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Abstract
My study takes the form of an exegesis and young adult novel, and aims to unearth narrative
strategies of telling story about mothers and daughters that reverse Freudian-based narrative
plots of the mother-daughter relationship. I also seek to determine how authors of young
adult fiction go about exploring the adolescent daughter-mother relationship, while still
retaining appeal to their target audience. There is an expressed concern about the limited
ways in which mothers and daughters are portrayed in young adult fiction. Researchers in the
field of young adult literature have argued that the influence of patriarchal discourse in regard
to the mother-adolescent daughter relationship impedes the representation of positive and
empowering mother-daughter relationships in young adult fiction. In order to address these
concerns, a framework of questions to be applied to the reading of the mother-daughter
relationship in the selected sample of young adult novels novels was constructed from the
research literature and feminist narrative theory. This framework of questions - along with
Carol Gilligan’s ‘Listening Guide’ - was an extremely useful method of extracting relevant
details about the mother-daughter relationships in the novels. Key themes emerged from the
application of the framework of questions and the Listening Guide to the readings of the
novels. Ultimately, this enabled me to construct my own framework of narrative devices that
may be used by authors to tell stories about empowering and mutual relationships between
mothers and daughters in young adult literature. Some of these devices had not been
identified before in feminist narrative theory. The narrative strategies identified have been
utilised to inform and inspire the depiction of the mother-daughter relationship in my own
young adult novel, Scar. The results of my study demonstrate that contemporary authors are
moving towards employing narrative strategies that have been constructed from feminist
discourses. I was able to confirm from my research that it is possible for authors of young
adult fiction to explore meaningful mother-daughter narratives, while still retaining appeal to
their adolescent readers. My novel Scar attempts to reverse the Freudian script that speaks of
separation between mother and daughter, and neglect of the voice of the maternal.
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Exegesis

INTRODUCTION
“What remains unwritten is the story about how connection between mother and daughter...
remains a strength, not an immaturity” (Apter, 1990, p.1).

I have long had a compulsion to write a young adult novel in which the relationship between a
teenage girl and her mother is an important element of the plot. This compulsion centres
around my own fascination with the many aspects of and layers to the mother-adolescent
daughter relationship, and the diversity of ways in which this relationship can be written
about in young adult fiction. Love, rage, attachment, conflict – all the necessary ingredients
are there to make for compelling reading. My interest – from the point of view of both a
writer and a daughter – has led me to listen to the voices of mothers and daughters in
contemporary young adult fiction.
What I have discovered is an expressed concern about the ways in which mothers and
daughters are portrayed in contemporary young adult fiction. This concern comes from
researchers, writers of young adult fiction, and young adult services librarians and teachers.
The concern is that relationships between mothers and daughters in young adult fiction are
either neglected completely, or are often portrayed as being destructive or conflict-ridden.
This is a concern which has emerged across several decades, going back to studies conducted
in the 1970s.
Recent observations made by authors of young adult fiction and young adult services
librarians via online blogs and forums suggest that adolescents view their parents as inept and
clueless and so would prefer that the parents in the fiction they read exhibit these more
‘realistic’ qualities. Additionally, with the parents (mostly the mothers) out of the way, the
adolescent protagonists can solve their own problems and achieve independence, which is of
more interest to adolescent readers than having parents who are available and being there to
help solve problems (Ockler 2010, Burns 2010, Wetta 2013, Kephart, 2010).
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There are also concerns that presenting the identities of mothers in young adult novels might
be difficult, given the conventional emphasis on presenting the narrative from the teen
protagonist’s point-of-view (Crew, 2000, p.23; Beere, 2000, p.224).
