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Preface

			This is Me! began as a whisper of an idea—a story about love, identity, and the quiet but powerful courage it takes to live authentically. Over time, it became more than just a story; it became a reflection of my own experiences, my observations, and the stories of those around me. Through the lives of Luke and Josh and the small but vivid world of Gamarra, I sought to explore the complexities of relationships, the challenges of self-acceptance, and the strength found in community.

			 

			This book is deeply personal, not just because of the themes it addresses but because it reflects the universal struggle of wanting to be understood and loved for who we truly are. The fictional world of Gamarra, with its riverside charm and quiet streets, serves as more than a setting—it is a character. Its rhythms and quirks mirror the challenges and beauty of the lives that unfold within it.

			 

			The characters in this story—especially Luke and Josh—are inspired by the people I’ve encountered and the emotions I’ve felt. Their fears, hopes and joys are universal, and I hope they resonate with you as deeply as they do with me. Whether it’s Luke’s courage to face judgement, Josh’s journey of returning to his roots, or Josie’s unwavering support as a best friend, each character contributes their unique thread to the web of connection and belonging.

			 

			As you read This is Me!, I invite you to reflect on your own journey—on the moments when you’ve been brave, vulnerable, or true to yourself. This story is for anyone who has ever felt the sting of judgement or the joy of acceptance. It is for those who have found their voice and for those who are still searching.

			 

			Thank you for picking up this book and allowing me to share this story with you. My hope is that it not only entertains but also inspires you to embrace the person you are and the love you deserve.



	

Chapter One

			Fields of Gold

			“It’s a funny thing, coming home. Nothing changes. Everything looks the same, feels the same, even smells the same. You’ll realize what’s changed is you.” 

			— F. Scott Fitzgerald

			The passing of a passenger train punctuates the serene countryside on a beautiful October day, the weekly service linking Sydney and Adelaide via Canberra. The silver aluminium of the carriages flickers with the bright yellows, calming greens and pale blues of the surrounding environment. As it chugs along, the rhythmic clickety-clack of the wheels on the metal tracks mingles with the gentle hum of the engine. Outside the train, vast fields of vibrant golden-yellow canola crops stretch as far as the eye can see, swaying gently in the breeze. The train’s windows frame this picturesque scene, offering passengers a mesmerising view of nature’s beauty passing by.

			Inside, the train is split into two columns separated by an aisle—each column divided into booths of four seats, two sets of two seats facing each other. There are people on the train, but it is nowhere near full. The low hum of conversation ripples through the carriage, a constant backdrop to the rhythmic clatter of the tracks. Passengers of all ages fill the seats—mothers soothing restless children, elderly travellers gazing out the window with quiet contemplation, and teenagers absorbed with their phones—their only way to visit friends in far-off towns. Each voice, each movement, weaves into the familiar symphony of a train in motion. In one of the booths, there is a young man of thirty-five sitting alone. He is tall, with black hair that has been streaked with grey since he was fifteen. Occupying the table between the facing sets of seats are piles of papers, each set of two papers held together with a staple in the top left corner. A closer inspection reveals that the papers are Year 10 Measurement tests. He has the tests in multiple piles: on the left are the tests that have already been graded, and on the right are the tests waiting to be graded. Sitting right in front of him is the current focus of the grading session—the test he is marking.

			The front page of the test papers has a lot of information, including the school’s name—Gamarra Central School—the school logo, a teal windmill with a stalk of wheat, and the criteria that students must meet to achieve a certain grade. Included on the front page is a printed reminder of who had set the test—Mr. Luke Corbett. Luke’s brow is currently furrowed, reading through the first page of the current test belonging to Ben.

			“Benny, Benny,” he says with a sigh. “Base times height and then divided by two. You’ve calculated the area of the parallelogram with the same dimensions.”

			Luke always marks his tests in green erasable pen, a quiet nod to his favourite colour—green—the original shade of the Australian Open courts when he first watched it on TV. Sitting cross-legged on the floor beside his grandfather, he was mesmerised by the deep green of the court, the rhythmic thud of the ball, and Edward’s calm, knowledgeable voice guiding him through every rally. Those moments shaped his love for the game, and now, every time he uncaps his green pen, it’s more than just a colour—it’s a reminder of his grandfather, of childhood, and of the sport that still grounds him. He places a green cross and then adds some feedback, moving on to the next question. A phone, an iPhone 14, vibrates on the top of the desk, cased in a thick leather case, ready to protect it from unintentional clumsiness. He slides his thumb across the clip, held closed by a magnet, and lifts the cover to see who is calling. The scroll across the top reveals Josephine Monroe with two emojis: a mermaid and a pair of black sunglasses, a system that Luke uses to differentiate his contacts while fuelling his OCD’s need to use full names in his contacts.

			“Hey, Jose. What’s up?”

			“Not much. Just checking that you still want me to pick you up from the station. And what time?” comes Josie’s voice, sounding electronic through the phone line. “Just wanna make sure I have things in the right order.”

			“A ride from the station would be great. We’re not far out of Stockinbingal, so it’s still about two and a half hours. Should be in Gamarra by 4:50, I’d say. How’d Ash survive the holidays without me?”

			“She’s been morose for two weeks. Not that it’s a big change; she is fifteen. She is very excited you are coming home today.”

			“Home . . . that’s right,” he says slowly. “It’ll be good to see you both. I’ve liked being able to see you regularly this past term. See you in a couple of hours.”

