Further Than You Think ~ Part One

There's this girl, Melanie, who has the bed directly across from mine in the dorm.

   There's no hard and fast rules here at boarding school about posters being put up along the walls in the rooms. We're only allowed a couple posters each. I, for example, have posters of New York City and Paris at night above my bed. But Melanie isn't like us. She doesn’t conform. She has posters everywhere on the walls around her space. You can't see the colour of the wall itself.

   I'd put photos up on my walls, but I won't. Instead, they are in a photo album, stuffed under my mattress. Melanie doesn't know, because most of my photos are of Dad and Melanie’s beloved posters are of him as well. At least I can give her some credit - at least she hasn't got posters of dropkick boys from teenage soapies. Compared, having posters of a fifty two year old rock star is all right. But still… it is a bit freaky when you wake up and find massive pictures of your own dad all over the walls.

   I think Melanie's a bit obsessed.

   She didn't come to Lorne Girls Grammar until year nine, and because I'm away gone for the first week of the year, it was rather a shock to walk in and find all those posters. I think it was more of a shock for her, though, when she realised who I was, and that I had just spent the entire summer with her idol on tour, like I had done every summer since I turned twelve. I should never have told her, for all of year nine she constantly begged me to be allowed to come on the next summer tour.

   She became a kind-of friend. I didn’t know it wasn’t real. Didn’t know she was just a fan, like the rest.

   Under my mattress, along with my photo album, I keep two scrapbooks. One is full of clippings from newspaper and magazines of Dad; one is full of clippings from newspapers and magazines of Mum. Mum's an actress, and while I've never met her, I've seen every single one of her movies. I love her - as an actress, at any rate. It was while I was putting in clippings for Mum's scrapbook when the phone beside my bed rang.

   'Hey, love.'

   Dad. Had to make sure Melanie wasn't around. She wasn't.

   'Hi Dad, what's up?'

   'Nothing much, nothing much. Just seeing how my favourite daughter is going.'

   I have to smile. 'Your favourite daughter is fine.' I'm not his favourite daughter, of course; there's Sarah, who's three and is his daughter, too. But since our summer tours began, the best thing to come out of them is times like these, when Dad rings out of the blue for no particular reason. He never used to.

   'How's the tour going?' Dad's always on tour. I don't see how he finds the time to make CDs.

   'Loving it, like always. But I’ve had a busy schedule lately, the voice needs a rest, so I’m off to check out Broome for a music video. Much homework?' Trust Dad to jump from tours to homework. 'Studying hard, I hope.'

   'Studying, yes.'

   I can hear Dad's laughter. 'But not hard? Typical.'

   I'm about to laugh myself, before I freeze. Voices in the hall. Melanie's voice coming closer.

   'Hey, Dad, I have to go, Melanie's coming.'

   An exaggerated groan. 'All right then. Speak to your soon. Love you, darl.'

   'Love you too, Dad.'

   With just enough time to hang up the phone and to tuck the scrapbook under the mattress, Jocelyn and Melanie come into the dorm. Jocelyn joins me on my bed and we lean against the wall as Melanie stands at the end of the bed and begins to interrogate me.

   'Who were you talking to, Lexie?' 

   My mouth goes up slightly in one corner with a small tug of the cheek. 'Dad.' I'm all very calm about this of course, and I know its my calmness which is driving Melanie around the bend, because her face suddenly goes very white and her mouth makes her face resemble a large, gaping fish. If she were a cartoon character, she'd have stars in her eyes.

   'Really?!'

   'Really.'

   Melanie's eyes are as round as dinner plates, and she's looking at me in a very puppy dog sort of way. The whining doesn't help. 'Why couldn't I speak to him?'

   Must lie. 'He had to go. He was busy… Look, I'm kind of tired. I might just head off to sleep, alright?' Anything to stop the endless questions that will follow.

   She falls for it hook, line and sinker as Jocelyn gets off the bed. 'Oh, all right then.' 

   I get up, get my pyjamas, toothbrush and toothpaste, and go to the bathroom. 

By the next afternoon, I wish that the phone call to Dad had gone on for hours. If I had known then what would happen, I would have been hunched under my covers like I used to do as a little girl, with book and flashlight. I would have talked to Dad for hours on end.

   The day started off innocently enough. Get up, make bed, get dressed, get books ready, brush hair, wash face, clean dorm and head for the dining room for breakfast. I should point out right here that the uniforms we wear are terrible. Grey, forest green and ruby red. Could it get any more uglier? People actually get paid for designing these uniforms! Except for grey, you may as well stick a lighted star on top of our heads and proclaim us as Christmas decorations.

   Jocelyn and I walk down to the dining room and sit with the rest of the girls in our year. Boarding school food is not good, and I won’t bother making it sound pretty, because it’s not. That said, breakfast isn’t so bad. Today the choices are between cereal, porridge and toast with different spreads. I have my usual - toast with vegemite and a glass of orange juice. Nothing fancy. Saturdays and Sundays are when the fancy breakfasts come out: pancakes and waffles swimming in maple syrup, and bacon and eggs. But, today being Thursday, there’s no such luck. Some girls pop pills, and there’s a sleepy kind of hush over the dining room, because none of us are actually fully awake yet. I’m not.

   Something out of the corner of my eye wakes me up though. ‘How can you eat that?’

   Jocelyn looks at me. She’s in the middle of lifting a spoonful of dripping porridge to her mouth. ‘Lexie, how long is this ritual going to go on for?’

   ‘Ritual?’ I am completely blown away. Just because Jocelyn has eaten porridge, Monday to Friday, ever since I’ve been here, and I complain, doesn’t make it a ritual! ‘It’s my feelings! Don’t you care? It goes against everything I ever said about breakfast!’

   ‘Lexie. Shut up.’ The combined, good-humoured voices of several girls at the table. I look up and see Mrs. Gleason walking over.

   Mrs. Gleason’s not so bad, as far as principals go, I suppose. I wouldn’t really know, as this is the only school I’ve ever gone to, but I don’t think she’s so bad. She looks very strict and academic, with grey hair pulled sharply back in a bun and wire framed glasses with large lens, making her crinkled grey eyes owlish. I suppose she is strict, but all of the girls view her in a very grandmotherly way. I know I do.

   She stops next to me and leans down, so only I can hear her whisper. ‘Alexandra, I need to speak to you privately. It’s rather urgent.’

   I stare at her as the bell goes, signalling class. ‘Uh, sure. Now?’

   Mrs. Gleason nods, and Jocelyn starts walking backwards away from me, pointing towards her chest. Tell me later?

   I nod. Sure thing.

   I follow Mrs. Gleason through the dining room to this little room off the side I’ve never noticed before as I am not the world’s most observant person. I’d usually have Maths with Jocelyn now. We have Mr. Lyondell, who’s cool and all, but I think men shouldn’t wear toupees. They never look good, they look like a cat has gone along and died on their head because the hair doesn’t match or it’s gelled the wrong way around or something. I found that out young, with a man on Dad’s crew at the time. A toupee floating in a swimming pool can be seen as a drowned rat by a six year old.

   Besides, Jocelyn and I aren’t usually interested in Mr. Lyondell’s toupee. We’re more interested in other things. Like sleep.

   ‘Alexandra?’

   Mrs. Gleason’s voice jolts me back into reality as she points to a chair in the room. ‘Alexandra, please sit down.’

   I sit and wait. There’s another woman who I’ve never met in my life sitting in another chair, and the third chair belongs to Mrs. Gleason. She waves a hand towards the sitting woman. ‘Alexandra, this is Joanna Bennet, the school counsellor.’ Joanna and I exchange smiles, but I’m rather confused. Why would the school counsellor be here? I feel fine.

   Mrs. Gleason is quiet for a few moments; Joanna looks uncomfortable. 

   ‘Alexander, we received a call from James Delaney this morning.’

   James Delaney? I run the name ‘James Delaney’ through my mental search engine and only come up with one person.

   ‘You mean Dad’s manager, James Delaney?’

   Mrs. Gleason nods. ‘Were you aware of the fact that your father decided to take a plane trip at dawn this morning?’

   ‘Yeah,  I talked to him last night.’ I’m wondering what they’re getting at here.

   ‘Alexandra, there was an accident. I’m sorry, my dear, but your father was killed this morning.’

   What?

   Being a relatively smart student in the eyes of my teachers, I was allowed to do one year eleven subject last year, when I was in year ten, and I chose psychology. I learnt that in extreme situations, people have the complete opposite reaction expected. If someone won Tattslotto, for example, and they were really excited and thrilled… they’d start crying. So therefore I am not surprised about the fact that as soon as Mrs. Gleason gave me that unfortunate news, I burst out laughing.

   Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Joanna stand and walk over to me, resting a hand on my shoulder. Mrs. Gleason looks at me, concerned, waiting for me to calm. And eventually I do. I stare straight back at Mrs. Gleason. ‘You’re not joking, are you?

   ‘I wouldn’t joke about something like this.’

   I’m still staring. My mind is not working at this particular moment; it’s gone blank. It should be working, but for some reason it’s not and I’m not really keen to try to get it to work again. All that I’m aware of is Mrs. Gleason’s voice telling me to pack my bags and go to the foyer, and that James is going to pick me up soon and take me into Melbourne. I get up and make my way to the dorm, as if I’m dreaming, with Joanna following uncertainly behind me. I collect my various bags and suitcases from the dorm closest, put them on the floor at the foot of my bed, and together Joanna and me fill them with all my belongings.

   Pretty soon all there is in my corner is an empty desk, an empty bedside table and the skeleton of a four-poster bed, with a candy stripped mattress and a blue pillow.

   ‘Alexandra?’ I look at Joanna. ‘I’m going to take the luggage down to the foyer, are you coming?’

   ‘Yeah, in a few minutes.’

  She leaves, and I kneel down in front of my bedside table, pulling out the top drawer. There’s a photo there, and I pick it up. It’s of me and Dad, in front of Disneyland, a couple of years ago. We’re wearing those black, stupid, plastic Mickey Mouse ears. I take it, put it in my pocket and make to leave the room, when Jocelyn and, the last person on earth I want to see right now, Melanie, walk in.

   Jocelyn runs over. ‘Lexie, what’s going on?’

   ‘I’m going back to Melbourne.’

   They stare at me. ‘But… why? When you coming back?’

   ‘I’m not. I think I’m leaving for good.’ If their mouths could drop open, their chins would be scratched on the wooden floorboards. I continue. ‘Dad died this morning. In a plane crash. I have to go home.’ I’m thinking that it’s a bit weird that my voice is so calm when I say that, but I don’t think anything else as Jocelyn gives me a hug in silence. Melanie, however, has gone rather pale and is leaning against the nearest bedpost for support.

   ‘Robert Terrace… dead?’

   I don’t answer her; instead I look at Jocelyn. ‘I’ll get in touch with you at some point,’ is all I say before leaving the room.

   I hear Melanie let out a cry before Jocelyn speaks:

   ‘Melanie, you’re a fuckwit.’

The car trip to Flinders Street station was pretty quiet.

   James had shown up a few minutes after I’d arrived in the foyer and gave me a hug. Second hug in under ten minutes; that was a bit strange. I’m not a hugging person. I wasn’t even feeling upset.

   I’m still not upset. I’m expecting any moment now to start crying, but the tears aren’t even pricking at the corners of my eyes. It almost feels as if there’s a shell of me as inside, the real Lexie’s gotten up, left and is taking a holiday.

   James didn’t come in a limo. On tours, we’d always travelled around in limos, me and Dad and James. Me secretly filling a glass with champagne, Dad secretly replacing it with sparkling water, James watching the whole time to see when I’d notice the difference and whine on about it. But James had come in a sports car.

   ‘Where’s the limo?’ I had asked as soon as I saw the car.

   James looks at me. He’s tired. ‘So we can remain undercover for as long as we can, love.’

   ‘Undercover? Sounds like we’re trying to go into hiding.’

   I managed to crack a slight smile out of him. ‘From the press, we are.’

   We listened to the radio some of the way to Melbourne. James trying to hide from the press hadn’t worked. ‘Rock star legend, Robert Terrace, was killed this morning in a freak plane accident near Broome early this morning. The pilot, Matthew Lemmings, was found alive, suffering numerous fractures, and has been airlifted to hospital, but fifty two year old Terrace died instantly at the scene. Police are taking the crash under investigation, though it is thought to be a malfunction – ‘

   James turned off the radio, and it remained turned off for the remaining hour and a half drive into Melbourne. 

   At the station, James pulls into a bay and stops the car, studying me. ‘Okay darl, you’re to catch the Pakenham line and get off at Hallam, Nancy’ll be there to meet you.’

   I look at him in surprise. ‘Aren’t you coming?’

   He sighs. ‘No, I’ve got to head to the airport to get back to Perth. Arrangements…’ He trails off, then takes his wallet out of his coat pocket and gives me ten dollars. ‘That’ll cover the ticket, plus something to eat. Let’s go get your stuff.’

   When I get out of the car, I’m busting.

   James gets my luggage out of the boot and I strap my backpack to my back. He gives me a long look, a watery smile on his face. ‘Our little Lexie… all grown up.’

   Is there a damn toilet nearby?

   I reach up and hug James, feeling his arms go around me and squeeze me hard. I remember when I was much younger and hiding my face against Dad’s trouser leg when I was introduced to James, my already long, dark hair falling across my face. 

   ‘Hi Lexie, I’m James, how are you?’ Frightened, I had stared at him from the corner of my eyes under the curtain of hair, before turning away and staring at my dolls, left alone for now on the hotel room floor.

