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      It’s no easy feat to hold a tune when there’s a demon behind you. Sister Maria is laid out on the floor in the back room, an elder praying on either side of her. I don’t need to be in the room to know what’s happening. The demonic attacks are a regular occurrence.

      I keep my eyes forwards and try to bring some extra volume to my voice. So does Sister Ava beside me, although she sounds like she’s singing an entirely different song. When I sneak a glance at her, I notice spit gathered in the corners of her mouth. She usually ducks out into the kitchen for a drink after the public talk, but since no one is going near the back room today, she’s gone without.

      The song comes to an end, and Sister Ava holds the final note—off-key—for a few seconds longer than everyone else. It makes the young sister in the next row giggle. A throat clears, and the room falls silent for prayer. I bow my head and close my eyes.

      A moan cuts through the silence, and I can’t help but look over my shoulder. Brother Oliver has Sister Maria pinned to the ground with his knee, his prayers growing more urgent. Mum jabs me with her elbow, and I whip my head forwards, pressing my eyes shut and wishing I could cover my ears as well. The brother on the platform does remarkably well under difficult circumstances and keeps the prayer nice and short. Finally, there’s a collective murmur of amens followed by the relief of conversation filling the room.

      ‘Poor Sister Maria,’ Mum says, tutting. ‘I might drop a hot meal over this afternoon. I can’t imagine she’ll be up to cooking.’

      A four-wheel drive pulls up at the door, and the driver jumps out to open the boot. The back seat is laid flat, and a moment later, a disorientated Sister Maria is helped out to the car. Her daughter isn’t allowed to go with her, so Sister Jane takes the crying girl to the far end of the Kingdom Hall to pray. The boot is closed, the car pulls away, and everyone resumes their conversations.

      ‘Annie.’

      I turn to find Brother Oliver, one of two elders in our congregation, standing at the end of the row of seats. He’s wearing his favourite blue suit and trademark smile that never quite reaches his eyes. My hands immediately turn clammy. ‘Hi.’

      ‘Can we have a private word in the back room?’ he asks. ‘You can bring your mum along if you like.’

      I glance at Mum, who’s also managing to smile—even if it doesn’t quite fit the moment.

      ‘Happy to sit in,’ she says, ushering me in his direction.

      My feet obey. Only my feet.

      All eyes land on me as we head to the back of the hall. The glass doors slide closed behind us, indicating that the conversation is of a more serious nature. No one can hear us, but everyone can see us.

      He doesn’t sit, so I don’t either. Instead, he turns to face me, ready to impart his wisdom. ‘It’s been wonderful seeing you regularly at the meetings,’ he begins. ‘I know year twelve can be very demanding, and there’s always pressure from teachers to put your worldly studies before your spiritual needs, so well done on keeping your priorities straight.’

      The only person putting pressure on me right now is me. I want to do well. I want to feel like the previous thirteen years of school weren’t a complete waste.

      I’m waiting for the ‘but’. He hasn’t brought me in here to point out the things I’m doing right. He could have done that out there with everyone else.

      ‘Annie’s very smart,’ Mum says, pride in her voice, ‘and she enjoys school, but she’s more focused on getting baptised at the next assembly.’

      Brother Oliver nods slowly, then focuses back on me. ‘I wanted to ask you what you think about the skirt you’re wearing.’

      This I wasn’t expecting.

      I glance down at the black pencil skirt that I picked up at a thrift shop in Turram a few weeks ago. What do I think? I mean, the fabric’s a little itchy, even with stockings. It’s fitted. Perhaps that’s the issue. ‘To be honest, I haven’t really thought much about it.’

      ‘It’s a very popular style among the sisters right now,’ Mum adds.

      ‘I won’t pretend to be up with the latest fashions,’ he replies light-heartedly. ‘What I will say though is that it’s worth sitting down in the skirts when you’re trying them on to see where the hem ends up.’

      Length. This is about the length. The skirt sits well below the knee when I’m standing and slightly above when I’m sitting. But who’s looking at my knees when I’m seated?

      ‘We must consider everyone in the congregation when selecting clothing for the meetings,’ Brother Oliver continues. ‘There are many young brothers who need our help staying focused on the talks.’ He says this last part with a knowing smile.

      ‘Did someone complain?’ my mother asks nervously.

      He meets her gaze. ‘No, no. Everyone was focused on the spiritual food on offer this morning. But since I gave the morning talk, I had a unique view from the platform.’

      It’s his complaint. He noticed.

      I take a small step back, shame swallowing me.

      ‘We appreciate you bringing it to our attention,’ Mum says.

      He opens the Bible that I hadn’t noticed he was carrying and starts flicking through the pages until he finds what he’s looking for. ‘1 Timothy 2:9–10. The women should adorn themselves in appropriate dress, with modesty and soundness of mind, not with styles of hair braiding and gold or pearls or very expensive clothing, but in a way that is proper for women professing devotion to God, namely, through good works.’

      He doesn’t have to worry about me wearing anything expensive. I turn the leather bracelets on my wrist. It gives my hand something to do.

      ‘I know this can be a very uncomfortable topic for sisters,’ he says, sounding sincere, ‘but it’s an important conversation to have.’

      What’s uncomfortable is that he brought me in the back to tell me that he noticed my knees during his talk this morning. My knees.

      ‘Perhaps I can take the hem down,’ Mum offers.

      Brother Oliver walks over to the glass doors. ‘We’re very lucky to have so many sisters with sewing skills in the congregation.’ He slides open the door and gestures for us to go ahead of him.

      Such a gentleman. A true beacon of light to young brothers.

      I walk across the floor where Sister Maria lay fitting minutes earlier.

      ‘Will you be joining us for field service today?’ he asks before I have the chance to flee.

      I have an assessment due in three days, but that’s not the right answer. ‘Yes,’ I say, pausing at the door.

      He’s visibly pleased by my response, and Mum is visibly pleased at him being pleased.

      ‘First day of sunshine we’ve had in a long time,’ she says, following me out. ‘Perhaps we can eat outside if the lawn’s dry?’

