretty insistent about driving me there so she can say hello to Mike’s parents. I keep saying that I want to ride my bike. Thankfully, Dad steps in and asks Mum nicely to let me go on my own.

‘You’re lucky your father is such an accommodating person.’

‘Thanks, Peggy.’ Dad winks at Mum and offers her a cheeky grin. She looks surprised at this.

I wonder if Dad has told Mum that he’s taking pills. Surely he has told her. I’ve been really surprised about the change in him. Even my sisters have noticed the change in him. Rose and Mia came to see me in my bedroom the other day and asked why Dad is being so nice? I just told them that he’s had a think about things and he wants to be a better person. But the change has been remarkable. It wasn’t long ago that I thought he was a strict old bastard. But since he confided in me, I’ve noticed that he’s become a lot more tolerant. He’s a more caring and chilled-out person; he doesn’t let the little things faze him anymore. It’s almost as if he’s a different person inside the same body. I think about him sitting me down at the kitchen table to lecture me before the school social and I realise that that person is long gone. I hope he doesn’t stop taking his pills anytime soon. I mean, if it’s working for him and it’s working for us, that’s a good thing, right? And seeing Dad laugh about things that he would previously have hit the ceiling over is a major leap forward. It’s better to laugh than to burst a blood vessel.

I knock on Mike’s door and he opens it, beer in hand. ‘Come on in, Stan-my-man!’

‘Hey, Mike. You’ve started without me?’

‘Yeah. This is my first, though. You don’t have much catching up to do.’

Mike’s parents are rich and their house is fucking awesome. He lives on the other side of the railway tracks, away from all the riff-raff in town. The living area of the house is tiled in dark slate and it joins on to a massive games room. There’s a huge billiards table in there, as well as a dartboard and a massive stereo. A TV hangs on the wall in the corner of the games room so you can watch it while you’re shooting pool. Mike tapes a lot of music videos off Rage, so there’s endless video clips to watch and mime as you’re strutting around the table, cue in hand, doing your best Tom Cruise impersonation from The Color of Money.

Mike chucks Depeche Mode on the stereo and turns it up. We amble outside and lay back on the poolside recliners. We nurse our beers on our bodies, like it’s something we always do, and look up at the stars. There are so many of them. I love clear nights like this in Middleton, when all the stars you can’t usually see fill the night sky. As I sweep my eyes across the expanse above me, I think of Rhonda’s fear of aliens. I wonder how far away our nearest alien neighbours are and in which direction they live. I don’t think that many people living in Middleton would believe in aliens. They’d sooner pass them off as stupid imaginary creatures from bad science fiction. But it’s amazing how many people do think they exist. No one thinks that Godzilla could stomp into town, do they? Yet people out there believe that aliens, for some reason, are plausible beings. But if you’re going to rule in aliens, you have to rule in Godzilla, King Kong and even gremlins. That’s my argument.

‘Do you believe in aliens, Mike?’

‘Now, there’s a question. It’s weird you’re asking me this. I’ve been thinking a lot about that sort of stuff.’

‘Really? How come?’

‘Oh, only because I watched Alien again the other night. It just got me thinking. I reckon that if aliens actually existed, they wouldn’t look anything like Ridley Scott’s version.’

‘Why?’

Mike takes a swig of his beer. ‘I dunno. I just think they’d be more humanoid. That’s what’s makes the thought of aliens so scary. Imagine what it would be like coming across a being that sort of resembles you but is different in some ways.’

‘Yeah, I see what you mean. They’d still have two eyes, two arms and two legs but their features would be fucked up.’

‘Yeah. Those big freaky bulbous eyes and that grey shiny skin. It’s the subtle differences that make them really scary.’

‘Yeah, and add to that their ability to do things to you with their mind. I sure as hell wouldn’t want to come across one of them in a dark alleyway.’

‘Dark alleyway? Phhhfft. I wouldn’t want to come across one of them in broad daylight while I’m playing cricket!’ Mike drains the dregs from his bottle. ‘Up for another?’

I’m surprised at how quickly Mike has downed his beer. ‘Sure thing.’ I try and finish my first while Mike goes inside to get us more. It tastes horrible but I force it down.

This is great, sitting out here with Mike. It’s so good to have some time away from my parents. Even when I’m in my bedroom listening to music, I still feel smothered by Mum and Dad. I can’t wait to leave home and get my own place. So what if I’m poor and living on tins of baked beans? It’ll be worth it. My parents’ place has its own set of unspoken rules. Whenever I’m there, I feel trapped. I’m surrounded by their things and I’m expected to think in a certain way, act in a certain way and fit into the box they’ve created for me.

It’s not all bad though. It could be a lot, lot worse. I’m lucky that I’m not being abused by anyone. I’ve only had to put up with a bit of harmless religious brainwashing. And that’s a given for the majority of children throughout the world. If Rhonda and I ever have children – and that may be sooner rather than later – we’re not going to impose any religion upon them. If they grow up and decide they want to join the Orange People, then so be it. But they’ll get to decide all that for themselves. They’ll be tough little titties.

Mike’s backyard is huge. I look beyond the pool at the dark corners of the yard. A dense layer of tropical plants masks the back fence and I tease myself by pretending there’s an alien sitting in the shadows watching me. Before I know it, my imagination has got the better of me and fear starts edging its way in. I feel exposed. The moonlight, which blankets the entire yard, looks sinister. A sharp blue light gleams off the surfaces of leaves and blades of grass. The water in the pool laps against the sides to the rhythm of the words playing in my head, ‘You are not alone. We are here.’

The blue light on a shiny, rubbery leaf catches my attention. Was that a large, almond-shaped eye looking out at me? I think about this for too long and end up spooking myself silly. I make a deal with myself not to look at the garden while Mike is absent. Why is he taking so long? In my peripheral vision, I see a plant move. I can’t help but look. There’s nothing there. I hear the sliding door open and I feel instant relief.

‘There you go.’

‘Cheers.’ We settle back into our recliners and I feel my body relax. ‘So, then, do you actually believe in aliens, Mike?’

‘Yep.’

‘Why is that?’

‘I have a very good reason to. I’ve experienced something that I can’t explain.’ Mike takes another swig from his beer and glances sideways at me. ‘And ever since then, I’ve questioned my own perception of reality.’

‘Shit a brick. So, what happened?’ I sit up on the recliner, pulling my knees to my chest so I’m in a protective position, ready to face something that might crumble my perception of reality.

Mike looks from side to side to check whether anyone is around. The coast is clear. ‘Stan, you’ve got to promise me that what I’m about to tell you will never, ever be repeated to anyone.’

‘OK. Sure. You’ve got a deal.’ A chill runs up my spine and I’m not sure I want to hear what Mike has to say. But part of me can’t wait for it either.

‘You can’t even tell Jeremy or Steve – or Rhonda!’

‘OK, OK. I promise.’

‘All right. Well, last year, some lights passed over the paddocks about a mile beyond our back fence there.’

I look to where Mike is pointing, which happens to be in line with the tropical plants. I push this distraction aside and picture the expanse of the paddocks beyond. ‘You saw some lights?’

‘Yep. It was about nine in the evening and I’d come outside to hang my sports uniform on the line. Over there, you see?’ Mike points towards the Hills Hoist.

‘Yeah.’

‘So, I go to peg my shorts up and I see seven lights moving horizontally across the sky in a V-formation.’

‘No shit!’

‘No shit. They were evenly spaced white lights and they had tails like a comet, but their tails were made up of all the colours of the spectrum. It was fucking crazy.’

We both take generous swigs of our beers. Part of me doesn’t really want to prompt Mike for more details, but the words come out before I’m even aware of it. ‘So, what did you do?’

‘I called for Mum and Dad and they came running out. I must have sounded pretty freaked out, because they were out in the backyard quick smart. We didn’t say anything. I just pointed to the lights and we all stood there staring. It was an incredible feeling – all of us witnessing this thing that we had no explanation for. I was so glad Mum and Dad were there. It wouldn’t have been the same if it was just me who saw the lights. My story would probably have been dismissed as stupid make-believe and I reckon I would’ve been the subject of ridicule for generations.’ Mike puts on a grandma voice. ‘“Remember that young man who said he saw UFOs from his back garden? He wound up in Graylands, didn’t he? Still, he deserved it. He was insane.”’ I’m not impressed by Mike’s impersonation of a granny. Clearly the alcohol has lessened his comedic ability, not enhanced it.

‘And then what happened?’

‘We stayed up for ages that night talking about those lights. None of us wanted to go to sleep because we were so excited about seeing something so unusual.’

‘So – what happened?’ I prompt Mike again.

‘Well, we all finally went to bed. I lay awake for ages, wondering about those lights. Especially the way they just vanished all of a sudden. That seemed really strange.’ Mike takes a slow, laboured swig from his beer. ‘Maybe I should just leave it there, Stan. I don’t know if you should hear anymore.’

Chills creep up my back and the backyard once again feels peculiar and unsafe, but I now desperately need to hear the rest. ‘Oh, come on, Mike. You can’t stop now. That’s teasing.’

Mike looks at me with his eyebrows raised, as if he’s assessing whether I’ll be able to handle the rest of his story. He must think that I can. When he begins, his voice is a bit broken and brittle, and I imagine that he’s detaching himself from the experience as he tells it.

‘At about three in the morning, I was woken by a noise in my bedroom.’ The hairs stand up on my arms. ‘It was a hot night and I had just a sheet over me. When I heard the noise, I remember wishing that I had something more substantial covering me.’

I feel slightly nauseous. I’m conscious of the fact that what Mike says next may change me forever. What if Mike saw an alien that night? How the hell am I going to deal with that? Mike looks at me with a serious, unflinching expression; it seems to me that his mouth moves in slow motion, but I hear the words in real time. ‘I turned to see where the noise had come from. That’s when I saw it.’ Mike takes a swig. The beer moves slowly down the bottle’s neck and disappears into his mouth. He speaks again. ‘It was grey and it had the biggest fucking eyes I’ve ever seen.’

I jump up from the recliner and knock my beer to the ground. It rolls off along the paving, making a loud clatter before it’s lost over the edge of the pool. Mike is looking at me, shaking his head. Is he smiling? I’m backing away from him. My heart is beating fast.