   Dad laughted his deep, carefree laughter, and his fingers stroked my hair reassuringly. ‘She’s just a little shy.’ He crouched down to my height; my thumb was in my mouth. ‘It’s okay, sweetheart. Do you want to say hello?’

   I looked back at James. He had crouched down to my height, as well. ‘Hello.’ My little voice hadn’t been higher than a whisper.

   James had pulled out a lollypop from behind his back. ‘Here, Lexie, it’s for you.’ I stared at it, then looked at Dad, who had winked. I had reached out my small hand and taken it.

   James pulls back now, and his eyes are misty. ‘I’ll see you soon, love,’ and, with a kiss on the top of my head, gets back into the car and drives away.

   I turn around and face the station. Mission: Find Toilet.

   It has taken me ten minutes to find the toilet, five more spent working out which ticket I need and another fifteen standing on the wrong platform, but now I stand on the correct one as the train rushes in to a stop. I wait for the people inside the carriage to open the door and step out before I walk inside. There are only two other commuters: a young boy sleeping at one end and an old woman with her poodle at the other. I drag my suitcases along behind as I take a seat in the middle of the carriage next to the window, and put my suitcases and my backpack on the seats next to me.

   I open the bag of chips I’ve brought as the train begins to roll out.

   At South Yarra, the sleeping boy and the old woman with her poodle get off, and a man comes in. He is tall, quite handsome actually, though it looks like he is in his mid-thirties. He wears blue jeans, a black t-shirt and a tie.

   He is wearing a tie over a t-shirt. I have never seen anyone wear a tie over a t-shirt before. 

   He slowly walks down the carriage and I can feel it coming. Whenever you’re alone somewhere, and there’s stacks of seats and somebody shows up, they always take a seat near you for some ungodly reason. This time is no exception as the man – with a choice of one hundred and seventy seven free seats – takes the seat directly opposite me. Which isn’t all that bad though, because it gives me the chance to examine this piece of eye candy.

   I will point out at this moment that I have a boyfriend. His name is Anton, he’s in his final year at Lorne Boys’ Grammar, he’s captain of the swim team and he’s quite pissed at the moment because I didn’t want to spend the summer with him at his family’s place in Mount Gambier.

   Anton’s very good looking, though he has the tendency to be a complete idiot. However, he does spend time at the beach perving on blonde haired, blue eyed, leggy girls wearing bikinis that covers less skin than if they were to be naked, and so that gives me every right to perve upon this man.

   He pushes his hair out of his eyes as I say the most intelligent, groundbreaking remark the world has ever heard. ‘I’ve never met someone who wears a tie over a t-shirt.’

   Okay, maybe not.

   ‘I’m individual.’ He’s responded with a smile. Maybe he doesn’t view me as being a complete idiot after all. ‘Where you headed off to?’

   ‘Hallam.’

   ‘Meeting someone out there?’

   ‘Yeah, my stepmum.’

   ‘It’s a long way to travel.’ Concerning. I’m not exactly wanting to spend all day on the train. ‘From Lorne, I mean.’

   ‘How do you know that’s where I’m coming from?’

   The man points to my chest. ‘You’ve got ‘Lorne Girls’ Grammar’ on the pocket of your blazer.’

   Duh. Yes. I know that. Now that this man has experienced the full extent of my intelligence, he can have a good laugh and we can all move on.

   Of course, sometimes I just don’t shut up. ‘You’re not planning on stalking me, are you?’

   He smiles and leans back in his chair. ‘I’m not some nutter that’s just escaped from some mental institution nor am I some freak who chases after pretty girls under the age of twenty one. Is that okay?’

   I can feel a smile creeping across my face. ‘Somewhat. But why so interested?’

   ‘It’s either chatting to you or remaining in silence for the next twenty minutes.’ From a teacher or one of the bitches at school, that would’ve sounded cruel. Like speaking to me is a last resort, let alone being genuinely interested in what I have to say or how I feel. I’m an authority figure on that.

   His smile reaches his eyes. I’m like a wall of ice; people have to constantly hit me with an ice pick before I trust them. Hit too hard and I liquidise. But the smile reaching his eyes cracks the ice just enough.

   He reaches his hand towards me. ‘I’m Richard.’ So mystery looker has a name.

   I reach out and take his hand. ‘Lexie.’

   ‘Nice to meet you.’

   ‘Same here.’

   ‘You’re finding it nice to meet you?’

   What? Oh!

   ‘No, I didn’t mean that! It came out wrong. I mean, it’s nice to meet you, too.’

   ‘Then why did you say ‘same here’?’

   I stare at Richard.

   ‘I just…’ He’s smiling. Damn him! ‘You are one of the most infuriating people I’ve ever met!’

   ‘I get that a lot.’

   ‘I can believe that. So where you headed?’

   Richard studies me and rests his head against the window, gazing at me thoughtfully. The smile has faded somewhat but still plays at the corner of his lips. His gaze is rather uncomfortable, and I’m beginning to regret having asked in the first place. Maybe I shouldn’t have…

   ‘I’m something of a guardian to a teenager.’

   ‘A guardian? Like some higher being? An angel? God?’

   ‘Do you believe there’s a god?’

   ‘Don’t know. I’m not Catholic or anything. There could be, I guess.’

   ‘Then I wouldn’t go that far.’ Richard breaks the stare to glance out the window. ‘I can’t really explain. One day…’

   His voice fades to nothing, signalling the end of the conversation. Quiet.

   ‘How much further is it to Hallam?’ I ask this out of the need to make conversation rather than the need to find out the answer.

   Richard stands up and points to a map of all the stations on the side of the carriage. ‘This is the next station,’ he points at one of the dots on the map, ‘and this is Hallam,’ he continues, pointing at a dot only a small distance away.

   ‘It doesn’t look that far.’

   ‘It’s further than you think.’

   I stare up at Richard. He seems to have a very philosophical tone to him, and I have the feeling that his short quotes mean something which I can’t be bothered picking up on. If he’s a philosopher, I could sound intelligent by saying, ‘I had a chat with a philosopher today’. Not that Jocelyn would have any idea of what a philosopher is. But he could be a psychiatrist, and that’s even worse. Sticking ideas into people’s heads and making them relive horrible memories. If he is, I really hope he’s not Freudian and thinking that I have unconscious sexual desires with every word I’ve said.

   A guardian can’t be a well-paying job. Even if it’s a job in the first place.

   Richard’s examining the people out on the platform at a station, yet none of them come into our carriage. I tilt my head, still focused on him. If he’s a guardian, does that mean he’s a guardian angel? He sure doesn’t look like one, because guardian angels are supposed to resemble fairies, girlish and sugary looking, pixie sized with wings on their backs. Richard looks far more like a real, moving, breathing human being than a guardian angel.

   As the train rolls into Hallam, we stand in front of the doors.

   ‘It was lovely talking to you,’ I remark. Politeness to strangers.

   ‘Oh, I’m sure we’ll speak again,’ he replies easily. The train stops, the buzzer sounds, and we walk down towards opposite ends of the platform. I pause and turn around to call out what exactly his last statement meant. But he’s disappeared.

It’s been a while since I last saw Nancy. 

   She and Dad married when I was fourteen. I had hardly even known her before they married, because they married a couple of weeks into the summer, and I hadn’t met her before. I was a bridesmaid for the wedding, and I had to admit, Nancy had good taste – simple dark blue gowns, not monstrous dresses so often seen on bridesmaids. We didn’t look like toilet dolls.

   I had been rather annoyed when Dad told me he was getting re-married, and I hadn’t known why. There was a new movie of Mum’s out at the time, and after the wedding I went to see it. I sat there by myself in the cinema and watched Mum on the silver screen, the radiation of an actress. The longer the movie went on and the longer I watched her, the more annoyed I became with Dad. Did the woman on the screen know about the re-marriage? Was there hurt behind the make-up and the beautiful smile? Did Dad know if she was hurt? Did Dad care if he did know?

   I went back to school and found Michelle. Michelle wasn’t a girl I knew too well, but she was the only other person I knew who’s parents were divorced, and the only person I knew who’s parents had re-married.

   ‘Did your dad care when your mum remarried?’ I’d asked. 

   Michelle had stared at me for a few moments. ‘He did, yeah.’ She’d looked down then and started pulling at the quilt we were sitting on. ‘They’d been divorced for a long time, and trust me, there was no love lost between them, but he was still rather… well… upset. He was happy for her but thought like he’d been forgotten.’

   ‘You remember the divorce, then?’

   ‘Yeah. Pretty ugly. What about yours?’

   ‘I don’t know. They were all ready divorced when I was born.’

   I had asked Dad the next week, civilly, what he thought of Mum being upset about his re-marriage.

   ‘Love, your mother and I have been divorced for quite some time. We don’t speak anymore. What matters is that you’re here with me.’ He smiled and kissed my forehead. 

   I wasn’t happy. ‘What happened to absence making the heart grow fonder? How do you know Mum isn’t unhappy about your remarriage?’   

   Dad looked at me critically. ‘Divorce is different; at least, for us it was. It’s something that I wish for you never to go through, but either way you’ll probably find out some idea of such emotion. Not now, though.’

   ‘But – ‘

   ‘Alexandra.’

   I had shut up.

   Dad and Nancy had gone overseas for two weeks after the wedding, and so I had been sent to stay with Aunt Carrie. She’s Dad’s sister, lives on a country property miles away from civilisation. I’d hardly known her beforehand, but by the time Dad and Nancy had returned I was viewing Carrie to be more of an older sister rather than an aunt.

   ‘Carrie?’ I’d asked as we sat on the swinging seat on the back porch early one evening.

   ‘Yes?’

   ‘Are you happy that Dad’s re-married?’

   ‘Of course I am. Nancy’s lovely, and I’m thrilled that your father has found someone.’ Carrie had looked at me. ‘Why do you ask?’

   ‘Do you think Mum’s sad?’

   Carrie had smiled slightly. ‘Your mother? Lexie, that was a long time ago, people move on.’

   I had stared at her. ‘What happened to them? To Mum and Dad, I mean.’

   ‘I don’t think I’m the one to tell you about it.’

   ‘I tried asking Dad, but he wouldn’t say anything.’

   ‘Then perhaps he’d rather have you not know.’ Carrie had stood up then. ‘Come on, it’s getting cold.’

   I hadn’t brought up the subjects of divorce or re-marriage since.

   ‘Lexie?’

   I watch as Nancy makes her way through the car park towards me: she hasn’t changed from what I remember. Her long red curls are fly away and she’s not wearing any make up to hide the redness around her eyes.

   ‘Hi, Nancy.’

   She picks up my suitcases. ‘We’re sorry about suddenly pulling you out of school like this.’

   ‘It’s okay.’

   Nancy looks over her shoulder at me carefully. ‘Are you all right?’

   ‘Yeah, I’m fine.’

   She throws my luggage into the boot as I sit in the front to be greeted by a small ‘Hi.’

   Looking behind me, I see a small girl sitting in a car seat. Her eyes are bright. ‘Hi, there.’

   Nancy gets behind the wheel and looks at the both of us. ‘Lexie, this is Sarah. Sarah, this is your big sister.’

   I smile at Sarah. Nancy had been pregnant for the wedding, and Dad had sent me photos of Sarah over the past couple of years.

   ‘How old are you, Sarah?’

   She holds up three fingers. ‘Three. What’s your age?’

   ‘Seventeen.’

   Sarah stares at me in childlike amazement. ‘Whoa… you’re old!’

   I look at Nancy. ‘Does she know?’ I whisper in a low voice. She shakes her head.

   It’s not a far trip to Nancy’s place, and when we get there, I surprise myself with the fact that I’m surprised that it’s a normal house on a normal residential street. I don’t blame myself. It’s something I’m not used to, considering all I’ve lived in is school and hotels.

   I think my surprise shows because when Nancy pulls into the driveway she looks at me. ‘Different, huh?’

   ‘Yeah.’

   Nancy takes Sarah from the car seat and walks up the front path, unlocking the front door and going inside. I get my luggage and follow, shutting the door behind me.  

   I just stare.  For some reason, it’s not what I expect. Maybe it’s Hollywood or staying in five star hotels with Dad as a small child, but I was thinking more along the lines of a big gracious house looking immaculate inside, like one of those display houses. Not children’s toys on a carpeted floor and magazines and shoes lying around, a cat sitting in the hallway watching me and stacks of photos in photo frames on the painted walls. I go over and have a look.

   Most are of Nancy and Sarah.  I recognize a few of Sarah, ones that Dad has sent me copies of. Some are of Dad, there’s the wedding picture of Dad and Nancy, a beautiful family photo with all three. 

   And then there’s some of me. At different ages. Ones of me at about age four, backstage at one of Dad’s concerts with other stars. Ones of me on the different summer tours. Even my school picture, this year.  Only taken three weeks ago.

   ‘Are you hungry?’

   I stand up straight and look to see Nancy looking at me from around a corner of the hallway. ‘No, thanks. I ate on the train. What time is it?’

   ‘Just after two.’ I walk down the hallway into the kitchen. Nancy’s lifting a tired Sarah from a high chair. ‘I’m going to put Sarah down for a nap. There’s water in the fridge, food in the pantry. Feel free to help yourself.’ I nod, and they leave the room. I stare around the kitchen, before filling myself a glass of water and dropping down onto a kitchen stool. Two in the afternoon. The day’s gone fast.

   Nancy soon re-appears, and I ask the first question that pops into my mind: ‘Where would you like me to put my things?’ 

   ‘Ah…’ She disappears back down the hallway and I follow her into a room. It’s a spare bedroom, plain but with the necessities. Nice bed, dresser, bookshelf… ‘This will be your room. I’m sorry I haven’t aired it out, but today was obviously rather unexpected…’

   I smile. ‘It’s lovely Nancy, really.’