      I loathe eating lunch as a congregation. Soggy rolls and eternal rotations of stale fruit cake. What I don’t understand is the older sisters have spent years perfecting their sponge cakes. So why always fruit cake?

      Mum and Brother Oliver exchange a few more pleasantries. The second he steps away, I head for the exit.

      ‘Where are you going?’ Mum calls to me.

      Out. Out of the hall. Out of sight. Away from the stares. ‘To get my cardigan from the car. I’m going to need something to cover my knees with.’ I tug my skirt down as I walk. The exit’s a few steps away.

      ‘Annie.’

      Ignoring Mum, I rush through the door and don’t stop until I reach the car. When I try the handle, it doesn’t open. Slapping the door, I drop my forehead to the glass window. Only once my breathing slows do I return inside for the keys.
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      I’m heating baked beans in the kitchen when I hear the gunshot. A chill starts behind my eyes and runs through every bone, organ, and vein before exiting my fingers and toes. Flicking the stove off, I jog to the front door, stepping into my boots on the way out. Dad’s supposed to be pulling ragwort. That’s what he said two hours ago as yet another beer hissed open in his hands.

      ‘I’ll cook dinner when I get back,’ he’d said before leaving.

      Liar. I can’t remember the last time he was sober enough to cook.

      The sheep disperse when I leap over the gate and start running. I’m prepared for anything at this point—I’ve been prepared for years. Though imagining his death is one thing, seeing it up close will be quite another.

      But he’s not dead. He’s sitting up, head in his hands and the rifle lying in the grass next to him. I freeze when I see a bloodied and lifeless kelpie twenty feet away.

      ‘What the fuck did you do?’ I ask, heading straight for the dog.

      He looks up, red-faced and clearly drunk. ‘I thought it was a fox.’

      It looks nothing like a fox. I bend down to ensure it’s dead, then walk back to Dad, snatching up the rifle. ‘Go home.’

      He blinks up at me. ‘Whose dog is it?’

      I open the bolt and empty the remaining cartridges onto the grass. ‘Likely the Wilsons’.’ It tends to wander.

      Dad stands up and sways on his feet. ‘I’ll take it to them.’

      I fight the urge to push him back down. ‘Really? You’re going to show up at their house, still drunk, and hand them their dead pet that you just shot?’ I sling the rifle over one shoulder and go to collect the animal. It’s still warm, and that makes me even angrier for some reason. ‘I’ll go.’

      ‘I can clean up my own messes.’

      ‘You couldn’t last night,’ I say, referring to when he was sick beside the toilet. ‘Go home and sober up.’

      Without a backwards glance, I keep walking all the way down to the creek that separates our farm from the Wilsons’ acreage. There’s a railroad tie posing as a bridge across the water. Only their dog crosses it, so I’ve no idea why it’s even there. Once a family of four, the Wilson family has dwindled to two—Annie and her mum. They’re Jehovah’s Witnesses, so the only time they step foot on our property is when they’re either looking for their dog or when they’re knocking on doors with bullshit messages about God, hope, and the meaning of life.

      I head up the hill, swearing at a blackberry bush that snags my clothing. When I reach the top, I spot Annie in the horse paddock filling the water trough. She stills when she sees me, gaze dropping to the dog in my arms. She stares at it for a long moment before turning off the hose.

      ‘Your dog was on our property again,’ I say, stopping a few feet from her. ‘You know we have new lambs. I thought he was a fox.’

      I expect her to cry or pray or fall to her knees, but she tucks locks of copper hair behind her ears and continues to stare at the animal with that sad expression on her face.

      ‘What’s your dog’s name again?’ I ask. ‘Moses? Noah?’

      She lifts her gaze, her amber eyes reflecting the light. ‘My dog’s name is Banjo.’

      I had it in my head that it was a Bible name. Now I look like I was being a smart-arse.

      This is the part where I’m supposed to apologise and show some kind of remorse, but I don’t really do apologies—or remorse, for that matter. ‘Want me to bury him?’ I’m always happy to dig a hole in place of words.

      She draws a long breath. ‘I don’t want you to bury my dog, no. You’ll need to ask the Davises about this one.’

      Confused, I look down at the corpse in my arms. ‘This isn’t yours?’

      She shakes her head, and her hair comes loose. ‘Fairly sure it’s the Davises’ new working dog. Her name is Millie.’

      I check the gender of the dog. ‘Ah.’ Probably should have done that before presenting her with a bloodied corpse.

      Annie whistles, and a moment later, a very much alive Banjo comes bounding up to us. His tail stops wagging when he smells the blood, and he walks over to sniff the dog I’m holding.

      ‘Well, make sure yours stays this side of the creek,’ I say, pushing her dog back with my foot. ‘Consider this a preview of things to come.’

      She crinkles her nose. ‘You know, I saw your dad wandering around with a rifle earlier.’

      ‘So?’ It’s messed up that I can be angry at him and protective of him in the same breath.

      She shrugs. ‘So maybe it wasn’t you who shot the dog.’

      And we’re done. ‘Next time I’ll throw the carcass in the creek and save myself the headache.’

      Annie tilts her head. ‘You could’ve done that this time.’

      ‘Aww.’ I smirk. ‘You trying to find the good in me, Wilson?’

      ‘Simply pointing out the facts.’

      It’s time for me to leave, but I don’t. ‘I’d dispose of it now, but we both know your impeccable conscience will have you fishing it out of the water and taking it to the Davis farm yourself.’

      ‘Most people just call that common decency.’

      Turns out Annie Wilson’s a bit of a smart-arse. ‘You’re free to call it whatever you want.’ I look in the direction of the Davis farm. ‘Just do me a favour and don’t mention anything to anyone about seeing my dad with a rifle, okay?’

      ‘You want me to lie?’

      I return my gaze to her. I can’t tell if she’s being serious or simply trying to get a rise out of me. ‘Don’t stress. If news travels around town that I’m killing people’s dogs, no one’s going to come and ask you anything.’

      She swallows and searches my eyes. ‘Do you want me to come with you?’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘To the Davises’.’