I propose, however, that presenting a narrative from the perspective of the adolescent does not
necessarily mean that the voices of mothers need to be restricted. Beere suggests that
researchers might want to explore whether, or how, fictional narratives for children and
adolescents might represent parents and other adults, particularly mothers, as having
identities, interests and desires that are independent of their relationships with their children,
but no less legitimate for being so, while still retaining their appeal to their target audience
(Beere, 2000, p.305). Since Beere made this suggestion, a review of the research literature
has not revealed any contemporary studies which have been conducted in regard to the ways
in which the voices of mothers might be heard in young adult novels without alienating the
adolescent reader. This gap in the literature will, therefore, be addressed in my study.
Additionally, researchers have not recently focused on the uncovering of narrative devices
which might work to reverse the constrained and limited portrayals of mothers and daughters
in young adult literature. Where such literature does exist it is in regard either to children’s
fiction, or adult fiction or biography, rather than young adult literature. In light of these gaps
in the research literature, it became important for me to discover ways in which young adult
authors might go about giving voice to the mother within the narrative and what narrative
devices may be used to disrupt patriarchal representations of mothers and daughters.
My study takes the form of both a critical essay, and a novel written for a young adult
audience. Considering the argument that many young adult novels still subscribe to the
Freudian-based theory that girls must separate from the mother in order to reach maturity, the
aim of my study is to unearth narrative strategies of telling story about mothers and daughters
that reverse or contradict Freudian-based narrative plots of the mother-daughter relationship.
I also seek to determine how authors of young adult fiction go about exploring the adolescent
daughter-mother relationship, while still retaining appeal to their target audience. I then
observe the ways in which these narrative strategies have been utilised in a selection of
contemporary Australian young adult novels, and identify narrative strategies used in these
texts that may not have been identified to date in the research literature. The narrative
strategies I have identified have been utilised to inform and inspire the depiction of the
mother-daughter relationship in my own young adult novel, Scar.
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The Literature Review provides a discussion of both Freudian theories of mother-daughter
relationships, and previous research that has been conducted on the mother-daughter
relationship in young adult fiction. In order to understand how patriarchal teachings about the
mother-daughter relationship have informed mother-daughter narratives in young adult
fiction, I include in the Literature Review chapter a brief discussion of Freud’s Oedipus
theory, which was built upon by later analysts of adolescent psychology. This discussion
illuminates the limited ways in which the mother-daughter relationship was viewed in
traditional psychoanalytic theory.
The Literature Review also provides a discussion of the ways in which mother-daughter
relationships have been portrayed in young adult fiction, providing a brief coverage of
scholarly research conducted in the 1970s through to the 1990s and, finally, focussing on
what research uncovers from the year 2000 onwards. The findings from these studies – and
the methodologies used – have proved useful in assisting me to identify research gaps that my
study seeks to fill, limitations in these studies, along with what methodologies would work
best for my own study. Much of the existing research on the portrayal of mothers and
daughters in adolescent literature is based on less recent studies, and has an American focus.
There are no Australian contemporary studies which seek to analyse ways in which mothers
and daughters are represented in young adult fiction narratives from the year 2000 onwards.
The Construction of Framework chapter discusses the ways in which a variety of different
methods have worked effectively together in order to allow me to collect relevant data for the
purposes of my study. A review of the research literature relevant to my study, along with
feminist narrative theory, enabled me to identify ways in which mother-adolescent daughter
relationships in young adult texts have been constrained. By reversing these negative
narrative devices I have been able to construct a framework of questions to be applied to my
reading of a sample of contemporary Australian young adult novels. I also applied Carol
Gilligan’s analytical tool, The Listening Guide, to my reading of, or ‘listening’ to, the voices
of mothers and daughters in the sample of novels. This tool revealed additional and
sometimes more meaningful and revealing readings of the mother-daughter narratives in the
novels.
Key themes emerged from the application of the framework of questions and the Listening
Guide to my readings of the selected sample of contemporary novels. Ultimately, these
3

themes enabled me to construct my own framework of narrative devices that may be used by
authors to tell stories about empowering and mutual relationships between mothers and
daughters in young adult literature. This framework of narrative devices is revealed via a
discussion of the selected young adult novels in the Results chapter. My discussion of results
also reveals the way in which my own young adult novel Scar utilises some of these narrative
devices. Use of these narrative devices in my novel aim to reveal the way in which mothers
and daughters can both be presented as strong individuals within a young adult novel, and the
way in which an enduring connection with the mother can provide healing and enrichment to
an adolescent daughter.