   ‘Okay… well, I’ve got some phone calls to make so if you want to get settled in, it’s fine.’

   ‘Thanks.’ Nancy leaves and I can take a breath of fresh air.

   I get my luggage and drag it into the room. I can’t be bothered unpacking. As I change into simple tracksuit pants and a jumper, I kick my uniform to the corner of the room. I have no idea when I’ll be wearing that again, if ever.

   Nancy’s on the phone in the kitchen, and I lean against the doorframe. She’s speaking in a choked whisper, she has a fist curled against one eye and the other is shut tight. Tears pool under her eyelashes before running down her cheeks. 

   My voice is quiet. ‘Nancy?’ She looks up. Her eyes are glassy. I know by looking at her for this brief moment that she’s the picture of distress, the picture of a woman whose life has crumbled in the moment another life dissolved.  My picture is a striking comparison. ‘I’m going to take a nap.’ 

   She nods her consent, and pushes her fist against an eye once more. As soon as my head hits the pillow, I’m fast asleep and I don’t wake up until the next morning. 

Unsurprisingly, the weekend passes quickly. Surprisingly, it runs smoothly and things remain relatively calm. 

   I find Nancy in much the same way I had left – on the phone. She’s wearing her make up now, and no one would be able to tell anything has happened out of the ordinary. But her eyes are dull, and her hand shakes slightly as she puts the phone back on its receiver. ‘Hi there. Sleep well?’

   ‘Yeah.’ 

   Nancy sighs as she closes the open address book in front of her. ‘I’ve been making some phone calls. Family, James, arrangements. I rang your principal.’

   ‘What did she say?’

   ‘Well, we think it might be best if you go to school here for awhile. You’ll start Monday at the local high school.’

   ‘Okay… where’s Sarah? Asleep?’ 

   ‘No. It’s Friday. She’s at day care.’

   I check the coffee jug. Noticing there’s almost no water in it, I fill it before turning it on. ‘At day care? But you’re home.’ 

   ‘It’s best that she goes to day care. There’s no need for her to know that things are wrong, it’s best that her life remains as normal as possible.’

   I can’t think of anything to respond with so I remain quiet. Nancy watches me as I spoon a teaspoon of coffee into a mug and pour hot water into it. I stir. ‘Aren’t you a bit too young to be drinking coffee?’

   ‘No.’ I put the teaspoon on the draining board and take the coffee into the spare bedroom, closing the door behind me. I’m not being intentionally mean towards Nancy. But I’m hardly even sure what’s going on. Forty eight hours ago I was still in the dorm, talking with the girls and having a date planned. Now, by a remarkable turn of events, I’m living with my stepmother, who I’ve hardly met; my half sister, who I’ve never met, and apparently going to go to a new school Monday. I don’t even know what I’m thinking so I’d like to figure that out before attempting to work out what Nancy is thinking and comforting her.

   I throw a suitcase on the bed and pop it open, beginning to stuff clothes into drawers and hanging some in the wardrobe. Shoes are tossed into the bottom of the wardrobe, books are pushed against one another on the bookshelf. I put the suitcases under the bed and put my doona cover, pillow cover and stuffed animals on the bed. Everything finds a place, and the photo albums and scrapbooks no longer have to be kept under the mattress.

   I sit on the bed and look around, swallowing the last of the coffee. It’s more like my room now.

   The door opens and Nancy sticks her head in, car keys in hand. ‘Lexie, I have to go out to see someone then pick up Sarah. I might be a couple of hours, so will you be all right on your own?’ 

   ‘I’ll be fine.’

   Nancy leaves.

   The weekend is just as quiet. There’s not much for me to do other than settle in. Nancy is constantly on the phone making arrangements and I look after Sarah so she won’t annoy Nancy. 

   Putting Sarah to bed on Sunday night, I stifle a yawn. I’m more tired than I thought I was, although I’ve not done anything. I pause for a moment outside her door, wondering if I should say good night to Nancy before going to bed. Under her closed door I can see a strip of soft light, so I open the door a crack and look in.

   She sits on the side of the bed, her back to me, facing the closed curtains of the window. Her head is buried in a shirt, inhaling the scent, and while she makes no sound I can see her shoulders shaking. She’s crying. Again. 

   I take a few steps inside, and I can see it’s one of Dad’s shirts. I can smell the rich, husky odour, which can only be Dad’s. I haven’t noticed the scents of him before now. 

   I walk over to sit beside Nancy, and take one of the cuffs in my hands, buttoning it then unbuttoning it again. Nancy looks at me, her cheeks streaked with tears. I drop the cuff onto my lap and squeeze her hand between mine. I don’t know what to say and she doesn’t speak.

The next morning, Nancy pulls up to the front curb outside my new school. Autumn’s making its self known. I turn to look at her. ‘Do I look all right?’

   Nancy smiles slightly, pushes up my burgundy hat slightly and unbuttons my white woollen jacket. ‘You look lovely.’

   I’m reminded of the first day of school, age seven. James had been there to wish me off: Dad hadn’t. James had pulled the large bow in my hair tightly, kissed both my cheeks and told me I looked like a princess. I had smiled brightly and turned around, the bottom of my skirt brushing against my ankles, my backpack slung low down my back, leaving the world as I knew it behind.

   ‘What time do I finish?’ I ask Nancy now.

   ‘Three thirty. I’ll be here to pick you up.’

   Walking towards reception everyone stares at me. They turn from their lockers to look at me as I come closer, conversations break up as I walk past, I can hear them whisper to themselves as I leave them behind me. Rarely do I feel self-conscious, and as I push my hair back over my shoulders, I know that I’m being watched and judged by an unknown amount of people. But I’m used to it, there’s no way that I couldn’t be, so not only do I look confident but I feel confident as I come to a stop at reception.

   ‘Can I help you?’ 

   I look at the woman behind the counter. ‘I’m Alexandra Jones, I’m starting here today.’

   ‘Okay, what year?’

   ‘Eleven.’

   ‘You’ll want to go see Miss Marsden.’ She stands up and points down an empty hallway towards a door with a perfectly manicured hand. ‘Her office is there.’

   ‘Thanks.’

   As I leave to go down the hallway I can hear the bell go and others are still whispering behind me. It’s unnerving, but soon the whispers fall silent. 

   I stare at Miss Marsden’s shut door. I’m back on my first day, walking down the empty hallway to a shut door that leads into Mrs. Gleason’s office. My hands were clenched tightly around the cuffs of my blazer as I had taken slow steps, a mixture of fear and nervousness of the unknown world set before me. Emotions arguing back and forth, overwhelming me. None of it would disappear with the turning of the knob and opening of the door.

   This time there are no emotions, yet I walk slowly. Dreaming.

  ‘You must be Alexandra!’ The dream smashes as I open the door. A tall, brunette woman is standing and smiling. ‘I’m Casey Marsden.’

   ‘Alexandra Jones.’

   Miss Marsden looks at me, her face full of sorrow. ‘I’m sorry about father.’

   ‘So am I.’ Deadpan voice.

   Miss Marsden stares at me, her face concerned. I stare back blankly. Eventually she goes back to her desk and picks up a piece of paper, handing it to me. It’s a timetable. ‘This is your subject timetable. I spoke with your stepmother on the phone and we offer the same subjects here that you were doing at your old school, so you can continue them.’

   ‘Thanks…’ I fold it up and put it in my pocket. ‘How did you know she’s my stepmother?’

   ‘Laura Terrace is your mother, isn’t she?’

   ‘Yeah, she is.’

   Miss Marsden smiles at me sympathetically. ‘Alexandra, your parents are rather popular people.’

   Understatement of my life.

   I’m taken to a classroom, my new homeroom. As we go past the windows, I can feel everyone’s eyes turn to look at me. We go inside, and I can already see a few people give me the raise of the eyebrow and turn to their neighbour, whispering snicking remarks that I can’t hear. But I know what they’re saying.

   ‘This is Alexandra Jones.’

   The teacher smiles at me. ‘Lexie, isn’t it?’ he asks.

   ‘Yes, Sir.’

   I sit in the empty seat that he points out for me. The two girls in front of me turn around and study me critically. I stare straight back at them, at the perfect hair and the five inches of makeup and the tiny outfits. Someone should tell them it’s cold out. 

   ‘Didn’t your dad just die? You know, the famous one?’

   What other fathers do I have? ‘Yes.’

   ‘Your mum’s the actress, isn’t she?’

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘So I guess that makes you pretty famous then, doesn’t it?’

   ‘I guess.’ I don’t care. 

   I spend lunchtime in the library on my own, remembering two particular rules of being the child of two stars: everyone knows your name and the fact that you’re different will haunt you all your life.

‘The funeral’s on Thursday.’

 I look up from the table. Sarah’s picking up her food in her fingers and is playing with it more than eating it, completely oblivious to everything else, or subconsciously ignoring. Nancy’s studying her food as if she’s said nothing, then takes a mouthful of food. I stare at her.

   ‘Thursday?’

   Nancy swallows. ‘Yes.’

   ‘But it’s not even been a week yet.’

   She looks at me now. My appetite, which has diminished to near nothing over the past few days, has completely disappeared out the window now. ‘I know, but you’d be surprised about how soon someone’s funeral occurs after they die.’

   She has a point. I don’t know anyone personally who’s died before now and attended anyone’s funeral, let alone count the days between someone’s death and their funeral. But it’s only Tuesday, not even been a week yet. 

   ‘Where is he now?’ As I ask that I think of how the police and detectives would say ‘where’s the body’? But I can’t say that. I can’t speak or  think of  Dad as a body. Ever.

   ‘Perth. He’s been made up over there, they’re flying him to Melbourne in the casket tomorrow. James is coming with him.’

   Made up. I have visions of a line of assembly workers, putting Dad back together again. I had seen a picture of the plane on the news; it wasn’t even recognizable. If so many tonnes of metal could become so disfigured just like that, what about Dad?

   I didn’t want to think about it. 

   I push my mashed potatoes around the plate with my fork. My stomach is queasy, I don’t think I can handle food anymore. ‘When is it on Thursday?’

   ‘Midday. You won’t be going to school that day and Sarah won’t be going to day care. It’s in the city, so we’ll be getting up early. How is school going anyway?’

   ‘It’s fine.’ It’s not. Taking a day off now because of Dad is the worst possible thing I could do because everyone will know why. I’m near enough the window as it is; I don’t want to end up looking in.

   ‘That’s good.’ Nancy stands. ‘Do you want ice cream?’

   ‘No, thanks. I’ve got homework.’

   Inside my room, I don’t do homework. I sit at the head of my bed, my knees drawn up to my chest, my arms wrapped protectively around my legs. I feel nothing, yet know that I need to comfort myself.

   ‘Daddy?’

   I had wandered in to the lounge of the motel apartment Dad and I had been staying in, I wasn’t much older than Sarah. I stood there in my pyjamas, my hair was in two plaits like it usually was when I slept. I was holding a stuffed white rabbit by its ear.

   Dad had looked up from where he sat in a chair at the table, drumming his pen against the tabletop as he wrote new lyrics. ‘Lexie, you’re supposed to be asleep. Go back to bed.’

   ‘I can’t sleep, Daddy.’

   ‘Do you need a glass of water?’

   I had shaken my head, then reached out to him wordlessly. Dad had smiled then, put his pen down, pushed himself away from the table and turned to me, letting me run to him. He had picked me up and put me down on his lap, my knees drawn up to my chest. ‘What’s Daddy doing?’

   ‘Daddy’s writing a new song.’

   I’d looked up into his face. ‘How many songs do you have?’

   Dad had smiled. ‘A lot, sweetie. A lot.’ He’d looked down at the stuffed rabbit I was still holding and patted it’s head. ‘I think your bunny’s tired.’

   ‘Bunny’s tired.’

   ‘Very tired. And I think someone named Lexie’s tired, too, because if she doesn’t go to sleep in the next ten minutes, there’s going to be a very grumpy Lexie in the morning.’ He’d kissed the top of my head. ‘Come on, let’s put you back to bed.’

   I stood up now, pulling myself up off my bed and leaving the room. Coming back from the bathroom, I can hear Sarah’s voice pipe up from her bedroom, speaking to Nancy, and it’s what she says that makes me pause and lean silently against the wall of the hallway.

   ‘When is Daddy coming home?’

   There’s a long pause. ‘He’s not, sweetie.’

   ‘Why?’

   ‘He was hurt and he didn’t get better. But he’s much happier now.’ Nancy’s trying to keep herself together, I can hear it in her voice.

   ‘Why?’ Children and the constant ‘why’ go hand in hand.

   ‘Because he’s in Heaven, and that’s a very special place that people go to eventually, and they’re very happy there.’

   ‘Will I go there?

   ‘Not for a long time.’

   I wait quietly as I hear them say good-night, Nancy turns on Sarah’s nightlight then turns off the main light, leaving the room and shutting the door. Then she sees me.

   ‘Lexie…’

   I’ve got nothing to say to her. I go back into my room and shut the door. After changing into my pyjamas, I plait my hair and find that white stuffed rabbit. I lie in a fetal position in my bed, covers drawn up to my chin, my eyes shut tight.

   I hope the teacher forgets about that homework we had to do. I didn’t do it.

   Thursday morning we pull up in front of the church in Nancy’s car and I’m stunned at the amount of people spilling around the church, people on the sidewalk and along the roads. A sea of black.

   I look at Nancy. ‘Why are there so many people here?’

   ‘It’s a public funeral.’