			Luke hangs up the phone and wraps it up neatly in its case. Returning to Ben’s partially marked test, Luke lets out a large sigh. “This is depressing, Ben. Little mistakes make a big difference, dude.”

			Luke continues ticking and crossing, providing small tidbits of feedback the student can use to improve in the future. Luke’s gaze drifts to a young woman cradling a baby, her eyes half-lidded with exhaustion. The baby stirs, letting out a small whimper before being bounced on her mother’s knee. Near the window, an old man sits motionless, his lined face unreadable. The glass reflects his distant expression as if he is seeing something beyond the blur of passing fields. Luke wonders what memories are playing behind those tired eyes. The train sways gently, the rhythmic clickety-clack of the tracks filling the silence between murmured conversations and the rustling of newspapers. Overhead, an LED sign flickers, announcing the next stop in a tired, robotic voice. A teenager in the booth ahead bobs his head to music only he can hear, his fingers drumming against his knee in time with the beat.

			Luke shifts in his seat, the familiar vibration of the train beneath him oddly soothing. He wonders how many people have sat in this very spot, lost in their own lives, their own worries. Where are they going? What waits for them at the next stop? He exhales, watching his breath fog lightly on the window. Maybe he’s not the only who feels untethered today.

			The train begins to slow down. Luke lifts his head from his tests and stares out the window. The scenery has changed slightly; the canola fields have disappeared, replaced with rows of silver wattle trees identifying a hidden road, low-lying grass filling in the gaps. The odd fence line pops up, complete with a string of barbed wire to prevent livestock from escaping and anyone climbing the fence. As the train slows further, the sign indicating the town ‘STOCKINBINGAL’ slides past the train. The train comes to a complete stop, one of the ten or so stations between Canberra—Luke’s joining point—and Gamarra, Luke’s destination and hometown . . . again.
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			There is movement up and down the train and on the platform outside. The people on the train reach up into the luggage racks to grab their belongings, ready to depart. The passengers on the platform ensure they have all their luggage and wait patiently behind the yellow line for the train to stop and any passengers that are getting off the train at Stockinbingal. The station buildings are painted pastel orange, with cream picket fences with rum-raisin-coloured fence posts filling the empty spaces between the few buildings that exist in a small country train station.

			There are more people joining the journey than departing. The passengers getting on move up and down the aisle to find their seats, one by one. A woman, aged but not decrepit (maybe in her eighties), takes one of the two seats opposite Luke. Luke takes notice and moves to ensure his test papers are not taking up space on the table that this lady can use. He also turns the test papers upside down to hide names and grades.

			“Sorry, I had the papers everywhere.”

			“That is quite alright. You were busy and had the booth all to yourself before I got on, I think.” She smiles at him, not creepy but endearing. Luke returns the smile, noticing the golden locket adorning her neck.

			Luke has returned to marking his Year 10 mathematics tests, his face contorting as his students have made more and more errors.

			“You look troubled.”

			Without looking up, he responds, “No, it’s just that my students have made all these errors in the test, but they’re relatively small errors, the kind that comes from not thinking through the questions.”

			He looks up into her round face and stops talking. She is sitting and smiling back at him. Her face is a map of laughter, each wrinkle telling the story of years gone by. When she smiles—wide and unabashed—her false teeth flash. They are slightly too perfect, which is a stark contrast to the age in her eyes, yet they add a certain charm. The false teeth shift as she talks, clicking faintly at times, but the brightness of her expression never dims.

			“That’s not what is really bothering you, though, is it, my dear?”

			Luke finds himself thoroughly fixed to the spot by her eyes. “I’m not sure what you mean?”

			The woman does not answer immediately but looks and ponders. Luke awkwardly shifts in his seat.

			“You seem troubled, but these exams are only the latest in a long line of problems for you to project your real feelings onto. I can see there is something bigger in your eyes and in your face. Something that you do not want to, or feel that you are not ready to, deal with head-on.”

			Luke is dumbfounded. It is like her eyes have the power to pierce a soul. She has hit the nail on the head, but he doesn’t want to admit that a stranger has seen right through him. He doesn’t really know what is bothering him, but he knows there’s something lurking in the shadows of his brain that he hasn’t given much thought to. He feels the urge to talk to the old woman.

			“Is it that obvious? I guess, if I thought about it, you’re correct. I don’t know what it is, but something has been bothering me for a while. And I guess that’s the something that made me make the move halfway across New South Wales about three months ago. Something didn’t feel quite right in Canberra, and I thought I needed a change of scenery. I used to live out in Gamarra. Do you know where that is?”

			“No,” the old lady responds.

			“It’s in the western Riverina, out past Lawson. I still have some friends, as well as my pop, out there, so I thought a nice country tree change would be the way to go. It has been nice but also difficult. I wasn’t great at making or keeping friends when I was younger, so I must deal with everyone who doesn’t like me.”

			Luke goes quiet, lost in thought. It’s the most he’s thought about his problems in months, maybe even years. He does the human thing and forgets about them, stuffing them into a metaphorical drawer, hoping they’ll go away.

			The old woman has been sitting and listening to him recount his story, still smiling, seemingly enjoying every minute of it.

			“You don’t say a lot, do you?” Luke asks the old woman.

			The woman keeps her silence. “It seems to me that you are looking for something, something that helps you find your place.”

