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Dedication

For anyone who didn’t jump in the river.

And for anyone who did.
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Author’s Note

Many of the events in this novel were inspired by stories told to me by people I met in the streets of my city across seventeen years of social affairs journalism. Some of these events involve violence, addiction and self-harm, which some readers may find distressing. Those same people I met in the street also spoke of community, hope and love, and that’s why I wrote this book.




[image: image]





The Tyrannosaurus Waltz

April 2022

Pen and ink on paper

One of the artist’s earliest sketches and also one of her most celebrated, drawn on the night of her seventeenth birthday. The artist was still living with her mother in an orange 1987 Toyota HiAce van with four flat tyres. Note the dinosaur head the artist has placed upon the suited man’s body. Little is known of his identity, but common opinion suggests he represents the artist’s father. Quite possibly the earliest example of the artist’s wildly popular and globally acclaimed Girls on the Lam Period. Completed less than two years before she was shot by the banks of the Brisbane River.






My mother danced the Tyrannosaurus Waltz. It is the dance of mothers and their monsters. The Tyrannosaurus Waltz is traditionally performed in the kitchen of any ordinary home, anywhere in Australia. The dance requires a young mother to hold her baby to her chest and stand before the monster who pretends to love them.

‘Please let me go,’ says the mother.

‘Not with my daughter,’ says the monster. ‘I will kill you first.’

And then the waltz can begin. Mother leads, monster follows. She takes one step to her left and the monster takes one step to his right to block her. The mother then takes one step to her right and the monster takes one step to his left. And now they are dancing.

Mum says I will never dance the Tyrannosaurus Waltz. ‘You will not dance with monsters,’ she says. ‘But one day you will dance with a prince.’

The Tyrannosaurus Waltz can end in any number of ways, but the most shocking and spectacular way to end the dance requires the mother to take a paring knife from the dish rack beside the kitchen sink and thrust it into the soft flesh beneath the monster’s Adam’s apple. Mother and baby must then run for their lives. And never stop running.

This is how you dance the Tyrannosaurus Waltz.
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Temple & Webster Mirror Propped Against a Brick Wall in a West End Panel Beater’s Scrapyard

September 2022

Pen and ink on paper

A haunting, dream-like image and the first illustrated appearance of the artist’s famed full-length mirror. The titular ‘West End panel beater’s scrapyard’ refers to the home the artist shared with her mother, an orphaned boy who was her best friend, a former military tank driver, a nurse, the nurse’s mute son, and a toothless woman managing an addiction to Pascall Clinkers. Sketched some eighteen months before the artist met her one true love, Danny Collins.






‘Mirror, mirror, on the grass, what’s my future? What’s my past?’

People think magic mirrors are found only in fairytales. I found mine last summer on Lime Street, Highgate Hill, in a Brisbane City Council kerbside collection.

‘Mirror, mirror, please don’t lie. Tell me who you are. Tell me, who am I?’

My magic mirror was resting on a mouldy ping-pong table beside a Cavendish banana box full of baby dolls with limbs and eyeballs missing. My mirror has a matte-gold frame, arched at the top like the entrance to an Arabian princess’s bedroom. The family at 36 Lime dumped the mirror because there was a thick diagonal crack across the middle of it. There was a sales sticker on the back: Temple & Webster: Amina Arched Mirror, $299. At first I thought that was a bit much, dropping three avocadoes on some place to look when you’re brushing your mop, but now, in the thick of this lilac jacaranda spring of my seventeenth year on earth, I consider this mirror that I stare at in the dawn light – the best light for staring into a magic mirror – the second most valuable thing in my life.

It’s all the places I’ve seen inside it. The pyramids of Egypt. Ornamental gardens in Shanghai. That little bar three blocks from Alexanderplatz in Berlin. That Hindu prayer spot by the banks of the Ganges River. And now this cream pink-sky place I see in there this morning. Darned if that ain’t Paris, France. Round green metal coffee table in a public square at the base of the Eiffel Tower. The square is empty because magic mirrors pay no mind to time zones and it’s dawn there, too. And there she sits. The girl in the red dress, at the coffee table. Same woman who turns up in all those exotic places in my mirror. Back turned away from me like always. Sipping coffee. Impossibly poised. Effortlessly cool. My faceless friend. My muse.

I get how screwy it all sounds. But this here is the truth of my youth. And if I am to properly document these difficult early years of what is sure to be a wild and long and groundbreaking life as an international artist, then I am compelled to document the big screwy in all its shaky wonder and peril. These moments at dawn in the Tinman’s scrapyard are as relevant to my art as all the dark, real stuff that presents itself later in the day: the girls on the lam stuff, the hunger stuff, the bad smells, the violence, the fear, the work, Mum’s drug slinging for Lady Flo. And these notes on the screwy are just as valid as anything I can tell you about the running. Sometimes it’s the screwy that pulls a girl through.

Before I found my magic mirror, I used the side mirrors on the HiAce to see myself. Never needed any reflection bigger than that. Sometimes it’s good to settle for the side-mirror view of life. Sometimes we don’t want to see the full picture.

It wasn’t always a magic mirror. For months it was just another way for me to see all the freckles on my cheeks, my button nose with the small sunburn scab at the tip, and my cracked lips. Plain ol’ mirror it was, for the longest time. Then, at 3 p.m. on 23 April 2022 – my seventeenth birthday – Mum finally decided that I was old enough and hard enough to hear all the gory details about why we’d legged it across the country. She told me the whole blood-curdling story while we shared a round green metal coffee table at Starbucks, beneath the Myer Centre on the corner of Albert and Elizabeth streets. She drank iced tea and I guzzled a strawberry frappé so quickly my brain froze.

She said my father was a good man on the outside, but it had taken her too long to see his insides. She said you gotta be married to a man at least five years before you really see his insides. She said sometimes you can find a light inside a feller that burns so bright that it starts to burn inside you, too. But all my mum found inside my dad was black monster blood. That’s the shit that bubbles because it’s hot and troubled. Acid monster blood. My dad’s blood coulda cleaned your oven. You could pour that stuff across the top of your Subaru Forester (best car I ever slept in: ample leg room, good high interior with plenty of space for changing your pants) and it would burn a steaming hole right down to the engine block.

‘Do I have the monster blood in me, Mum?’ I asked.

‘Nah,’ she replied.

‘But he’s my father,’ I said. ‘You said I got my gentle art side from you. What if I got a monster side from him?’

‘Nah,’ Mum said, ‘you got more Monet blood than monster blood.’

‘Do you have any monster blood, Mum?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, I think I got some,’ she said. ‘How do you think I did what I did to your father?’

But that’s just the thing. I know for certain she hasn’t got a trace of monster blood in her. I swear it. So how does a woman with not a drop of monster inside her do something so – what’s the word for it? – monstrous.