Mike rushes up and grabs me by the shoulders. ‘Stan, it was a joke! I was joking!’

I hope and hope and hope that it was a joke. ‘Really? You promise?’

‘Yes. It was a joke. There was no alien in my room. I just wanted to scare you.’

I feel waves of relief wash over me. The reality that I’m used to, that I know so well, comes rushing back.

‘I’m sorry, dude. I saw how scared you were and I wanted to spook you out some more – that’s all. I honestly didn’t see an alien.’

‘You really promise?’

‘I promise. I didn’t see an alien.’

‘Oh, God, I’m sorry. That really scared the shit out of me.’ I bend forward and place my hands on my knees for support. I breathe deeply.

Mike pats me on the back with a good, steady, strong hand. ‘I’m sorry, Stan,’ he starts to laugh. ‘You should have seen your face! I couldn’t resist.’

‘Yeah. It was fucking funny.’

‘Come on, man. We’ll go inside and grab another drink.’

We turn to go. I’m glad to get inside, protected from the outdoors. ‘So you didn’t see any lights that night either?’

‘Yes, we did. We all saw the lights. But the next day, the paper explained it away as a satellite making re-entry.’

‘A satellite?’

‘Yeah, a fucking satellite. But I think that’s bullshit. I think it was something else. Something not of this world.’

Mike and I get another drink and decide to play pool to completely dispel the heebie-jeebies. We play five games and I win two and Mike wins three. Eventually, we decide to brave the backyard again and arm ourselves with strong mixes of Scotch and Coke. It’s not long before I start feeling drunk. I like it. It makes me feel reckless. I can see the funny side of Mike’s joke now and I start to laugh at myself. Mike imitates me backing away and I call him all the names under the sun. I consider telling Mike about Rhonda, but thankfully I have enough sense to stop myself.

‘You know, I had an ulterior motive for inviting you over, Stan.’

‘Really? What is it? Are you gonna kill me and boil me in a big pot? That wouldn’t be so unusual. Is your friend Beelzebub stopping by for a drink? That wouldn’t be so strange, either.’

‘Nah. There’s no way I’d cook you. I reckon you’d taste like shit, anyway.’

‘So, what’s up?’ All sorts of ideas go whirling through my mind. Does Mike have a crush on Rhonda? Has he done something bad? Is he planning to run away? I remember how upset he was on the night of the school social.

‘There’s something I’ve wanted to tell you for ages. But I can never seem to go through with it. And lately, you’ve been spending so much time with Rhonda that I don’t ever get the chance anyway. That’s why I thought tonight would be the perfect opportunity. I thought we could get a bit drunk together and then I might actually be able to go through with it.’

‘I’m all ears, Mike. You know that anything you say will stay between you and me.’

‘Yeah, I know. I guess I’m just scared that you’ll disown me. That you’ll hate me.’

‘Why would I hate you? That’s ludicrous.’

‘Seriously, Stan, is there anything I could do that would make you hate me?’

‘Well, you could kill my sisters. But even that wouldn’t be so bad.’

‘I’m being serious here. I just don’t know how you’re going to take it and it scares the hell out of me. You’re the closest friend I have. The other guys are cool, they’re fun and all. But they’re not like you. You’re so much more … considerate. That’s why I really respect you.’

‘I honestly don’t think that anything you tell me could make me hate you, Mike.’

‘That’s great, but … I hope this doesn’t sound judgemental, but … oh, look, don’t worry about it.’

‘Judgemental? What is it?’

‘I don’t want to piss you off.’

‘You don’t want to piss me off? Well, it’s a bit late for that. What is it about me that you’re so concerned about? Come on, spit it out.’

‘It’s just that … you go to church, Stan, and that makes it difficult for me to tell you, OK? You might not like what I have to say.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ I get up and pace back and forth. ‘I only go to church because my family makes me. Don’t hold that against me, please! I don’t even believe in God, and it sucks that I have to keep going to church for the sole purpose of keeping my fucking parents happy.’

‘You don’t believe in God?’

‘Of course I don’t. You should know that. How long have we been friends?’

‘Stanley Kelly doesn’t believe in God! And here I was, thinking you were a happy little churchgoer.’ Mike laughs raucously and it grates on my ears.

‘Well, I’m not. And you can stop talking like that. I don’t believe in God and I never will ever again!’

‘So prove it.’

‘Prove it? How?’

‘There’s only one way of telling whether you’re a true non-believer.’

‘What’s that, then?’

‘Burn the Bible.’

‘Burn the Bible? That’s a bit extreme, isn’t it?’

‘Oh! Too scared to burn the Bible, are we? I knew it! You’re a brainwashed Christian!’

‘Look, Mike, don’t speak to me like that! I’m happy to burn the goddamn Bible for you. I just think it’s extreme, that’s all. Burning books. It’s something the Nazis liked doing, isn’t it?’

‘Oh, don’t go turning this into a Nazi thing. I’m asking you to burn a particular book to prove to me that you’re a non-believer.’

‘Well, you’re obviously not willing to take my word for it.’

‘I’ve got a Bible in my room. You know, I was … curious. I picked one up from the flea market. I’ve been reading it and I’ve gotta tell ya, that book is full of crap. You should have no concern about burning it. I’ll go get it and then we can be done with this.’

‘Go on, then! If you insist!’

Mike disappears inside. I feel so resentful. Why is he behaving like such a cocksucker? It’s not like him. The alcohol must be bringing out the inner arsehole in him.

‘Why are you acting like such a pussy?’

I turn around and Bruce is standing there sneering at me. ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’

‘I’m always here for you when you need a hand, Stan. You’re shaking in your boots over this piss-weak request and I’m here to see that you go through with it.’

‘Oh, you only show up when I need a hand? Is that right? So what were you doing sitting on Father Ryan’s fence when I was on my way to the chemist? AND WHAT THE HELL WERE YOU DONG ACTING LIKE A FUNKING IDIOT ON THE MONKEY BARS WHEN I WAS WITH RHONDA IN THE PARK?’

‘You needed to get pissed off with that priest, Stan! And I made sure it happened! But everything’s always like water off a duck’s back for you, isn’t it? Do you ever feel anything, Stan?’

‘Yes!’

‘Really? And now you can’t even burn a Bible? Piss fucking weak!’

‘I don’t understand why it’s so important. Anyway, it’s a bit childish.’

‘“It’s a bit childish”!’ Bruce mimics me cruelly. ‘You don’t understand much at all, do you? You should be glad to burn the fucking Bible, given that your mother, the whore, is shagging a priest!’

‘She’s not shagging him.’

‘“She’s not shagging him”!’ Again, the nasty impersonation. ‘I thought you were coming to your senses. I thought that, finally, things were becoming clear to you. I was impressed with the dog shit in the church. But that was Rhonda’s idea, wasn’t it? You see, I can’t leave you to your own devices for very long. It seems I have to be around to keep you on track.’

I hear the sliding door open and I quickly turn around. Mike has his Bible in one hand, a lighter in the other.

‘Were you talking to someone? I thought I heard voices.’

I quickly spin around but Bruce has gone. Thank God for that. ‘I wasn’t talking to anyone. I was … er … singing along to the music.’

‘Oh. Well, here it is.’ Mike holds the Bible up in the air. ‘And here’s your instrument of destruction.’ Mike hands me the Bible and the lighter. ‘I can’t believe you’re going to do this! This is going to be awesome!’ Mike laughs a little hysterically.

I decide to go through with the deed just to keep both Mike and Bruce at bay. Especially Bruce. He was being a real fucking wanker. I squat down and place the book on the brick paving. ‘Will here do?’

‘That will do just nicely. Oh, wait, wait! We need something to mark the occasion.’ Mike dashes inside and comes back with two shots of Scotch. ‘Here’s to atheism!’

‘Cheers.’ I chink glasses with Mike, with less glee than he does, and down the Scotch. ‘OK. Here goes.’

I feel like I’m doing something really wrong. My Catholic guilt grips me like a vice. I tell myself that all I’m going to do is burn something made of paper and it really doesn’t matter. And then I realise that it really doesn’t matter. Why should I be so concerned about it? The burning of this book is just a demonstration of the free thought that my friend and I share. If I don’t believe in God, what possible harm could I be doing? It’s not as if I’m making a statement in public and putting others down for what they believe. This is just for us, to solidify our friendship and unite us in our non-belief. People carry out ceremonies all over the world to celebrate their beliefs, so why can’t Mike and I have our own?

I flick the lighter with purpose and set the book alight. Mike and I stand arm in arm as we watch the book burn. I feel a weight lifting from me and a tear falls down my face. I’m a person with my own thoughts and feelings, and I shall question everything as I see fit. I’m an atheist and I will no longer be controlled. I will no longer trouble myself about the expectations of some outdated institutionalised belief system.

As the flames dwindle, Mike, in a quiet but steady voice, reveals the secret that has been killing him, the secret that led him to drink himself stupid at the school social. For some reason, I’m not surprised to hear that he’s gay.

Mike cries a bit. I sense that these are tears of relief, and that this first step of sharing the truth with me will make him stronger. I tell him that of course we’ll still be best friends; I sincerely feel this. And I realise that a truth that has been buried deep down because of social or religious constraints feels like a drug when it’s unleashed. It’s like a high.

After we’ve been sitting in silence for some time, I make him promise he’ll tell me about anyone he’s got the hots for, even if it’s just a passing crush. Well, you’ve got to make some demands of your friends, don’t you? And besides, I’m curious about his type. I hope he’s not into shallow sportsmen or pretty-boys. I don’t know how I’d feel if he had the hots for someone like Brenton! Surely he wouldn’t be won over by a toned, manly body. Surely not.
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Mike and I have a big fry up the next morning to alleviate our hangovers. I make sure there are no runny bits in the whites of the eggs. I’ve never understood how people can eat eggs that haven’t been cooked properly. And if I see someone eating eggs that have the runny white bits in them, I feel like puking up all over the place. Mia likes her eggs like that. It’s disgusting.

‘So, what are you gonna do today, Stan?’

‘Well, if I can manage it, I’m gonna ride home and try to have as short a conversation as possible with Mum and Dad and then hide in my bedroom for the rest of the day. Blinds closed. What about you?’