   I can bloody well see that. ‘I thought it was going to a private one. For family.’

   ‘There’s a lot of people who loved him, Lexie.’

   ‘And I suppose they think they love him more than his own family does.’

   Nancy gives me a sharp look but doesn’t say anything, instead touching up her make up in the rear view mirror. I follow her into the church, carrying Sarah. It’s easy to follow Nancy, her shock of red hair can be spotted anywhere, especially amongst all the black.

   ‘Lexie.’

   I turn around and see James behind me, and behind them, the members of Dad’s band and various other people connected with him. James looks as uncomfortable in his black three-piece suit as I feel in my long black dress, and his already thin face is drawn further. ‘How have you been going, love?’

   I shrug lightly. ‘Alright. How did everything go in Perth?’

   ‘Busy. They’ve put it down to a malfunction – ‘

   ‘ – of the engine. I know, I read it in the paper.’ No one would tell me, how else was I supposed to know?

  James strokes Sarah’s cheek lightly with a finger, then sighs. ‘We’ll be sitting in the row behind you, love.’ Kissing my cheek gently, he walks away, the others following behind.

   In the front row, Aunt Carrie, Grandpa and Grandma sit in the front row. Grandpa and Grandma are Dad’s parents, and I haven’t seen them since I was very young because of the fact they live in England. Nancy had said earlier they had flown over and were staying with Carrie.

   Nancy takes Sarah from me as Grandma, her small eyes surrounded by red, takes my hands in her fragile ones and kisses both of my cheeks, leaving lipstick stains. ‘Alexandra, darling, you’ve grown up so much,’ she says gently in her sharp British accent. The accent that mirrors Dad’s.

   ‘It’s lovely to see you again, Grandma.’ Grandpa takes me into a hug. ‘You too, Grandpa.’

   We sit down. Me, Nancy, Sarah, Carrie, Grandma, Grandpa. Sure enough, James and everyone sits behind us. James is behind me, and gives me a gentle squeeze of the shoulder.

   Out of the corner of my eye, I see Carrie lean over Sarah’s head and whisper to Nancy. ‘Laura’s here.’ 

   Carrie’s lips are in a light sneer, and Nancy’s own lips are a mirror image. ‘Really? Where?’ 

   Carrie gives a slight tilt of the head towards the other side of the church. ‘Just over there. Looking as perfect as ever.’

   ‘I’m surprised she managed to take a slice of time out of her fascinating life to come,’ Nancy replies, her voice as taunting as Carrie’s. 

   Carrie opens her mouth to respond, but suddenly looks at me for a moment and her face hardens, putting a finger to her lips. I can see Nancy’s back visibly stiffen.

   As the ceremony begins, I look at the casket, sitting in front of the altar. It’s shut, the flags of England and Australia both draped across it. I wonder why it’s shut. Did the assembly workers do such a bad job of putting Dad back together again that we can’t even see him? I realise that I don’t care whether they did a bad job or if he looks as brilliant as he did when he was on stage, light surrounding him. I want to see him. As I sit there, staring at the closed casket, the desire to see Dad again starts to burn, wanting to overwhelm me, wanting me to spring from my calm sitting position and run to the casket and throw the flags off and throw open the lid. I would be uncontrollable, no one would be able to hold me back as my hair would go flying all over the place, my hands pushing down on his chest to force him to breathe again, tears streaming down my face. My wail would reach the rafters of the church, haunting and witchery, no one being able to forget the shrill.

   Instead, I remain exactly where I am. My nails press into the wood of under the pew, to hold me back, and my hair falls down over my shoulders, long curtains of chocolate that pools into my lap. My eyes are shielded, they’re shut tightly. My mind screams at me to cry, to sob, to react in any way than numbness, but there are no tears behind my eyes. They’re dry, drier than the Sahara.

   ‘Lexie?’

   My eyes slowly open and I can feel no light in them. It’s Nancy who’s spoken, her voice full of whispered concern. ‘Are you all right? Do you need to go outside?’

   I shake my head slightly, not wanting to hear a dead voice escape my lips. 

   After a short amount of time, I begin to compose and feel that familiar sense of emptiness rush back in. I raise my head and push my hair back over my shoulders, linking my hands calmly in my lap. Then I turn my head and search.

   Her eyes lock with mine, and hold my stare. Even in the black business suit and French twist, she looks as immaculate as ever, and my breathing sharpens in my throat as I realise I’m seeing her for the first time in person – that I remember – and not on a movie screen or television set.

   Mum.

   Watching her in another world, I’ve noticed how alike I am physically to her, but now that I see her in real life, the similarities are clear. I doubt I even look like Dad’s daughter next to Mum. I’ve got the long dark hair, the dark eyes, the same careful and calculating gaze that I’ve noticed on my face when looking in a mirror.

   Mum’s eyes seem to shade over, a flash of pain goes through them, and her attention snaps to the front, her head held high.

   I’m in a dream after the ceremony. I drift through the crowds of fans, friends of Dad’s taking my hands in their own, hearing soothing comments, hugs. I don’t even know who they are. I have Sarah back in my arms as Nancy comes up to me. 

   ‘We’re going to go in a few minutes. Carrie and your grandparents are going to come back to the house.’

   ‘What about James?’

   ‘He’s going to stay with the band for awhile. Take Sarah and wait in the car, I need to speak with someone.’

   Nancy walks off, and I put Sarah into her car seat, hopping into the front seat. Winding down the window, I study through the sea of black to find the red-head. And realise that Nancy’s talking to Mum.

   I can’t hear what they’re saying, but they share matching angry, annoyed stares. After some time Carrie joins them and begins in on the apparently ferocious argument, ending with Mum taking an uncertain step back before pointing a finger at them and turning on her heel, being lost amongst the crowd. Nancy comes up to the car, yanks open her door and drops inside, throwing her bag into the backseat. 

   ‘Arrogant, selfish woman… makes you wonder why Robert ever…’ Noticing me, Nancy immediately quietens and takes to navigating the car out onto the road.

   I’m not asking. 

I stash the black dress so far back into my wardrobe that I can’t see it. I don’t want to be reminded. Every day there’s reminders of Dad. I don’t need to be reminded of the funeral, not when I nearly lost control.

   For those few, brief moments, I no longer felt like a shell. I felt as if something, inside me sparked, given me a taste of how everyone else is feeling right now. For a week it was nothing, but then it’s like a dam inside me had burst, then as quickly as it started it shut off again. Going back to numbness.

   Which is what I think I prefer. I don’t think I prefer the new Lexie that took over, though.

   I get a hold of my school bag and drag it along the floor of my bedroom, sitting at my desk. I used to hate homework. Now I want to do it. An escape mechanism. I can’t fully escape, though. 

   I pull out a book and open it.

   Then there’s a knock on my door. ‘Can I come in?’

   Nancy. The remembrance of her mentioning Mum as arrogant and selfish hasn’t left my head, though I haven’t asked her about it. I’m not in a position to say whether Mum’s arrogant and selfish or not, because I simply don’t know. But I don’t like it, and I doubt whether anyone would want to hear their parents as being arrogant and selfish. I would be furious if…

   I shut my book. ‘Sure.’

   Nancy opens the door and comes in. She looks at me, her face unreadable, then she sits on my bed, patting the quilt beside her. I shake my head. I’m perfectly happy sitting on my chair.

   ‘You’re going to school tomorrow?’ It’s a question, not a statement. About school.

   ‘Yes.’

   There’s no way I’d miss out on any more school, if I can help it.

   Nancy sighs and runs her fingers slowly through her curls. ‘I want you to take a second bag with you tomorrow. Clothing and stuff.’

   ‘Why?’

   Nancy’s uncomfortable now, plucking gingerly at my quilt. ‘I don’t have custody of you.’

   I stare at her. By default, shouldn’t she have it? Dad has had full custody of me further back than I even remember, and I’ve only turned seventeen a couple of months ago. ‘Who has it then?’

   ‘Your… mother.’ Nancy pauses before mentioning Mum, and her tone is distasteful. I stare darkly at her.

   ‘I heard you and Aunt Carrie yesterday. Talking about Mum.’

   ‘What do you mean?’

   ‘You know what I mean.’ I won’t get angry. I don’t want a fight in my hands. I just don’t want them insulting Mum. ‘I heard you taunting her. Why don’t you like her?’

   Nancy studies the floor, not responding. I can see a flush rise up above her collar. Is it in my chair calmly and look at her. I watch her eyes look across the floor towards my window, then suddenly she looks back at me, arguing with herself whether to tell me something or not. ‘It was all a long time ago, Lexie. I wasn’t there, so I’d rather not talk about it.’

   I’m going to find out one way or another, eventually. ‘I see.’

   The silence seems to last for hours, though it’s only moments. Nancy stares at me, and while staring back I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. My eyes are blank and would be cold and hard to touch. My lips are in a dangerous, thin line. I don’t look like what I recognise every other day; instead, I look like a force not to be reckoned with. I don’t feel comfortable looking like this, and I don’t feel comfortable with the knowledge that I’m making Nancy feel uncomfortable under my gaze as she decidedly looks everywhere but at me. ‘So am I moving out? What does Mum having custody of me mean exactly?’

   ‘It means that you will be staying with your mother each weekend. But you’ll be staying with me during the school week.’

   ‘Who thought of this arrangement?’ I’m an interrogator.

   ‘Lawyers, when your parents divorced. They agreed that if your father died before your mother before you turned eighteen, she would have custody of you. The fact that he remarried changes it slightly, but she still gets half-custody.’ Nancy stands, and still not looking at me, walks across the bedroom towards the door. ‘I’ll leave the information for you to get there and get back home again on the bench in the morning; I won’t be home, early shift.’

   Nancy works as a nurse in a hospital.

   I don’t reply to her, I don’t look at her. She rests a hand on my shoulder, and takes it away. I can hear the door open. ‘We’re sorry, Lexie.’ 

   I still don’t say anything.

   She shuts the door and leaves.

   They’re not sorry.

It’s only minutes before the phone rings. On impulse, I reach over and pick up the receiver. Before I get the chance to say hello, it’s done for me.

   ‘Nancy, hi, it’s Carrie.’

   ‘How are they?’

   ‘Mum and Dad are alright, as well as can be expected. Same with the rest of us. They’re sleeping now.’

   ‘Lexie’s more well than what can be expected.’

   ‘What do you mean?’

   I shouldn’t be listening in. I know I shouldn’t, it’s eavesdropping on my stepmother and aunt, it’s a private conversation, it’s wrong. I can’t help it.

   ‘I mean she’s been very calm about everything. It’s like she doesn’t care.’

   ‘Can you blame her? She probably hardly even knows him. Fancy that, dropping her in boarding school and not even speaking to her for how many years. Those last few summers could hardly have been good for her, him yanking her out like that then ditching her again. Stupid thing for him to do.’

   ‘She had a reaction today, though.’

   ‘Really?’

   ‘Yeah, at the funeral. She seemed quite distressed.’

   ‘Oh, she’ll get over that.’

   ‘You think?’

   ‘Of course. She’s still young and it’s not like she missed out on anything anyway. Besides, that’s not what I wanted to talk about. How did the talk with Miss Universe go?’

   ‘Okay. She’s taking custody of her every weekend now. She doesn’t deserve her. Didn’t deserve Robert, either.’

   Forget considering not listening in.

   ‘I don’t know why he married her. Should have realised it was doomed from the start. She was a lovely woman to begin with, though. At least he should’ve taken off at the first sign.’

   ‘He should have married me first.’

   Carrie laughs. ‘Nance, you were eleven years old at that time!’

   ‘Wouldn’t have had Lexie either. You’ve had her once, haven’t you?’

   ‘Yeah, when you and Robert were on your honeymoon. Lovely girl.’

   ‘You must have seen a different side to her. She’s been treating me with disrespect, she can’t obviously be mourning, like you said. Spoilt rotten thing,  needs a good slap around the face into reality. I’ve tried to help, but even tonight, she asked me more or less what we’ve got against Laura and when I said I didn’t want to talk about it, she stared at me like I was complete scum and she was superior. Just like Laura, can’t see what exactly Robert praised Lexie about. She treats me like a wicked stepmother in a fairy story no matter what I say.’

   That complete bitch.

   ‘So you think leaving her with Laura is a wise idea? Who knows what you might get back on Mondays. Might have Lexie a drugged out whore.’

   ‘Well it’s not like I can get around it. Robert made the agreement with her when they divorced.’

   ‘Damn.’

   ‘Laura’s not fit to be a mother anyway. She never cared about Lexie, too drugged up to care. You know, Robert used to tell me how those few weeks between her birth and the time he moved out were actually the best they’d ever had. He even said – the bastard – he would’ve stayed with her had the divorce not already have been in place.’

   That dose it. Not only does Nancy have the nerve to criticise me and Mum, she badmouths Dad. Her own husband.

   I slam the phone down. I don’t care whether they can hear me or not.

Here I am again, standing at the platform at a train station. I haven’t got everything with me, just my school bag and a backpack of stuff I figured I needed to take. I haven’t brought too much, considering I don’t know how much Mum’s got for me. In my current state of mind, however, I’m quite ready to call a moving van to take everything I own from Nancy’s house to Mum’s.

   Nancy was lucky she had to work early this morning. I doubt I could’ve even spoken to her, I was that furious with her and Aunt Carrie. To think I had started thinking that somehow logically, there was no need to get so angry about criticism against Mum because I don’t know her myself and she may well be like that. But I wasn’t about to sit around and not get angry over Dad being criticised. 