Parsons, Sawers and McInally stressed the importance of the “integral role that texts for
children play in the construction of culture and conscious/unconscious gendered identity
formation” (Parsons et al, 2008, p. 373). It is important at this point to clarify the way in
which gender differs from sex, as the concept of gender is raised several times throughout this
study. Whereas sex refers to biological differences (internal and external sex organs), gender
describes the characteristics that a society or culture delineates as masculine or feminine
(Nobelius 2004). Butler, however, reconceives sex itself as culturally and socially
constructed, arguing that “the truth of sex, along with the suggestion that such a thing exists,
is produced via the same regulatory practices that produce the norms of gender” (Brady and
Schirato, 2001, p.33).

To further unpack this concept, Butler suggests that our understanding of physical bodies is a
product of social conditioning, and that gender is the cultural means by which ‘a natural sex’
is produced and established: it is a politically neutral surface on which culture acts (Brady and
Schirato, 2001, p.36). Butler argues that gender is not a noun nor a set of free floating
attributes, but rather gender is performative, a ‘doing’ (Butler 1990, pp.24-5). Therefore our
identities are the effect of our performance. Anybody could exhibit any gender “and maintain
the integrity of its sexed embodiment” (Brady and Schirato, 2001, p.34)

It could thus be argued that if overwhelmingly gender-biased and limiting portrayals of
mothers and daughters continue to be represented in young adult fiction, then these portrayals
can work towards reinforcing a cultural and social discourse which associates femininity with
negative traits such as jealousy or weakness (with mothers portrayed as ‘competing’ with
their daughters or allowing their daughters to treat them with contempt). If overwhelmingly
4

negative mother-daughter relationships are portrayed in young adult fiction, then this
discourse may be reinforced into our society. It is important that mother-daughter narratives
in young adult fiction also represent positive and empowering mother-daughter relationships
in order to assist adolescent readers construct a more empowering concept of gender.

The findings from this study aim to fill a gap in the literature through being one of the first to
examine ways in which authors of young adult literature might write more empowering
mother-adolescent daughter narratives. The novel aims to fill what has been highlighted by
various researchers as being a gap in contemporary fiction for adolescents, through utilising
narrative techniques that work to offer a new perspective of the mother-adolescent daughter
relationship that has rarely been offered in young adult fiction. The possibilities of writing
about strong women, in a way that challenges the traditional psychoanalytic theories of
mothers and daughters, are endless and exciting.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
FREUDIAN DISCOURSE ON THE MOTHER-ADOLESCENT DAUGHTER RELATIONSHIP
Researchers in the field of young adult literature have argued that the influence of patriarchal
discourse in regard to the mother-adolescent daughter relationship impedes the representation
of positive and empowering mother-daughter relationships in young adult fiction (Crew,
2000; Trites, 1997; Kertzer, 1993). In order to understand how patriarchal teachings about
the mother-daughter relationship have informed mother-daughter narratives in young adult
fiction, it is important to include in this study a brief overview of Sigmund Freud’s Oedipus
theory which posits that daughters must reject their mothers in order to reach maturity.
Early theorists of female adolescent development posited that in order for females to form
their own identity, and grow into adulthood, they must first break ties or separate from the
mother. Freud was among the first to claim this in his New Introductory Lectures on
Psychoanalysis (1933), providing a psychoanalytic investigation into why he believed the
powerful attachment of the girl to her mother must end. Freud asserts not only that the girl
turns away from her mother towards her father, but “the turning away from the mother is
accompanied by hostility; the attachment to the mother ends in hate” (Freud, 1933, p.154).