‘I dunno. I might go for a swim later up at the weir. Would you be keen?’

‘Yeah, maybe.’

‘It’s a good place to check out guys.’

‘Really?’

‘Really.’

This is going to take some getting used to. But I give Mike a big hug before I leave and reassure him that he’s my best buddy and his secret is safe with me.

I jump on my bike and pedal home at a leisurely pace. I wouldn’t be able to handle anything more than that. My head is throbbing and, behind one of my temples, a drill is gradually increasing the frequency and intensity of its boring. I close my eyes and lift my face to the sun, hoping that its warmth will sooth my fragile head. Images of Rhonda come to me and before I know it I have the urge to masturbate. I pedal home at a faster pace; my head protests but my dick wins the battle. I ride into the backyard and, in a well-practised movement, dismount my bike as I swing it to the ground. I jog to the sliding back door and pull it open. I ready myself for a quick greeting in the hopes that I can dash off to the shower straight away.

As I enter, my eyes adjust to the light and I realise that my family is sitting around the living room table. That’s not normal. I blink. Something is wrong. Something is very wrong. Dad is sitting back with his arms folded, staring at me. Mia and Rose look up at me and then quickly look back down at their hands, which they are nursing in their laps. My eyes meet Mum’s; she goes bright red and I can tell that she’s furious. I also notice that she’s been crying.

I want to run out of there, jump back on my bike and ride to the weir. I want to lose myself in the water, float on my back and drift away with my eyes closed. I want to wake up somewhere entirely different. Perhaps an alien spaceship could land in my backyard and whisk me away. They could even perform their rectal probing on me if they like. Anything would be better than standing here right now! But I know that neither of these scenarios is possible. The look on Mum’s face alone tells me that I’m dreaming.

‘We had a visitor this morning, Stanley.’ Mum leans towards me, quivering slightly. She looks like a volcano on the verge of eruption. I can tell that fiery language is yearning to escape and pour forth from her red, glowing head, and it will all be directed at me. I hear David Attenborough narrating the event inside my mind, and, for a millisecond, I consider going to grab my camera to capture this moment in history.

I swallow loudly. ‘Really? Who came round?’

‘We had a visit from Mrs Parker.’

I look back at Mum blankly. It couldn’t be. There’s no way Mrs Parker would know. Rhonda wouldn’t…

‘She had some interesting news to tell us.’

‘Did she?’

‘Yes, she did. Is there something you want to tell us, Stanley? Something that you feel we ought to know?’

‘Not really.’

‘Not really! Not really!’ The first eruption.

‘Mum, please, just cut to the chase.’

Mum slaps me hard across the face. The second eruption. It’s a powerful one. I go pink. ‘I’ll cut to the bloody chase when I’m good and ready!’

‘Peggy, don’t be so hard on the boy!’

I’m relieved that Dad has stepped in, but I can see that he isn’t going to have any effect.

The volcano that is my mother turns its fury towards Dad. ‘You can stay out of this, Trevor! If you’d been a better father, none of this would have happened!’

‘You’re telling him to be a better parent?’ As soon as the words come out, I know I’ve made a grave mistake.

The volcano’s fury is once again turned upon me. Mum’s eyes narrow and for a second I can see that she’s worried about what I’ve implied. She continues, ‘Mrs Parker came over today and told us that you may have got her daughter pregnant! Can you imagine how we feel? What have you got to say for yourself?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You don’t know! You don’t know! Well, these things don’t just happen. You must have been acting inappropriately with this girl for some time, for something like this to happen.’

‘Her name is Rhonda.’

‘Don’t tell me what her name is! I’m well aware of what her name is! You’re a bloody disgrace to this family! Do you know what people are going to say about us? Do you have any idea? I guess that was the last bloody thing on your mind, wasn’t it? You disgust me!’

‘I’m sorry, Mum.’ I truly am sorry. For the first time, I have a glimpse of the gravity of my actions. Having sex is a big deal, a mammoth-big deal. The drill behind my temple increases in intensity again.

‘Sorry isn’t good enough! Sorry can’t change the fact that you’ve sinned and that you’re a disgrace to this family! You’re going to burn in hell, Stanley! You’re going to burn in hell for all eternity! And for what? For a measly moment’s pleasure?’

‘It’s none of your business!’ I’m angry again.

‘Are you bloody stupid? This is going to spread around town like wildfire and we’re going to be the laughing stock of Middleton!’

‘So what? I don’t give a shit. Rhonda and I are going to prove everyone wrong, anyway. We’re gonna stick together and get through this.’

Mum throws her head back and laughs maniacally. ‘You can’t be serious! How are you going to support a baby? She can have that bloody baby and put it up for adoption – that’s all there is to it! Now go to your room!’

‘You can’t decide what Rhonda does. Who do you think you are? She’ll do what she thinks is right. It’s got nothing to do with you!’

‘Go to your room! There’s no dinner for you tonight. You can just sit in there and think long and hard about what you’ve done to your family!’

Mum chases me out of the room with her hand raised, ready to slap me silly. I quickly duck into my bedroom, slam the door and lock it.

‘This is getting beyond a fucking joke! What a hypocritical bitch!’ I’m actually relieved to find that Bruce is in my room. All the anger I was feeling towards him is gone. I am now bloody furious at Mum. Boy, she could be a bitch!

Bruce paces back and forth, while I slump on to my bed and curl up in a ball. How could Rhonda have let this happen? I have the pregnancy test. We could have worked this out ourselves. Why did she tell her mother? Now my stupid family is involved. Why, why, why? So a teenager had sex? Big fucking deal! It happens all the fucking time. Why is my mother such a religious nutter? How could she tell me that I’m going to burn in hell? How could you say that to your own son? Does she actually believe that? Because that’s nuts! Isn’t being a good Christian about being understanding and forgiving? Whatever happened to parents providing support? I imagine the words I would have liked to hear: ‘Oh, son. I’m so sorry about what you’re going through. You must be so scared. Don’t worry, though. Now, everything is going to be all right. Your family is here to help. That’s what family is all about.’

How could Mum be so hypocritical? Does she think that her affair with Father Ryan is something to be proud of? What if the town found out about that? Surely it’s more disgraceful than my situation. She’s betrayed her husband. I had consenting sex with my girlfriend, who I’m madly in love with!

Bruce continues to pace back and forth. ‘Stan, if there was ever going to be a breaking point, this is it. We have to act now. I’m sick of this hypocritical crap.’

I’m exhausted. I watch Bruce walk around the room. I find comfort in his presence, the way I used to; the rhythm of his pacing soon sends me off to sleep.
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When I wake, Bruce is no longer there. I look at my alarm clock – it’s 1.27 p.m. and I’ve been sleeping for about three hours. I listen out for sounds in the house. The house is silent; perhaps nobody is home. I cautiously leave my room. I’m famished and make myself a sandwich. I wonder where they’ve all gone. Maybe to church, to pray for my sins. I wolf down my sandwich and call Rhonda.

‘Stan, I’m so sorry. I just couldn’t keep it from Mum any longer. We’re really close, and I couldn’t stand the guilt I felt from not telling her.’

‘That’s OK. I understand.’

‘I couldn’t stop her from going to see your parents. She got it into her head that it was the right thing to do.’

‘It’s OK.’

‘Well, anyway, I’ve got some good news.’

‘Yeah?’

‘I’m not pregnant. Mum bought me a pregnancy test and it’s come up negative!’

‘Oh.’ I’m surprised at my disappointment. The little dream I had of Rhonda and I fighting the universe together is over. We don’t have to go into battle after all.

‘Did you hear what I said? I’m not pregnant!’

‘Yeah, I heard. Good for you.’ I don’t mean to sound like such a spoilt sport, but I’m pissed off. I’ve just had a major fight with my family for no reason at all. It didn’t have to happen this way. If Rhonda hadn’t told her mother, if she’d just left it for us to solve ourselves, everything would be OK. We would have found out that she wasn’t pregnant and we would have just moved on. Instead, my family is pissed off with me and my relationship with them has changed forever. Despite this, I’m supposed to be grateful that my girlfriend isn’t pregnant. Well, I’m sorry for not jumping up and down and cheering like a brain-dead moron.

‘What’s wrong, Stan?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Nothing?’

‘Yeah, nothing. Absolutely nothing. Nothing at all.’

‘Fine. Be a pig!’ Rhonda slams down the phone. The sound hurts my ear.

‘Shit. Shit, shit, shit!’ I replace the receiver. Great! I’ve pissed off my girlfriend too. Now everyone hates me! What a wonderful world!

I pace around the house, walking from room to room, not really knowing where I’m going or what I’m doing. I’m still wondering where everyone is. I hate not knowing. Where have they gone and why haven’t they asked me to join them? If they’re off somewhere making plans for my future without me, I’ll be furious. I feel like I’ve lost control of everything. The clarity I felt last night is completely gone. Now it feels as though my world is crumbling around me. Is this my punishment for burning the Bible? I try to convince myself that I’m thinking irrationally, but my thoughts are overpowering and my Catholic guilt kicks into overdrive. God is punishing me. I imagine that he is enraged, like the wrathful God from the Old Testament. Where the fuck is everybody? Have they up and left town in order to avoid the shame that will hang over our family?

I go into the lounge room and lie down on the couch. I stare up at the ceiling, immersed in my thoughts. I soon start to lose myself in the pattern on the ceiling.

Suddenly, I hear a car. I recognise its sound but I don’t move. I hear my family enter the house. Dad calls out to me.

‘Yeah, Dad. I’m in here.’ I stay where I am. Dad comes into the lounge room, followed by Mia and Rose and finally Mum, who is obviously suffering greatly. I can tell this from her stoop, which I see in my peripheral vision. She’s slightly hunched over, like an old lady who has endured many family tragedies. I can’t bring myself to look at her. Mia and Rose stand on the other side of Dad. I look at them and they both offer me sympathetic smiles. At least they haven’t condemned me to hell.

‘Where have you all been? Planning your next holiday?’

‘We went to The Old Woodfire and had some lunch. Mum wanted to get out of the house for a bit.’

‘Oh. Sounds nice.’