* * *

Mum never told me where she was born or how, or who her parents were. The past is dangerous for girls on the lam. I think she was born from a rock fertilised by a rainbow. One half of her is black stone and the other half is pink and purple and yellow and orange tricks of light. Never heard her raise her voice once. Don’t mean she’s meek or unwilling to go full gorilla mama. The one and only time I ever saw her come close to violence was when we were at the bar of the only pub in Cracow, a gold-mining town almost five hundred clicks north-west of Brisbane. We were eating a bowl of chips and gravy and there was this drunk woman sitting next to us wearing snakeskin boots and skinny blue jeans who kept saying the words ‘silly cunt’ to her boyfriend as she ate a T-bone steak with jacket potatoes and vegetables. Mum rightly thought such language was inappropriate for me to hear because I was only nine back then and twice she asked Snakeskin Boots to stop swearing and twice she was ignored. Making her third request, Mum tapped Snakeskin Boots on the shoulder to get her attention and an angry Snakeskin pushed Mum away without even looking at her. ‘Fuck off,’ she spat. This prompted Mum to grip Snakeskin’s neck in her fingers and bring her head close to her dinner plate, from beside which Mum took a gravy-stained steak knife and pointed it directly at Snakeskin’s wide-open left eye. ‘Say that once more,’ Mum whispered.

Now I didn’t think that was monstrous of Mum. I just thought it was gangster as fuck. Five minutes later, as we sped through the night on the road to Theodore in a red 1989 Holden Camira that had no right to still be operating in the dust of western Queensland, I told Mum that I was proud of her for being so brave but wished she hadn’t reacted like that.

‘Why?’ Mum asked.

‘We had to leave half a bowl of chips and gravy on the bar,’ I replied.

‘I’m sorry,’ Mum said. ‘That is, indeed, a tragedy. What kind of animal forces a woman to abandon a bowl of chips and gravy?’

* * *

When Mum told me about the monster blood and how it felt to stick a paring knife in the throat of her husband in order to save her life and mine, the words landed inside my head like breaking glass. I swear I felt a crack running across my brain, just like the crack in my magic mirror. On one side of that brain crack was everything I knew for certain about the world. Bubblegum. Spaghetti bolognese. The songs of Taylor Swift. Bells on bicycles. On the other side was everything that I saw coming for me. Truth. Adulthood. Hurt and pain and art. So much art. And so many questions. Who was my mother before she ran? Where did we live? Who was I? Who am I?

I went home to the scrapyard that afternoon and I stared so close into my broken mirror that I could see the pores in the skin on my nose. Could see the emerald green of my eyes. Felt like I could see to the end of the universe. But nowhere could I find the monster I was trying to see inside myself.

Then I took a step back and that’s when I saw her. Below the crack in the mirror were the old cut-off denim shorts I was wearing and my bare, fire-kindling legs sticking out of a pair of green and white Slazenger sneakers I’d got from Big W. But in the space above the crack I saw a woman in a red dress with her back to me. It was like she was right there beyond the glass, moving inside it, as if I was watching her through a bedroom window.

It was a red knee-length cocktail dress she wore, with cross-straps at the back that exposed her well-formed shoulder blades. She was standing in a city street. In a city that looked much bigger than my city. Her hair was thick and brown and high and rolled into curls that seemed as natural and wondrous as seashells. She raised her left arm and I glimpsed a long white cigarette between her forefinger and middle finger. I could see only a flash of her jawline as she turned to take a deep drag on that cigarette, leaving a ring of vivid red lipstick on the end of the butt.

‘Mirror, mirror, in this panel beater’s place,’ I whispered, ‘please show me who you are, please show me your face.’

But the woman in the red dress said nothing. And then she walked away from me. I could see where she was going. Up a wide white stone staircase to what looked like a European castle. But then a yellow cab drove across my frame of view and I realised the scene was unfolding in the city of New York and I knew the building from documentaries Mum and me had watched on the telly. It was no castle she was walking into; it was the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

She does things like that, this woman in the red dress. Because she’s international. And she’s wanted, not unwanted. She’s valuable, not worthless.

* * *

This morning she sits alone in Paris beneath the most famous tower in the world. Sips a black coffee. Pure white cigarette raised to her lips with her left hand. And then a man in a vintage brown suit with a face I cannot see enters the scene from the left side of the mirror frame and kisses the woman in the red dress for twelve long seconds, square on the lips. Romance in it. Passion in it. Art.

But then a voice from beside me says, ‘What the hell are you staring at?’

And the woman in the mirror whips her head to the side to find out who has interrupted her private Parisian kiss.

And I whip my head to the same side to see a woman with her arms folded, looking at me like she’s trying to figure how deep my screwy goes.

My rock, fertilised by a rainbow. The first most valuable thing in my life.

Mum.




[image: image]





Mum in the Jumper That Covers Her Scars, Walking Silently by the Brisbane River

February 2023

Pen and ink on paper

A revealing and tender reflection on the most significant day in the artist’s highly complex youth. The artist was two months away from celebrating her eighteenth birthday and experimenting, evidently, with anthropomorphic representations of the ones she loved the most. It is almost certainly the artist’s mother – the proud lioness – in the foreground of the sketch, but critics and admirers alike have spent decades furiously debating the significance of the creature emerging slowly from the water behind her. Is it ‘the hand of fate’, as some have called it? Or does the hand, in fact, represent eighteen years of a mother’s running and a past that finally caught up with this lion on the lam?






Who am I? In a world of eight billion people, I’m the seventeen-year-old girl with no name lying on a mattress beside her sleeping mum in a van beside the Brisbane River. I’m the girl with two legs, two arms, short brown hair, a rose-coloured birthmark shaped like a picnic basket on her arse, and a sketchbook in her hands. I’m the girl with a sore neck because her pillow is a washing machine delicates bag filled with increasingly indelicate socks and undies. I’m the girl with a circle of morning sunlight shining on her belly. A single ray of sunshine made for me, admitted by a rust hole in the roof of the van. I’m the girl putting her thumb and forefinger to the circle that’s fixed like a spotlight on her night shirt. How wide is the circle of light this morning? Wide as a can of Mortein bug spray.

I’m the girl sketching an image of a beautiful woman in a red dress waiting for a train at night in Berlin. The woman’s looking up at a full moon. I place the sketch beneath the circle of light and that real-life light lands precisely on the moon in my drawing and the moon over Berlin lights up like a bedside lamp.

Light, the artist remembered, wasn’t really drawn on the page. Light came from shade on the page. The light of our lives, she told herself, is formed by the darkness we place around it.

I scribble a title beneath the sketch: Woman in Red Dress under Yellow Moon in Berlin. And I think of names to call myself. Potential names for the artist to scribble beneath her sketches.

‘Selena?’ I whisper. Selena means ‘moon’.

‘Vera?’ I whisper. Vera means ‘true’.

‘Wendy?’ I whisper. Wendy means ‘friend’.

Names are dangerous for girls on the lam. Names could get you busted on the run. If Mum ever blabbed my real name to me, and I then blabbed my real name to someone, and then someone blabbed to the wrong someone else, then my mysterious ol’ mum could go to jail for what she did to my dad. I try to tell myself I don’t need a name. Plenty of things in this world don’t get names. Most rocks don’t get names and most rocks have been here longer than all of us. Dogs and cats have names, but South Brisbane fruit bats don’t. A possum named Merlin comes to our yard at night for a feed on the scraps from my yard neighbour Roslyn’s fruit salads, but most creatures round this river couldn’t get a passport to save themselves. Cyclones get names but storms don’t. Nor do snails or green ants or earthworms or rainbows. The moon is just called ‘the moon’. It’s not called Andromeda or something cool and galactic like that. It’s just known as ‘the moon’ because people didn’t know back in the day that there were other moons in our solar system. Far as they knew, there was only one of those coin-shaped silver things floating in the night.