These are strong words, not tempered in any way by Freud’s belief that this hate may last all
through life (p.151).
While Freud does indicate that the daughter does not completely give up the pre-Oedipal
relationship with the mother, expressing surprise that the preliminary stage of attachment to
the mother “could be so rich in content and so long-lasting,” he then goes on to point out that
the girls’ ongoing attachment to the mother could leave behind “many opportunities for
fixations and dispositions” (Freud, 1933, p.148). Freud’s theorising regarding the motherdaughter relationship seems to focus on hostility and a potential for the girls emotional growth
to be delayed or impaired if she remains attached to her mother.
Freud goes on to detail the reasons why he believed girls inevitably become hostile towards
their mothers, going so far as to claim that the earliest reproach towards the mother is that she
gave the child too little milk as an infant, which lead to an ongoing resentment from the child
(Freud, 1933, p.151). Freud also points out that,
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A powerful tendency to aggressiveness is always present beside a
powerful love, and the more passionately a child loves its object the more
sensitive does it become to disappointments and frustrations from that
object; and in the end the love must succumb to the accumulated hostility
(Freud, 1933, p.154).
These perspectives surely apply to boys as well as to girls, and so do not adequately explain
why it is that girls – rather than boys – are believed to relinquish their attachment to the
mother with such hostility. What Freud believes is at the heart of the issue is “that girls hold
their mother responsible for their lack of a penis and do not forgive her for their being thus
put at a disadvantage” (p.154).
Freud adds that the turning away from her mother doesn’t occur immediately, as initially the
girl sees her ‘castration’ as an individual misfortune. It is only when her awareness extends to
other females, and then her mother as well, that the girl’s hostility towards her mother
replaces attachment (p.157). Freud’s argument can only be described as patriarchal – the girl
envies the male’s ‘superior’ sexual organs, considers herself thus ‘castrated’ and as a result
turns towards her father, accepting unquestioningly his ‘law’ as an escape route from her
mother (the Oedipus stage).
The mother, therefore, is maligned in Freud’s theory of identity development - she is viewed
as powerless and lacking in contrast to the father. Not only this, but Freud further goes on to
state that due to the predominance of envy in their mental life, women must be regarded as
having little sense of justice, as the demand for justice is a modification of envy and lays
down the condition subject to which one can put envy aside. Additionally, Freud claimed that
women must be regarded as weaker than men in their social interests, with less capacity for
sublimating their instincts than men (p.166). Thus, according to Freud, mothers are lacking
not only physically, but also emotionally and socially.
This would explain why young girls, in Freudian theory, must give up attachment to the
mother and associate with the more powerful and superior father. How can the mother be a
role model to her adolescent girl if she is so emotionally lacking herself?
Freud revisits this necessity of the process of detachment for girls with his description of
adolescent identity formation, claiming that during the period of adolescence, the adolescent
must seek by all possible means to loosen connection with the family (Freud, 1953, p.148).
One of the most painful achievements during adolescence, according to Freud, is detachment
from parental authority. Freud notes that a certain number of adolescents, however, are held
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back and do not withdraw their affection from their parents at all. These are mostly girls, who,
to the delight of their parents, have persisted in all their childish love far beyond puberty.
Freud goes on to claim that it is precisely these girls who in their later marriage make cold
wives and remain sexually anaesthetic (1953, p.130). Thus Freud emphasises again the
necessity of girls (rather than boys) detaching from parents, seeing any remaining attachment
as an immaturity and an impediment to gaining autonomy.
There has been much debate about the early development of girls within psychoanalysis, with
Freud’s views becoming the subject of controversy, even in his own time. Karen Horney and
Clara Thompson are two of the more prominent feminists to have provided critiques of
Freud’s Oedipus theory. Horney, for example, was one of the earliest psychoanalytic
theorists to critique Freud’s concept of ‘penis envy,’ pointing out that psychoanalytic theories
of female development have been considered only from the point of view of men. Horney
argued that any envy women might feel towards men is rooted in the greater sociological
importance that is attached to the man (Horney, 1967, pp.56-69).