‘This news has taken us by surprise. That’s all.’

‘Well, you don’t need to be so worried.’

‘Why not?’

‘Rhonda’s not pregnant.’

Mum bursts into tears and leaves the room. They are tears of relief; her reputation as a good Christian mother will be intact. No one in town need know of this episode. Rose follows her out of the room to go and comfort her. The poor girl looks like she’s had a tiring day.

‘When did you find this out?’

‘I called her when I woke up. Why the bloody hell her stupid mother didn’t think of doing the test before coming around here and getting you guys all worked up is beyond me.’

‘Peoples’ initial reactions are often unreasonable. That’s just how it goes.’

At that moment, lightning strikes and the rains come falling from the heavens in a torrent. The downpour is so powerful that it feels like it could wash away all of our useless worry. But that’s just wishful thinking.
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It’s still raining. I’ve retreated to my room again. I’m to go without dinner. I don’t mind this so much; I don’t really feel like eating, anyway. As the hours edge by and the day draws to a close, the only noise I hear in the house is the odd muffled cough.

Mia had the decency to come and tell me that she loves me and that she doesn’t think I’m going to burn in hell like Mum said. She’s a good kid. When her eyes open up to the larger world, I think she’ll be quite special. I doubt she’ll stay in Middleton.

I venture out of my room to the kitchen. Although the TV is on, there’s no one in sight. It’s obvious that Dad has gone to bed because his telltale stubby holder isn’t out on the counter, ready to keep his next beer nice and chilled. It must be Mum who’s still up. But where is she? I go to get myself a glass of water, knowing that I would be permitted to drink some water, at least. But I decide to make the most of everyone’s absence and help myself to a can of Kolé Beer from the fridge. It’s the best soft drink in the world. It fizzes up and stings you in the back of your nose as you drink it. Screw you all, I think to myself. I deserve this treat.

I quickly head back to my room. As I’m about to enter my bedroom, I hear a lowered voice. Someone is talking quietly on the phone in the study. I put my drink down near my bedroom door, tiptoe down the hall and pause outside the study door. I can make out the odd word. It’s Mum, of course. My first instinct tells me that she’s on the phone to someone she shouldn’t be on the phone to. She’s making little noises that suggest that she’s quite fond of the person on the other end of the line.

I just can’t understand her. She freaks out over the shame I’m bringing to the family with my actions, and then takes comfort in the arms of a conflicted priest! I tiptoe back to my room, pick up my drink and let myself in. Bruce is there, his arms folded across his chest. There’s loathing plastered thickly across his face.

‘If it’s not now, Stan, it’s never. And I’ve had it up to here with never.’ He indicates an area well above his head.

He’s right. Enough is enough. It’s got to be now or never. I know instinctively that Mum will be going to the presbytery tonight. I grab a light jacket from my cupboard, as well as the .22, the magazine and some bullets. I fill the magazine with the bullets and lock it into position. I don’t have a plan; I’m just following my instincts, which feel spot on. I seem to have a heightened sense of reality. A loud clap of thunder erupts right outside the house. It makes me jump and I feel giddy, like something big is coming down.

I’m taken back to the night of the school social, when I danced with Rhonda for the first time. I remember that night so well. Getting ready to go out, Mum coming into the bathroom to encourage me. I pause, remembering that she had said something about Father Ryan’s sideburns. She had seemed like she was in a dream world that night, but I’d been too self-absorbed to recognise that she was in trouble. That night at the social, I’d told Rhonda that something big was going to happen, but that I didn’t know what it would be. I promised her that when I knew, she’d be the first person I’d tell. But now, after our phone conversation ended the way it did, I feel distant from her. I can’t even imagine what I’d tell her. It’s sad that things have changed so much since that night. When I look back, it seems to represent the beginning of the end. I remember that I wasn’t worried about my nervous twitch surfacing that night and I’m surprised to realise that it’s a thing of the past. It’s gone for good. I’m no longer some idiot who gets nervous. I face up to what’s happening and I do something about it. A lingering rumble of the thunder brings me back to the here and now.

‘It’s raining, so we’ll take the golf buggy’ I say to Bruce. ‘We’ll wait until she leaves the house and then we’ll follow her as quietly as possible. The buggy isn’t noisy, so it shouldn’t be a problem.’ Dad bought the buggy when he got interested in golf a couple of years ago. It was a bit of a novelty purchase. It was nice, though, because Mum would go along with Dad when he played golf. She’d sit in the buggy and read whatever novel she was immersed in at the time. They were outdoors, getting out and about, each doing the thing that they loved while spending time together.

I hear the study door close. Bruce and I sit quietly, waiting for an indication that Mum has left the house. It comes. I feel more than hear the seal of the back door as it closes. My heightened sense is finely tuned. Bruce and I rise from our seated positions. We are as one. We stand in the middle of my room, staring at each other. We wait until we can be sure that Mum’s vehicle is heading down the road. At exactly the same time, we move to the bedroom door. I hold the .22 close to my body. We don’t speak. Usually, Bruce is trying to convince me to do something, but he doesn’t have to say anything now. He knows that we are one.

The buggy is a bit reluctant to start and my heart sinks. I don’t want any obstacles to get in my way. I don’t want anything to pop up that may interrupt my train of thought, or disturb my concentration and determination. I don’t want to have to think at all. I just want to be and do.

The buggy comes to life. I engage the gear and we head out into the pouring rain. As we’re moving down our steep street, I look to the flat paddocks spread out in the distance to the west of town. Lightning strikes and the land is lit up. It sparkles from the rain covering its grasses. It’s beautiful. It’s out there that I lost my virginity; the rain was falling then too.

The buggy moves silently through the night. The residents of Middleton are all safely tucked away in their beds, out of the commotion, out of the tempest. What world will they awake to?

We turn at the bottom of the street. Not far to go now. It’s straight ahead and there don’t appear to be any obstacles. It’s smooth sailing from here. I look at Bruce. He looks the calmest I’ve ever seen him, as if his whole purpose is about to be realised. I pull the buggy into the shopping centre car park, in line with the back wall of the presbytery. I step out into the rain and let it bathe me. I feel glorious. I feel free. I’m taking control. I’m making history. It’s my chosen history.

Bruce and I swing ourselves over the fence into the schoolyard. I walk up the mound that acts as a border between the presbytery and the school. We’re so close. The rain intensifies and lightning strikes. I wait for the thunder and relish its power, as the whole earth seems to rumble around me, encouraging me. It’s as though the thunder is here just to cover things up for me, to act as a barrier between my world and everyone else’s. Anything that happens in my world is protected. It can’t be harmed or tainted.

I move up to the window at the back of the house. In order to take aim at the form I can see inside, I have to step back from the window to allow for the length of the rifle that stretches out before me. It’s not ideal, but I try not to let it become an obstacle. I line the figure up, but the rain is hitting the window at an angle and the image I’m getting is like an impressionist painting. On the one hand, it makes it easier to shoot because I can distance myself from the figure. But on the other hand, I can’t be sure that it’s Father Ryan I’d be shooting. The more I look through the streaked glass, straining to line up the sight with the form that’s moving inside, the more I become convinced that it’s not one person but two. They are holding one another and the form is moving. They’ve merged into one. They resemble one of Monet’s haystacks.

I sense Bruce behind me. He’s becoming agitated and impatient. ‘Shoot the bastard! Now!’

‘No, I can’t! He’s too close to Mum!’

‘Shoot that bitch too!’

I turn and look at Bruce. He’s standing in the rain with a crazed, desperate look on his face. Drops of rain fall from his curly hair. His clothes are wet and clinging to his body. I realise that I’ve never seen Bruce’s body before. He’s always worn the same loose-fitting clothes, which left his body undefined. Now, before me, stands a strange person with a slightly rounded stomach and arms that look shorter than they should be. It’s as though he’s been revealed to me. I feel ill at ease.

‘What are you waiting for?’

‘I’m not going to shoot my own mother!’

‘You always were such a pussy! Give me the fucking gun!’ Bruce steps forwards and grabs for it. I wrench it away from him. ‘Stan! Don’t be a prick. I knew I’d have to be here to see this through. I knew you wouldn’t have the guts to do it yourself. Just like everything else in your life!’ I back away as he approaches. ‘I’ve always had to be there to hold your weedy little hand. What the hell would you do without me? What would your pathetic excuse for a life be like then, Stan?’

What I have to do suddenly becomes clear to me. It’s crystal clear. The cloud lifts, the cloud that I’ve wrapped myself in for years and which has culminated in this: me standing in the pouring rain with a rifle in my hand ready to kill my own mother. Bruce is the burden in my life. Bruce is the one who has made my mind so troubled and fragile.

He sees the dawning of this knowledge on my face. He knows what I’m about to do, and lunges at me. With the gun aimed at his heart, I pull the trigger. He stumbles back, his face expressing absolute disbelief. He doesn’t say anything; he just falls to his knees and lowers himself gently backwards, with his hands supporting his weight in the shallow puddles of rain. His body makes a peaceful sound as his back makes contact with the watery ground, as though he’s immersing himself in a temperature-perfect bath. I stand over him. It’s then that the orange comes and bleeds into the scene so that it saturates everything. I’m taken back to the day that I first met Bruce, at Nanna’s house, when I was four years old. It’s that same orange. I wish I’d never seen Nanna dead that day. I wasn’t ready for that.

‘Bruce.’ I don’t know what else to say.

He sniggers. ‘I always knew you’d beat me in the end. You’re a tough nut.’ His clothing flattens and his body fades. I’m left staring at a puddle, which is being pounded by the pouring rain. The orange fades away.

Instantly, there’s movement around me. The gun is taken from my hand. I catch blurry images of Mum and Father Ryan. They look distressed, as though they’ve just witnessed a catastrophic event. Their mouths are open wide, moving in slow motion. I think that I start laughing but I can’t be sure. I turn and run and I keep on running in no particular direction, just away from them.
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I smell grass and dirt. The earth. It’s rich and pleasant, but it throws me. Where am I? I cautiously open an eye and raise myself up off the ground. I realise that I must’ve spent the night in Apex Park, underneath the adventure playground. At least it’s fairly private and not visible from the road. There’s a good chance that no one has seen me here.