      Her words reek of kindness, which I’m absolutely not prepared for. ‘For what reason?’

      She shrugs. ‘Moral support.’

      I stare at her a moment. ‘I thought your kind aren’t allowed to be alone with the opposite sex?’

      Her gaze falls to the dead dog in my arms. ‘I think I’d be reasonably safe in this instance.’

      Why she thinks she would be safe with the guy who just confessed to shooting a dog, I’ve no idea. ‘I don’t need your Christian charity.’

      She appears unfazed by my words, but I doubt much would faze this girl. I’ve heard the things people say to her at school, and I can only imagine what people say when she comes knocking at nine o’clock on a Saturday morning.

      ‘Annie!’

      We both look in the direction of the house, and there’s her mum, standing at the back door, squinting in our direction.

      ‘Just be honest,’ Annie says, increasing the distance between us. ‘They’ll understand if you tell them the truth.’

      I roll my eyes as I turn away. ‘Why don’t you just pray for me instead?’

      ‘And hide the gun,’ she adds, ignoring my last comment. ‘For your dad’s sake.’

      My feet stop, and when I look back at Annie, I see pity. We don’t get much pity around these parts nowadays. It ran out long ago. You get maybe a year to grieve and fall apart after losing a loved one, and then you’re supposed to get on with things. And I did, mostly, but Dad couldn’t. He fell apart even more in the second year. And a little more every year since.

      I nod once at Annie, then walk on.
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      ‘Annie, wait up!’

      I stop short of my locker, dread pooling in my belly, then turn to watch Donna striding towards me.

      ‘Have you had lunch?’ she asks.

      The bell went three minutes ago, and I haven’t even reached my locker. ‘Not yet.’

      ‘Great. Let me get mine. We’ll eat together.’

      Donna Hughes is the only Jehovah’s Witness at my school close to me in age. That’s the basis of our friendship. But if you ask anyone in the congregation about us, they’ll tell you we’re best friends. Never mind the fact that Donna annoys me 95 percent of the time. I’m not entirely sure why. Perhaps it’s the way she tells stories. They always lack a punchline. Sometimes she’ll even laugh despite nothing about it being funny. Or maybe it’s the way she eats a sandwich by tearing small pieces off instead of taking bites. Even her constant ponytail annoys me. She’s worn her hair the same way every day since she was eight.

      I could write an essay on all the things that annoy me about her, and I’d go well over the word limit.

      ‘I’ll meet you at the tables outside,’ I tell her, forcing a smile.

      She touches my arm as she passes me, in that best friend kind of way, and my smile fades the second her back’s turned.

      When I step up to my locker, I find Tamsin Stevenson watching me curiously. She’s rearranging her books in the locker next to mine.

      ‘Why do you hang out with her if you don’t like her?’ she asks me, her voice low.

      It’s a worry that other people are picking up on the fact. ‘I like Donna.’ I hesitate. ‘Just not all the time.’

      Tamsin gives me a look that suggests she doesn’t believe that. ‘Right.’

      She’s one of the few girls at this school who’s always been nice to me. Most people don’t even realise they’re being nasty. It can be so subtle, like simply asking a personal question in front of a large group of people.

      ‘So you’ve never eaten an Easter egg?’ or ‘Don’t you get tired of people telling you to fuck off when you knock on their door?’

      If Tamsin’s around, she usually shuts question time down, sparing me having to answer. Hopefully she knows how grateful I am without me explicitly telling her each time.

      Her gaze goes to the bracelets along my arm. ‘Those are cute. Where did you get them?’

      I close my locker door. ‘I made them.’

      Her eyes widen. ‘Really?’ She catches hold of my wrist, inspecting the bracelets up close. ‘Leather?’

      ‘Yeah. Mostly recycled leather from belts and bags I find in thrift shops. Though this one’s made from an old horse bridle,’ I say, pointing to it.

      ‘Clever thing.’ She lets go of my arm. ‘You know, people pay a lot of money for that kind of jewellery.’

      ‘I can make you one if you want.’

      She tilts her head. ‘Aww. I’d love that.’ Glancing back at her friends who are waiting for her, she adds, ‘You should come down to the courts and shoot with us.’

      I pull my bag down and retrieve my sandwich. ‘I’m not much of a netballer.’

      She laughs. ‘You don’t need to be sporty to join in. We just mess around.’

      I wouldn’t know if I’m sporty. I’ve never been allowed to play team sports. ‘I told Donna I’d meet her.’

      Something behind me catches Tamsin’s eye. When I look over my shoulder, I find Hunter with his friend Sammy walking down the middle of the corridor. Yes, the middle. You can do that when all the other students scamper out of your way. I can’t remember ever seeing him break stride for anyone.

      Hunter glances in my direction, eyes brushing over me. Nothing changes on his face. Then he’s looking forwards again and gone from sight a moment later.

      ‘Is it just me, or does Hunter look to be in a mood?’ Tamsin asks.

      I return my gaze to her. ‘I thought he only had one mood.’

      She laughs at that and leans on her locker. ‘Everyone’s going to Trent’s place at Whistle Beach on Saturday night. You should come.’

      I tug at the corners of my gladwrapped sandwich. ‘You know I don’t go to parties.’

      ‘I know your religion has rules and stuff, but you’re eighteen—an adult. You can legally decide for yourself if you want to come hang out with me, right?’

      I swallow. ‘Right.’

      ‘If you don’t want to, that’s another matter entirely.’

      Of course I want to, but I’m not supposed to associate with people outside the religion. ‘No’ is my automatic response to the few party invitations that come my way. It’s the right answer every time. Most people in this town figured out years ago not to bother asking, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious to go just once. It’s not a birthday party, after all, or part of any pagan celebration. It’s just a simple get-together.

      This is the lie I tell myself.

      ‘It’ll be the last party until exams are done,’ she adds. ‘You could get ready at mine, and we could go together. I’ll see you through the entire thing.’

      It feels a lot like Satan extending his hand right now.