Clara Thompson also attempted to challenge Freud’s notion of penis envy in women. She
considered Freud’s explanation of the psychology of women one of the weakest links in his
thinking, claiming that “it does not seem possible that half of the human race could have been
born with a basic feeling of inferiority because of their anatomy and physiology…”
(Thompson, 1953, p.29). Thompson argued that the feeling of inferiority that women may
experience is not based on a biological inadequacy, but is due to cultural discrimination, and
that patriarchal society has utilised the biological differences between men and women as a
basis for establishing the male as superior and the female as inferior (Thompson, 1953, p.31).
Many other theorists of female adolescent identity and feminist scholarship have challenged
Freud’s Oedipus theory and the devaluing of the relationship between girls and their parents
(most specifically the mother) during adolescence. Patriarchal doctrine has encouraged the
polarising of mothers and daughters. Freud’s story of female development rests on a process
of separation from the mother – but Freud fails to analyse the mother’s own part in this
process (Rich, 1977, p.253; Hirsch, 1989, p.169; Sambuco, 2012, p.12).
Sambuco, who challenged the legitimacy of Freud’s theories and Lacan’s return to and
rewriting of them, claimed that “it is evident in Freud’s theory of identity development that
the role of the mother is characterised by two negative aspects: the image of lack, and social
and cultural unworthiness” (2012, p.12). She goes on to lament that the woman’s role
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becomes even more compromised with Lacan’s revisitation of Freud’s theories. Lacan’s
concept of identity formation attributes a cognitive and linguistic role to the male subject,
while the female position becomes a function of the male subject (p.12).
However, despite these criticisms of Freud, from both early and more recent feminist
theorists, various theories of adolescent identity development have continued to perpetuate the
view that the girl’s relationship with her mother is psychologically dangerous and must be
relinquished in order for the girl to reach maturity. Many prominent psychologists – such as
Anna Freud, Peter Blos, and Margaret Mahler – still subscribed to the belief that adolescent
girls must relinquish their attachment to their mother in order to reach maturity, which works
to de-value the role of the mother in the lives of their adolescent daughters. (see Blos, 1979,
pp.141-170; Mahler et al, 1975, pp.105-6).
Freud’s views regarding the need for the separation of mother and daughter have certainly
influenced the work of his daughter Anna Freud who, while not focussing specifically on
mother-daughter relationships, believed that adolescents must relinquish the primary object of
their affections – that being the parents – in order to reach maturity. Anna Freud likened the
period of adolescence as similar both to being involved in an unhappy love affair and to a
period of mourning. She explains that “being in love as well as mourning are emotional states
in which the individual’s libido is engaged fully in relation to a real love object of the present,
or of the most recent past, the mental pain being caused by the difficult task to withdraw
cathexis and give up a position which holds out no further hope for return of love…” (Freud,
1958, p.262). She goes on to make it clear that the libido of the adolescent is at the point of
detaching itself from the parents and of cathecting new objects; therefore some mourning for
objects of the past is inevitable (pp.262-3).
It cannot be denied that Anna Freud’s paper on adolescence is important in that she pointed
out that adolescence is a neglected period where analytic thinking is concerned (Freud,
p.255). However Anna Freud neglects any specific mention of female adolescent
development, again basing her discussion on the male-centred theories of adolescent
development as espoused by Freud.
Thus it can be seen that psychoanalysts have historically shown more interest in autonomy
than attachment during the adolescent period. Not only this, but they have based their advice
on theories of psychological development defined by male experience. Theorists such as
Anna Freud, Blos, and Mahler have neglected female adolescent development and told the
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story of only one type of masculine adolescent development – which is that development
through adolescence has been seen as a rejection of childhood loves, and this rejection has
been seen as healthy and necessary to maturity. Separation from the mother has been viewed
as the critical task in theories of child development, rather than a dilemma posed for certain
male children by the culture (Apter, 1990, p. 68; Debold et al, 1993, p.18).