Only one of me here, too. That’s why people just call me ‘the girl in the van’ or ‘the runaway girl’ or ‘the daughter of the mother who ran away’ or ‘the kid with no name in the van’ or ‘the girl with no home’ or ‘that homeless girl from West End with dirt on her face’. None of those things say anything about who I really am or who I really wanna be. For a start, I ain’t homeless, I’m just houseless. Those two things are about as different as resting your head on a silk pillowcase and resting your head on a brick. And if you really wanna call me anything, then I’d love it if you called me ‘the artist’. The artist with no name in the van by the river in West End with the dirt on her face and the hope in her heart and the ache in her neck. Or is that the ache in her heart and the hope in her neck?

I’m not the only one down here by the river struggling to prove who she is. I know floaters right across the city who can’t get into houses, can’t get on the JobSeeker list, can’t get out of the deep black hole in the night because they got no identification. Got no licence. Got no passport. Got no mum to say, ‘Hey, that’s my son.’ Got no son to say, ‘Hey, that’s my mum.’ Some got no order in the marble bag of their mind; some have just forgotten how to scream across a Centrelink desk, ‘I exist, goddammit, just gimme a second!’ I know floaters who lost their names when they lost their hope. Know one old bloke who just calls himself Tea Leaf. First name, Tea. Last name, Leaf. He can’t remember the name his mother gave him. He drank that name away. Pissed his whole identity off the rocks lining the Brisbane River. Been two decades since he’s even needed it. Not a single identifying factor on his person outside of a tattoo hand-scrawled on the inside of his left forearm: Marilyn. You ever tried to get some identification without some identification? It’s like trying to go to sleep with your eyes open.

In truth, I’ve got a dozen names and none. ‘Sweetie’ and ‘love’ and ‘hon’ and ‘you’ are what Mum calls me. My neighbour Roslyn calls me ‘kid’. I have a friend named Esther Inthehole, she of the Kangaroo Point Intheholes. I’ve never seen Esther’s face because she’s a recluse who lives in a hole under the St Peter the Apostle Church in Canoe Street. Esther Inthehole calls me ‘Liv Bytheriver’ because I live in an orange van with no wheels beside the Brisbane River. My best friend, Charlie Mould, aka Prince Charles, calls me ‘Princess Diana’, aka ‘Di Bytheriver’, and I always remind Charlie that I’d rather live by the river than die by the river. The Nigerian priest at the St Peter the Apostle Church, Father Joseph Kikelomo, calls me ‘Sputnik’ because he says I’m always shooting for stars that are too high in my sky. My friend Evelyn Bragg – she’s the manager at The Well drop-in centre on Moon Street, the same street where you can find me and mum in our van – always calls me ‘Patsy’ because I sang one night at a fundraising karaoke event in the drop-in centre rec room and she said I sounded sad but pretty, just like Patsy Cline. Mum’s boss, Flora Box, calls me ‘Brooke’ because I used to let my hair grow out long so that it hung like curtains over my shoulders and that reminded Flo of some actress she loved who starred in some old movie about two kids who got stuck on a tropical island and ate coconuts and bumped uglies all day. Mum’s most loyal day-job customer, an old man named George Stringer, calls me ‘Laura’ because Mum told him my name is Laura Branigan, which is the name of the singer of Mum’s all-time favourite name song, ‘Gloria’. Mum loves a good name song: ‘Jolene’, ‘Layla’, ‘Angie’, ‘Cecilia’, ‘Beth’, ‘Rhiannon’. I did a sketch once for Mum that featured all the subjects of her favourite name songs gathered for a reunion in the function room of the Story Bridge Hotel. Runaround Sue and Barbara Ann sipping punch in the corner with Jack and Diane. Billie Jean makin’ out with Bobbie McGee. Poor Eleanor Rigby on clean-up duties.

Yeah, I try to tell myself that I don’t need a real name. But I reckon I do. I think it’s important to know who you really are and who you really want to be. I guess what I’m trying to tell you is that I’m not a rock. And I sure as hell ain’t no rainbow.

* * *

I’m the girl with too many things to draw and too little ink in her pen. Drawings everywhere I look. Images in matte-gold frames. A dozen potential sketches right here in this cramped van this morning. Dirt on my toes at the end of the mattress. Mum’s curtains pulled across the van’s rear window. The Artist’s Feet with Purple Curtains.

Mum gets the right wall of the van, the one covered in all the pictures of me growing up that she printed out in the Milton Officeworks. The left wall is mine. A Harry Styles Rolling Stone cover pinned there and next to it three pencil sketches that turned out how I wanted. Portrait of the Artist with Exploding Watermelon Head. That’s me in a sundress with my seeded watermelon head exploding into chunks of mushy pink flesh. Dom’s Dad Died. I play nine-ball down at The Well with a fifty-six-year-old floater named Dominique Ferrera. This is the moment when Dom dropped the seven-ball on a jump shot then told me her father, Rhyl, died choking on a piece of steak gristle in the Kedron Park Hotel. Dom shrugged her shoulders and sank the eight-ball with a cushion shot that rolled so cleanly along the rail that I suspected witchcraft. Our Home in Monte Carlo. A sketch of Mum and me standing beside a ‘For Sale’ sign in front of a two-storey house made entirely of Arnott’s Monte Carlo biscuits.

Footsteps beyond the sliding van door. Roslyn rustling around the yard, fixing breakfast. ‘Scram, Justice Cavanagh,’ she barks. A stubborn one-legged West End ibis has been joining us for breakfast. Roslyn says the bird acts all superior, like a judge she once encountered in the Brisbane Mags Court. ‘No grub for you this mornin’, your honour.’

Roslyn means ‘gentle horse’. Her voice stirs Mum, who is lying beside me with her belly down on the mattress and her head turned sideways on the pillow towards me.

‘Sleep all right?’ she asks, eyes still closed.

‘I dreamed Pablo Picasso was painting a mural beneath the William Jolly Bridge.’

‘You say hi?’

‘I did. And he said hola. He was painting a great big red blob on the wall beneath the bridge. The blob was scary, like it was alive somehow, throbbing, with all these drippy dark red lines coming from it, like tendrils made of old black blood.’

‘Did you ask him what it was?’

‘I did. He said, “This is Maria. This is my heart.”’

‘Who’s Maria?’

‘I don’t know. Then I asked him why he had come all the way to Brisbane, Australia, just to paint beneath the William Jolly Bridge, and he said he had come to tell me my sketches weren’t good enough to turn into paintings yet. And then I told him that one day my sketches are gonna hang in New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art and he said that was a dangerous dream and then I asked him how a young artist from Brisbane, Australia, might make it all the way to the Met in New York and he said there’s only one way to make it that far. And then he threw a tub of red paint in my face and said, “You must weep.”’