      I’ve never been to a get-together outside of those organised by our congregation, where people gather around the piano and sing kingdom melodies and discuss their field service successes.

      ‘Pray continually, so that you may not enter into temptation’—Matthew 26:41.

      ‘I really can’t,’ I say. ‘But thanks for the invite.’

      She searches my eyes, then nods. ‘I think I’ll keep asking, in case you change your mind.’
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      Donna’s telling me how she watched Titanic with Sister Kelly on Sunday. They ended up turning it off because of the love scene in the car.

      The urge to roll my eyes is strong. ‘I watched it. You don’t even see anything,’ I say, picking at the soggy lettuce in my sandwich.

      ‘The fog on the windows was very suggestive. The hand sliding down the glass was the final straw for Sister Kelly.’ She tears off a piece of sandwich and flattens it between her thumb and forefinger before popping it into her mouth.

      I place mine down on the gladwrap and look across the oval to where kids are disappearing into the trees. ‘You missed the best part of the movie if that’s where you stopped it.’

      Donna tears off another piece of her sandwich. ‘Let me guess. They hit an iceberg.’

      That might have been funny coming from anyone else. I nod in the direction of the trees. ‘Do you think there’s a fight happening?’ The clearing between the school and the golf course is a common place for airing grievances.

      She tosses her ponytail over her shoulder and squints in the direction of the trees. ‘Probably. I saw Mason Clarke throw an apple core at Sammy Carter earlier. No idea why. Hunter stepped in, always the guard dog. Then Mason said something about Hunter’s dad being a drunk and his mum dying of embarrassment. A moment later it was on. Mr Petros separated them, but it was fairly obvious they weren’t done.’

      I’m stuck on the part where Mason told Hunter his mum died of embarrassment. Hunter’s mum died of breast cancer six years back. She had fought hard for three years before it spread to her lymph nodes and lungs. ‘You think it’s a fight between Mason and Hunter?’

      Donna shrugs. ‘Hunter’s always looking for an excuse to clock someone.’

      I pick up my sandwich and toss it into the bin. ‘I’m going to wander over.’

      Her eyes widen. ‘What? Why?’

      It’s a reasonable question. ‘To see what’s happening.’

      ‘You can’t leave the school grounds without a lunch pass.’

      ‘The whole school is leaving the grounds right now.’

      Donna stands up. ‘They’ll be fighting.’

      I start walking because I know she’ll continue all day if I don’t. ‘I’ll see you later.’

      ‘I’m going to find Mr Petros,’ she says, smoothing down her oversized school dress.

      Ignoring her, I head for the trees. I hear the fighting well before I see it, people shouting and cheering. When I step out into the clearing, I see everyone gathered in a giant circle. No one’s trying to stop them, which means every person there is a spectator. I squeeze my way through so I can see who’s fighting. It might sound crazy, but I swear I can feel Hunter’s energy before I lay eyes on him.

      I still when I see him in the middle, Mason circling him. At least it appears to be an even fight. I flinch when Hunter lunges forwards and punches Mason in the face—not once but twice. Blood smears his teeth. That should be the end of it.

      You hit him in the face, Hunter.

      You drew blood.

      You win.

      But Mason’s stepping up for more, and Hunter looks like he’s just warming up. I’ve never seen violence in real life like this before—or even on TV, for that matter. It’s a lot. I should leave, but I don’t. I stand there watching, still and mute.

      Hunter finally takes a step back from Mason and asks, ‘Are you done?’

      Mason runs at him, preparing to tackle him to the ground. Hunter shoves him back, feet moving again and eyes trained on his opponent. Those eyes flick briefly in my direction, and his fists drop a few inches. Mason takes advantage of the distraction and throws a punch into Hunter’s stomach. It’s the only one he’s landed since I arrived—and I suspect it’s my fault.

      Hunter has Mason on the ground a beat later, pressing a knee into his ribs. Mason covers his face with his arms while Hunter lays into him.

      Just when I think I’m either going to faint or vomit, Mr Petros pushes through the crowd of students.

      ‘Hey!’ He pulls Hunter off Mason and shoves him back, jabbing a finger in the direction of the school. ‘Mr Trest’s office—now!’

      I half expect Hunter to start punching him too, but he backs up, eyeing Mason before turning away. His blazing eyes are a startling shade of blue as they meet mine. His face is glistening with sweat, but there’s not one mark on it. I drop my gaze and move aside as he brushes past me and sets off for the principal’s office.

      Students are dispersing like uncovered mice around me now. Donna was right. I should never have left the school grounds. I’m not a rule breaker. I’m having trouble looking away from a very pale and bloodied Mason, who’s now being helped to his feet.

      ‘I expected better from you, Annie,’ Mr Petros says, glancing in my direction.

      That’s when I realise I’m the only student still standing there.

      ‘Sorry, sir.’ And I mean it. I’m sorry I left school grounds, sorry I stood idle while someone was hurt, and sorry for the relief I feel that Hunter walked away mostly unscathed.

      Mason spits blood onto the ground and wipes angry tears off his cheeks.

      ‘Grab his shoe, would you?’ Mr Petros says, nodding towards the black runner lying a few feet away. I didn’t even see it come off.

      I run to retrieve it, then follow a stern-faced Mr Petros and limping Mason all the way to the infirmary. Mason sinks down into the chair and hangs his head in his hands. Because I have no idea what he needs, I slide the sick bucket close to him, then place the discarded shoe beside it.

      ‘You can go,’ Mr Petros tells me.

      I back out of the much too small room, almost colliding with the school nurse in the process. As I pass the principal’s office, I glimpse Hunter through the open door. My feet stop involuntarily when he looks in my direction, his expression completely unreadable.

      ‘Close the door,’ I hear Mr Trest say.

      Hunter rises from his chair and walks slowly over, watching me the whole time. A moment later, the door clicks shut between us.
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      The school banned me from catching the bus at the beginning of year eleven because I got into a fight with someone over something I can’t even remember. The ban was only a year, but now I’m so used to walking, I haven’t bothered with the bus since. It’s not that far. Forty minutes if I’m dragging my feet, which is most of the time. My home is not the kind you rush home to—especially today.