Additionally, there are numerous clinical examples in contemporary research literature which
highlight mother-daughter relationships that speak of envy, sabotage and rejection. Donovan
contends that she sees a reverberating cycle of envy and rejection in the troubled motherdaughter relationship while Firestone et al suggest that the mother-daughter relationship can
become the most destructive influence in a woman’s life (Donovan, 2005, p.135; Firestone et
al, 2012, p.118).
This focus on the troubled relationship that exists between mothers and daughters is also
emphasised in the media. Green notes that ‘innocent daughter/malevolent mother’ is a trope
circulated daily, in all kinds of media, across the world (Green, 2010, p.20), while Kissane
writes in The Age that mothers feel obliged to criticise their daughters but it is what mothers
don’t say to their daughters that can have the most profound effect, with daughters of
depressed mothers at greater risk of depression themselves (Kissane, 2006, paras 9-13).
Other research suggests that daughters may experience guilt and fear of loss in relation to
surpassing and separating from their mothers, and those adolescent girls who feel guilty for
surpassing their mothers may attempt to inhibit their own development – such as through
eating disorders (Firestone et al, 2012, p.127; Donovan, 2012, p.139). Eating disorders in
adolescent girls seem to be frequently blamed on the mother in the research literature. Recent
studies have revealed that the weight talk of mothers is associated with harmful weight
control method and poor psychological health among girls (Bauer, Bucchianeri and NeumarkSztainer, 2013, para 27). Mouton similarly discovered that in the research literature on
adolescent girls with eating disorders, it is claimed that mothers of anorexia nervosa patients
frequently use destructive communication with their daughters, and that maternal control,
dominance and intrusiveness are characteristic of the anorexic mother-daughter dyad
(Mouton, 2011, p.40). Such studies indicate a prevalence of the study of the maternal
contribution in the behavioural/emotional problems of their adolescent daughters. The focus
on the ways in which mothers have a harmful impact on their daughters is problematic, in that
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the role of the father in the problems of adolescent girls is overlooked with all blame being
attributed to the mother.
In addition to the blaming of the mother, the concept of the necessity of mother-daughter
separation is still often a focus in the research literature. Donovan indicates that issues of
separation between mother and daughter are inevitable – at the Oedipal stage, at puberty, and
again at adolescence (Donovan, 2005, p.139). Donovan does not attempt to question the
theory of mother-daughter separation (beginning at the Oedipal stage) which was promoted
by Freud. This concept of separation is also promoted by French feminist and psychoanalyst
Julia Kristeva in her seminar – delivered in 2005 - ‘Motherhood Today,’ in which she claims
that it is essential that the mother separates from the child in order for the child to gain
autonomy (Kristeva, 2005, para 10).
In contrast to this script of mother-daughter envy, resentment and separation, there seem to be
scant examples in the clinical literature of the ways in which fathers can have a harmful
influence on their daughter’s development. It can be observed from a review of the clinical
literature that some contemporary theories are reminiscent of earlier theories which promote
the ways in which the mother is harmful to her developing daughter.
In light of the above discussion, references made to the ‘Freudian script’ throughout my study
are in relation to the way mothers and daughters have been viewed and represented under a
patriarchal society.

PREVIOUS STUDIES ON THE MOTHER-ADOLESCENT DAUGHTER RELATIONSHIP IN YOUNG
ADULT FICTION

A review of previous studies conducted by researchers on the mother-adolescent daughter
relationship in young adult fiction is necessary in order to highlight any gaps or
recommendations in these studies that might have implications for my own research, and to
assist in identifying narrative devices that might be used by authors to overcome limiting and
out-dated portrayals of mothers and daughters in young adult fiction. This literature review
has also been necessary in order to identify whether or not authors are starting to respond to
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more contemporary findings in regard to mother-adolescent daughter relationships, and
whether they are reflecting these findings in their fiction for young adults.