			The woman leans forward in her seat. “I feel like you did not know where you belonged when you were in Canberra, even though your immediate family is there. I think you feel like if you return to your hometown, you might find some answers. The answers you need are found inside but keep on your path, and you might surprise yourself, my dear. The world is a funny beast. You never know what it may have in store for you.”

			Luke remains quiet, mulling over the woman’s words as he takes a swig from his water bottle, gulping. There is something in them that provides him with some peace, as though it has helped in some way.

			“This conversation has been one of the weirdest events of my life, but it has helped, I think. Thank you.”

			“That is quite alright, my dear. It is nice to have a good conversation with a fine young man such as yourself.”

			The two sit in silence, smiling at each other as the train slows down, coming into the next station. Luke looks at his watch. It is 3:20 in the afternoon—still an hour and a half to go. The old lady gets up, ready to leave the train. As she does so, she reaches over and pats Luke’s hand.

			“I don’t drive anymore, but my sister is in a nursing home, and I like to visit her on Saturdays. I stay overnight with my niece.”

			This line is delivered like the two have been old friends for years, and they are simply passing the time. The old lady bids her new friend goodbye and wanders into the aisle and off the train. As she recedes, Luke notices her faded floral dress swaying with each step, the hem frayed, and her sensible black shoes scuffed from years of wear.

			Luke leans back in his seat, pondering life, love, and the universe, or simply the words he had said and heard over the previous hour. Why was she able to see what was troubling him? Luke wonders who the old lady was. He is brought out of his reverie when he catches sight of the piles of tests still on the table.

			“Hmmmm.” He quickly counts how many tests he has left to mark by flicking the corners: nine tests left. With a big sigh, he mutters to himself, “Let’s get this over with.” He flips over another test, and with his green pen, he attacks it like a determined critic—crosses generally outnumbering any ticks that may be placed on the tests and feedback placed sporadically on the page. The train slowly chugs its way through the countryside, the sun sitting high in the western sky, shining brightly, daylight saving having not long started for the year. The silver train carriages gleam fiercely in the sunlight as the train heads west.
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			The train begins to slow, the lines of trees flanking the railway tracks becoming increasingly less blurred to the passengers’ eyes. The bells at an upcoming railway crossing ding, indicating the arrival of the train at the station. The boom gates have been lowered to deter any vehicles from crossing in front of the train.

			Luke looks out the window. He sees there is not a lot of traffic on the road late Saturday afternoon. As the train crosses the street, making its final approach into Gamarra station, Luke spies the pub sitting on the corner. Two shops up from the pub, there is an old shop Luke used to frequent when he was a kid. It was an old-style milk bar. After the train crosses the street and the boom gate has lifted, a single white SUV turns left at the roundabout, driving parallel with the train, and makes a right into the station car park.

			The station is part commercial, hosting passengers who have travelled from distant places like Sydney, Adelaide, or the national capital, Canberra, and part industrial. Gamarra sits in the heart of New South Wales’s grain belt, where farming is a major industry and grain a key export. The town is home to an impressive row of cement silos, standing as neatly aligned as London terraced houses.

			The train comes to a complete stop, and the announcement of their arrival into Gamarra station is made over the public announcement system. Luke gathers up his tests and stores them neatly and securely in his backpack, in the pouch behind his laptop computer, making a mental note to record the grades tomorrow. Backpack slung over one shoulder and his sports bag with his clothes on the other, he heads for the door.

			The moment Luke steps onto the red brick platform, both feet safely behind the yellow line, something slams into his waist with the force of a rugby tackle. Looking down, he sees a young girl of about fifteen with mousy brown hair, wearing a black Smashing Pumpkins T-shirt, squeezing the life out of his gut.

			“Ash,” Luke squeaks out. “Can’t . . . really . . . breathe . . . here.”

			She relinquishes her anaconda-like grip and steps back, offering a hesitant smile. Luke exhales and then takes a deep breath, savouring the sweet air that can now enter and exit his lungs freely again.

			“Hi, stranger,” says a familiar voice in his ear. Josie has joined the fun. Standing at a measly one hundred and fifty centimetres, the height disparity between her and Luke’s one hundred and eighty centimetres is painfully apparent. Her daughter Ashleigh—Ash for short—is about the same height as her mother already, despite there being a twenty-year age gap.

			“Welcome home, stranger,” says Josie.

			“Yeah, home. That still sounds strange to me. I’ve been back for three months; after what? Twenty-five years living in Canberra. I guess I’ll get used to it again. Got big plans tonight?”

			“I’m hanging out with some friends. We’re gonna camp in the backyard and tell ghost stories,” announces young Ash.

			“That kinda provides my answer, too. Got sweet F-all going on tonight, empty house with this one being all social and out of her shell.” Josie adjusts her bag strap and raises an eyebrow. “Fancy dinner at the pub?”

			“After being on that train all day, all I really feel like is kicking my shoes off and lying on the couch, but I can’t be damned to cook, so the pub sounds fabulous. Gives us a chance to see what insults an inebriated Tim can come up with. God knows his sober ones aren’t great.”

			They begin walking the exhaustive fifty metres to their car—the white SUV that arrived with the train. Ash gives up her front seat to Luke so he and Josie can chat more easily in the car. The entrance to the train station car park is from the Kidman Way, one of the main highways that service the town. They turn left onto the highway, heading back towards the roundabout and making an additional left there to enter the town after crossing the railway tracks. They pass a sign on their way across the lines that reads ‘WELCOME TO GAMARRA: POP 1550.’ Luke feels a strange weight in his chest as if the number itself is watching him.