      The principal called Dad to tell him that Mason’s parents are within their rights to press charges, and I can’t decide if that phone call will make him drink more or less this afternoon.

      I move off the road and head down the slope towards the tall gums that shade the creek. My feet slow when I see Annie Wilson sitting atop her school bag at the creek’s edge, watching the water. I don’t know if she’s thinking or praying or what. All I do know is that we’ve seen enough of each other today. I’m guessing she got more than she bargained for when she showed up at that fight. Her horror was written all over her face.

      I’m about to head back to the road when I hear a male voice say, ‘You drop your Bible in the water?’

      I look to the creek and see Lee White and two of his dickhead mates on the other side.

      Annie rises, picks up her bag, and walks away. That should be the end of it, but the trio start to follow her.

      I’ve gotten into enough trouble today, so the best thing for me to do is leave—but I don’t. I’m curious to see how she’ll handle this, so I head back down the slope towards her.

      J-dubs believe in turning the other cheek and all that shit, so Annie’s well-rehearsed at polite silences. I’ve watched her navigate these types of situations with an annoying amount of grace my whole life.

      ‘I heard you came to Trent’s house on the weekend,’ Lee calls to her. ‘With one of your little pamphlets.’

      His friends smile at the ground.

      ‘His mum said you stepped in cow dung on your walk up the drive,’ Lee continues. ‘Their house smelled like shit for days.’

      Annie glances in their direction but doesn’t say anything.

      ‘I heard his dad used the leaflet to wipe his arse,’ Lee keeps going when he doesn’t get a response.

      I’m almost at the creek when I reply, ‘If he’s using junk mail to wipe his arse, that might explain the smell in the house.’

      All eyes are on me now, all smiles gone.

      Annie turns to face me, her expression guarded.

      ‘Let’s go,’ I tell her.

      Her eyebrows come together. ‘Where?’

      ‘Home.’

      She glances again in the direction of the others, then runs to catch up with me.

      I look over my shoulder to make sure the others aren’t following and see their retreating backs. Turning back to Annie, I ask, ‘Why don’t you just tell them to piss off and be done with it?’

      ‘Easier to just ignore them.’ She watches the trail. ‘You should try it some time.’

      I roll my eyes in her direction. ‘Must be so lonely up there all by yourself on that high horse.’

      ‘It’s not so bad.’

      My lips twitch. ‘Should’ve let Lee walk you home.’

      ‘I’m honestly surprised you didn’t.’ She watches me a moment. ‘Did you get hurt today?’

      I shake my head. ‘Was surprised to see you there.’

      She dodges a puddle before falling into step with me once more. ‘I regret going. Hearing about these things is one thing. Seeing it in person is something else.’

      I’d never admit it, but I was distracted by her being there. I’m not really sure why. ‘Well, I certainly didn’t invite you.’ I look down at her feet when I notice her limping slightly. ‘What’s wrong with your foot?’

      ‘Nothing. I think there’s a stone in my shoe.’

      I stop and turn to her. ‘Then get rid of it so we can get home before dark.’ The agitation in my voice isn’t because of the delay but because she didn’t speak up sooner.

      She balances on one foot and tugs off her shoe, shaking it until a stone falls out. When she begins to tilt, I grab hold of her backpack to keep her steady because I don’t think she’d appreciate my hands on her.

      Her eyes travel up to mine as her foot lands back on the ground. ‘Thanks.’

      We resume walking.

      ‘How much trouble did you get into?’ she asks.

      ‘I didn’t get suspended, which’s surprising. I got something far worse.’

      She looks up. ‘Worse than getting suspended?’

      I nod. ‘I’ll be cleaning tables during lunch for the rest of the month.’

      Her eyebrows come together. ‘How is that worse?’

      ‘Because someone’s going to make a smart-arse comment about it, and then I’ll probably end up in another fight.’

      She holds on to the straps of her backpack. ‘You could be the bigger person and ignore them.’

      I glance sideways at her. ‘And run away, like you?’

      ‘Should I have stayed and fought them?’

      I note the glint of amusement in her eyes. ‘That depends. Could you win?’

      ‘I do have God on my side.’

      The corners of my mouth lift. ‘You’d want to be damn sure before taking on three of them.’

      She’s watching her feet again. ‘What do you get out of it? The fighting?’

      That’s a ballsy question. I’m not obligated to answer, but I do. ‘I get people leaving me alone for a while.’

      She looks up at me. ‘That makes no sense. You’re the most left-alone person at the school.’

      ‘Because when I’m unhappy, I express it.’

      She watches me. ‘You really hurt Mason today.’

      ‘I also taught him a valuable lesson.’

      ‘Oh yeah? What lesson’s that?’

      ‘To think twice before he opens his fucking mouth.’ I see her flinch. It’s subtle, but I see it. ‘I know being bullied comes with being a J-dub, but do you have to make it so easy for people?’

      She shrugs. ‘I’m kind like that.’

      ‘Well, it comes across as weak.’

      Her elbow bumps my arm, so she widens the distance between us. ‘You think beating someone up makes you strong?’

      It’s rhetorical, so I don’t answer.

      ‘It takes more strength to remain silent,’ she says, looking around. ‘Return evil for evil to no one.’

      ‘That a quote from one of your pamphlets?’

      Her eyes return to me. ‘Yes, actually.’

      I hold her gaze. ‘That’s how you want this conversation to go? You want to preach at me?’

      Her cheeks colour. ‘No.’

      ‘What would you be saying if your God couldn’t hear you right now?’

      ‘He’s not my God.’

      I look heavenwards. ‘Fine. If the God couldn’t hear you right now, what would you say to me? Since it’s a hypothetical question, your reply doesn’t count as saying it.’

      ‘Haven’t you ever heard the phrase “God is everywhere”?’

      I shake my head and notice her looking over her shoulder. ‘What’s wrong now?’

      She stops. ‘We’re far enough from them now. You should go on ahead.’