In order to observe how portrayals of mother-daughter relationships have changed over the
past decades, I will give an overview of how mothers and daughters have been represented in
young adult fiction dating back to the 1970s. I have selected this time period and chosen not
to examine novels from earlier decades as it is in the 1970s that feminist writers and
psychologists of adolescent development began to pay attention to the relationship between
mothers and their adolescent daughters - and to note that this relationship had been largely
neglected in both young adult fiction and adolescent psychology.
I have selected to analyse only seminal authors whose analyses have shaped key arguments
and lines of thought on the topic of mother-daughter relationships in young adult literature. I
have also elected to focus on studies that discuss young adult literature rather than children’s
literature in order to provide a more specific focus to my discussion. Where I have made
reference to studies that have focused on children’s literature this is because specific elements
of such studies have been directly relevant to my own study.

MOTHER-DAUGHTER NARRATIVES IN YOUNG ADULT FICTION IN THE 1970 S
Researchers who examined young adult literature written in the 1970s concur that the motherdaughter relationship in young adult literature is largely neglected. Lukenbill (1974),
Hendrickson, Perkins, White and Buck (1975), and Stanek (1976), were some of the earliest
researchers to show an interest in mother-daughter/parent-child relationships in young adult
fiction, and while their methodologies and focus differ somewhat, their findings share a
commonality: which is that either mother-daughter relationships in young adult novels in the
1960s and early 1970s were ignored, or mothers were portrayed as weak and ineffectual,
which impacted negatively on their relationships with their daughters.
Stanek observed that one of the most serious holes in young adult fiction involved books that
dealt seriously with mother-daughter relationships (Stanek, 1976, p.47). She writes that,
ironically, the feminist movement itself may have been partially responsible for the scarcity of
mother-daughter literary models in the 1970s. Stanek quotes feminist Robin Morgan, who
claimed that women writers were not writing about motherhood, because it is a subject ‘the
patriarchy’ has expected women to write about, so women were now refusing to do that
(p.47).
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Stanek fails to mention in her article that the publication in the 1960s of novels with serious
themes, like S.E. Hinton’s The Outsiders, paved for the way for authors of the 1970s to delve
into topics that offered a more gritty realism than young adult novels published in the 1950s
and 1960s. Strickland writes that the first golden age of young adult literature emerged in the
1970s, with authors like Judy Blume, Lois Duncan, and Robert Cormier exploring with
candour the high school experience and “the drama of being misunderstood” (Strickland
2013, para 6). Authors of young adult literature in this time period may have neglected to
explore meaningful mother-daughter relationships because their focus was on exploring the
problems faced by their teen protagonists – including troubled relationships with parents.
Simpson adds that the same people who had previously criticised young adult novels, saying
they failed to deal with the fundamental problems experienced by young adults, began
protesting that young adult novels published in the 1970s were now being exposed to an
inappropriate level of explicit realism - with an unsympathetic portrayal of parents being part
of this ‘realism’ (Simpson, 1975, p.302). Authors of the 1970s most likely responded to this
above mentioned criticism by providing more diverse explorations of mother-daughter
relationships.
Stanek’s article is, however, notable, in that it is one of the first in the research literature to
draw attention to the limited portrayals of mother-daughter relationships in young adult
fiction. In her concluding comments, Stanek urged women writers to explore the motherchild relationship, and claimed that “with the emergence of adolescent literature, a thematic
study of mother-daughter relationships is now possible” (Stanek 1976, p.48). Stanek was,
therefore, one of the first researchers to highlight this gap in the research literature - a gap that
my study aims to fill.
While other researchers of the time did not devote entire studies to the subject of motherdaughter relationships in young adult fiction, as Stanek did, there is concern expressed within
some studies about the limited portrayals of mothers and daughters in young adult fiction.