			 

			



	

Chapter Two

			Tall, Blond, Dark and Lean

			“Reconnecting with an old friend is like finding a treasure.” 

			— Anthony Brandt

			The pub is alive with chatter, the low buzz of country folk catching up over cold brews at the Gamarra Pub. It’s the first thing you see after navigating the large roundabout and crossing the railway line. The pub, a storied relic of Gamarra’s history, stands as a cherished institution—one the locals are determined to keep alive. On a Saturday night, it’s the place to be because it’s a place where local musicians play.

			The pool table—a staple of Australian pubs—commands attention under the dim glow of overhead lights. Its green felt is a battlefield of strategy and chance, the balls scattered in a delicate balance of victory and defeat. Right now, the bigs are ahead by a single ball—four to three—making it anyone’s game. A hush falls as one of the players lines up their shot, the hush punctuated by the soft clink of a schooner against the bar. Then—thunk. The 11-ball sinks cleanly into the left middle pocket. Cheers erupt, a mix of triumph and groans, as the winning team throws their arms up in celebration, their schooner-clutching supporters roaring their approval.

			The patrons dress in typical country style. It’s still a workday for many farmers, but the warming weather has them swapping winter flannels for lightweight blue Hard Yakka cotton shirts. Others, not tied to the land, wear casual T-shirts and shorts.

			A smaller dining area makes up the third section of the pub. While drinks are the main attraction, a few patrons indulge in hearty meals. Plates of juicy scotch fillets and classic chicken parmas with sauces of choice dot the tables, accompanied by small talk and laughter.

			The corner door swings open, and Luke enters with Josie. He’s swapped his casual T-shirt and shorts for a button-up shirt and pants, his grey-streaked hair showing signs of a long day. Josie, in jeans and a polka-dot blouse with a plunging neckline, walks beside him. Heads turn briefly before the buzz resumes. The pair heads to the bar, slipping into a gap between two farmers.

			Luke observes the collection of photos and trophies above the bar that showcases the town’s passion for sport. Rugby League dominates the display, but a few tennis accolades stand out, including one featuring a strikingly familiar face. The caption reads: ‘EDWARD JONES, WIMBLEDON SINGLES CHAMPION 1955.’ Beside it is another picture showing Edward with a tennis partner, commemorating their doubles title the following year. Luke refocuses his attention on the barman.

			“Hey, Gov,” Luke greets the bartender.

			“Lukey!” Gov replies, his weathered face lighting up. “How’ve ya been? And your folks?”

			“Good, thanks. Spent the last two weeks in Canberra, so they’ll be glad to be rid of me for a bit. I’ll have a cider. Josie, what about you?”

			“What do you recommend, Gov?”

			With a chuckle, he replies, “Josephine, we’re a country pub. We’ve got beer, wine, and cider. That’s as fancy as it gets.”

			“Sav Blanc it is, then,” she says with a grin.

			Gov, whose real name is John, retrieves an apple cider and a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc from the fridge, along with a wine glass. He pops open the cider and pours Josie’s wine with practiced ease.

			“Thanks, Gov,” they say in unison, handing over their cash before moving toward a quieter corner.

			Before they get far, a voice slices through the noise. “Well, well, well, look what the cat dragged in.”

			Luke turns to see Tim sneering at him. He has a tall, well-built farmer’s build and a smattering of orangey-red facial hair on his face. Though he is the same age, he looks slightly older than Luke, a toll that the years working the land have taken on him. He wears a plain beige T-shirt with some footy shorts. “Hey, Tim. For someone as bigoted as you, you sure do quote Priscilla a lot.”

			Tim’s face darkens. “It was a great two weeks without you, shithead.”

			Luke shrugs. “Sorry to disappoint. I work here now, so you’ll just have to deal with it. Also, you approached me. You could’ve ignored me like I was trying to do to you.”

			Luke starts to turn away, but Tim grabs him by the shoulder and swings, narrowly missing Luke’s face. Luke steps back, dodging another clumsy attempt. “Whoa, Tim. I get that you hate me, but this is a bit much.”

			“Tim,” Josie shouts. “What the hell is your problem?”

			Tim swings again, but this time, an unfamiliar man catches Tim’s wrist, forcing it down. “Take a hike, mate,” the man says firmly, positioning himself between Tim and Luke. Tim’s friends, visibly unimpressed, drag him outside.

			The stranger turns to Luke. “You alright, mate?”

			Luke freezes, his gaze locking onto the man’s face—tall, blond, a soft, expressive smile. He’d know them anywhere, even after about twenty-five years. “Josh? Is that you?”
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			October 1997

			 

			In a small classroom in Gamarra Public School, there are maybe fifteen or twenty students, all eight-, nine- or ten-year-olds, a combined Year 3 and 4 class. The small classroom is a demountable building—New South Wales’s temporary but permanent solution to the lack of buildings in a growing or fluctuating school. At the back of the classroom, clad in his uniform of the most basic of greys, is eight-year-old Luke Corbett, with short, dark brown (some may call it black) hair.

			The class is working on a project on their favourite sports star, making a profile of them that they will present to the class. Luke wanted to do his on his grandfather, but Ms. Jones, his teacher, wouldn’t allow it, so instead, he chose Patrick Rafter. Rafter has just had his best year on tour to date, getting to the semifinal of the French Open and winning the US Open, defeating Britain’s Greg Rusedski for the title. So far, Luke has a picture of Rafter in the middle and a couple of pictures, including Mount Isa, to show where he was born. He plans to put information about his tournaments and other things around the outside.