I remember last night. It all comes back to me. I remember sitting here, sheltered from the rain, contemplating the gravity of my actions. I felt safe under the playground, knowing that I wouldn’t be approached by anyone in the storm. I revelled in the smell of the rain and the musty earth. I felt alive and I got a charge out of the thought of my uncertain future. I felt like a renegade living on the edge, like John McClane in Die Hard, though I knew that was a slightly mismatched comparison. I felt that my reality was very different to the comfortable realities of the people in the surrounding houses. I almost went to see Rhonda so that she could help me make sense of the situation, but I decided that wouldn’t be such a good move. She never knew about Bruce. It would certainly take some explaining. I didn’t want to go there. Who could possibly understand? I’d rather just put Bruce behind me and move on. Just my thoughts and me.

Just me. The idea brings a smile to my face. I can handle that. I can handle being free. But, still, in the light of day, the possible consequences of last night have me worried. What will become of me? Will Mum and Father Ryan press charges? Will I be sent to jail for firing a .22 on private property right in the centre of town? Will the police be waiting at my house to drag me away, lock me up and throw away the key?

I emerge from the shelter of the playground and brush myself down. I wash my face at the drinking fountain and clean my armpits. I wish that I carried a comb in my back pocket. That would come in handy right now. But the dishevelled look, from what I hear, is something that girls dig. So a visit to Rhonda in my current state isn’t out of the question.

I approach her house on the corner. It looks like a fortress. There are no signs of life. I’m considering turning around and abandoning the whole idea, when the flywire door swings open. Rhonda comes out in her pyjamas. She’s eating toast. She takes a seat on the bench by the front door. I suddenly feel famished. She sees me, and stares at me like I’m a stranger. It feels like an eternity before she waves me over.

I walk up the wooden steps to the veranda and join Rhonda on the bench. She continues munching on her toast.

‘You look like hell. What did you do last night?’

‘I spent the night in Apex Park.’

‘Why?’

‘I did something stupid.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I took a rifle from our house and I fired off a shot in town.’

‘You did what?’

‘It’s hard to explain.’

‘You need to explain it! Why would you do such a thing? Is it because I hung up on you? Is that why you did it?’

‘No. I didn’t do it because you hung up on me. Well, that was the start of things. Everything pretty much fell apart from there.’

‘You really were a pig on the phone, Stan.’

‘What?’

‘I told you that I wasn’t pregnant. It meant so much to me. My life doesn’t have to be screwed up. I don’t have to deal with being a teenage mum. And all you could manage to say was “Good for you”. That really hurt. I didn’t expect it from you. And now, I don’t even know if I understand who you are anymore. We’ve been through so much together and all you can manage is “Good for you”.’

‘Rhonda, I’m sorry.’ I reach for her hand but she pulls it away. ‘My family told me I was going to burn in hell over what we’d done and it really, really pissed me off.’

‘So you grab a gun and go shooting in town? Is that how you cope with difficult situations?’

‘No. It wasn’t like that. You don’t understand.’

‘You’re right. I don’t understand, and, right now, that’s the way I want to keep it. I don’t want to see you for a while. I need some time to figure things out.’ Rhonda gets up.

‘Can’t we talk about this some more?’ I plead.

‘Not now.’

‘Don’t do this. Don’t shut me out. I love you, Rhonda.’

‘Stan, we’re fifteen. We’re just kids! I didn’t mean for this to get so out of hand.’

I watch as the flywire door closes behind Rhonda, concealing her from me. She’s back inside her fortress and I have no way of reaching her.
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There it is. The house on top of the hill. Our house. Never before has it looked so remote, so unapproachable. I slowly make my way across the park, dreading the reception that awaits me. I wonder if they’ll throw me out or if they’ll take me to the police station. I cross the road and walk into the backyard. I’m surprised to see that the golf buggy is back in the shed. How did that happen? Who drove it home? I hesitate. I’m scared about going inside and facing the music. I don’t know what’s in store for me, but the not knowing is rapidly wearing me out. I’d rather just deal with the consequences. Maybe they’ll just tell me once again that I’m going to burn in hell. That’d be OK.

I open the sliding door. Mum is seated at the table, nursing a coffee.

‘Mum? Where’s Dad?’

‘He’s taken the girls out for breakfast.’

‘Oh.’

‘Where did you sleep last night?’

‘In Apex Park.’

‘Well, go and have a shower. Then we’ll have a nice long talk. OK?’

‘OK.’

I can see that Mum is upset and worn out. She looks like she’s had just as rough a night as I did. I wonder if she’s spoken with Dad about things. She must have. He never takes the girls out for breakfast.

I get in the shower and let the water wash away the film of perspiration and dirt that covers my body. But I don’t feel clean. My mind feels like a filing system that’s been messed up. Everything is all over the place. Nothing is in order. I have a headache from the chaos.

Why was Rhonda so unreasonable? We had it all. We were in love and our world was exciting and unique and full of wonder. But with the loss of a player, that world ceases to exist. I’m once again back in a small town with ordinary streets and familiar pathways. The poetry of the place has gone.

Mum and I drive down to the bakery. She hands me some cash. ‘Get whatever you want.’ She stays in the car. She looks so different – defeated.

We drive to the weir and I devour a pie on the way. Even though my world has been shattered, the pie tastes incredible and I relish every bite. As well as that, the serenity of the surrounding landscape comforts me and I’m pleased that the beauty of nature can still move me. I think to myself that even at your lowest low, nature is a constant.

Mum brings the car to a stop and we get out. There’s no one else at the weir. There are no guys here that Mike could perve at. The place is still, and the birds are singing. We sit at one of the picnic tables, both of us on the same seat so that we can look out across the still body of water to the hills that rise up in the background, enclosing the scene. It looks like a painting, but the cows on the hills, which appear as moving blobs in the distance, shatter the perception.

Mum clears her throat. ‘I don’t really know where to start. But first of all, I want to assure you that I did not have sex with Father Ryan, Stan. We did not cross that line. And I want to thank you for that. I was so shocked to see you down there.’ She starts crying. ‘It hit me hard … how shameless I’ve been. How stupid and weak. I was overcome by feelings of lust, feelings that I haven’t felt for a long, long time. I felt like a teenager again. Isn’t that silly?’ Mum pauses, shaking her head, probably contemplating how she got swept away before she even realised what was happening. ‘But when I saw you last night, with a gun in your hand, my behaviour – my appalling behaviour – became so clear to me. I’m ashamed of myself. I’m ashamed of letting your dad down. Your beautiful dad. How could I have been so reckless? I could have thrown everything away. Everything! But thankfully, your dad is very understanding. He’s a good man, Stan. And he’s not stupid either. He could see the change in me. Obviously. I’ve been carrying on like a stupid teenager. No offence.’ Mum ruffles my hair and smiles at me. ‘But if it weren’t for you, if it weren’t for last night, things could have gone down a very bad path that would be impossible to turn back from. I’m just so thankful now that it has stopped before it was too late.’

‘What happened after I ran off?’

‘We went back inside out of the rain and talked. We saw that our selfish motivations were affecting others. And I know it’s not rocket science. We always knew that, of course. It’s just that you turn a blind eye to it when you’re caught up in the situation. You find excuses and start lying to yourself so that you can continue being selfish. You delude yourself. But seeing you with a gun in your hand, Stan … that was something that couldn’t be ignored. I want to give you some advice, Stan. When you grow up and when you’re married you’ll be tempted to be unfaithful. That’s natural. We’re human beings. But, as strong as the urge may be, you’ve got to fight it. You’ve got to stay strong. You know how it feels now, as a teenager, when you’re attracted to someone. Well, sometimes people live their lives chasing that fleeting feeling again and again. And at the end of it all, they’re the loneliest people in the world. So my advice to you is, when you’re older, find someone you really love and stick with them. And when those temptations arise, be strong and push them away. I should have done that. I came so close to losing your father.’

‘Does Dad know?’

‘Yes. I told him everything. I had to. I couldn’t live with the lie any longer. He was so incredibly understanding!’ Mum cries a little and tries to control her emotion so that she can continue speaking. ‘We even went back to town together and picked up the buggy. He was so good to me. He forgave me. He said he hadn’t been the most attentive husband or the most attentive father. It broke my heart that he could find forgiveness within himself that easily. He’s amazing, really.’

‘Wow.’

‘Yes, wow. So here we are. I wanted to say I’m sorry, Stan. I know this must have been hard for you. You’ve been through so much. But don’t think that I’m not still angry at you and your girlfriend.’

‘I don’t have a girlfriend anymore. She broke up with me.’

‘When did that happen?’

‘This morning. I told her about firing the gun. I didn’t tell her why I did it. But she thinks it was a bit extreme. She doesn’t want to be with someone that … unstable.’

‘Well, I’m sure she’ll come around when she knows your reasons.’

‘I’m not so sure. I think she’s made up her mind. But that’s OK. So I’m not going to go to gaol then, Mum, for firing a gun in town?’

‘No. You’re not going to go to gaol. But don’t you ever do something so foolish again! Guns are not toys. Guns can kill.’

‘I know. Don’t worry. It won’t happen again.’ It really won’t. Bruce is out of my life for good.

‘Stan, I want you to know that I realise I’m going to have to work at regaining the family’s trust, and I’m willing to do whatever it takes, for however long it takes to get there. But I want you to work hard at making things work too. I know you’re a teenager and that it’s quite natural to distance yourself from us at your age, but I do want you to try and involve yourself just a bit more. And if that means that we need to make some compromises, then so be it. If you don’t want to go to church anymore, that’s OK. We’ve got to face up to the realities of life more.’

‘I don’t have to go to church anymore? Really?’

‘Really. But you’ve got to work on being a little more involved with the family. We all do.’

‘We’ll get there, Mum. I think everything’s going to be OK. And I’m glad that you’re back. I’ve really missed you.’

Mum starts crying and I put my arm around her. We sit for some time. I watch the blobs moving on the hill. It’s nice being this close to Mum. Our home – this town – is small, sure, but it’s not so bad. It’s not so bad after all.
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In the days that follow, my mind is occupied by thoughts of Rhonda to such an extent that I feel something bordering on physical pain. Thoughts course through my brain like a ballerina doing pirouettes at a dizzying speed. I’d so like the ballerina to slow down. It would be better if she could perhaps do some pointe work and then rest, do some more pointe work and then rest again. But she continues to pirouette tirelessly, with the point of her toe drilling into my brain. Is this why they say that love is pain?