‘Then what happened?’

‘I started sobbin’ like an idiot.’

Mum sits up and yawns, rubs her eyes. ‘That’s an awful dream.’

‘No way, Mum,’ I say, turning the page of my sketchbook to another blank white page filled with nothing but the whole world. ‘It was beautiful.’

* * *

Home is where the throbbing red blob is. The size of a tennis court, our scrapyard is bordered by a high barbed-wire fence and backs onto the Riverside Drive walking and cycling track that twists along the smelly mangroves lining the Brisbane River behind the West End industrial precinct.

Mum’s standing on the dewy scrapyard grass by the van’s open door. Right arm down the front of her pyjama bottoms, cleaning her minky with a Huggies baby wipe. In full view of Roslyn by the breakfast campfire two or three metres from us and the early morning riverside joggers running by the fence. She scrunches up the wipe and tosses it into the campfire. Reaches for another wipe from the pack resting on the van’s passenger-door sill. Cleans her face with this one then her underarms. Nods at me. Nods at the wipes. ‘C’mon, clean up,’ she says.

‘I’ll shower this afternoon at The Well,’ I say.

Mum leans in, sniffs my night shirt. ‘You sweated last night,’ she says. ‘You fancy another infection down there?’

I roll my eyes. Roslyn has heard our conversation from the fire. She’s seventy-two years old and lives two vehicles along from us in a blue 2002 Honda Jazz. ‘She’s a bit of a fixer-upper,’ Ros always says when she’s giving new friends a tour of her four-wheeled home. She has six shirts in the back of her car, two headlamps in her glovebox, eight teeth in her mouth and one forty-seven-year-old daughter in Manly, Sydney. Ros is scribbling notes this morning in a book she calls The Battle of Good ’n’ Bad Shit. It’s a lifelong ledger in which she documents the ups and downs of her days, attempting to establish, before she dies, the ultimate value of human life:








	The Good Shit

	The Bad Shit




	Harvested strawberries

Rescued a rosella crossing Montague Road with a crook wing

Back rub from Kasey D

Hokey pokey ice cream before bed

Ben H returned my nail clippers

Daryl Braithwaite in the hot-tub dream

	Poss carcinoma getting bigger on scalp

Road rage incident on Peel Street

Earthquake in Peru killed 1,100

Left boob still vastly bigger than right

Bananas won’t ripen

Still no letter back from Zoey






‘It’s the vulva ya gotta worry about,’ Ros calls across the yard, no suggestion of modulating her voice for the nature of the conversation. ‘The vaginal canal is a self-cleaning miracle of hygiene, but you should always be aware of germs and foreign bodies around the clitoral hood.’

Mum nods knowingly. ‘Best listen to Ros – she’s had her share of foreign bodies around her clitoral hood.’

Ros howls like a goat impaled on a fence post. Mum snatches another wipe from the pack. ‘Or maybe you want Mum to clean it for you, like old times?’ Ros suggests.

Mum turns to Ros. ‘Hey, you remember cleaning up your girl’s bits when she was a bub?’

‘Loved it,’ Ros says, turning a metal toast rack over the fire. ‘Miss it. Wiping my little Zoey’s noo noo. Her dumps always looked like chickpea dip.’

Mum nods her head in earnest. ‘I never once regretted changing a nappy for you,’ she says.

I look at her eyes. I shall call such eyes ‘the memory eyes’.

‘Mum, are you crying?’

‘That was the deal,’ she says, fighting a tear before breakfast. ‘I did the nursin’, the bathin’, the mashin’, the huggin’. And all you had to do was the shittin’. Every time you shat yourself in those early days was a sigh of relief for me. It meant all your parts were workin’ right.’

‘Crapple a day keeps the doctor away,’ Ros confirms from afar.

I turn to Mum. ‘Please stop,’ I whisper, reluctantly taking two baby wipes from the pack.

* * *

Our neighbours June and her son, Sully, pad across the grass to join me, Mum and Ros for breakfast around the yard’s corner fire. June and Sully live next to Ros in a ten-foot 1972 red and white Newlands Campmaster caravan.

‘What’s on the menu, Ros?’ June asks.

‘Sardines on toast,’ Ros replies. ‘One or two slices, Sully?’

Sully whispers in his mum’s ear. Sully’s twenty-two and he’s never spoken to me in the two years he’s shared our yard. I’ve never seen him speak to anyone but his mum. People say he’s got some kind of disability, but June says her son is nothing but gentle and only in a place as hard as Queensland would gentleness be considered a disability.

June listens to Sully then asks Ros another question. ‘Are they the Seacrown sardines from Coles or the Northern Catch sardines from Aldi?’

Ros inspects a can resting on a white tin plate down by her purple Crocs.

‘Woolworths Essentials, I’m afraid, Sully,’ Ros says.

Sully nods, whispers to his mum again.

‘He’ll just have toast, and I’ll take two slices with the sardines, thanks, Ros,’ June says, sitting on an upturned blue milk crate that I found two months ago behind the Parmalat milk factory on Boundary Street.

‘Serge gone to work already?’ I ask June.

Our neighbour Serge Martin lives next to June and Sully in a 2000 Holden Jackaroo 4x4 and works four shifts a week in a Cannon Hill butcher. Serge means ‘servant’.

‘I think he’s still here,’ June says, turning her head towards Serge’s truck. Seats folded down in the back. Black sheets blocking out the windows. ‘Heard someone shifting about in there this morning.’

The back door of Serge’s car opens and a woman with straw-coloured hair past her shoulders steps barefoot onto the grass. She wears red and blue surf shorts and a T-shirt that I like immediately, showing four large birds soaring past a full moon. A fifth flying bird has crashed headfirst into the side of the moon.

She steps tentatively across the grass and I smile at her when she looks at me. I want her to know that we don’t at all mind seeing a stranger emerge from Serge’s car, because Serge has always been a socially hopeless case and we’re always urging him to get out and meet more people. He struggles in the dating department because he always talks about his butchering work and women just aren’t that interested in the long-undervalued art of deboning chickens.

‘Mornin’, sunshine,’ Ros says.

‘Good morning,’ the woman says, standing on the edge of our breakfast circle.

‘Serge still here?’ Ros asks.

‘He went to work,’ the woman replies.

‘What’s your name?’ Ros asks.

‘Samantha,’ she says. ‘Sam.’

‘That’s a beautiful name,’ I say. ‘Samantha means “listener”.’

Samantha smiles at me, nodding her head. Mid-twenties, I guess. Younger than she looks, like most of us who live here by the river.

‘I’m Roslyn. How d’ya know our Serge?’

‘We had drinks last night outside the Maritime Museum,’ Samantha explains.

‘You sleepin’ rough?’ Ros asks.

‘Yeah,’ Samantha says. ‘Had my name on the wait list for eight months.’

‘You got any kids?’

She shakes her head.

‘You got any disabilities?’

Shakes her head.

‘You might be waitin’ for a bit, love,’ Ros says, turning to June. ‘How long you up to now, Juney?’