   I know the reason why he sent me away. He highly doubted I’d get much of an education being dragged around on tours everywhere and looking back, so do I. It wasn’t easy for either of us. They’ve got no right to judge how I was brought up, they weren’t there to witness it.

   Absentmindly, I pick up the daily newspaper off a stand as the train towards Melbourne rolls in, and curling up in a corner seat at the back of the carriage (which is full of people this time, I take note, and no sign of Richard) I stare out the window.

   I freely admit that Nancy and I have been somewhat hostile towards each other. I don’t mean to be hostile, I just don’t know her. She doesn’t know me either – just the past week and those couple of weeks in the summer between when I came home and she and Dad married – and she can’t ditch all the blame on me. Especially last night. I was the one uncomfortable with the fact that I was the cause of Nancy being uncomfortable but of course she didn’t try to help herself. The most she did to save herself from drowning was throwing a twig into the water.

   I think I would’ve preferred the divorce not being finalised and Dad doing what he wanted, staying with Mum. I wouldn’t even know Nancy then, let alone being related to her and wanting to tell her where to go.

   I doubt Dad would have been impressed if I told Carrie where to go, though. Not only is it currently bad enough to be related to one of them, I’m related to both. Thank you so very much, wicked witch of the East. Have the house fall on them next time.

   I open the newspaper and start leafing through it, not really caring much. Everything else is trivial at this point as far as I’m concerned. Then one headline leaps out at me, the one headline to brighten up my day and make my life worth living.

Fans and Family Farewell Rock Star Legend

   Oh, goody. I scan through most of the report. Mostly stuff about Dad’s music and how he influenced people I’ve never heard of and well-wishers and the crash itself. Then suddenly I start actually reading.

   Terrace’s family was in full attendance at the funeral – wife Nancy Terrace, daughters Alexandra Jones (to first wife, actress Laura Terrace) and Sarah Terrace, sister Caroline Terrace and parents Genevieve and Peter Terrace. Their calmness and class, despite Terrace’s death, was surprising yet admired by many of the fans who attended. Alexandra seemed to lose composure at one point in the ceremony, but stepmother Nancy later confirmed that it was simply an overwhelment of emotion and the pressure becoming too much for the seventeen year old.   

   I stare at it. When had Nancy spoken to the press, let alone gave her the right to talk about me to the press when I didn’t even know she was doing it? True, the urge to disrupt the entire ceremony was overwhelming for the fact it scared me, but I had not lost composure. Where the hell had that reporter been hiding, under the pew? Pressure was right – pressure of the press being constantly on my back since I came to Melbourne.

   I think I’m ready to go back to Lorne now. Where it was calm and people minded their own business.

   I read on.

   Fans of Terrace, along with the family, were surprised to see Terrace’s former wife Laura make an appearance at the funeral. Having flown in last Saturday unexpectedly because of Terrace’s death from America, she was as calm and composed as the family. While she refused to speak to press and had no comment, she was later rumoured to have gotten into an argument with Nancy and Caroline, presumably over the custody of Alexandra. These rumours were later confirmed.   

   How were those ‘rumours’ confirmed? Probably some fan who overheard. Thank god Mum decided not to speak to press. While I’m not concerned over what she might’ve said, who knows how it would’ve been twisted. At least no one from a newspaper or television show had showed up on the doorstep yet. As far as I know.

   I don’t know what I want to do yet as a career, but I make up my mind not to be either a journalist or reporter as I startle a couple of other passengers by tossing the newspaper onto the seats in front of me.

   I reach over and pick it up again, this time feeling an emotion not all that different to the curiosity I felt before, only not angry. The newspaper has fallen open on a double page spreadsheet, pictures of the funeral. There’s one picture of us sitting in the pew, with me in the foreground. I’m staring straight ahead, my attention focused, rigid in structure. I look closer. My face is pale, more so than usual, and there are dark circles under my eyes that make me look like I haven’t slept in days. I’m Death’s bride.

   I put my fingertips to under my eyes. Do I really look like that? Shallow and withdrawn?

   I stare across the page, looking at fans and people I don’t recognise, before my eyes fall upon a picture I’ve only seen once before, a photo Dad used to take on tours with him.

   Me, him and Mum. I’m only a baby,  resting on Mum’s lap, who in turn is resting on Dad’s lap. Mum looks thin and tired, but their faces are relaxed. I read the caption below. Robert and Laura Terrace with daughter Alexandra in 1987, days after Alexandra’s birth. Their divorce was finalised two weeks later.

   I carefully rip out both photos, fold them up and slip them into my jeans pocket. I hope Nancy sees the photo of me with Mum and Dad. I’d love to see the look on her face.

   I get off the train at Toorak, throwing the reminder of the paper into a nearby bin. Back in Lorne I would’ve gone through the paper, finding articles and pictures about Mum or Dad and putting them aside for the scrapbooks. But since coming to Melbourne I’ve not seemed to care about that anymore.

   I dig around in my backpack for my diary where I’ve copied down the directions to Mum’s house from a note Nancy left for me during class when everyone was doing their usual job of ignoring me. It’s not that far from the station by walking, looks quicker than the walk from school to Hallam station. Looking around me, the houses are massive mansions, some the size of boarding school. I hope Mum’s house isn’t quite that big, otherwise I’d probably get lost.

   Luck is somewhat on my side. Mum’s house, when I reach it, I discover is not the size of boarding school. It’s about half the size from what I can see. Which is still damn massive. There’s a high white brick wall in front of the property, with a locked black iron gate at the driveway. I pull on the gate a couple of times and am about to wonder how to get in when I notice an intercom in the wall. I press the call button.

   ‘Hello?’ Not Mum’s voice, another woman’s.

   ‘Hi, is this the Terraces’?’

   ‘Yes it is, can I help you?’

   ‘This is Lexie, Laura’s daughter. I’m here to stay the weekend because of the custody.’

   There’s a pause, then I hear the woman’s voice again, more friendly than before. ‘Oh, hi Lexie. Just a moment, I’ll open the gates for you.’ Her voice cuts off, then the gates slowly slide open and I walk beyond the wall.

   Despite it’s size, Mum’s house is beautiful. White bricks like the wall and black iron like the gate for framing and balconies. Green ivy is crawling up the wall of the house, but it doesn’t choke. The white gravel driveway is semi circular, and the huge front garden is a garden straight out of The Secret Garden. All I need is a hat with a bow, a long winter dress and a skipping rope, and I could be Mary.

   ‘Lexie!’ 

   I look up in the direction of the voice. The front doors have opened and a woman I don’t recognise stands in the doorway, the voice from the intercom.

   ‘Hello.’ The smile on my face is genuine for the first time that I can remember as I walk towards her. 

   The woman takes my backpack for me. ‘Hi, I’m Maria, your mother’s maid.’

   I follow Maria inside. ‘It’s nice to meet… whoa…’ My voice trails off as I look inside. The large foyer is sparkling white marble, two flights of stairs with gold banisters leading up to the second story on opposite sides of a long balcony which overlooks the foyer. 

   Maria smiles at me. ‘Beautiful, yes?’

   ‘Stunning.’ 

   As I follow Maria across the foyer through an archway, I look behind me nervously at the floor, hoping not to have tracked dirt across the floor. Thank god I haven’t.

   Maria takes a spray and wipe bottle off the bench and a dishcloth from the bench and put them in a cupboard under the sink. She turns to look at me, and laughs. ‘If you could see the look on your face!’

   I stare back at her. ‘What?’

   Maria smiles. ‘It’s the same look that everyone else has when they walk in here for the first time. Praying that they haven’t left a speck of dirt anywhere because the house is so clean.’

   I smile. It was what I was thinking, it probably did show. ‘Yeah, I was looking back at the foyer floor and thinking that…’

   ‘Don’t worry about making a mess. Your mother is one of the messiest people in the face of the earth.’

   ‘No way… but the house…’

   ‘Why do you think she hires a maid?’ Maria wipes her hands on a towel. ‘She won’t be fussed in the slightest if you make a mess, and neither will I.’ She looks at the digital clock on the oven. ‘Well, I’m here Monday to Friday while your mother’s working, but she said she’ll be home about – ‘ The sound of a car pulling to a stop on the driveway. ‘ – now.’

   I study the bench top as I hear the door opening and closing, the clicking of high heels then stopping, then starting again and not coming back. Meeting Nancy at the station didn’t go so well and it’s only gotten worse. Hopefully I’ll get off on the right foot this time with Mum.

   ‘Ahhh…’

   I look up as Mum walks into the kitchen. She looks perfect. Her hair is clipped back, she’s wearing much the same outfit she did yesterday but with an aqua silk shirt, she holds a mobile and car keys in one hand and isn’t wearing any shoes. ‘Ah Maria, taking off those shoes is the best part of the entire day,’ she sighs blissfully, wiggling her toes in her stockings. 

   Maria gives her a smile and then nods her head towards me. Mum hasn’t noticed me yet. Mum turns and I watch a flurry of emotions race across her face in lightning speed. Shock, surprise, fright, nervousness, anxiety, shyness, then finally pleasure as she beams a terrific smile at me. Her face lights up,  her smile is contagious. ‘My god, Lexie… you look beautiful.’

   Her voice is one of the friendliest I’ve heard yet. I immediately go over to her and hug her, and receive a warm hug in return. ‘You too, Mum.’

   Mum puts her keys and mobile on the bench, before pulling at the clip and letting her long dark mane loose. It’s identical to mine, except hers is wavy. I watch her as she hugs Maria. ‘Thank you, I’ll see you Monday morning?’

   Maria goes to a couch and picks up a bag, throwing it over her shoulder. ‘Of course, Laura.’ She smiles at me, ‘Nice meeting you, Lexie.’

   ‘You too, Maria.’

   Mum and I are quiet as we hear Maria walk across the foyer and the door opening and closing, then Mum gives me an apologetic smile. ‘Lexie, I hate to have to do this, but I’ve actually got a business dinner tonight. I would’ve tried to cancel it if I had more notice…’

   ‘It’s fine, Mum, it’s okay.’ And it is. I have the feeling that if it were Nancy, it wouldn’t be, but it is with Mum.

   Mum reaches for her handbag, shuffles through it and comes out with a twenty dollar note. ‘Here, order pizza and drinks or something for dinner.’

   I take it from her. ‘Thanks,  Mum.’

   ‘And you can help yourself to anything in the house, you can use anything in the house.’ Mum flings open the fridge and grabs a can of coke. I peak over her shoulder and gasp.

   ‘You have junk food!’

   ‘Of course I have junk food! Who do you think I am, Nancy?’ I smoother a giggle. Nancy’s a health food junkie, she’d go berserk seeing junk food in the house. Mum grabs another can. ‘You want one?’

   ‘I’d like that, thanks.’

   Mum hands it to me then kicks the fridge door shut with her foot. ‘Well, I’ll show you up to your bedroom, then I have to freshen up a bit.’ She spies my backpack and straps it over her shoulders. ‘There, going back to my little school days, so many years ago.’

   I have to crack up laughing. ‘Oh,  very cute and stylish.’

   As I follow Mum out of the kitchen and up the stairs, I realise that this is the most relaxed I’ve felt in the past week. And I know why.

   We haven’t mentioned Dad.

Waking up the next morning, I stretch in my bed and the tips of my toes don’t touch the foot of the bed.

   I sit up. This bed is just about the biggest bed I’ve ever been in, and that’s counting all the beds I was in as a child in five star hotels. With my legs crossed, I don’t even take up a quarter of the bed. 

   The room’s as big as the dorm from boarding school, except there’s not another five beds in here. Though the curtain covers it now, the window is as big as my longest bedroom wall at Nancy’s, and I’d rather not think about just how extravagant the balcony is beyond that.

   I crawl out from under the doona to sit on the edge of the bed, pulling on a pair of slippers I found in the wardrobe. Just my size. When I walked in here I realised that I needed to bring almost nothing with me, except for books, photos and other personal items. The bedroom was already furnished for someone my age, and they have good taste. When I opened my wardrobe I had found clothes from one end to the other and shoes on the floor, all of my size. When I had asked Mum about how she knew what size I was, she had lowered her eyes and replied that she and Maria had brought them when she realised I was coming. 

   I didn’t question further. After all, I wasn’t complaining – I had gained an entire new wardrobe here.

   I pull on a dressing gown and leave the bedroom, padding silently down the hallway to reach the top of the stairs. Looking out over the foyer, the huge windows wash the marble in morning sunlight, streams stretching against the cream walls, floating down the white stairs, sparkling on the gold banisters. I can see the little specks of dust filtering in the air, and if I had any artistic ability, I would paint the sight. I doubt a photo would leave me with quite the same effect.

   Quickly walking down the stairs,  I leave the sunlit foyer and enter the kitchen. Two slices of bread are waiting in the toaster, to be cooked. My usual. I look across the open rooms to see Mum sitting on a porch, eating breakfast, overlooking the yard. How did she know? The toaster’s even set to three, the temperature I cook my toast at – not too burnt and not too light. I press the button for the bread to go down, then walk across the main room, opening the door and stepping outside.

   I stare down the yard. Unlike other fancy yards, Mum’s house doesn’t have a tennis court or swimming pool or anything like that. Just a white wooden porch with stairs down onto the grass, which sweeps like carpet down a gentle hill. A plain wire washing line turns as a diamond in the slight breeze; tall evergreens stand proudly from the grass here and there. I can see the long fences down the sides of the garden, but not at the bottom.

   I look across at Mum, who can’t see me yet. She’s on the phone,  something about tonight. Her hair is almost black in colour, wet and limp from a shower. She wears a long fluffy green dressing gown and when she crosses her legs, I can just see a long black silk nightie. Elegance meets the everyday.