      I turn, noting the discomfort on her face. ‘Is that because you’ll get in trouble for walking home with a boy?’

      She looks away. ‘I’ve already endured a lecture on clothing choice this week. Not in the mood for a second topic.’

      I regard her much-too-big clothes. She could do with sizing down, but it’s hardly worthy of a lecture. ‘What’s the problem?’

      She hesitates, then swallows. ‘Modesty.’

      My mouth turns up. ‘Someone lectured you about modesty? What, did you flash an ankle or something?’

      She stares at my chest, not answering.

      The rules this girl lives by are crazy. ‘Could you walk home with me if I were a J-dub?’

      ‘No. We have to be chaperoned with all men, all the time.’

      I let out a long whistle. ‘How are so many of you married if you can never be alone?’

      ‘It’s a long answer that you probably aren’t interested in hearing anyway.’ She gestures for me to start walking. ‘And since you have the emotional maturity of a toddler, I think I’ll save my breath.’

      ‘Wow. That’s not very Christian of you, Wilson. What happened to return evil for evil to no one?’

      She steps past me, deciding to walk ahead of me instead. ‘I suddenly remembered Matthew 5:38. “Eye for an eye.”’ She lifts her hand in a wave while walking away. ‘Have fun cleaning tables at school.’

      My mouth curls into a smile. ‘And you have fun at Bible study. Chaperoned, of course.’

      Annie glances over her shoulder, then breaks into a jog.
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      ‘What are you doing up so early?’ Mum asks, flicking the kettle on and dragging the container of teabags to her.

      I rub my eyes and glance at the clock. ‘I have exams coming up, remember?’

      She gets two mugs from the cupboard above her and drops teabags into them, despite the fact that I prefer to drink coffee in the mornings. Nowhere in the Bible does it say we aren’t allowed to drink coffee. The organisation tells us to make our own decision about it and not judge others for theirs. But at some point, Mum made the decision for both of us, and turning eighteen doesn’t seem to count for much. So when she places the tea in front of me, I say thank you and drink it.

      ‘Do you know Tamsin from school?’ I ask as I’m packing up my books.

      Mum rests a hip on the bench, watching me. ‘Her dad’s a solicitor, yes?’

      I nod, barely believing what I’m about to say. ‘She invited me over tomorrow night.’

      ‘To her house?’

      Another nod.

      Mum blows on her tea. ‘Do you have a school assignment together or something?’

      ‘No. She invited me to just… sleep over and hang out.’

      I’m met with a worried sigh.

      ‘That’s just asking for trouble. We all know how worldly girls that age spend their Saturday nights.’

      I scrape my teeth over my lip. ‘I don’t, actually. I’ve never been with any of them on a Saturday night.’

      Mum’s face pinches with worry. ‘Annie. Please be smart. I’m sure Tamsin’s a lovely girl, but she doesn’t live by Jehovah’s moral standards.’

      Irritation pulses through me. ‘That doesn’t mean she’s without morals.’

      Another sigh. ‘I know it’s tempting, but why make life harder for yourself?’

      My foot bounces furiously under the table. ‘Can I ask you something?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘The other day, when Brother Oliver spoke to me about my skirt, did you agree with him?’

      She frowns at the question, clearly not following. ‘When he commented on the length?’

      ‘Yes, when he commented on the length.’

      She turns the cup in her hands. ‘I mean, I could see his point once it was brought to our attention. Why are you asking about that now?’

      ‘Because I thought it was ridiculous.’ I should stop there, but I don’t. ‘And inappropriate.’

      ‘Inappropriate how?’

      My hands are clamming up. ‘They’re knees, Mum. And he’s the only person who noticed them.’

      ‘Because he was on the platform looking down, a bird’s-eye view.’

      ‘They’re knees.’ I’m not sure why I think emphasis will help her understand my point. ‘Never mind.’

      She sets her cup down. ‘They must draw a line somewhere, or we’ll have sisters walking around in miniskirts.’

      I stand up, stuffing my books into the open bag on the next chair.

      ‘“The women should adorn themselves in appropriate dress,” Mum says, “with modesty and soundness of mind.” 1 Timothy 2:9. These are Jehovah’s wishes, not Brother Oliver’s.’

      I zip up my bag. ‘Okay. Well, I’m going to stay at Tamsin’s house tomorrow.’

      She looks stunned for a moment. ‘What’s actually going on here?’

      ‘Nothing’s going on. I’m simply letting you know my plans for the weekend.’

      Her lips flatten into a thin line. ‘Do you need to talk to someone?’

      ‘Like who?’

      ‘Like one of your spiritual sisters.’

      ‘Why? So they can set me back on God’s path?’ Guilt floods me as I leave the room, but I don’t back down. I swim in it. Thankfully, swimming lessons were on the approved list of extracurricular activities growing up.

      Mum follows me to my bedroom. ‘Sister Jane said you can call her anytime if you need someone to chat to.’

      Sister Jane smells permanently of tinned soup and hasn’t lived in the real world for more than fifty years. She has both elders on speed dial in order to report any suspicious behaviour within the congregation.

      ‘I’ll ask her to come visit after school today,’ Mum says when I don’t reply. ‘It’ll be good for you, and she’ll love feeling needed. It must get very lonely living up in those hills by herself.’

      ‘That’s on her. She chose to cut off her entire family.’

      Mum stiffens in the doorway, confirming I’ve gone too far.

      ‘Sorry,’ I say quietly.

      She straightens. ‘Sister Jane’s spiritual family extends all over the world.’

      ‘Then I guess she’s very lucky.’ I wonder if Mum actually believes half the things that come out of her mouth. Does she really think her spiritual brothers and sisters will ever replace the husband and daughter missing from this house?

      Mum watches me change my clothes and step into my sneakers. I don’t bother with the laces.

      ‘Why are you leaving so early?’

      ‘Because I need to use the computers at school.’ And I can’t breathe in this house.

      ‘You haven’t had breakfast.’

      ‘I’m not hungry.’ I swing my bag over my shoulder. ‘And I’m working after school today, so please don’t call Sister Jane.’