I see Rhonda in English. The chair next to her is vacant but I don’t go and sit next to her and she doesn’t look up and beckon me to join her, like she would have done in the past. She keeps her head down and pretends to be preoccupied with a book. She is still the most beautiful girl in the world. I can hardly believe that we shared so many intimate moments together. That’s all part of history now. It’s as though those memories have been pushed into a storage room, which is chained and bolted shut with an intimidating ‘Do Not Enter’ sign stuck on the door. I want to plead with her. I want to reason with her. But at the same time, I don’t want to act like some psycho ex-boyfriend and demand that she love me. But how could she fall out of love so easily? You can’t just shut feelings off like a tap, can you? But that’s how it happened for me with Mandy. The light was on and then it was switched off. Maybe the light has been switched off for Rhonda. I’ll give her space and time. Maybe she’ll come round. I’ll dress impeccably. Well, as impeccably as I can get away with at school without looking like a knob. I’ll make sure my fringe hangs at its most seductive angle. I’ll be a bit aloof. I’ll make her want me so badly that she’ll come rushing to find me at lunchtime to pull me into a dark corner and make out with me like there’s no tomorrow. She’ll probably rip some of my clothes off in a fit of desperate passion. Well, I can only hope and dream.

English passes and the only tiny bit of recognition I get is a quick glance. She needed to look at me briefly, so that’s something. That keeps me going for the rest of the day – that one look. I haven’t been entirely banished from her psyche.
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We’re finally practicing again. And Jeremy’s drums aren’t nearly as painful and harsh as I remember. Sure, they still grate on my ears, but it’s a pleasant pain. Distraction is good. Anything that can take my mind off Rhonda is a very welcome thing. Jeremy still gives me shit and that’s OK too.

‘Hey, we should write a song about your ex, Stan,’ he says.

‘I don’t know about that. She might not be my ex for very long.’

‘What? Are you kidding yourself, man?’

‘Maybe I am. But, for the moment, I’ll continue to kid myself. It’s working for me.’

‘Guys, we’ve got a deluded one here!’ Jeremy gestures at me with his thumb.

‘That’s all right,’ Mike chimes in. ‘Delusion is underrated. Look at all the people in this world who believe in God. They’re deluded and they’re happy.’

‘Jeez, Mike, you don’t have to get all philosophical on us. I was just teasing Stan is all.’

‘Oh, sorry, Jeremy. I keep forgetting that I’ve got to keep things simple around you.’

‘Come on, you guys. Let’s start making music. Anyone for a puff on this?’ Steve passes a joint around.

I take a big hit and enjoy the way the drug seems to pass down through my body, relaxing and soothing all my muscles along the way. I plug in my bass and start mucking around with a bass line. Steve joins in with a simple beat and then Mike picks up his guitar. It takes him a while to find the chords but he gets there. His guitar starts to soar and something resembling a song emerges. Steve presses the record button on the tape deck. He plays a gentle lead guitar over the top and then surrenders himself to an impromptu monologue. It’s pure poetry.

‘She set me free. / She let the line out. / I was set adrift. / And I took some time out. / I spend my time wondering / About the world and such things. / I’m not used to keeping / My own company. / She set me free. / How could she? / How could she not want to be with me? / She set me free. / How could she? / How could she not want to be with me?’

We jam for some time. Jeremy gets a good feel for the song and pushes it along, alternating between a driving drumbeat and a subtler one. We hit the zone. We’re all along for the ride, and, for a while, I forget all my worries. This is now and this is pure joy. I don’t want to be anywhere else or with anyone else. These are my friends and they’re the most amazing people in the world. Jeremy leads us through to a climax and brings the song to an end.

Steve jumps up and down. ‘That was fucking awesome!’

‘You’re right! That was fucking awesome! Did we get it on tape? Did we get it?’ Jeremy babbles.

Steve rewinds the tape and presses play. We hear the song we just created.

‘Well, fuck me. That was incredible!’ Jeremy is buzzing. We all are. We sit down and puff on cigarettes like we’ve just had really good sex. Once again, I get a kick out of the fact that I have actually had sex. My ability to look on the bright side of things surprises me and I laugh out loud.

‘Stan, I hope you don’t mind that I drew on some of your recent experiences for the lyrics,’ Steve says.

‘Actually, you know what, I think it’s helped a bit. I feel better.’

Mike pats me on the back. ‘Yeah, those lyrics were awesome, Steve. You’ve got quite a talent there.’

‘We all have, don’t we? I mean, we’re pretty good, huh?’ Jeremy says. We all agree with him – probably for the first time ever. We are pretty good.

After practice, Mike and I start the long walk home down the winding road back to town. Jeremy is crashing at Steve’s and they’ll probably smoke themselves silly into the wee hours of the morning. The road mainly descends, but there are some short hills where we have to exert a bit of effort. Mike pulls out a spliff.

‘Where’d you get that?’

‘I rolled it during rehearsal. Stashed it away in my pocket, thinking it might be nice to have on our walk back. Shall we?’

‘We shall.’

Mike and I pass the joint back and forth. I start to feel weightless and I’m aware that my legs are propelling me forward somehow. My movement is automatic, as though a button marked ‘Walk’ has been pushed.

‘I … ah … I’ve got some news,’ Mike begins.

‘What’s going on?’

‘I’ve sort of started seeing someone.’

‘Really? Who is it?’ I’m amazed. Images of boys’ faces from school whizz through my mind. But I just can’t think of anyone who might be gay. How can you tell anyway? Are they better looking than most boys? Most of the good-looking guys at school are the macho-type, the kind who like having a pretty girl hanging off their arm. None of them seem very gay to me.

‘He’s a year younger than us. He’s in Year Nine.’

‘Wow! Really? And he thinks he’s gay?’

‘He doesn’t just think he’s gay; he is gay.’

‘I wanted to ask you, actually, when did you first realise? You know, that you’re gay?’

‘When I was about twelve, I realised that I liked the way boys look. I thought that some girls were pretty, but that was that. I didn’t feel like kissing girls. But I felt like kissing one or two boys.’

‘That’s amazing.’

‘No, it’s not. You just don’t get it because you’re boring and straight.’ We start laughing.

‘Boring and straight. Yeah, that’s me! Add to that “heartbroken” and we’re really getting somewhere. But this is killing me – who is it?’

‘His name is Blake Paige.’

‘He sounds like a poet.’ In my marijuana-addled mind, I picture a guy dressed in a brown nineteenth-century suit. He clutches a book, and a scarf hangs neatly around his neck. He wears an expression that suggests he knows more than the average man.

‘Well, he is interested in writing. He writes short stories.’

‘How did you guys meet? I mean, how did you know that…’

‘I didn’t know at first. But I was walking past some lockers and he was hanging out with a group of his friends. As I passed, he said “Hi Mike”. And he looked at me with so much confidence and conviction that it almost bowled me over.’

‘Then what happened?’

‘I couldn’t get him out of my head. I’d see him around, and he’d always be looking my way. Then one day after school, he caught up with me and gave me a short story that he’d written.’

‘What did he say?’

‘He just said, “I’ve written a story and I’d like to share it with you. I think you might find it interesting.” And as he gave me the story, he sort of stroked my hand.’

‘Wow! He’s brave.’

‘Yes. He’s incredibly brave.’

‘What was the story about?’

‘It was about a little boy whose father is a drunk. The boy copes by losing himself in picture books. It wasn’t a gay story or anything. But it was really touching. It was beautifully written.’

‘Then what happened?’

‘I saw him at school and told him that his story was beautiful. And he said, “You’re beautiful.” Anyway, to cut a long story short, I went back to his place after school and we hung out in his room. We talked for ages and we kissed for ages too.’

‘Holy shit! That’s amazing.’

‘It’s incredibly amazing. He’s amazing. He’s so strong-minded, I can’t believe it. He doesn’t care what other people think about him. He asked me if anyone knows that I’m gay. I told him that I’d talked to you about it and that you were supportive of me. He was impressed by that.’

‘I can’t believe it. You’ve got a boyfriend!’

‘Yeah. I’ve got a boyfriend!’

‘So, when do we get to meet him?’

‘I’ll introduce you on Monday. But I don’t know what the other guys are gonna think, Stan. I’m not sure if I’m ready to put up with any shit from them.’

‘Hey, we can deal with it together. If they give you any shit, they’ll have me to answer to.’

‘Thanks, dude.’

‘You’re welcome, lover boy!’

Mike punches me playfully and we continue our walk home.

Everything is bathed in moonlight. I love the blue light that comes from the moon. It seems supernatural. The hills that slope up from the road look eerie; I think of the scene at the start of An American Werewolf in London, when two American backpackers are walking through the Yorkshire moors in England, completely unaware of the danger nearby. I start looking at the darker patches around us, hoping a werewolf isn’t hidden there, salivating at the thought of having two fifteen-year-olds for dinner. But I’m kind of excited by my own fear in my stoned state – because I know that there is no way we could be attacked by werewolves. But there could be a mad person lurking in the shadows. That’s not so far-fetched. People are capable of doing atrocious things to each other. As I start to entertain the idea that a psychopathic murderer is about to leap out in front of us and ask us some innocuous question (as they always do to being with), I decide to force myself to focus my attention elsewhere.

The stars are so very bright tonight and I find comfort in the immensity of the night sky. Feeling insignificant always calms me. I think of Rhonda, and the pain that comes with it is a little bit less than usual. Things can get better. Mike starts singing the line “There’s a bad moon on the rise,” and it immediately takes me back to the Yorkshire moors. But I greet the fear face on and join in with Mike, singing the song loud and proud all the way home.
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I’m sitting in the sun on the lawn in front of our school. Jeremy and Steve are goofing around and rating all the girls who pass by out of ten. Mike and Blake are having an intense discussion about metaphysical poets. I have no idea what they’re banging on about.

‘Hey, Mike. Who do you think you are? Some kind of poofter? We’re trying to rate girls here and you’re raving on like a queer! Just keep it down, would you?’ I look up in horror. It’s Jeremy.