   Mum says goodbye to whoever she’s talking to, puts the cordless phone down on the table and stretches. She stretches like a cat, her arms and legs stretched out in front of her, back leaning forward, mouth opening fully before closing again. Grace.

   ‘Morning, Mum.’

   Mum looks up at me and smiles brightly. ‘Good morning, Lexie. Sleep well?’

   ‘Yeah, fantastically, thanks.’

  She goes to say something before we hear a sudden beeping from the kitchen, and I know the toast is up. I go back inside, and hear Mum behind me,  pushing her chair back and standing, picking up her plate and empty coffee mug. As I spread vegemite on my toast, Mum fills the jug and puts another mug out.

   ‘How many spoonfuls do you want?’

   I stare at her. My mother is a mind reader. ‘Just one… how did you know?’

   ‘How do I know what?’ she replies, carefully measuring a teaspoon of coffee.

   ‘That I drink coffee, let alone with breakfast?’

   Mum shrugs lightly. ‘Mother’s instinct I suppose.’

   I settle down at the bench to eat and watch Mum out of the corner of my eye as she cleans her plate and mug. Her hair falls steadily down over her shoulders, hiding her face away from me, she’s not fussed by her perfect hands washing dirty dishes. She moves her head slightly from side to side, as if arguing with herself or singing quietly. Opening the dishwasher, Mum glances up a little as she catches my reflection staring at her in the oven window.

   ‘Have you been to city, Lexie?’ she asks.

   I shake my head. ‘No.’

   ‘There’s part of the city that stretches along the beach. Cafes and shops. Would you like to go today, the both of us?’

   I’d like that.

When I was younger, not every day was spent in a hotel room or in a recording studio or the backstage of a concert. Some days Dad would take me out into whatever city we were in at the time and take me shopping. He never made any attempt to disguise who he was. ‘If you’re happy in your own skin,’ he’d say, ‘there’s no need to hide.’ People would turn their heads at him, a few managing to work up the nerve to come over and ask for an autograph. Unlike many stars I’ve heard of, Dad never minded that. He treated fans like they were life-long friends of his, when in reality he had no idea who they were. Maybe that’s why he ended up with so many. 

   Mum’s another story. 

   If I had been in the shoes of anyone else walking past us, I would not have thought for a moment I would be passing Laura Terrace. I wouldn’t give her a second glance, would think she’s just going on her normal shopping business, just like every one else. With her hair in a ponytail and wearing jeans, a jacket and a baseball cap, she hardly looks the role of a famous actress.

   ‘Lexie, hold on to my hand, okay?’

   The problem that had risen many times when taking me into a city was that like all children, there would be an incredibly high chance that I would get lost. This had happened often, because I had loved to raise my head up high and try to see the top of the tallest buildings, look around to watch everyone else in the city, and when I would look up again for Dad, I’d realise that I was lost and by myself in the city.

   I had looked up from under my white straw hat to see Dad standing before me, his hand stretched out to me. ‘It’s very busy, and I don’t want you to get lost. There’s too many people.’

   I would hate the feeling of being lost, so I had reached up to grab one of Dad’s fingers in my small hand. ‘Okay, Daddy.’

   One finger hadn’t been enough. There had been far too many people walking in the opposite direction towards us and I was more interested in the sparkly sidewalk than clinging on to Dad’s hand. I had eventually looked up to find I wasn’t able to see him anymore, let alone holding onto his finger.

   ‘Daddy?’

   No answer. 

   Turning around had no success. All I could see was people’s legs, and that was no way to find him. I had felt the sinking feelings of despair and fright settle in my stomach as my small voice was drowned out by the traffic. Wiping my eyes stubbornly with my fists, I had taken a step backwards, stomping on someone’s feet and crashing into their legs.

   ‘Are you okay?’ A voice had spoken above me. I had looked up tearfully to see a businesswoman standing there. I shook my head, and she had crouched down in front of me. ‘What’s the matter, sweetheart? Are you lost?’

   I had nodded. ‘I can’t find my daddy.’

   ‘What’s your name?’

   ‘Lexie.’

   She had taken my hand. ‘Well, let’s go find your daddy.’ She had taken me into the newsagent’s that we were in front of us, which was a good idea because within minutes I could hear Dad call my name as he walked hurriedly down the aisles. 

   ‘Daddy!’

   Dad had frozen in the aisle the businesswoman and I stood in, stared at us then had broken into a relieved smile, crouching down and opening his arms out to me. I had gone running down towards him and hurtled into his arms with such speed my hat flew off.

   ‘Sweetheart, I was so worried, don’t scare me like that!’ Dad had whispered gratefully, stroking my cheek and hair.

   My eyes had welled up. ‘I’m sorry, Daddy. Are you angry?’

   ‘Of course I’m not, thank God you’re back and okay. Just don’t do that again.’ He had picked me up and walked towards the businesswoman, to thank her.

   ‘Lexie, I’m losing feeling in my hand.’

   I look down. My hand is gripping Mum’s hand, which is going white from lack of blood flow. When had I stated doing that?

   ‘Sorry.’ I let go. 

   Mum rubs her hand and stares at me. ‘Are you alright? You had a far-off expression on your face.’

   Sometimes, I don’t think before I speak. ‘I was just thinking about this one city Dad and I went to when I was little, and on a busy street like this, I got separated from him.’

   She doesn’t respond for a long time. Her eyes have glassed over at the mention of Dad, and I mentally kick my ass. Why did I have to go along and mention him? Why couldn’t I lie? And to think that only yesterday I was thinking that we were getting along so well because of not mentioning him.

   ‘Were you alright with your father?’

   I look up at Mum. Her stature hasn’t changed, her eyes are still glassy, but there’s no mistaking she’s asked that. ‘Yeah, he was great. Had a lot of fun with him when I was little… strict but not too strict.’

   ‘What did you think of going to boarding school?’

   ‘A bit hard I guess, but now that I’ve grown up, I understand why he did that.’

   ‘Grown up… that’s good, then.’ Mum gives me a brief smile before we stop in front of a café door. ‘Lexie, I’m going out tonight with a man I know. I’ve… I’ve been kind of seeing him for a while now.  Is that all right?’

   I stare at her before smiling. ‘It’s fine, Mum.’

   ‘You sure?’

   ‘Of course I am.’

   Mum smiles thankfully as she pushes open the door. ‘Thanks.’

   I watch her walk inside, studying her back thoughtfully for a moment, before following her inside. I can’t shake the sudden feeling that it’s not all right after all.

‘I said no.’

   ‘What’s eating you tonight, Laura? You invite me back and for nothing?’

   ‘No, you invited yourself back. I didn’t want you to come back. Not every date has to end with sex, you know.’

   ‘Laura…’

   They key has turned in the lock and I can hear Mum’s voice, as well as a man’s voice that I don’t recognise, filling the foyer. She sounds normal, he sounds somewhat drunk. 

   I look at the clock. Ten thirty. That’s rather early. I put my book on the bedside table and get out of bed, throwing on my dressing gown and tip-toeing down the hallway to sit on the top of the stairs. From my advantage point, I can see through the bars of the stair wall, looking out over the foyer, and Mum and her male companion are in no position to see me. I don’t like the look of him much.

   ‘Look, I won’t be able to spend as much time on the weekends with you anymore.’

   ‘Why not?’

   ‘Because now my daughter stays with me every weekend. I need to spend time with her.’

   ‘But you’re so fucking busy with acting and movies and meetings and scripts during the week. When am I supposed to see you?’

   Mum sighs, and runs her fingers lightly through her hair. ‘I don’t know. I really don’t. But I need to be with my daughter now; I have more important things to do, to take care of.’

   ‘And I’m unimportant?’

   ‘I didn’t mean that… look, you are important. But Lexie is my daughter.’

   ‘I’m sure she can take care of herself. Isn’t she like twenty or something? She probably spends the weekend partying away and getting trashed.’

   ‘I’m sure she can take care of herself, and she’s seventeen. As far as I know, she’s not the clubbing type of girl… I wouldn’t want her to go down that path.’

   She’s right – I don’t go clubbing or get trashed. I’ve never even been drunk. Whenever Jocelyn and Melanie and Anton would invite me along, I’d always say no. It doesn’t look interesting at all to me. 

   ‘Fuck woman, this again?’

   ‘Yes, this again! The whole point why we’re back here! You know I never want to go clubbing or getting pissed like you do.’

   ‘You can’t let the past hold you back, Laura. Live a little.’

   ‘I’ve lived a little, on that side. It screwed up everything I had. Stigma doesn’t wash away.’

   I stare down at them with closer attention. What is she talking about?

   ‘It won’t fuck up things this time. I’m not your ex.’

   Mum’s voice is becoming ever increasingly sharper and threatening. ‘Do not bring Robert into this. And it wasn’t his fault.’

   What wasn’t his fault?

   ‘Oh, all right…. So what we gonna do now?’

   ‘We aren’t going to do to anything. I am going to go to bed and go to sleep – by myself. You, I really don’t care what you’re going to do. You’re either going to go to your own home and do the same thing, or go out again. Personally, I think the latter.’

   ‘Okay, but you dunno what you’re missing.’

   ‘I know I’m not missing anything.’

   He opens the door. ‘Love you, babe.’

   ‘Good night.’ Mum shoves him out the door and closes it.

   I watch as she turns on her heel and walks across the foyer and out of sight before going back to my bedroom. 

I am not generally one to have mantras. I’m not one to repeat to myself over and over ‘I will fall asleep’ when I was having trouble falling asleep, and I’m not one to repeat to myself over and over ‘the quicker you do this, the sooner it’s over’ when it came to tasks I don’t particularly want to do – like homework. This evening does call for a mantra, though.

   Skipping dinner is for my benefit.

   ‘Lexie, surely you’re hungry.’

   Skipping dinner is for my benefit.

   ‘No. I ate at Mum’s.’

   My stomach growls at me and I glare at my door in response. The door knob slinks into itself under my stare. Skipping dinner is for my benefit and my stomach will not complain.

   Nancy’s house is within walking distance of the Hallam station, which is a good thing because this likens the chances of Nancy not picking me up. With backpack strapped to my back, I was able to spend ten minutes in the last hour of daylight today walking back to Nancy’s house, which meant ten minutes more of avoiding her. I considered talking one step each minute up the front path just to spend more minutes away from Nancy. 

   At Mum’, I had driven away the conversation between Nancy and Aunt Carrie out of my head, but as soon as I got off the train at Hallam, it had all come flying back. Calling me spoilt and rotten, calling Dad a bastard and calling Mum drugged and unfit to be a mother. She can’t talk about being unfit to mother a child. I can deal with being called spoilt and rotten, though it’s not exactly like droplets rolling off a duck’s back. I suppose every child of anyone famous has been called spoilt and rotten at some point or another. But she has no right to call Dad a bastard or Mum to be drugged and unfit to be a mother. They’re everything but.

   I didn’t see Nancy when I walked in. I haven’t seen her since Thursday evening. As soon as I walked into the house I made it to my bedroom and slammed the door shut before she could ask me before I wanted dinner. Which my stomach wants, but skipping dinner is for my benefit.

   Nancy knocks on the door outside my room as I remain inside, sitting on my bed, my arms drawn around my knees.

   ‘Lexie, love – ‘

   ‘Don’t call me ‘love’.’

   ‘ – I know you eavesdropped on the phone call between your aunt and I. That was a naughty thing to do.’

   She thinks I don’t know that? How stupid does she think I am? ‘Don’t talk to me like I’m Sarah’s age. And personally, I think it was a good thing to do because now I know what you and aunt Carrie really think of me and Mum and Dad.’

   ‘We need to talk.’

   ‘There’s nothing left to talk about. You’ve already said all you’ve wanted to say.’

   ‘Mummy!’ A small, shrill cry. Thank you, Sarah.

   There’s a long pause on the other side of the door, and I am feeling rather confident that Nancy has disappeared until I hear her voice once more. ‘I’m going to check up on Sarah, but then I’m coming back and we’re going to talk, Lexie.’

   Skipping dinner is for my benefit. I wonder if I could make it to the kitchen and back in the time Nancy’s gone, if I can stay out of her sight, hoping Sarah’s far enough away. I wonder if it’s seriously worth all that trouble just to satisfy my stomach and to make it shut up. I wouldn’t be able to get anything substantial in that time. My stomach growls again as I hear Nancy’s footsteps coming back towards my shut bedroom door. Nope, sorry stomach. Bastards are strong people. Skipping dinner is for my benefit.

   ‘Lexie, talk to me.’

   ‘No, go away.’ I’m up and about now. Open wardrobe and grab a jacket. I shrug it on.

   ‘Don’t take that tone with me, Alexandra.’ Sounds like she’s lost her patience. Pity. I pull on my runners. ‘You are my daughter and as such – ‘

   Wallet in pocket. ‘I am not your daughter, and never will be. I am Robert and Laura Terrace’s daughter. Not yours. Not now, not ever.’

   ‘I’m your stepmother.’

   I throw open the door, forcing Nancy to back away. ‘I don’t care if you’re my stepmother or if I know you by six degrees of separation. That does not make me your daughter, and I advise you to not stuff up with Sarah.’

   Nancy stares at me. ‘You’re not going out, are you?’

   ‘No, I’m going to put Sarah to bed. Of course I’m going out!’ I throw open the front door. Damn it’s chilly out there.

   ‘You can’t go out at this time. You have school tomorrow morning!’

   ‘You can’t stop me!’ I slam the door shut and quickly make my way down the front path, falling into a light jog down the street.