‘One year, thirty-seven days and round about eight hours, Ros,’ June calculates.

‘Serge said I could drop here for a bit,’ Samantha says.

‘Oh, did Serge say that?’ replies Ros. ‘Well, maybe Serge should have run it past the Wizard before he started talkin’ ’bout vacancies in Oz.’

‘Ease up, Ros,’ Mum says. ‘Poor girl just woke up.’

‘You usin’?’ Ros asks Samantha.

‘I was. Not no more.’

‘What’s your poison?’

‘Ice. Brown. But not no more.’

‘You like our Serge?’ Ros asks.

‘Yeah, a bit. He’s real sweet. Knows a lot about meat cuts.’

Mum laughs at this.

‘You gonna stay true to him?’ Ros asks.

‘I don’t know,’ Samantha replies. ‘Only just met him.’

Ros points a rusting butter knife at Samantha. ‘You get him back on that gear and I’ll show you everything I know about meat cuts, you understand?’

Samantha nods earnestly. ‘I understand.’

‘Who’s your favourite rugby league team?’

‘Canberra Raiders,’ Samantha says.

Ros takes a breath. Tilts her head from side to side. ‘That’s not the right answer,’ she says. ‘But that’s not the wrong answer, neither.’ She nods at an empty white plastic chair beside Sully. ‘Take a seat. Fancy some sardines on toast?’

‘That would be wonderful, thank you, Roslyn,’ Samantha says.

Ros hands Samantha a plate of sardines then opens her ledger, and I lean over to see her scribble a new line in ‘The Good Shit’ column: Serge pulled a root last night! And, just like that, we have a new neighbour in Oz.

June nods and smiles, turns her head to the 1989 white Ford panel van parked next to our Toyota. That’s where my best friend, Charlie Mould, lives.

‘Charlie still getting his beauty sleep?’ June asks me.

I shake my head, swallowing a mouthful of sardines and burnt toast. ‘Didn’t hear him come home last night,’ I say.

Ros scoffs. ‘I trust he’s currently passed out in some cosy spot on the Riverside Expressway.’

Mum’s now washing and rinsing her breakfast plate in two army-green dish tubs at a round white plastic garden table beside the fire. She dries the plate and slots it into a dish rack beneath a sign that reads Wash. Rinse. Dry. Or Ros Will Stab You in Your Sleep.

Mum taps my shoulder. ‘We’re off,’ she says.

* * *

In a world of eight billion people, I’m the seventeen-year-old girl with no name sitting in a cold room with a dangerous idiot. This is the packing room of the Ebb ’n’ Flo seafood wholesalers shed at 6 Moon Street, which is only a two-minute walk from our abandoned panel beater’s scrapyard at 38 Moon Street. I’m the girl sitting with Brandon Box at a long white plastic packing table bearing six Styrofoam boxes containing fresh blue swimmer crabs, Moreton Bay prawns, Endeavour prawns, tiger prawns, king prawns, oysters and whole fish, all waiting to be transferred to the U-shaped glass display cabinet in the sales wet area, which is beyond the white swing doors behind me.

Brandon Box is the only child of Mum’s boss, Flora Box, aka ‘Lady Flo’, the fifty-seven-year-old owner-operator of Ebb ’n’ Flo, the best seafood shop in South East Queensland. Flo didn’t ask no questions about where we came from and has helped us get by since we came to West End. Brandon Box is an eighteen-year-old lunkhead whose brains are made from the shit-strings people pull from king prawns on Boxing Day. He sits opposite me with his head in an iPad, watching the NBA while he sips a breakfast protein shake. We have history, Brandon and me. All of it gross. Despite the arctic room temperature, he’s not even cold in that muscle shirt I know he wears to intentionally expose flashes of side man-boob. Brandon lifts. Weights to his chin, protein shakes to his mouth, petrified junkies into the backs of cars. He’s not cold because his monster acid blood keeps him warm.

Over Brandon’s shoulder is a wide blue door with a window in its centre, through which I can see the shed’s cold concrete receiving and distribution room, where Mum is holding a notepad and scribbling instructions from Flora Box. Flo wears a peach-coloured fleece – she always wears fleeces in the cold packing rooms – white capri pants and white sneakers. Her hair is grey and curled and her terrible vision is aided by clear-framed, thick-lens plastic spectacles that always make her blue eyeballs look milky. Big legs and a big arse.

She hands Mum a stack of Indonesian pirated pop CDs that Flo imported three years ago from Jakarta. Mum says Flo’s dangerous. Mum says I should be careful how close I get to Flora Box. But Flo looks to me to be about as dangerous as the women I see holding the money baskets in Father Joe Kikelomo’s church on Sunday mornings.

I lift the lid on the Styrofoam box to my right. Fresh Moreton Bay prawns by the thousands. So new they don’t even smell. No sweeter prawn in the world. Half the size and twice the peel time of kings and tigers, but twice the taste, too. Brandon raises his head from the iPad.

‘One kilo for a flash of your tits,’ he whispers.

‘One kilo and I won’t tell your mum what a creep her son is.’

‘All right, half a kilo of prawns, one tit?’

I close the lid on the prawns. ‘Do you know who you are, Brandon?’

‘No, who am I?’

‘No, Brandon, I can’t tell you who you are. That’s why I’m asking you the question. Do you know who you are? And, furthermore’ – I sweep my right hand in a circle to indicate the current space he occupies in the universe – ‘is this the version of you that you always wanted to be?’

Brandon studies my face across the packing table for a moment. For half a second I think he’s going to say something meaningful. Saturn’s rings will spin in reverse. Gargantuan chunks of ice will miraculously reconnect themselves to polar ice caps. And Brandon Box will say something profound.

Then he laughs. ‘The fuck you talkin’ ’bout?’ Shakes his head, returning to the NBA. Mutters under his breath, ‘Loopy bitch.’

I lift the lid on the box to my left. A dozen iced silver-red saddletail snapper.

‘When’s the Malaysian yellowtail get in?’ I ask.

Brandon chuckles, looks up reluctantly from his screen. ‘What do you know about the Malaysian yellowtail?’

‘Oh, you’d be very surprised to hear the things your mum has told me about the Malaysian yellowtail that comes in here.’

‘Bullshit,’ Brandon says.

And then our conversation is interrupted by Flora opening the blue door. Mum behind her, slipping the pirated CDs inside a black Adidas backpack slung over her shoulder.

Flora opens her arms wide in my direction. ‘Who’s got a hug for her Aunty Flo!’ she sings.

Mum nods discreetly and I move around the table, flop my head onto Flora’s soft waterbed chest and wrap my arms around her stonewall frame.

She rubs my scalp with a palm. ‘When’s this one gonna start slingin’ for me?’ she asks. ‘How well do you know this city, young lady?’

‘Better than the front o’ my foot and the back o’ my hand, Flo,’ I reply.

‘I don’t doubt it!’ she says, patting my shoulder.

‘She’s not interested,’ Mum interjects. Stern. Direct.

Flo looks at Mum. Flo looks at me. ‘You’re not interested in a bit of real money, honey?’ she asks me.