Mike looks at me briefly before responding. ‘Actually, I am a queer and that’s something you’re just gonna have to get used to.’

‘What?’ Jeremy is shocked. He looks at Mike and Blake, and then he looks at me.

‘Yeah, Jeremy,’ I say casually, ‘get with the program.’

Jeremy looks at Mike and then looks at me again. He pauses and I wonder for a minute where this is going to go. ‘All right. I’ll get with the program, but you owe me a packet of smokes, Stan.’

‘Whatever,’ I say. Jeremy and Steve return to their rating game and Mike and Blake resume their conversation as if nothing happened. I’m flabbergasted that, all within the space of a short conversation, a huge hurdle was overcome. Human beings can be so strange.

Mandy and Susan are hanging out with us. Mandy has forgiven me for breaking her heart. In fact, she’s been very consoling since Rhonda and I split. It’s no secret that she still has the hots for me. She makes it pretty obvious. I find a long blade of grass and entwine it into a skinny plait in her hair. She’s enjoying the close proximity of our bodies and she’s also enjoying being seen with me. I sound like a doofus, I know, but it’s true and I like it. It helps take my mind off Rhonda.

In fact, things are a lot easier for me now in that regard. Rhonda has maintained a strict distance from me. If she even detects that I’m in the vicinity, she’ll walk the other way. It hurt a lot at first, but now I can see that it’s the most sensible course of action. Being rejected outright has helped me. I’ve suffered a broken heart and I’ve come out the other end feeling stronger for it. It’s the most painful experience I’ve ever had in my life. It envelops and imprisons you. It tags along with you everywhere you go. It’s in every song you hear sung, it’s in every word you hear spoken, and it’s in every act you perform each day, whether you are doing something as mundane as washing dishes, washing a car or washing your own body. It’s with you when you’re walking; it’s with you when you’re sleeping; and it’s with you when you’re crying like a baby before falling to sleep for the fiftieth time in one night. Having your heart broken is a pain that transcends all others. That’s why so many people have written songs about it. But the one consolation I have is that it’s me fighting this fight – it’s not me and Bruce. It’s me versus heartbreak. It’s me versus the world, and I’m persevering. And now here I am, flirting with a girl who’s obviously head-over-heels for me. Am I going to break her heart? Probably. But I won’t let her know that I’m not in love with her. I’ll string along this flirtatious thing we’ve got going for as long as possible. It’s nice and it’s easy. And anyhow, she’s really cute. The bold black eyeliner she wears is a real turn on.

‘Stanley?’

It’s her voice. There’s no mistaking it. Hearing her say my name takes me back to the night of the social, when she came and sat with me and we talked a whole lot of crap together. And then we danced. Now, here we are, worlds apart. As if nothing ever happened.

I look up at her. She’s standing between the sun and me and I have to hold an arm up in front of my face so I can make her out. I let go of Mandy’s plait.

‘Have you got a minute?’

‘No, he hasn’t.’ Mandy is not pleased that Rhonda has made an appearance, and gives her daggers. For a moment, even Mike and Blake’s back and forth about the work of John Donne ceases. Steve and Jeremy fall silent too; it’s like that hackneyed movie moment when a stranger swings open the doors to a saloon and everyone stops what they’re doing and stares. All eyes are on Rhonda.

‘Sure. I’ve got a moment.’ Blake resumes his rant on the complexities of John Donne’s work and I’m pleased that he’s trying to smooth over the awkward moment. I get up and brush myself down. Rhonda takes a few steps away from the group and I follow, like a dog on a chain. What does she want? Does she want to get back together again? I can smell her perfume. It has infused with her body odour; it’s the most heavenly scent on the planet. Why am I so weak? Why am I so easily overcome by her?

We wander down to the oval. For a minute, I think she’s going to lead me out to the cricket pitch where we had our first conversation. But she stops abruptly at the edge of the oval, where the free-moving love grass meets the forensic line of the mowed lawn.

‘We’re leaving.’ The words are said and it’s clear that she wants to hurt me. It’s not fair. After all that we’ve been through, she still wants to hurt me.

‘What?’ I act as if I don’t understand or as if I haven’t heard properly.

‘We’re leaving town. We’ll be gone in a few weeks.’ I feel like screaming or slapping her or something.

‘Well, don’t you have anything to say, Stan?’

I’m angry. ‘What do you want me to say, Rhonda? Thanks for the memories? Thanks for breaking my heart, jumping up and down on it, squishing it into the ground and then spitting on it? Thanks, Rhonda. Thanks for being my girlfriend and thanks for sharing the most amazing moments that I’ve ever experienced. And thanks for then acting like I don’t even exist. Thanks, Rhonda.’

‘You’re so juvenile and you’re so stupid!’

‘And on top of everything, I’m stupid too!’

‘You jerk. You think I’ve kept my distance from you because I wanted to? You’re an idiot! I kept my distance from you so that it would be easier for me to leave. I did it for myself. Anyway, I can see that you’ve quite comfortably moved on.’ She motions back to where I was sitting with Mandy. ‘How do you think that makes me feel? It’s like you think nothing ever happened. And, for some reason, I didn’t expect that of you.’

‘I’m not like that. I’m not interested in her.’ I reach out to her, but she moves away.

‘It doesn’t matter anymore, does it? I’m leaving. You’ll go on with your life and I’ll go on with mine. I did have silly thoughts about us meeting up at some stage. You know, when we’re seventeen or eighteen and a bit more independent. It’s so stupid.’

‘It’s not stupid at all. I can wait till then.’

‘But that’s the point. I don’t want you to wait. I don’t want us to be a burden on each other.’

‘You would never be a burden on me.’

‘Well, you say that now. But let’s not kid ourselves. It can’t work. We’re at that age. We have this in-built mechanism that allows us to pick up and move on. And we’re like that for a reason – we’re like that for times like these.’

I huff and kick at the love grass that’s moving gently in the breeze. I kick out again, angry at its easy-breezy existence and our heart-breaking reality.

‘Well, can’t we just make out a little then?’

Rhonda laughs and I laugh too. We don’t make out, but that’s OK. We’re laughing together. But the gravity of the situation hits me. She will be gone. I will probably never see her again.

‘Why are you leaving?’

‘Well … after what happened … Mum thought it would be a good idea to move on.’

‘You’re leaving because of me?’

‘No, it’s not just because of that. It’s other things too. Mum didn’t think it would be as hard as it has been to fit in. But there’s not much going on and I think she probably needs a bit more support. People here are very settled in their friendships and it’s hard to break through.’

‘I can’t believe you’re going … it sucks.’

Rhonda takes my hand. Our fingers fit together so well. ‘You’ll be fine, Stan. You’re stronger than you think. I’m the one you should be worried about.’

‘Look at you. You’re beautiful. You’ll meet Prince Charming in your next school and I’ll be a fading memory.’

‘You won’t ever be a fading memory.’ Rhonda squeezes my hand. ‘Don’t forget me. If we want to find each other in the future, we will.’

‘Sure.’ I’m not convinced though. We walk back to the lawn. Will this be the last time we walk side by side? ‘Don’t say goodbye. Let’s just walk away and pretend this isn’t goodbye.’

‘OK.’ She takes a big breath. ‘See you around.’ She turns to walk away, but I have her hand and I don’t let it go. Our eyes meet and then I finally release her. She walks away.

I use all my strength to hold back the tears.

Mike approaches me from behind. He places a calm, steady hand on my back. ‘You OK, buddy?’

‘Yeah. I’m OK.’ I head off to my next class.
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After school, Mike, Blake, Steve and Jeremy are waiting outside.

‘We’re gonna meet Mandy and Susan in town and we’re gonna ride the mystery train. Wanna come?’ Jeremy says. Despite my sadness, this obvious show of support brings a smile to my face.

‘Why not? What else am I gonna do?’

‘Well, nothing, I guess. So you may as well come.’

I love it when friends are there for you. I love it when they come and surround you and give you support. Relationships are what this world is all about. If there’s a meaning to life, surely it’s in the relationships we have with others.

‘So, what’s aboard the mystery train this time, Jeremy?’

‘Oh, you know. Liquor of varying types – wine, Bundy, tequila. The usual hotchpotch that will turn your stomach into a cesspool of toxicity.’

‘Sounds great.’

Mike pats me on the back and then walks ahead with Blake. Blake turns and offers me a sympathetic smile. I don’t know if it’s for what’s happened with Rhonda or for the toxic cesspool that is yet to form in my stomach. Steve and Jeremy fall into step beside me.

‘So Rhonda’s leaving town, huh?’ says Steve.

‘How did you guys find out?’

‘Mike overheard you two saying something about goodbye, so he went and spoke with Rhonda about it. He was really worried about you.’

‘What did she say?’

‘She confirmed she’s leaving and that she’d just told you. Mike said that she’s pretty cut up too.’

‘Yeah. She’s leaving.’

‘Well, I suggest you let yourself get a bit distracted, if you know what I mean.’

‘A bit distracted?’

‘Stan, you’d practically forgotten about her anyway. You had your hands in Mandy’s hair earlier on and it looked to me like you were seriously enjoying yourself.’

‘You don’t get it, Steve. Mandy is no substitute for Rhonda. Rhonda was one of a kind. She had this thing … you know.’ I put my hands out in front of me like I’m holding a globe of the earth, but I can’t find the words that would do Rhonda justice. How do you explain to others how much someone means to you?

‘So, are you guys gonna see each other again, do you think?’ Jeremy asks.

‘I doubt it. I think she’ll move away and that’ll be it.’

‘Well, if I were you, I’d just drink myself silly. It helps.’

‘It doesn’t help, Jeremy. It makes things worse. But just for tonight, I’m going to trust in you and ride that mystery train.’

We reach the football oval in town. Steve and Jeremy heft me up by grabbing a leg each; we race along the grass to the middle of the oval where the others have formed a small circle. Mandy, Susan, Blake and Mike are drinking from plastic cups.