      She follows me to the front door. ‘What time will you finish work?’

      ‘Normal time.’

      ‘You’ll be here for dinner?’

      The panic in her voice makes me look back at her. I’m all she has left, and spending a night with a worldly acquaintance threatens that. ‘I’m always here for dinner, Mum.’

      She nods, her grip on the door frame easing. ‘We can prepare for the Watchtower study since you won’t be here tomorrow night.’

      I take the olive branch. ‘Okay.’
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      I get caught up in the computer room trying to get the printer to work, which means I’m late to 2D art. Rushing in, I look around at the full tables. Tamsin’s not here, but Hunter Reed is. This is the only class I have with him, and so far, we’ve managed to ignore each other entirely during that time. Hunter usually has a table meant for eight people all to himself. He prefers it that way. How do I know? Because of the death stares he casts at those who dare to approach.

      Given the convenient location of the table, my lateness, the lack of alternatives, and the fact that he was willing to be seen in public with me yesterday, I wonder if he might make an exception this time.

      He glances in my direction, acknowledging my existence briefly. Encouraged, I approach, sliding into the chair opposite him.

      He looks up abruptly. ‘What are you doing?’

      I open my pencil case and rifle around for a grey lead. ‘Art.’

      He stares at me. ‘I hope you don’t think because I saved your arse down at the creek last night that we’re friends now.’

      I meet his stare. ‘And I hope you don’t think that me sitting in the chair farthest from you at this enormous table when there are no other options is an extension of friendship.’

      Nothing changes on his face. ‘I need a lot of space to draw.’

      ‘And I need quiet.’

      His eyes remain on me for a few more seconds. Then he returns his attention to his sketch pad.

      Miss Talbert looks up from where she’s fiddling with the VCR. ‘You can get on with your projects, guys. I’m just setting this up for later.’

      Tamsin rushes into the room, giving Miss Talbert an apologetic look and mouthing, ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Find a seat, please,’ Miss Talbert says, crouching in front of the power point.

      Tamsin spots me, then looks at Hunter. Her eyebrows lift slightly. ‘Generous of you to share your table,’ she says to Hunter as she slides into the seat next to me.

      He looks up briefly. ‘Oh, I didn’t share. Wilson just can’t take a hint.’

      Tamsin gives me a look.

      Ignoring Hunter’s comment, I say, ‘Is that invitation still open for tomorrow? If not, that’s fine.’

      A grin splits Tamsin’s face. ‘You’re really going to come?’

      Her smile is contagious. ‘Only if you haven’t made other plans.’

      She waves off the suggestion. ‘Even if I had, I’d change them. This is huge. Annie Wilson’s stepping out.’

      Hunter leans back in his chair, looking across the table at me. ‘You’re going to a party.’

      I nod.

      He looks almost annoyed. ‘Why?’

      ‘I need a reason?’

      He makes a face. ‘There’ll be drinking, smoking. People hooking up.’

      ‘There’ll also be dancing and fun,’ Tamsin says. ‘Stop scaring her.’

      Hunter’s eyes never leave mine. ‘Am I scaring you, Wilson?’

      I shake my head. ‘No.’

      He returns his attention to his work.

      Tamsin leans in and whispers, ‘We’ll just go for a few hours, and we can leave whenever you want. What do you like to drink? I’ll pick something up for us.’

      ‘Wilson doesn’t drink,’ Hunter says without looking up.

      I cut my eyes to him. ‘Just because I don’t get drunk doesn’t mean I don’t drink.’

      He looks up. ‘Oh yeah? What’s your poison?’

      ‘Are you asking as a friend?’

      We stare at each other a moment, breaking eye contact only when Miss Talbert claps her hands. Everyone falls silent and looks in her direction.

      ‘Right. Well, I can’t seem to get the VCR working, so we’ll just keep going with our final pieces. I know some of you are struggling, so I might pair you guys up for the lesson so you can share ideas with your partner. Work through any problems you have. Get inspired.’

      Hunter crosses his arms and tips his head back. No surprise that he’s not a fan of study partners.

      ‘Tamsin, you can go with Amy,’ the teacher says, walking between the tables. She stops when she reaches me, then looks at Hunter.

      I know what she’s going to say before she says it.

      ‘Annie, I’m going to put you with Hunter. You have very different styles and ideas. I think that will help you both.’

      Hunter sits up straight. ‘I don’t need a partner. I’ve got plenty of ideas.’

      Saw that coming a mile away.

      ‘Well, Mr Reed, I’d know that if you had submitted your plan to me on time.’ She walks on, calling out more names.

      Tamsin picks up her books and says to Hunter, ‘Be nice,’ before walking over to sit with Amy.

      ‘Okay. Let’s go,’ Miss Talbert calls, clapping her hands again. ‘I want lots of feedback and sharing of ideas.’

      Hunter doesn’t move, so it falls on me to do so. I rise, picking up my stuff and walking around to the other side of the table. The closer I get to him, the brighter his eyes burn in my direction. It feels a lot like approaching an aggressive dog and trying to read their body language to know if you’re about to be bitten.

      He reaches for the chair next to his, dragging it back from the table. The legs screech against the floor for endless seconds, drawing the attention of everyone in the room. I lower myself into it.

      The second my book hits the table, he picks it up and flicks through it. ‘I don’t think we’re going to be much help to each other judging by these pretty little drawings.’

      I take it from his hands.

      ‘Why are you going to this party tomorrow?’ he asks.

      The question catches me off guard. ‘Because I haven’t been to one before.’

      ‘So you’re rebelling?’

      I give him a tired look.

      ‘Most kids rebel before they’re legally allowed to do whatever the hell they want,’ he says.

      I reach for his sketchbook. When he doesn’t stop me, I flick through it. Ink drawings of slaughtered pigs hanging on butcher hooks fill the pages. ‘These are… disturbing.’

      ‘You feel disturbed?’

      ‘Yes,’ I say, closing it and handing it back to him.

      He nods. ‘Good.’

      ‘That’s good?’