			There is a knock at the door. Standing in the door frame is Ms. Nason, the school secretary, and a young boy, on the tall side, good-looking and blond—a young Joshua Cassidy.

			“Excuse me, Ms Jones. We have a new student starting with us today in Year 3. Josh Cassidy,” Ms Nason tells Ms Jones.

			“Oh yes, we were expecting you. Come on in, Mr Cassidy. Let’s see,” says Ms Jones, scanning the room. “There’s some space up the back there, next to, oh . . . Lukas. Ah, Luke?”

			Luke looks up at the mention of his name, sees the boy, and waves a cute little friendly wave. Josh smiles in return and trots off to join him.

			The bell rings for morning recess, echoing across the small schoolyard. Luke bursts out of the old demountable classroom, dragging an overawed Josh behind him. Their classroom, like all the upper year rooms, sits at the edge of the school grounds, slightly removed from the main buildings. With only around one hundred and five students in the entire school, the yard never feels crowded.

			Luke pulls Josh toward the next building, a solid brick structure where the younger grades are taught. As they approach, students pour out—smaller, livelier, their chatter filling the air. These are the first and second graders, fresh from their morning lessons. Luke’s eyes scan the crowd, searching. Then he spots her—a small girl with a round face, lost in her own world, absentmindedly wandering down the steps.

			“Josie, Josie,” calls Luke. Josie looks up. “This is my best friend,” Luke informs Josh.

			“Hi, Luke,” calls back Josie, smiling.

			The three meet somewhere between their starting points.

			“This is Josh. He’s new,” says Luke in one breath, gesturing with his hands. “We are going over to the trees.”

			The trio sits down underneath a group of trees next to the oval at the back of the school. They unpack their recess and have a little picnic. There are children laughing and shouting, running around the playground of Gamarra Primary School. Some are playing tips. While the sun is shining, the day is slightly cooler, so a spot in the sun is welcome.

			“My birthday is coming up,” announces Luke. “Do you want to come? Josie’s coming.”

			“I’d like that. When is it?”

			“Next weekend. Out at my farm.”
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			Luke’s ninth birthday is a small affair. Up until now, he only had the one friend—Josie—but that has now expanded to two friends. He decides he wants a sleepover—with Luke and Josh sleeping in his room, while Josie sleeps in Luke’s older sister’s room. They have homemade pizza for dinner and watch a rented movie, The Hunchback of Notre Dame, play party games, and Luke opens his presents. He gets a brand-new tennis racquet from his parents and an Andre Agassi headband from Josie. Josh, who has only known him for just over a week, has found a book shopping with his parents in Lawson.

			Next up is bedtime. Josie has gone into Luke’s sister’s room; her name is Ellie. Luke and Josh head next door into Luke’s room. They decide to sleep on the floor in sleeping bags, the closest they can get to camping; Luke’s parents won’t let them camp, even in the backyard. It is coming into summer, and the snakes are beginning to emerge from their hibernation. They set up some of the pillows they have access to into a makeshift fort, something every boy finds entertaining. The boys lie down, facing each other.

			“Why did you move to Gamarra?” asks Luke of his new friend.

			“Mum got a job out here. She works at the shire council as the Manager of Generals.”

			“Oh, that’s cool. What does your dad do?”

			“He works in Lawson. He’s a lawyer. He helps the people who can’t pay for lawyers.”

			“Wow. That must be cool.”

			“Yeah, it’s okay. Do both your parents work on the farm?”

			“Yeah, they do. Pop owns it but we live here. Nanna and Pop live in Gamarra.”

			Both boys are in awe of each other’s lives. They stare at each other, grateful to be friends. They slowly drift off to sleep, their hands touching each other all night.

			The next morning, Luke takes Josh for a tour of the farm, or just the parts that are easy to walk, including all the sheds and some of the adjoining paddocks. They visit the big machinery shed in the paddock above the house, and there are sheep in the paddock between the house and the main road.

			“This farm is so cool. I wish I lived out here. We moved from Castlemaine. It’s not as loud here. One day, I want a farm like this one.”

			“I think you will own a farm just like this,” Luke says with a big smile on his face.

			“Boys,” Luke’s mum calls, stepping out of the house on to the verandah. “The bacon is almost ready. Come in and clean up.”
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			Luke is asleep on the couch, a vague blanket thrown over him. He begins to stir with a few grunts and opens his eyes slowly, blurry-eyed and completely at a loss as to his location. He is shirtless, his chest reflecting a casually toned physique that hints at a consistent but relaxed workout routine. He realises that he has no shirt on and checks for pants. He is wearing underwear.

			“Oh, that’s right. I undressed myself. Phew.”

			He looks around and locates the clothes he was wearing at the pub the night before. Slowly and groggily, he gets up and puts his clothes on. His mouth feels like the bottom of a dry well. Josie stumbles out of her bedroom, hand held to her head, monstrous headache from the wine she consumed at the pub.

			“Morning, sunshine,” pipes up Luke.

			“I hate you. You’re too cheery after a night of drinking.”

			“Can’t help it, good genetics, oh, and I tend to drink water or coke between alcoholic beverages.”

			Josie whacks Luke on the arm.