‘Well, it’s about time, you guys. What took you so long?’ Mandy hands us each a cup and displays the drinks on offer. I go for tequila. It’s an easy decision. It tastes bloody awful, but it never disappoints. Tequila knocks you about in a way that other liquors can’t. It leaves you wondering what the hell has happened. And right now, that’s the sort of thing I’m looking for. I want to disengage from reality. I want soar to heights that allow me to act and feel like someone other than myself. I want to run around like an idiot and lose myself under the wide expanse of stars above. I want to feel insignificant. I want to teeter on the cliff edge of reason and then fall into the abyss of irrationality.

We start with the inevitable. Shots. Pretty soon we’re laughing at nothing and rolling around like the subjects of an LSD experiment. Steve is trying to tell us a story, but it’s not making much sense.

‘You did what?’ Jeremy is shocked.

‘I woke up on a rock,’ Steve says very matter-of-factly.

‘You woke up on a rock?’

‘Yeah.’

‘How did you get there?’

‘I teleported.’

‘You teleported. What’s that mean?’

Blake pipes up. ‘It’s when you travel somewhere instantly. You can be transported from one location or dimension to another.’

‘Well, now I’ve heard it all,’ says Jeremy, throwing his hands up in the air. ‘So where was this rock?’

‘You know the rock on our farm that juts out of the hill? You can see it from our rehearsal shed.’

‘Oh, yeah. I know the one.’

‘I woke up on that rock.’

‘Did you go to sleep on the rock?’

‘No, you idiot! I went to sleep in my bed.’

‘Then how did you get to the rock?’

‘I told you – I teleported, man!’

‘You teleported?’

‘Yeah.’

‘That’s the biggest crock of shit I’ve ever heard, Steve.’

‘Screw you, Jeremy. You have such a limited mind.’

‘So what? I like the simple things in life.’

‘How did it happen, Steve?’ I’m curious.

‘Well, when I went to bed, I pictured the place where I wanted to wake up. I couldn’t do it for ages. But the other day it worked and I woke up on that rock.’

‘But how does your body get from A to B?’

‘It dematerialises and rematerialises.’

‘Are you for real?’

‘Yes. How else did I get to the rock?’

‘Could you have sleepwalked without realising?’

‘I doubt it. I would have had dirt on my feet and stuff.’

‘That’s pretty full on. It’s kind of like Star Trek, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah. It’s similar. Apparently, you can even teleport to other countries. Like if you had a girlfriend living in Paris, you could teleport to her.’

‘Wow. And you get idiots out there who spend money on plane tickets. Tsk tsk.’ Jeremy is still not buying it.

‘Well, people don’t accept that it’s possible, do they? They’re limited by their perception of reality.’

‘You guys, come on,’ Mandy pipes up. ‘This is getting way too deep. Can’t we just have some fun? I mean, it’s great and all that you can travel in your sleep, Steve, but enough, please!’

‘You see what I mean, Stan. People don’t want to know, do they?’ Steve says.

‘Apparently not. Apparently girls just want to have fun.’

Steve, Jeremy and I start singing ‘Girls Just Want to Have Fun’. Mandy and Susan punch and slap at us playfully.

‘Where are the toilets around here? I really need to go,’ Mandy says.

‘Well, the toilets behind the tuck shop might be open,’ I reply.

‘Can you come with me, Stan? I’m too scared to go on my own.’

‘Yeah, come on. Does anyone else wanna come on this toilet run?’

‘You guys go ahead,’ says Jeremy. I see him wink at the others.

I have trouble getting up. I’m drunker than I thought, and I can feel an unpleasant taste rising up my windpipe. Mandy brings the bottle of tequila with her.

‘What’re you doing with that?’

‘Oh, you never know. We might need to have a shot on the way. It’s a long journey to those toilets.’ And, sure enough, we stop halfway there and have a shot each. Mandy leans into me giggling. ‘You should just forget about her, you know?’

‘Who?’

‘Ms Perfect. Forget her.’

‘It’s hard, Mandy.’

‘I could help you.’

‘How?’

She places her hand on the back of my head and pulls me towards her. I can smell the tequila on her breath. Her tongue is in my mouth, moving around erratically as if searching for some hidden treasure. I start searching her mouth too and we fall on to the grass. I unbutton her shirt, pull her bra back and put my mouth on her breast.

‘Oh, Stan! I didn’t know you were such an animal.’ This statement throws me. I stop what I’m doing and sit back on my knees. I pull Mandy’s clothes back into position. Is this what I’ve become? I’m not an animal.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing. I’m sorry. I can’t do this.’ I get up and pace around. ‘Do you need to go to the toilet? I’ll wait.’ I walk Mandy to the toilets, and, at her insistence, I check every cubicle to make sure no unsavoury character is lurking there in the dark. After Mandy has a very lengthy wee, we make our way back to the group. On the way, Mandy tries to cheer me up.

‘Don’t feel bad about what happened between us back there. It’s OK.’

‘Yeah. Sorry, Mandy. I’m just not in the best headspace right now.’

‘I know. It takes time to get over heartbreak. I should know.’

I put my arm around Mandy, knowing that she understands it’s just a friendly gesture with nothing sexual in it.

We sit back down with the others. I’ve lost my desire to drink and talk. To overcome this, I have three generous shots of tequila in quick succession. The others cheer me on. But it doesn’t make me feel any better. I’m ashamed. Even though I’ve drunk myself to the point of inebriation, the disappointment I feel in myself sits at the forefront of my mind.

After a while, I peel myself away from the group, mumbling something about going to take a piss. When I finally reach the edge the oval and I’m confident that the darkness will mask me, I slip under the fence and stagger off down the gravel road and exit the grounds. I’m having trouble walking.

What have I become and why did I stoop so low? The girl I love told me she was leaving town today. She expressed a desire to meet me in the future. And what’s my response to that? To make out like an animal with some girl I don’t even care about. With anger in my heart, I blame Rhonda for what’s happened tonight. She’s abandoning me. That’s the reason why I got rolling drunk and shamelessly pashed my ex-girlfriend. What a hero! Isn’t that exactly the kind of behaviour that I resented in my mother’s episode with the priest? That she threw all caution to the wind and succumbed to lust? I’m no better than her. Is it something that runs in our blood? Are we designed to act like selfish, lustful pathetic excuses for human beings? Well, I want to be better than that. I don’t want to live my life making stupid mistakes.

I know that I’ll never see Rhonda again. She will mature, become even more beautiful and fall in love with some ridiculously good-looking fellow. Good on her. She deserves it. I hope she has a good life; somehow, I know that she will. She’ll be happy and successful – I can feel it and it brings a smile to my face. Perhaps, one day, I’ll pass her on some city street and tilt my hat at her. But I probably won’t be wearing a hat. I’m sure that image surfaced in my mind from the never-ending period dramas that screen on the ABC. This realisation makes me laugh out loud.

It suddenly dawns on me that I’ll be fine. I know I can stand on my own two feet. Bruce is no longer at my side and that alone makes me feel good – that and the fact that my damned stupid nervous twitch has taken a hike too! But he’s gone. Bruce is gone and he’s never coming back. I defeated him. In a weird way, I do miss him. But I’m proud to be confronting the harshness of reality on my own. I don’t know where my life will take me, but I know that wherever I go and whatever I do, I’ll be OK. I’m a daydreamer and that allows me to cope. My dreams allow me to be a little detached from reality. I may be alone on some parts of my journey in life, but I won’t allow myself to be swallowed up by the loneliness. I’ll pick myself up and walk down a road I haven’t walked before. And I’ll recognise the beauty of my everyday surroundings. Not in a conscious, trying way. It will be automatic. I’ll be present in the moment.

I amble along the footpath and realise that my body is not in a very good state. It’s not completely upright. I’m sort of leaning over on one side and my legs are having trouble maintaining a normal walking rhythm. I’m thinking about it too much. I need to let go and just let my legs lead me home. But they have different ideas. They want to move forward in a time signature that I’m not familiar with. A jazz musician might recognise a rhythm in this chaos. Perhaps if I stop on the footpath and then start up again, I might adopt a more normal walk? I try this. It doesn’t work.

I stop again. Something has caught my eye. I look to the west. What is that? Am I seeing things? There are lights moving in a V-formation across the sky. They are white with colourful tails. They move very slowly. I wish Mike was here. Are these the same lights that he saw? One of the lights separates from the formation; it appears to move towards me. But I can’t be sure. Is it getting bigger? I’m too drunk and I don’t know what I’m looking at. I blink hard, trying to sharpen my vision. I urge the light to come closer. It seems to react to my thoughts. I don’t know if it’s real, but I hope, hope and hope that it is!

I try to communicate with the light telepathically. Have you come to take me away from this banal existence that a human being must endure? Can you take me away for good and make me one of you? I promise to conform. Don’t just experiment on me and then return me to this god-forsaken planet. Take me away forever!

The light looks to be about fifty metres away. Suddenly, it stops. Is it looking at me? Can lights look? I raise my arm to encourage its approach. In a flash, it shoots away and resumes its place in the V-formation. I watch as the lights continue on their trajectory.

Why didn’t the light take me away? It could have been so good. I could have taught them all about humans. About how humans feel. How we can be happy and then sad. How we can love and hate. And then, in an instant, the lights disappear and I’m left standing on a lonely street in a small town. I stand there for a good while, looking at the space where the lights disappeared, hoping that they might reappear and whoosh me away. The space remains black.

When I start walking again, my advance is more sure-footed. I feel like praising myself aloud, announcing to everyone behind closed doors around me that I can walk in a straight line. I’m sure they’d be very impressed. I’ll have to tell Mike about what I just saw, but I can’t be bothered thinking about it at the moment. Right now, I’m looking forward to reaching my comfortable bed and waking up to a yummy breakfast. Maybe the whole family will have breakfast together. That would be nice. I could talk to my sisters, see what they’re up to. See what’s bothering them. Maybe they’re having boy problems. Boy problems! They can’t be more complicated than girl problems. Nothing could be more complicated than that.

It suddenly dawns on me. I know what I’ll do tomorrow. I’ll buy some koi and make them a decent-sized pond in the backyard. It will have stones and plants and ornaments that they can swim around and hide under. They’ll be well fed and comfortable. They won’t have to worry about a thing. They’ll have a good life. I’ll make sure of it. They’ll have a beautiful life.
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