   Who the hell does she think she is? Eight at night is hardly late for a seventeen year old, even if the following day is a Monday. Eight at night is late for Sarah, her daughter. Her only daughter. She’s got no right to tell me to stay home or to stop me from going out when I feel like it. I will do what I please. Bastards do what they please. I need my own fairy godmother, someone to whisk Sarah and me away to a ball and be able to stay out after midnight, stay out forever. Mum would do as a godmother.

   There’s a slight stitch in my hip as I turn around the corner and run towards the overpass. Perhaps I should’ve eaten after all before bursting out of Nancy’s house. But getting food would mean going back and facing her. Skipping dinner is for my own benefit.

   The overpass is not one of those overpasses that crosses a freeway. There is no freeway out here. It’s just this baby overpass that crosses over four lanes; two lanes towards the town, two lanes away. I start to run across it. There’s only a small scattering of headlights, divided between coming and going. The coming cars threaten to attack me with their white beams of light, the going cars flash red lights at me rudely. Anton, Jocelyn, Jocelyn’s then current boyfriend-of-the-week and I walked to this highway overpass up in Lorne one night, when they were pissed and I wasn’t. They nearly fell off the overpass because they dared each other to walk along the railing, which is probably not the brightest thing in the world to do when you’re pissed. I left when Anton and Jocelyn’s then current boyfriend-of-the-week started mooning the drivers and saved myself the trouble of coming back to school in a police car.  

   I run off the other side of the overpass, down a small side street and jump the waist-high wire fence into school. I don’t know if there’s security cameras watching the school at night and I don’t particularly care. Getting caught would be rather interesting. The library is dark and silent, books gathering dust along their spines. A bit unusual standing outside it in the dark when I’m in there in the light. At least all the lunchtimes spent in there are paying off because I’m getting better marks now. It’s not all bad really, not having people around you. I jog past the closed canteen and my stomach doesn’t make a sound, though I rub my hip a little.

   Skipping dinner is for my own benefit.

   I jump the fence at the back end of the school, run across the deserted road and up into a park. Parks at night aren’t exactly the best place for a teenage girl to go, what with the stories of rape and murder and abduction and god knows what else. But I’ve seen this tree infested park a few times from school and now that I’m here I may as well push on. The hill’s steeper than I expect and I have to lean against a tree at the top to catch my breath.

   ‘Hey, Lexie, what you doing here?’

   I turn around. ‘Richard?’

   Richard comes out from behind a tree and stands next to me, shaking his hair out of his eyes. He’s dressed the same as he was on the train, except with a jacket now over the top of the t-shirt. He pulls out a packet of smokes from his jeans pocket and offers me one. ‘Want one?’

   ‘No, thanks.’

   ‘Suit yourself.’ He pulls one out and lights it, putting it between his lips and inhaling deeply. ‘Good to see someone your age isn’t smoking. Don’t you kids learn that sort of thing in school anymore? That tar rots your lungs?’

   ‘Yeah. We also learn that drugs screw with your head and you get a truckload of illnesses from sex, but we still do it. If you know it rots your lungs, why are you smoking right now?’

   ‘Trying to quit.’

   ‘Then why are you smoking?’

   ‘Why are you telling someone probably double your age what to do, when he’s been smoking since your age?’ He’s smiling. ‘So what are you doing here anyway?’

   ‘I could ask the same thing about you.’

   ‘I asked first.’

   I run my fingers through my hair, pushing it back. ‘Had to get away for a bit. Went for a run, ended up here. Now your turn.’

   ‘Had to get away for a bit. Went for a run, ended up here.’

   I shake my head with a wondrous smile. ‘I stand by what I said when I told you you were the most infuriating person I’ve ever met.’

   ‘Glad to hear it.’ Richard takes out the smoke from his mouth, exhaling before taking it back in and inhaling once more. ‘Pretty girl like you shouldn’t be out here this late at night.’

   ‘It’s nine o’clock. I can take care of myself.’

   ‘No doubt you can. But what with the stories of rape…’

   ‘And murders.’

   ‘And abductions.’

   ‘And I don’t care if that did happen.’ I lean against a tree, feeling horror spread through my bones as I realise that I mean it.

   ‘Things that bad?’ 

   I look at Richard. He’s said it so calmly, so soothingly, like he really wants to know but will not hit me around the head if I don’t answer. ‘Yeah… you know of Robert Terrace, the rock star?’

   ‘Yeah. He died.’

   ‘Yeah. He’s my dad… was my dad.’

   ‘Shit.’ Richard doesn’t seem all that surprised, just concerned. ‘How have you been going?’

   ‘Bit weird. Living with my stepmother now. I had almost never met her, but I was thinking that maybe we could get along.’ I laugh, coldly. ‘Then I overheard her and my aunt saying what they really thought of me and Mum and Dad. There went the thought of getting along.’

   Richard’s thoughtful. ‘How long have you been living with her?’

   ‘Couple of weeks.’

   ‘That’s not all that long a time. Maybe you will learn to get along.’

   I peel a bit of bark off the tree trunk. Pulling off the bark, making the tree naked, so everyone can see inside. Why I keep clothes on. ‘I don’t know. She said some pretty cruel stuff.’ There’s a long silence between me and him. It’s not uncomfortable though. Like an easy silence between old friends, or what I think an easy silence between old friends would be like. ‘Did you drive here?’

   Richard laughs. ‘Drive from one point in this town to another point in this town? Yeah right.’

   I smile despite feeling cold. And some other emotion that I can’t put my finger on. I shove my hands in my coat pockets and stamp the ground to get feeling in my legs, sending leaves flying. Soon it’ll be winter, and though it doesn’t snow because of the climate, everything will be covered in mist and it’ll be too cold to be out here. ‘Yeah, guess so.’

   He puts an arm around my shoulders. ‘Come on. I’ll walk you home.’

   I’m too stiff for jogging now, so we walk back through the park and through the deserted school and across the deserted overpass. I mention the three drunks on the railing and Richard shakes his head. Under a street lamp at the corner of Nancy’s street we stop, and I look at him. ‘You’re not going to walk me to the door, to make sure I’m home safely?’

   ‘I don’t think that’s exactly a wise idea.’

   ‘Why?’

   Richard drops the butt of his smoke on the pavement and smashes it out with the toe of his boot. ‘How do you think your stepmother would react to find you at the door, under the arm of a forty something complete stranger?’

   ‘I don’t care what she would think.’ Richard opens his mouth but wisely shuts it again. I smile slightly. ‘Thanks, anyway, for walking me back.’

   ‘No problem.’ He turns around and starts walking back towards the overpass, away from me. ‘I’ll see you around!’

   ‘See you.’ His response is a wave of his hand over his head as he keeps walking away. I turn around and face down my street, my stomach growling again. Oh, all right… maybe I can be sneaky about it.

I look at the piece of paper in my hand, look up at the tall building in front of me, and look down at the paper again. 

Lexie



I need you to go to your father’s lawyer after school today.



You will meet me and Sarah, Carrie and your grandparents



There, so we can discuss your father’s will. I’ve left the 

business card with the address with this note and given 

you extra money for the train.

· Nancy

   Talk about blunt.

   The building is easily one of the most revolting buildings I have ever seen. Where dark grey concrete isn’t seen, there are levels after levels of black tinted windows. In the middle of the city it doesn’t stand out, and sits nestled along with many other identical dark grey concrete buildings with levels after levels of black tinted windows. Happy little ugly buildings sitting in a nest, they are, with the mother dark cloud protecting them.

   I push my way through the revolving door and walk across a marble floor that could compete against the one at Mum’s to a massive reception desk, where one of the most perfect women I’ve ever seen sits behind, and who looks at me like I’m the scumbag of the universe.

   ‘How can I help you?’

   Not even a hello. 

   ‘I’m Lexie Jones. I have a meeting with my family with my father’s lawyer, Peter Lanyard.’ 

   I hand over the business card, and the perfect woman looks at it critically. ‘Okay, off you go then. Level twenty eight.’

   Level twenty eight? Just how tall is this building? I’d ask but the perfect woman is now looking at me as if I’m a combination of the universe’s scumbag and a complete idiot, so I hop into a lift.

   Following signs on level twenty eight, I find Peter Lanyard’s office. Unsurprisingly, it looks expensive. Walking there I drift my hand across the wall, where it comes in contact with a fancy looking plant. A leaf falls off and lays on the plush carpet, destined to be trampled on. Pity.

   I knock on Peter Lanyard’s closed door and obey the call to come in.

   At the sight of me, Peter Lanyard stands up from behind his desk, smiling. He’s an overweight, balding man who reminds me of Santa Claus, except he wears a business suit and hasn’t got a beard. His eyes twinkle and his friendly face is as round as the moon. I can see why Dad liked this guy.

   The members of my family look rather plain and normal in comparison. Nancy looks strangely happy to be here, and Sarah is on her lap, attempting to grab a pen that is hanging off the side of Peter Lanyard’s desk so she can chew the bottom of it and get ink in her mouth. Carrie looks like her usual self. Grandma and Grandpa are holding hands and their eyes are rimmed again. Bloody hell, why are they still crying for?

   I shut the door behind me and Peter Lanyard extends his massive hand to me, which I shake. ‘You must be Lexie. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, after all the wonderful things your father has spoken of you. A shame it couldn’t be under better circumstances.’   

   ‘Can we get a move on, please?’ Nancy speaks sharply. ‘I haven’t the time to sit around in your office all evening.’

   Carrie, Grandma and Grandpa look at her, aghast. Sarah’s paid no notice. Peter Lanyard looks at her with one eyebrow raised, but winks at me and motions to take a seat. I do, near Grandma and Grandpa.

   Peter Lanyard presses his tie down against his chest and stomach, takes a deep breath, sits in his leather chair and pulls a large buff envelope on his desk towards him. ‘As you all know, we are here this evening to discuss Robert’s will. His ex-wife Laura was to be here as well, but unfortunately could not make it due to prior commitments. However, I have spoken to her and as arranged in their divorce proceedings, she legally has half-custody of Lexie.’

   ‘We all know that, Mr Lanyard,’ Nancy snaps. ‘What about everything else?’

   ‘I am getting to that, Mrs Terrace.’ Peter Lanyard’s voice is cool, calm and collected, the voice of a man accustomed to dealing with wicked witches of the West. ‘Robert has left a rather substantial fortune in his wake, and any debts that he had were cleared before his death.’ He looks at each of us for some time, and when he looks at me, his mouth goes up in a slight twitch of a smile. He stands and hands me the buff envelope, and I take it in confusion. ‘Have a read inside, Lexie.’

   There’s a single sheet of paper inside, and I pull it out.

I, Robert Terrace, declare that all fortune and items of noticeable value are to go to my daughters, Alexandra Jones and Sarah Terrace. Alexandra will receive eighty of the fortune and items; Sarah, twenty. Both girls will receive the fortune and items when they are eighteen years of age, and if they are not eighteen as of my untimely death, my lawyer, Peter Lanyard, is to keep a hold over their shares of the fortune until such time. Under no circumstance is my wife, Nancy Terrace, to touch the fortune.

Under it, both Dad and Peter Lanyard had signed their names. I look up at Peter Lanyard. ‘Is he serious?’ No way would Dad leave me eighty per cent of his fortune. I don’t know how much he’s left me, but I know it’s more than I can dream of.

   ‘Completely serious, my dear,’ he replies. 

   My family’s eyes are looking between me, the will and Peter Lanyard. Nancy has to break the silence. ‘Well, where does the money go?’ Nancy snaps, impatient.

   Peter Lanyard seems to be enjoying himself, as he leans back in his chair and stretches his arms out in front of himself. ‘His two daughters. Lexie and Sarah.’

   Nancy looks at me, then at Sarah, who is now chewing happily on the end of the pen. ‘What, all of it?’

   ‘The whole fortune. Eighty per cent of it goes to Lexie, and twenty per cent of it is Sarah’s. When they turn eighteen.’

   ‘Oh, give me that will,’ Nancy snaps, stealing the will out of my hands. She begins to read, and I watch her face go pale, and then more paler. By the time she’s finished, her face has gone so pale it’s completely devoid of colour, and I can see her veins and arteries under her skin. ‘Well, this utterly ridiculous. The man doesn’t know what he’s doing.’

   ‘Oh, I can assure you, ma’am, Robert knew exactly what he was doing.’ Peter Lanyard stands and takes the paper out of Nancy’s hand, offering it to Carrie and my grandparents. ‘Would any of you like to read it?’

   They shake their heads, looking like they’ve been watching a tennis ball go back and forth.

   Peter Lanyard takes the buff envelope out of my weakened hands and places the will carefully back into it, putting it on his desk. He sits down once more. Nancy watches this, looking like she’s going to be sick in anger. ‘Well, what about everyone else?’

   ‘Everything is left to the girls.’

   ‘What am I supposed to do? I’m raising both his daughters! On one salary!’ Nancy seems furious that she’s not getting the money. I suppose I can’t blame her really, but is there really a need to carry on about it so much? A glance at Carrie and my grandparents tells me they’re thinking the same thing I am, that they’re rather confused as to why Nancy’s acting so strangely. Nancy takes a big, deep, cleansing breath and attempts to control herself. ‘Well, quite obviously the girls can’t have the money now, neither are eighteen yet. I’ll have to mind it, of course.’

   ‘I don’t think so.’

   ‘Excuse me?’ Nancy’s eyebrows have shot so far up that I’m sure they’ve disappeared into her hairline.

   ‘I said, I don’t think so,’ Peter Lanyard repeats. ‘I am to keep an eye over the money, not you, Mrs Terrace. You won’t be setting one finger on the fortune.’