I look at Mum. A small shake of her head, which Flo doesn’t miss, because Flo misses nothing.

‘Well, I’d love to make those deliveries for you, Flo,’ I say. ‘But I’m putting all my spare time and energy into becoming a world-famous artist.’

‘And who am I to stand in the way of destiny,’ Flo says. ‘Speaking of which, didn’t you promise me a new drawing to go above our price board?’

I pull a rolled sketch from the back pocket of my denim cut-offs, hand it to Flo. ‘It’s called Flora Eating a Prawn Sandwich inside a Sperm Whale.’

I’ve drawn a picture of Flo in a domestic kitchen, where she’s eating a prawn sandwich with seafood sauce and avocado at a table while she reads Moby Dick. This whole scene takes place in the belly of Moby Dick the whale.

Flo laughs from her own spacious belly. ‘Look at the shoes on me,’ she says, pointing at the sketch.

‘ASICS Gel-Quantums,’ I say, bouncing on my heels, nodding down at Flo’s runners.

‘You see it all, don’t you, pet?’ Flo says.

I shrug. ‘The artist sees nothing more or less than what she needs to see, Flo.’

Mum taps my shoulder. ‘Hey, Picasso,’ she says. ‘Can you see it’s time for us to go?’

* * *

The artist let her mother walk ahead of her along Riverside Drive that morning. Her mother wore black rubber sandals with blue jeans. She walked with the air of the burdened, the beleaguered: chin tucked to her chest, her hands in the pockets of a hooded black jumper emblazoned with the brand of a popular Australian surfing company. The artist’s mother always wore long sleeves when she was working, even in the stickiest Brisbane heat. Any art scholar with the vaguest knowledge of the artist’s dark history will be familiar with her mother’s lifelong attempts to hide the burn scars across her forearms. The artist’s mother said the scars unsettled her clients. The scars stretched up her mother’s forearms and looked to the artist like the worst pair of opera gloves ever sewn. The colour of the scars turned from red to pink to brown as the artist turned from toddler to teen. On this particular morning, it looked to the artist like her mother had dipped her arms in two large buckets of peanut butter. The artist’s mother knew that the artist knew that the scars were the work of her monster. But this did not stop the artist’s mother from telling the artist a series of increasingly outlandish lies concerning their origin. Hot-air balloon mishap, she claimed. Pulled a ten-year-old boy out of a burning fireworks factory, she said. ‘Rule number one,’ the artist’s mother once warned her, laughing, ‘never set your farts on fire while wearing silk.’

The artist saw her mother as short and skinny but pretty like a pop star. The artist once thought her mother might have been the tough older sister Kylie Minogue never had. Her mother liked the big bright flower paintings of Georgia O’Keeffe, but she also liked Edvard Munch’s Evening on Karl Johan Street, which depicts a number of snobby pedestrians in fancy black dress with faces like ghosts as they stare at the viewer from a nighttime street in Oslo. The pedestrians looked creepy and distant to the artist. She read that Munch painted Evening on Karl Johan Street after he’d waited excitedly for a lover and when she turned up she gave him only a weak smile before scurrying on up the street. ‘She totally ghosted him, Mum!’ the artist said. ‘She made him feel invisible.’

‘That’s right,’ the artist’s mother agreed. ‘He felt like he didn’t exist. That’s why he turned that street into a ghost street.’

The artist thought in that moment how intriguing it was to be raised by a woman who appreciated Edvard Munch as much as she appreciated the Spice Girls. Then the artist thought for a moment about what spice her mum would have been if she was a Spice Girl. She thought of Nutmeg Spice initially. Then she settled on Ground Pepper Spice.

See what I did there? Force of habit. Some people bite their fingernails. Some people piss in swimming pools. Me, I have a habit of thinking of my life as the subject of a guided tour in New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art, circa 2100, conducted by a stuffy English art critic named E.P. (Edward Percival) Buckle, who is describing these early nameless and houseless years of my life to an enraptured group of art lovers. Common phenomenon, I’m sure.

In my head, these art lovers are listening to Buckle’s insights into my life as they look at my early Brisbane-era ink sketches spread across several rooms of the gallery, part of a posthumous exhibition entitled something subtle and modest like She Was the Greatest Artist Who Ever Lived and Nobody Even Knew Her Fucking Name. As they walk, they comment on my life and my art.

‘She was a peculiar child,’ they say.

‘Frankly, it’s a miracle she even made it out of Brisbane,’ they say.

‘She stirs me,’ they say. ‘She penetrates me. She speaks directly and profoundly to my fears and my frailties. She is, quite simply, the greatest artist who ever lived and nobody even knew her fucking name.’

Screwy as all get-out, I know, but, truth be blurted, Mr Buckle has really helped me to stand back and assess with clarity and perspective what has been a deeply unusual and unsettling life on the lam. Sometimes when I’m nervous or scared or something worse than both those things, ol’ E.P. Buckle comes into my head and starts yabbering and suddenly I feel like I’m someone else. Then I feel like it’s not necessarily me who’s living through these things. It’s someone smarter, more talented, braver. E.P. Buckle brings meaning to everything. It’s like he’s telling me all these things are happening to me for a reason. Because all these things have to happen in order for me to get to the places E.P. Buckle knows I’m going to. It’s amazing how beneficial it can be looking at your life through the lens of a seventy-year-old Englishman who talks like he’s got a fountain pen wedged up his jacksie.

* * *

‘Bronwyn?’ I ask. ‘Bronwyn means “white crow”.’

‘No,’ Mum says.

Mid-morning, walking along the river. Time enough to play the ‘Hey, Mum, What’s My Real Name’ game. She says I’ll never guess it, so I might as well not bother, because my name means something beautiful, but also something rare.

‘Vanessa?’ I ask. ‘Vanessa means “butterfly”.’

‘No.’

The black Adidas backpack hanging from her shoulders. Stress cracks in her heels. I’ve got my sketchbook in my left hand and, in my right, a black ink Copic Multiliner sketch pen with a one-millimetre nib. Good for sketching wrinkles and toe hairs and stress cracks in heels. If I was to sketch this scene, I’d start with the stress cracks in Mum’s heels. Houseless Single Mother with Heel Cracks.

‘Beatrix?’ I ask. ‘Beatrix means “voyager”.’

‘No,’ Mum says.

Heel cracks. That’s Mum all over. Heel skin like sandpaper. Soles like sponge coral left for dead in the sun. If she’s going anywhere, she’s walking, when she’s not running. Her feet are so hard on the bottom I picture an Eagle Farm horse trainer nailing a set of U-shaped plates to her heels.

She was a teacher before the running. Relief teacher. One of the great all-rounders of Australian education. Mum says walking into a classroom as a relief teacher is like entering a cave of bears in a suit made of salmon skin. She says the reason kids play up so often with relief teachers is because relief teachers go into classrooms blind. They have no knowledge of a child’s prior behaviour, good or bad. The good kids see a welcome chance to be bad for a day. The bad kids sniff a chance to be badder. That’s why, at roll call every morning, Mum asked kids to say their name and then describe the last time they’d done something kind for someone. She says a kid’s less likely to be bad after they’ve reminded the world, and themselves, how good they can be.