			“I need something oily,” muses Josie. “But I don’t have anything.”

			“Feel like bacon?”

			“Oooh, yum. Yes, please.”

			“I’ll head down to Foster’s to get some then.”
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			Foster’s is a small independent supermarket in Gamarra run by a local family. The store has snacks, fruits and vegetables, meat products, and drinks. It even has a liquor section, as much as the town has grown and likes a drink. Luke walks in, still dressed in his button up shirt and pants, although very creased.

			“Big night, Luke?” calls Mr. Foster behind the counter. “I haven’t seen you for a while. How are you doing?”

			“I’m going okay. Spent the holidays with my parents in Canberra. Got back last night and had dinner at the pub. Went a little overboard but woke up okay this morning. Just here to get some stuff for breakfast.”

			“Good on ya.”

			Luke walks to the back of the store where the fresh meat is stored and searches along trying to find the bacon. He picks up a pack and looks up to see Josh standing a couple of metres away, looking at some meat products.

			“Hi, Josh.”

			“Hey, Luke. How’d you pull up after last night?”

			“Not too bad, to be honest.”

			Josh spies the large pack of bacon in his hand and raises a questioning eyebrow.

			“This is for Josie,” responds Luke, waving the bacon around. “She’s the one with the proper hangover and a hankering for grease. I’m just tired. I might get drunk but am always spared the hangover. You doing much today?”

			“Got some cows to move this afternoon.”

			“Cows?”

			“Didn’t I tell you? I bought your old farm. Or part of it. I was told it was split up a few years ago into four separate titles to make it easier to move. I’ve got the homestead section. I own your childhood home.”

			“You bought Valley View? Really? That’s great. I guess you always did want a farm just like mine. Now your dreams have come true. I’m glad it’s in such good hands. I just live in a one-bedroom flat on Moira Street. I downsized.”

			“Downsizing isn’t all bad. Who needs a great big mansion if there’s just one of you? To be fair, your house is too big for me. Four bedrooms, great big internal verandah, just for one person.”

			“You don’t have a girlfriend or a wife?”

			“Never had either one. Never found the time for a relationship, to be honest. Never really bothered with it.”

			The two stand in awkward silence for a moment, duly broken by the appearance of Ash.

			“Hey, Luke,” calls Ash from the chocolate aisle.

			Luke and Josh turn in the direction of the voice.

			“Daughter?” asks Josh questioningly.

			“A daughter who calls me by my first name?” chuckles a bemused Luke. “She’s as good as one. She’s Josie’s daughter.”

			“You’re kidding? What’s Josie’s husband like?”

			“She’s not married. Ash’s dad is a deadbeat. Too busy stuffing every mysterious substance he can find up his nose.”

			“Oh, so not on the scene.”

			Ash has wandered over to the pair. “Whatcha’s talking about?”

			“You, and what a little ratbag you are,” says Luke, wrapping an arm around her. “Ash, this is Josh. Your mum and I went to primary school with him until his family moved away when he and I were in Year 6. We used to do everything together.” Luke stops and thinks for a few seconds. “We’re gonna have some bacon and eggs. Do you want to join us?”

			“Um, you sure? I don’t want to impose.”

			“You’re not imposing. We’d be glad to have you.”

			“In that case, bacon and eggs sound delicious. Yeah, I’ll come over for a little bit.” A wry smile cracks in the corner of Josh’s face, just like old times.

			“You gonna come home, Ash? Or are you doing things with your friends?”

			“Friends, but I’ll be home this arvo.”

			“Righto. Have a good one.”

			Ash skips back off to be with her friends.
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			The front door opens, and Luke and Josh walk through. Josie is sprawled, such the attractive figure in her pyjamas on the couch, in a stupor with the TV on, having fallen asleep again.

			“Jose,” Luke yells. She awakes with a start.

			“What?” Josie looks around, blurry-eyed eyed, trying to make heads and tails of the situation. She spies Josh looking on from the door. “Oh, we have company.”

			Josie stares at the newcomer with bleary eyes. “Oh, it’s you, Josh.” She looks down at her clothes. “And I’m in my PJs, great. You start cooking. I’m gonna go change. Nice to see you again, Josh.”

			As Josie makes her way to the bedroom, Luke begins breakfast. The smell of the bacon wafts through the house. Luke cracks a couple of eggs in the pan to fry them sunny side up. Josh leans against the kitchen bench, watching Luke work.

			“I forgot to ask you last night. What do you do for work now?” Josh asks.

			“I’m a teacher at the Central School. Mainly maths, but I dabble in some science as well.”

			“Central School? When I was last here, there was just the primary school.”

			“Gamarra has grown, like a lot. The New South Wales Government, instead of building a third high school in Lawson, decided they would convert Gamarra Public into Gamarra Central. They extended the grounds and built the high school site. So far, it’s working.”

			“Yeah,” interjects Josh. “I noticed Gamarra is really growing.”

			Luke and Josh continue cooking the breakfast. They put some bread in the toaster. Josh finds some creamed corn in the pantry. With every word they speak, they rebuild the old friendship they had when they were kids. Their connection feels natural, like they had not spent so many years separated. Luke tells Josh what led him back to Gamarra, a feeling of being lost and trying to discover who he is again; he likes being out in the country. Josh tells him about Castlemaine, about working with local councils, and doing work around the farms in the area, working towards buying a farm of his very own.