   If looks could kill, Peter Lanyard would be tied to a post and burned to death before he could blink. 

   Before just these few weeks, I’d never liked Nancy. From the moment Dad had introduced her to me, I hadn’t liked her. From the moment I had seen the lights of the ceiling lights in the Asian restaurant flickering in her cold eyes, the smug fit of her dark blue cocktail dress and her normally frizzy curls ironed flat.

   ‘Lexie, this is Nancy Stone, my girlfriend.’ 

   What a fitting last name, I thought. What a fabulous way to spend the first summer evening with Dad – with his girlfriend. Not that I minded Dad having girlfriends. I figured even a man of his age had to have an active sex life, no matter how much the thought of that sickened me. This was the first girlfriend of his I had actually met, though.

   Nancy had stood up, smiled so her red blood lips stretched back and her vampiric teeth showed, and offered her right hand towards me. ‘And you must be Lexie. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you; your father has told me so much about you.’

   Dad hadn’t told me anything about her, and it wasn’t a pleasure to meet her, either. I hadn’t known she existed until about an hour beforehand when Dad had said that he had a girlfriend and that we’d be dining with her tonight.

   I’d stared at her hand. I had later thought about the same hand trying to kill me with a shot of some poison as I would later learn that she’s a nurse. I had hoped to Hell that she didn’t work with babies, children or old people otherwise they’d all have heart attacks. I still think that. I’m still surprised Sarah’s heart hasn’t given up on her yet.

   Dad had given me a sharp poke in the ribs. Nancy’s hand was still out-stretched, and I was still staring at it like it was a leech. ‘Alexandra…’ Warning tone. All right. I had shaken her hand.

   Something I’ll never do again.

   Conversations with Dad were great. We could chatter on all night about anything, and sometimes we did. Conversations with Nancy… let’s say I’d have better conversations when talking to a stuffed teddy bear.

   ‘So you’re in boarding school?’

   ‘Yes.’

   ‘Your father tells me you’re doing rather well.’

   ‘I suppose.’

   ‘What do you plan on doing after school?’

   ‘I dunno.’

  ‘Looking forward to relaxing over summer?’

   ‘Course.’

   At more or less that point Nancy had decided that talking to me was like talking to a brick wall and at more or less that point I had decided that looking in Dad’s direction meant looking into a rather furious face, having received a sharp kick in the ankle already.

   At one point Nancy had gone off to the bathroom and when I asked Dad nonchantedly over what drink I could have, he replied with a rather angry ‘Alexandra, what the hell do you think you’re doing?’

   I had blinked at him. ‘What, Dad?’ 

   Dad had looked so angry that I thought he was going to send me straight back to school. ‘Nancy is trying to make an attempt to get on with you, Alexandra. You could at least bother to show her that you care.’

   ‘I don’t like her.’

   ‘You haven’t given her a chance.’ 

   ‘I don’t need to give her a chance! I know I don’t like her!’

   ‘You listen to me, Alexandra,’ Dad’s usually throaty voice had dropped low. ‘If you don’t like her, that’s fine with me. Out of respect for me, however, you will treat her nicely. That means giving her decent responses. Understand?’

   I’d leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms over my chest, glaring at him. In the back of my mind I had felt like a four year old child and probably was acting it too, but I hadn’t responded.

   ‘Understand?’

   I had sat up. Nancy had been walking back. ‘Yes, Dad.’

   Dad had smiled at her when she sat back down again, giving me a sharp look out of the corner of his eyes. ‘We were just talking about you, my dear.’ I had watched as Dad and Nancy shared a glance, then both had looked at me. Nancy had looked smug; Dad had looked a mixture of anger and uncertainty. ‘Lexie, there’s something we have to tell you.’

   They’d decided that they weren’t right for each after all, and were going to see other people! 

   ‘We’re engaged.’

   I had stared at them for a moment before blurting out the first sentence that had come into my head. ‘Are you serious?’

   Nancy had fiddled with her hands under the tablecloth, her hair falling down over her face in no attempt to hide glistening eyes and an evil smile. She had raised her left hand out to me. The diamond had been the a size of a small rock, and the way she  had left her hand out under my eyes was much the same way you’d do to a friend to show off. ‘It’s pretty.’ And I had supposed it was. I had never been much interested in jewellery. 

   Dad had been watching me carefully. ‘The wedding’s in two weeks time.’

   My stare had gone from Nancy’s hand and back to Dad. Two weeks? It was the beginning of summer. We were supposed to go on tours like the past two summers… ‘But what about…’

   ‘Oh, your little summer tour. Robert, weren’t you going to do something about that?’ Nancy had let out a soft laugh while Dad had continued to watch me.  

   ‘It’s going to be awhile, love. After the wedding and holiday… middle of January, we’ll go.’ Dad had glanced at Nancy. ‘I’m not cancelling it, I told you it wasn’t up for discussion.’

   I had decided it was best not to ask. Nancy had seemed to decide it was best not to say anything more about the touring, and she had turned to me with one of those big plastic smiles that women on the infomercials have when they’re trying to convince suckers to buy the latest turkey skewer from America. ‘You’ll look fabulous in the bridesmaid’s dress I have for you!’

   Nightmares of frilly toilet dolls in old people’s bathrooms.

   I had stared at the both of them. ‘Bridesmaid?’

   ‘We’d like you to be a bridesmaid at the wedding, Lexie.’ Dad had said gently, any trace of his former anger gone. ‘You don’t have to do if you don’t want to.’

   ‘But she’ll be lovely as a bridesmaid!’

   ‘She doesn’t have to do it if she doesn’t want to,’ Dad had repeated, looking at me but with his words meant for Nancy. Nancy had taken the point and shut up.

   I had continued to stare at him. I didn’t think I liked the thought of Dad remarrying anyone, let alone being the bridesmaid between him and Miss Egotistical. Maybe if I imagined him marrying Mum it would make it easier, and live in a fantasy world where it’s happily ever after. 

   ‘Okay, I’ll do it.’

   The food had arrived then, and the only word to describe the remainder of dinner was civil.

   I had followed Dad out to the limo after dinner, leaving Nancy in the bathroom. I have since figured that she is either obsessed with makeup or suffers sudden uncontrollable bladder problems in restaurants. ‘Dad, Nancy… she won’t be coming with us on tour, will she?’

   Dad had studied me for a moment. ‘It’ll just be us, Lexie. Just like always.’

   ‘Lexie! Hold Sarah!’

   I blink as Nancy suddenly drops Sarah into my lap. She wrestles the pen out of Sarah’s grasp and hands it over to Peter Lanyard, over the will. A drop of ink hits the will before he recuses it. ‘Keep the pen.’

   Nancy glares, watching Peter Lanyard put the will out of sight. ‘Lexie, wash out Sarah’s mouth.’

   I look down. Sarah’s mouth is full of ink.  

Unlike most teenagers, I don’t find school a complete drag. True, I’m also unlike most people, but my point is I don’t find school a complete drag. I’ve got absolutely no idea what I want to do after high school, but I’ve got next year to figure that out. In Lorne, class itself was good. Sometimes I wanted to learn. Some days I couldn’t be bothered and those days were spent having notes sent back and forth between myself and Jocelyn, and ignoring notes that came from Melanie.

   Today is a day where I can’t be bothered. With no notes to receive, reply to or ignore, I watch my teacher conduct class on a horizontal angle, with my head on my desk and my hair falling in a puddle around my head. I’ve always wanted to get my hair cut; it’s never been cut much as long as I can remember. It’s tiring having to move it so I avoid sitting on it, but Dad never wanted me to have it cut. Not that it matters much now, I suppose.

   In these past few weeks, I have realised that I’m unlike everyone else here, quite possibly an outcast. I think I feel like an outcast, it’s a bloody strange feeling. People still go quiet and stare when I walk by, but I think now I’m used to that. 

   I watch as a fly sits on an ankle sock of a girl nearby. With the kids in this school, I feel like I’ve fallen down the rabbit hole. I wear jeans and a nice jumper. The other girls wear skirts short enough to just cover their knickers and boob tubes when it’s nearing winter. Their faces look like they belong on a Maybelline ad, there’s that much makeup. The guys are wearing pants slung so low they may as well not wear them over their boxes and ripped shirts that make them think they look cool. I’m ready to go back to Lorne, back to uniforms.

   The fly grows bored of the girl’s sock and lands on my desk. I stare at it through my curtain of hair. It stares at me with large unblinking eyes. Hello, little fly. Did you fall down the hole as well?

   A woman I haven’t seen before walks into the room and speaks to the teacher. Then they both look at me. Something’s up.

   The bell goes and the fly takes off as I sit up, pushing back my hair. I slowly close my textbook, watching the pages flip back like a fan. I put my things carefully away into my backpack. Around me everyone’s chatting and running out of the room to make their next class. I feel like I have a glass box surrounding me, putting me on another planet to everyone else. It’s new and weird and it’s been happening a lot lately.

   ‘Lexie, can I see you for a moment?’

   I look up. The teacher and the woman are looking at me. ‘Uh, okay.’

   I walk up to the teacher’s desk and stare at them quietly. I haven’t done anything.

   The teacher smiles. ‘You can sit down. It’s nothing bad.’

   I sit on the side of a desk and wait.

   ‘How have you been?’

   ‘Okay.’

   ‘I can imagine it’s been traumatic for you… what with moving in with your family, changing schools and your father’s…’

   The teacher trails off. I stare at him. 

   ‘How have you been settling in with the other students?’

   ‘All right, I guess. I don’t talk to them much. Nothing in common.’

   The teacher sighs and looks at the woman, then back at me. ‘Lexie, this is Sue, the school counsellor.’

   Another Joanna.

   Sue smiles. ‘Hello, Lexie.’

   ‘Hi.’

   ‘Lexie, we think it might benefit you to have a session with Sue. She can take you in right now.’

   Oh. I see. They think it’s beneficial for my mind to be picked apart by someone who I’ve never met, and they spring it on me now instead of telling me earlier like normal considerate people would. I can go with Sue to be locked up in a mental hospital and put in a padded cell wearing a straightjacket, surrounded by lots of other equally insane people who howl at the moon and bang empty cans against the window bars at four in the morning. Just like in the movies!

   Seriously, I don’t see why I need to see her. I’m fine, I feel good, I’m happy living inside my glass box. 

   ‘What do you think about it, Lexie?’

   What do I think? I think I’m more than a little annoyed that everyone makes plans about me without actually telling me first. People tell me where I’ll live and where I’ll go to school. That wasn’t so bad when I was seven, where I obviously didn’t have much of a choice. Apparently ten years on I still don’t have much of a choice. What on earth am I going to do with Dad’s money? I don’t want it. At least I don’t think I do. 

   They’re waiting for an answer, still. Maybe if I do humour them with an answer, maybe they’ll stare elsewhere.

   ‘Yeah, sure.’

Sue’s office isn’t so bad. It’s cosy, kind of. The heater’s on and I wouldn’t mind staying in here for the heater if this wasn’t a counselling office. Sue points to a grey metal chair for me to sit in. Sterile meets cosy.

   ‘So, Lexie, tell me a little about yourself.’

   ‘Don’t you already know everything?’

   Sue puts on her pair of glasses and her lips don’t move from a straight line. She doesn’t like my sarcasm, I can tell. ‘No, I don’t.’

   Fine. ‘I’m seventeen. Just moved here. I was at boarding school for nine years. My dad’s dead, my mum’s alright, my half-sister’s three years old and so I can’t really make up my mind about her and I don’t like my stepmother.’

   ‘What about friends?’

   ‘I have a best friend. I have a boyfriend. Then there’s another girl who’s probably traumatised by Dad dying.’

   ‘Why is that?’

   ‘She’s in love with him.’

   Sue drums her nails on the desk. I know my answers are blunt and I don’t really care for this. ‘Lexie, I am trying to help you - ’

   ‘I don’t need any help.’ There’s a sharpness to my voice that wasn’t there before.

   Sue stares at me. ‘Have you had time to grieve?’

   ‘We had the funeral. It was in the papers.’ I make sure I get that point across.

   ‘I mean time to grieve privately.’

   ‘Why do I need to?’

   Sue leans forward. I remain rigid. ‘Lexie, when someone you love very much dies, it’s difficult to move on. I know you didn’t have a choice and you were moved around, but now that you’re settled, you can have time out. Crying usually helps. Have you cried?’

   ‘I don’t cry.’

   ‘Do you miss your father?’

   What sort of stupid question is that? Of course I miss him! He’s my dad! It’s not like I can think, oh, he’s gone, tomorrow’s another day. ‘Yes.’

   ‘I don’t think you’re fully aware he’s gone, Lexie.’

   I give her a kind of a twisted smile. ‘I know he’s gone. He’s dead. He died in the plane crash a month ago.’ Sue opens up an address book and flips through it. ‘What are you doing?’ She stops at a page and writes something down on a piece of paper. She folds the paper, puts it in an envelope, writes Nancy’s name on the envelope and hands it to me. I stare at it. ‘What’s this?’

   ‘It’s the name of a psychiatrist that I recommend you see. Would you mind if I rang your stepmother and told her about this?’

   ‘Uh, sure… why do I need to see a psychiatrist?’

   Sue sighs and closes her book. ‘You don’t need to, but I advise that you do. I think you might be in shock, and a psychiatrist can help you. Will you give that to your stepmother? Good. I don’t think we need a follow up appointment if you see the psychiatrist.’ She stands. ‘Well, it was lovely meeting you, Lexie, but I have another appointment. Good luck.’ She opens the door, motioning for me to leave.

   I hate it when people talk quickly like that, hardly stopping. No room for you to argue with them.