It was because of Mum that I graduated from home school – or what I called ‘Hobo High’ – a year early. Unofficially, of course. Mum organised a deeply sad but much appreciated graduation ceremony in the scrapyard. Ros baked a vanilla sponge cake and I gave a valedictory speech recalling all the maths classes I’d attended in the back of hot vans; the countless English classes Mum had taught in air-conditioned public libraries along Australia’s east coast; marine biology excursions to Stradbroke Island; science excursions to the Brisbane Planetarium; and, my personal favourite, weekly art classes conducted as we walked through the halls of the Queensland Art Gallery. My home-school graduation certificate was made from the inside of a Corn Flakes box. The graduation cap that I tossed halfheartedly into the air upon the ceremony’s conclusion was a sweat-stained thrift-shop golf hat emblazoned with the emblem of the Indooroopilly Golf Club.

After the heel cracks, I’d spend some time sketching Mum’s hair. I cut her hair short three nights ago with stationery scissors and she cut mine and now we both look like orphaned gutter boys from 1800s London. After the hair, I’d try to shade in some sense of Mum’s intimacy, as a houseless person, with dirt. I’m talking about dirt so deep that it forms part of your skin. I’m talking about dirt that you can taste on your fingertips when you eat a Burger Ring. Dirt in your fingernails and dirt on the backs of your legs so old that people mistake it for birthmarks. Epidermal dirt. Dirt as armour. Dirt as shield. Sounds screwy, I know, but sometimes the intimacy with dirt gets so deep that you start feeling earth intimacy, a soil connection in you, and then you start feeling like you’re part of the ground. Like you can sleep on any patch of grass, anywhere on earth, because that’s what you are now. You are ground. You are dirt. You are earth. Easy to feel if you’re out here long enough. Not so easy to draw.

‘Marlene?’ I ask. ‘Marlene means “star”.’

‘No,’ Mum says.

I must remember to make the most of these walks. The peace and comfort of the here and now, while it lasts with Mum. The two of us, while we last. Mum and me. Truth be spat like a watermelon seed, we’re on borrowed time. Mum’s called it. Ain’t nobody changing her mind.

‘Maeve?’ I ask. ‘Maeve means “she who intoxicates”.’

‘No,’ Mum says.

She’s turning herself in to the cops on the day I turn eighteen: 23 April. That’s only two months from now. I’ll be able to live a normal life then, she says. Be safe then, she says. Look after myself then, she says. Be free to chase my artsy-fartsy dreams. Happy birthday, kid. Now I best be off to the big house.

* * *

Long story, but if I’m gonna tell you where all this E.P.-Buckle-talking-in-the-Met stuff came from then it’s probably only right that I tell you when the art kick first struck my tail. No telling when a dream’s gonna find you. A dream can reach you like a song on the wind or a jab to the jaw.

A big waking-world epiphany hit me when I was twelve years old and Mum and me were living in a friend’s caravan in Far North Queensland. We were watching a documentary on a television the size of a letterbox. It was an SBS documentary about a sprawling Pablo Picasso exhibition that was being held in New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art. Now that I’m at the ripe old age of seventeen and ten months, I’m happy to say I’ve seen plenty of art exhibitions at the Queensland Art Gallery and its black sheep kid brother, the Gallery of Modern Art. But back then the closest thing I’d ever seen to an art exhibition was the tattooed backs of a couple of Comanchero bikers Mum befriended in the Childers McDonald’s, 320 kilometres north of Brisbane.

Watching the telly that night, I told Mum that Pablo Picasso reminded me of her a bit because Pablo, just like Mum, had a way of welcoming into his life tragic figures and troubled souls who would both enrich and destroy his spirit. I told Mum how much I loved Pablo Picasso’s paintings, particularly his Blue Period, which the documentary said began with the death of his friend Carles Casagemas. He was such a good friend to Picasso that he would go to Barcelona brothels with him, even though Casagemas couldn’t, despite his best efforts, convince his winky to stay full rhino. Loyal Casagemas would patiently wait for Picasso to do his passionate business then the two artists would continue their starlit odysseys, discussing portraiture and paints and pain. Casagemas was in love with an artist’s model named Germaine Pichot and, in 1901, he arranged a dinner at a Paris café, to which he invited Germaine and his dearest friends to share mountains of food and rivers of absinthe. Little did Germaine and his friends know, this would be, in fact, a farewell dinner.

Casagemas asked for Germaine’s hand in marriage that night. Germaine said no. Casagemas pulled a pistol on Germaine and fired. The bullet missed. Casagemas turned the gun towards his own head and shot. The SBS documentary then showed an image of a painting Picasso had completed soon after. It was called The Death of Casagemas and it scared me because it looked so real and sad and honest: an oil-paint image of Casagemas’s zombie-green head on what looked like a deathbed next to a candle flame. But the only thing Mum and me were really looking at was the big black bullet hole Picasso had painted on his subject’s right temple.

‘Wow,’ I said to Mum. ‘I didn’t know we were allowed to do that.’

‘What, shoot yourself in the noggin?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I didn’t know we could be so honest.’

‘Of course you can be so honest,’ Mum said. ‘How do we ever understand the truth if no one’s willing to show it to us?’

It was while watching that documentary that Mum and I started laughing at the way the curator of the Met exhibition in question always referred to Picasso as ‘the artist’:



‘The artist was traumatised by the death of his sister, Conchita.’



‘If the artist has a sense of discipline at all, it is an unyielding dedication to a sense of creative ill-discipline.’



‘The artist becomes fixated on acrobats and harlequins, which is to say, at long last, he’s laughing again.’



Mum and I were eating chipolata sausages and microwaved McCain Winter Vegetables mix. I looked down at the dinner plate resting on my thin twelve-year-old thighs. ‘The artist had well and truly evolved out of her Frozen Broccoli Period,’ I said in my best high-end museum-curator voice.

‘The artist’s mother tried not to think about what was in her chipolatas,’ Mum responded in the same pompous tone.

Two days later, Mum bought me a hardback book of Picasso paintings from a secondhand bookshop. I was particularly taken with how all the names of his artworks told the straightforward truth about what he was painting. I fell in love with a painting called Woman in Green, which featured a woman dressed in green, just like the label promised. I liked his simple names like Bottle and Wine Glass on a Table and The Blind Man’s Meal, which featured a blind man having a meal. I started sketching the plain truths I saw around me and gave them simple titles of my own: Petrol Station Attendant with Busted Lip; Saxa Salt and Chiko Roll on Table; Mum Realises I Ate the Last of the Coco Pops; Bunnings Sausage on Bread, No Onion. Then I told my mum that I had stumbled arse-backwards upon my life’s dream: to have my drawings exhibited in New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art.

When I was thirteen years old, I announced that I had decided to live the rest of my life as though it was being documented by E.P. Buckle for a posthumous exhibition of my life’s work. Common phenomenon, I’m sure.