			“When I saw Valley View come up for sale, I instantly thought of you. It’s why I bought it. We had a lot of fun out at the farm. Like the sleepover on your birthday. So many places to explore. I didn’t even know if you still lived in the area.”

			Luke smiles at Josh, wishing he’d known how to contact him over the last twenty-five years. While he did resort to social media when it came up, he had no luck locating his childhood friend. Luke just enjoys being around him again; his energy is contagious.

			Josie finally emerges from her room, a little bit more awake and dressed in a pair of shorts made out of tracksuit material and an old T-shirt—perfect Sunday wear.

			“Breakie up yet?”

			“Just putting the final touches on the bacon and eggs,” responds Josh, helping Luke plate up everything. A big stack of bacon in the middle, a plate with the eggs and a bowl with the corn.

			They each have a glass of fresh local orange juice.

			“Here’s to three old friends catching up,” Josh gives the toast, and they all clink their glasses. “Dig in, I guess. Perfect way to spend the last day of the holidays.”

			Luke smirks. “Oh yeah, back to work tomorrow. New principal starts then, too.”

			 

			



	

Chapter Three

			Another Brick in the Wall

			“Success is not the key to happiness. Happiness is the key to success. If you love what you are doing, you will be successful.” 

			— Albert Schweitzer

			7:00 am. Luke’s alarm tears through the quiet of his sleep, dragging him away from dreams where Josh’s face lingered, vivid and close. Groaning, Luke stumbles for his phone on his nightstand, eyes still longing for the sweet serenity of sleep. As his fingers find the shape of the device, he silences the intrusive noise with a swift, sharp poke.

			Luke stretches languidly, relishing in the comforting warmth of his bedsheets. The morning light filters through the curtains, casting a soft glow over the room. It was the first day back to work after a much-needed holiday; a reality beckoned with persistent urgency.

			Throwing off the covers, Luke rises from the bed with a sigh, his bare skin tingling as it meets the cool spring morning air. While staying with his parents in Canberra, Luke missed the freedom of being able to wander through the house naked.

			Padding across the room, Luke makes his way to the bathroom, the tiles cold beneath his feet. He goes through the motions of his morning routine, the rush of water against his skin serving as a harsh awakening.

			He takes great care picking out his clothes for the day, wanting to make a good first impression. While he is not one to wear a tie, he puts on a nice, freshly pressed button-down shirt, approximately the colour of a gum leaf. He pairs it with a nice pair of black pants and polished black shoes. Professional Learning sessions, a new principal to meet, and the inevitable return to the rigors of teaching await him. But amidst the chaos of the day, Luke finds solace in the simple pleasures of home and the promise of a fresh start.

			With a sense of determination, he finishes his morning hot chocolate and gathers his things, ready to embark on the journey back to Gamarra Central School, his second term at the school. Whatever challenges lie ahead, Luke is prepared to face them head-on, armed with the knowledge that he is stepping into a new chapter of his life—one filled with endless possibilities and the unwavering pursuit of his passion for education.

			Luke enjoys his short commute to work, living in teachers’ housing directly across the street from the side gate. As he walks through the gate, Luke notices a scattering of teachers wandering around. He says hi to some of them but most of them he doesn’t know properly, only having worked at the school for a term.

			“Hey, Luke, welcome back.” A man in his forties wanders up to him. “Have you heard about the new principal yet?”

			“I know we’re getting one, but don’t know who it is, Nate.”

			“She’s apparently been a teacher since the dinosaurs. Most recently, she was the acting principal at South Lawson Public School.”

			“South Lawson?” inquires Luke, his face crinkling. “Belinda Jones?”

			“Yeah, that’s the one, mate. You know her?”

			“She was my third- and fourth-grade teacher.”

			“Oh man, that’s wild. What’s she like?”

			“Mean, holds a grudge forever. Oh, and nothing like my grandfather.”

			“What’s your gramps got to do with our new principal?”

			“Belinda is my great-aunt.”

			“What? Isn’t your grandpa in his eighties?”

			“There’s a twenty-year age gap; they’re the oldest and youngest siblings with two in the middle.”

			“Wild. Hope she’s at least professional.”

			“She will be for you. You’re not descended from Edward Jones. Come on, we better get inside.”

			As the two wander towards an older, wooden-panelled building—the school library—more teachers and school staff join them, reminiscent of ants carrying food back to the colony, and they go in, marching two-by-two.

			As the teachers sit down, Luke eyes his great-aunt Belinda, her grey hair pulled back in a tight bun. Magenta glasses perfectly frame her face. She has the same look on her face as she did when she was his Year 3 and Year 4 teacher, a sterner look than she had at the many Christmases and other family gatherings they shared. “Welcome back for Term 4. As you have probably heard by now, I am your new principal. If you don’t know, my name is Belinda Jones. Just so you know, change will happen. It is inevitable in any setting, but I am not one to come bulldozing straight out of the gates.”

			Luke feels his eyes rolling inside his skull—not the Aunty Bel he knows.

			“I want to see how each of you works, what works in the school, and what needs improving. From there, we will come up with a plan as a united team and move forward. And that’s where we are going to start from today.”

			Belinda flashes Luke a quick smile, catching him off guard.

			She has one of her three assistant principals, June Morris, hand out some Post-it notes to each table group.