      ‘Yeah. You felt something. That’s the point of art, isn’t it?’

      I swallow. ‘I see. This is your way of saying you didn’t feel anything when you looked at mine.’

      ‘Besides bored?’

      I look down at my drawing of a young woman with her horse, then mutter, ‘Let’s just work independently.’

      ‘And disobey the teacher? You really are rebelling.’

      ‘Technically you’re disobeying the teacher by being rude instead of helpful.’

      He leans his elbows on the table. ‘I was being honest. Your technique’s good. The subject matter’s just a bit dry.’

      I look down again, studying the drawing. ‘What would you change?’

      ‘The girl.’ He pauses. ‘And the horse.’

      I tilt my head at him.

      He exhales. ‘Fine. What do you want people to feel when they look at it?’

      ‘It’s a reunion. I want people to feel happy.’ When he doesn’t say anything, I look at him. He’s staring at the page, the skin between his eyebrows pinched. ‘What?’

      He brushes a finger down his nose. ‘Is that Bridget?’

      It’s a logical conclusion, but I’m not ready to hear my sister’s name—especially from Hunter Reed’s mouth. Bridget’s a true horse girl. She only cried once the day she left, and it was when she was saying goodbye to her beloved Charlie. I’d watched through the window as her face collapsed before she buried it in the gelding’s mane. Her shoulders shook for a full minute.

      ‘Looks like your horse,’ Hunter says, gesturing to the page.

      I touch the drawing. Charlie’s the reason I hold out hope of seeing her again. Mum was so confident her eldest would come crawling back. That’s the reason we still have him.

      It’s been three years.

      ‘The girl looks a bit like Bridget,’ Hunter adds, ‘if she were a puppet.’

      My mouth falls open as I meet his eyes once more. ‘That’s… so rude.’ But as I say it, I can’t keep from smiling.

      ‘It’s the muppet mouth,’ he says, pointing.

      I swat at his hand, glimpsing a smirk as he retreats. It’s gone as quickly as it came.

      We work independently for the rest of the class, the silence between us not as uncomfortable as one would expect. When the bell rings at the end of the period, he’s gone before I’ve even finished packing up.

      ‘Was it awful?’ Tamsin asks, appearing beside me.

      I glance at the door Hunter exited through moments earlier. ‘No. No, it was fine.’
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      Sunday morning meeting, Sunday afternoon field service, Monday night Bible study with Sister Jane, Tuesday night Bible study with half the congregation, Wednesday night preparation for Thursday’s meeting, Friday night preparation for Sunday’s meeting, and Saturday field service. This is the time I give to Jehovah each week. And I’ve done so my whole life without resentment, fitting the rest of my life in around these priorities. However, the resentment is creeping in. I’m not entirely sure who or what I’m resenting, but I’m feeling a little robbed of life lately.

      We meet at Brother Sam’s house for field service at 8:45 a.m., passing the oval on the way there, where families are settling in for a day of netball, footy, meat pies, and socialising. This is how people my age spend their Saturdays. Soon, we’ll visit their empty houses and make a note to come back. Or perhaps someone will be home to tell us they’re not interested. Or they won’t bother answering the door at all, and we’ll pretend we didn’t just see the curtain move.

      Everyone takes a seat, and as I look around the circle, I see they’re genuinely happy to be here. Seeing others embrace this life with enthusiasm evokes a loneliness so deep that my bones ache with it.

      ‘Any preferences for groups?’ Brother Oliver asks, looking around.

      Sister Jane’s hand shoots up. ‘I’d like to work with Annie.’

      I look accusingly at Mum, but she’s conveniently busy flicking through the Watchtower magazine in her lap. When Donna raises her hand and asks if she can go in our car, I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes. There’s no escaping her—unless I leave the school grounds to watch a fight.

      Mum joins the party, and the four of us climb into Sister Jane’s Holden Camry. The door’s hinges are rusted, and it requires two hands to pull it shut.

      ‘Door’s not closed properly, love,’ Sister Jane says into the rear-view mirror.

      I wince as it screeches open, then pull it hard.

      ‘Still not shut,’ Donna says beside me.

      I open it again, slamming it harder. The light above the door remains on.

      Sister Jane laughs. ‘Put some muscle into it, dear.’

      This time, I slam it so hard my mum jumps a foot in the air and the car rocks through the aftershock. Finally, the light is off.

      ‘I think that got it,’ Sister Jane says, turning the key in the ignition.

      I glance sideways at Donna because she’s staring at me. ‘What?’

      ‘Are you okay?’

      I nod and look out the window.

      Mum and Jane begin talking about the swooping magpies outside the Kingdom Hall. Donna leans in and says quietly, ‘I hear there’s going to be an announcement at the meeting tomorrow.’

      I look back at her, taking the bait. ‘About what?’

      She flicks her gaze to the front to ensure the others aren’t listening. ‘Sister Carly has been seen a number of times with a worldly guy from Turram. Always unchaperoned. Brother Bill apparently saw them at that fishing spot past the rocks at Whistle Beach.’

      I wait to feel some semblance of outrage at this news, but I feel nothing. ‘Maybe they were fishing.’

      Donna waits for the conversation in the front seat to resume before responding. ‘I mean, they had fishing rods, but who knows? They were well away from the main beach.’

      I nod slowly. ‘Dad used to catch flathead there at high tide. They’d just swim right up to him.’

      Her face contorts with pity. ‘Have you spoken to him lately?’

      ‘He phones every week.’ We just have little to say to each other. He’s moved on from this life, the religion, his friends. His family. I know he’s seeing someone because there’s always telling noises in the background when we speak on the phone. The clink of dishes or the distant hum of a vacuum cleaner. Not the noises of a guest but a resident. He’s never mentioned it, and I’ve never asked. We don’t talk about anything outside of school, work, and the pets. Not Mum. Not Bridget. Even post-graduation plans are off limits. Contentious.

      ‘I thought we might call upon Kevin Reed,’ Sister Jane announces.

      I snap my gaze to the rear-view mirror.

      ‘He wasn’t in a good way last
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