‘I’m gonna live my life boldly,’ I declared to Mum. ‘Just like Picasso and Casagemas. All the great artists lived their lives boldly. Almost every time, they made the reckless choice. They threw themselves into wild love triangles, drank too much and got themselves hooked on drugs. They lived in shitholes, just like we do, Mum. They didn’t care where they lived as long as they had some paint and a clean brush. Picasso coulda lived in a smelly old shoe and still been happy to paint the walls. And they were always so rash and brave. It’s like they knew we’d all be reading about them one day and they wanted their stories to be grand and inspiring. Every single time, they chose danger.’

‘Many of them also chose dying before the age of forty,’ Mum pointed out.

‘But the art lives forever, Mum,’ I responded. ‘The art never dies.’

It’s a good idea to assume that one day your life will be the subject of an exhaustive retrospective exhibition because it makes you attempt to live every moment with a sense of its own significance. In my case, the unexpected benefit of this screwy thinking has been the strange and curious phenomenon of me pausing at certain junctures of the unfolding story of my life to consider alternative outcomes in real time.

For example, two weeks ago I found myself standing at the George Street end of Queen Street Mall with every intention of walking casually down the mall to the H&M store opposite the Wintergarden. But then I thought to myself, What if I chose wonder? What if I chose daring? Wouldn’t it make for a better story, would it not be more artful, if I cartwheeled all the way instead? And so I did that. I executed thirty-six consecutive cartwheels all the way down to H&M. I nearly karate-kicked a balloon-blower busking outside the Telstra shop. My backpack slipped off twice. And by the time I made it to H&M I was so dizzy that I had to stagger to the garden bed outside Mecca Maxima and chunder up the three Weet-Bix I’d had for breakfast.

But then a Sudanese woman with Apple AirPods in her ears rested a hand on my left shoulder as I went the big vom and asked if I was feeling okay. And she had one of those plastic orange and black Nike water bottles and she let me use the last of her water to wash my mouth out. We sat down on a bench and she told me she was a mum of three who had come to Brisbane in 2003 to escape a civil war so bloody and violent and loud that she can no longer listen to anything on her AirPods other than birdsong. She asked me my name and I said I didn’t have one and I asked her to keep it to herself when I told her how Mum and me had been on the run since I was six months old and the reason I didn’t know my name was because it’s dangerous for girls on the lam to know their names, because girls on the lam can let those names slip to anyone, and when you’re on the lam absolutely anyone can get you busted.

‘What’s your name?’ I asked.

‘My name is Amina Osman,’ she replied.

‘Your name is Amina?’

‘Yes.’

‘I have a Temple & Webster mirror at home named Amina,’ I said.

Amina smiled. She didn’t seem to find that news as incredible as I found it.

‘Don’t you find that incredible?’ I asked.

Amina shrugged her shoulders and laughed. ‘Amina is a very popular name where I come from,’ she said. ‘It’s a good name for a mirror, too.’

‘Why’s that?’ I asked.

‘Amina means “trustworthy”,’ she said. ‘Mirrors never lie. That mirror of yours might be the most trustworthy thing in your life.’

Then I pulled out my sketchbook and asked Amina if I could draw her and she said yes and then thirty minutes later I gave her a portrait I entitled Amina Sitting in the Queen St Mall Listening to Birdsong on Her AirPods.

And I thought to myself in that moment that this remarkable interaction had only come about because I’d decided to cartwheel to H&M, because I’d decided to choose wonder. And that’s just about as close to the point of it as I can get. Do I want to walk through this life of mine? Or do I want to cartwheel through it?

* * *

‘Hey, Mum,’ I say as we meander along the river’s edge.

‘Yes, sweetheart.’

‘I think I know what that Pablo dream was about.’

‘You do?’

‘Yeah. Think I was subconsciously telling myself that it’s going to hurt when you turn yourself in, and I will weep for days.’

‘You will,’ Mum says. ‘And so will I.’

‘But there will be benefits,’ I say.

‘What sort of benefits?’ Mum asks.

‘It will make me a better artist,’ I reply.

‘How?’

‘I’ve been reading all these art books in the Gallery of Modern Art bookshop.’

‘You’d better not be makin’ a nuisance of yourself in that shop again.’

‘No, the girls behind the counter love me,’ I say. ‘They let me read in the corner near the T-shirt stand. One girl, Maeve, even pulled out a stool for me to sit on. It was a big yellow stool shaped like a pineapple with its top cut off. Maeve’s an artist like me. She’s beautiful and intense and she dresses like Helen Frankenthaler dressed in the 1950s.’

‘Who’s Helen Frankenthaler?’

‘American abstract expressionist. She once saw an exhibition by Jackson Pollock and said, “I want to live in this land.”’

‘I want to live in this land,’ Mum repeats. ‘Nice way of putting it.’

‘I know, right?’ I say. ‘She saw Pollock’s art like it was a place you could visit. Venezuela. Tahiti. Bundaberg. The Land of Jackson Pollock.’

‘Tell me about these benefits?’ Mum says.

‘Well, most of the great artists had something awful happen to them when they were young, and were driven by the pain of that experience. There are so many beautiful paintings that come from things like love and happiness, but I still reckon the really, really great paintings come from really, really great pain. And that’s what I’ll have when you turn yourself in.’

‘Really, really great pain,’ Mum says. A long pause. ‘Do we have to talk about this?’

‘Sorry.’

I forgot how much it hurts her to talk about the running. And the stopping. Ain’t nobody changing her mind. Not much use talking about it. Mum asks me the same absurd question every year. Each time she stares into my eyes and grips my shoulders – the way most garden-variety Australian mums might grip their daughter’s shoulders when describing the perils of hair straighteners and car sex with boys named Dylan – and asks, ‘Are you tired of living like this? Would you like me to turn myself in this year?’

‘I don’t want you to turn yourself in this year,’ I always reply. ‘I never want you to turn yourself in.’

My mum never warns me about boys in cars. My mum only warns me about child protection officers in cars.

* * *

The riverside path runs behind a series of West End factories to our right. Pauls milk. Visy glass. Hanson concrete. To our left is the Brisbane River itself, currently at high tide. Runaway Girls of the River. If I was drawing this moment I’d capture the abandoned and collapsed wood and steel wharf to our left where a guy named Gusto has left his tag three times in spray paint. Water birds searching for breakfast around half-submerged mangrove trees along the riverbank. Towering Moreton Bay figs whose trunks have more nooks and crannies than most suburban Brisbane homes.

We’ll pass under five bridges on this walk, all of them crossing the river to the city to my left. I’ve been a teenager for five years now and I’ve spent all those years beneath these bridges. First, the Go Between Bridge, named after one of Mum’s favourite Brisbane bands. It’s got all these panels along the side of it in various shades of blue and I always think they look like piano keys and I hope they are playing ‘Spring Rain’, which is my favourite Go-Betweens song because it’s the only song I know that captures how a November rainstorm in Brisbane makes you feel merry and morbid and totally safe, all at the same time.

Then the Merivale Bridge, the double-track rail bridge crossing Milton Reach. There’s a big bronze sculpture beneath it that looks like a prison-cell door. Big keyhole in the door, but not a key in sight to unlock it. Mum said it’s a memorial to all the kids about my age who lost the ol’ life lottery and had to be raised in government
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