			Belinda proceeds to instruct her staff to use the Post-it notes to write down what each staff member thinks their strengths are and what they think needs improvement in terms of their work. Luke starts scribbling notes, bouncing between his strengths and weaknesses; one strength, then one weakness. He looks down at what he wrote; he believes he works hard and has strong communication skills but has difficulty with his time management and work-life balance. He collaborates well with his colleagues but is sometimes too reliant on traditional methods of teaching, especially in the country, where students are not necessarily intrinsically motivated to study.

			Luke’s lists are quite intentionally even. He peeks at other people, including Nate, sitting next to him. There are dot points in each of their columns, but the strengths are by far the longer of their two lists. Luke smirks; of course, they think highly of themselves—a very common teacher trait, at least on the outside. They always want people to think they’re brilliant, but deep down, they all have self-esteem issues, some bigger than others.

			As the morning sun filters through the windows of the library, Belinda gathers her staff and colleagues for the next step in their unique professional development session. With a stack of worksheets in hand, she welcomes them with a smile that belies the seriousness of the task ahead.

			“Alright, everyone,” Belinda begins, her voice carrying the authority of experience. “Today, we already know that we’re embarking on a journey of self-discovery and growth and are already taking stock of our strengths and weaknesses. We’re going to chart a course for personal and professional development.”

			The room buzzes with anticipation as Assistant Principal Ms. Rodriguez distributes the worksheets—one per table—each one divided neatly into two columns labelled ‘Strengths’ and ‘Weaknesses.’ Belinda watches with a keen eye as her colleagues hesitantly stick their Post-it notes on their group charts

			In small groups, the teachers engage in lively discussions, sharing insights and offering encouragement as they delve into the depths of their own self-perceptions. Laughter mingles with moments of quiet reflection, creating an atmosphere of camaraderie and mutual support.

			As the session progresses, Belinda guides her colleagues through the process of goal setting, urging them to articulate their aspirations. With each stroke of the pen, they commit themselves to a path of self-improvement, fuelled by a shared desire for excellence.

			In the final moments of the session, the teachers form a yarning circle—one method First Nations Australians use to share their stories—their faces alight with determination and resolve. With a sense of camaraderie that transcends the confines of the staff lounge, they pledge to support one another on their respective journeys, knowing that together, they are stronger than they could ever be alone.

			“Just remember,” announces Julie Owens, one of the two head teachers employed at the senior campus of the school. “After lunch, we are working in our curriculum teams to ensure we are prepared for the term ahead. I’ll be checking in on the science, maths, English and HSIE teams. Brendan will be following up on the rest.”

			Brendan Harper, the other head teacher, nods as he looks at Julie.

			As they file out of the room, their minds abuzz with newfound insights and aspirations, Ms. Rodriguez couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride. In the quiet hum of the emptying hallway, she knows that today marks the beginning of something truly transformative—a journey of growth, discovery, and limitless potential.

			Outside, Luke and Nate are joined by two female teachers, Hollie and Rebecca. They head over to the undercover seating area to eat their lunch.

			“What did we think of that session?” Hollie is the first to talk, getting a salad sandwich out of her bag. She is one of the teachers at the school who teaches science—including biology and physics—as well as maths.

			“It was okay. A bit daunting, laying our cards on the table like that, but it’s good that we have a plan to improve our ‘personal and professional goals’.” Luke sounds like he’s reading from a textbook.

			“Anyway,” pipes up Rebecca. She loves to gossip. “Have you met that new farmer yet? Josh, I think his name is. Rolled into town last week.”

			“Nah, mate,” said Nate. “Haven’t had the pleasure yet.”

			“I went to primary school with him,” Luke says.

			“Seriously, he lived here before?”

			“Yeah, moved away before we finished Year 6. It’s been about twenty-five . . . no, twenty-seven years since we last saw each other.”

			“That’s so sad.”

			The conversation goes on and eventually Rebecca gets around to what she wanted to gossip about. On Saturday night, another one of the female teachers employed at the school had taken Josh home after the pub.

			Luke feels a small twang in his chest. Josh has had sex with someone and made fast work, only having been here for a week. Now he knows why Josh was still in town on Sunday, doing the walk of shame. Luke feels the twang again; why does he feel this way? Josh is just a friend. What should it matter if he sleeps with someone?
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			Another school year. Luke’s journey to school begins at the bottom of Roberts Lane, a dirt road that splits Luke’s grandfather’s farm, where he and his family live, between the house section and the shearing shed. Luke’s older sister, Ellie, has started high school this year, so it’s Luke’s first time making this journey solo. He rides the 600-metre path on his bike from the house to Roberts Lane and down to Stuart’s Road—the main road leading from the farm into Gamarra. Underneath a grouping of wilga trees, where there is a section dug out but not easily seen from the road, he stashes his bike. He crosses the road and waits in a clearing on the other side, waiting for his bus.

			His bus comes in the form of a twenty-four-seat Coaster. There are a few kids on the bus, all of primary schooling age. His driver is the lovely Mrs. Robertson, who owns the bus run with her husband. She is on the shorter side and round in the middle, a result of her job involving sitting down for large quantities of time.

			The bus pulls over into the bus stop, the doors swing open, and Luke, his school bag hitched on his back, climbs up the stairs.

			“Good morning, Mrs. Robertson,” Luke says, almost automatically. It is drilled into them from a young age to be polite, especially to those who assist them, like bus drivers.

			“Good morning, Luke. Excited for another year of school?”

			“I am. I get to see Josh again. He’s been away with his family all holidays.” Luke is positively
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