Hendrickson and Lukenbill both observe that mothers, and their relationships with their
daughters, are largely overlooked or marginalised in young adult literature.
Lukenbill writes that the modern feminist movement has insisted that the rigid, traditionally
prescribed roles of the father and mother be altered in society, and therefore it is important to
determine the degree of variation between sex-role patterns in literature made available to
adolescents, and actual sex-role patterns evolving in the real world (Lukenbill, 1974, p.26).
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Likewise, Hendrickson et al express concern at the limited portrayal of mothers in the sample
of books they analysed (1975, p.264).
Researchers of young adult literature in this time period were responding to this new
awareness of the depiction of sex-roles in young adult literature by exploring portrayals of
women and girls, as well as exposing gender stereotypes. Researchers seemed interested in
comparing what they found in young adult literature with real-life sex roles.
Therefore, both of the above studies are based on the assumption that young adult novels
should accurately reflect real life, as young adult literature has the power to alter the
behaviour pattern of young adults. These assumptions lend the above studies a somewhat
narrow focus. The question of whether or not young adult literature has any impact on the
behaviour and choices of young adults is a subject that requires extensive research in itself,
and neither of these researchers has attempted to conduct such research. In any case, it is
worth noting what these researchers discovered in their respective studies.
Hendrickson et al explored how mother-daughter and father-daughter relationships were
portrayed in families in young adult fiction. While they provide a write-up of the questions
which were provided to selected readers, such as: ‘Is the relationship between mother and
daughter consistent?’, and, ‘What, if any, is the focal problem between mother and
daughter…?’ (1975, p.258), there is no indication as to how these questions were devised or
what framework was used to devise them. The omission of these details means I am unable to
draw from this article any devices that might be utilised in my own study to examine motherdaughter relationships in contemporary young adult fiction.
However, significant themes regarding the portrayal of mother-daughter relationships
emerged from this study, and it highlights a gap in the portrayal of positive mother-daughter
relationships. Mothers were portrayed as less decisive in their decision making than fathers;
when mother-daughter relationships were perceived as consistent, mothers usually assumed a
traditional role and encouraged the independence of their daughters; and when the mother did
assume a traditional role, the mother-father relationship was found to be more positive than
when the mother performed a non-traditional role (p.263). Where the mother did perform a
non-traditional role it was found to often be degrading to the woman – for example, mothers
were portrayed as prostitutes, illegitimate mothers, or servants of the fathers. Authors also
tended to separate husbands and wives through death of the wives (p.264).
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These findings – particularly the absenting of the mother through death – correlate with
Stanek’s observations that mother-daughter relationships were explored in limited ways in
young adult fiction in this time period. The findings are relevant to my own study as they
illuminate the first stirrings of an interest in analysing the way mothers and daughters are
portrayed in young adult novels. The gaps that have emerged in the way mothers and
daughters were portrayed are useful in assisting me to identify narrative devices that may be
used in today’s fiction to reverse these negative portrayals.
While Lukenbill’s study examines fathers in young adult fiction, his study is still relevant to
my own work as some data emerges from his research on the way mothers are portrayed in
young adult novels of the time period. Lukenbill excluded fantasy and science fiction, and
selected fifty novels from the Junior High School Library Catalogue (1971-72). Lukenbill
chose this source because it recommends a type of fiction most likely to be made available to
adolescents by professional librarians (1974, p.26). Characteristics isolated for study in these
novels included: descriptive data (occupations, ethnic groups, settings of novels); and fatherfamily interpersonal relationships and behaviour (such as fathers’ socialisation patterns, work
specialisations, tasks performed within the family setting, the nature and level of children’s
identification with their fathers, and father-child and father-wife relationships) (p.26).
Lukenbill systematically recorded and analysed data from the sample of novels.
Lukenbill’s discovery about the portrayal of mothers in these novels was consistent with the
findings of other researchers in this time period. Lukenbill noted that wives and mothers in
the sample of novels were most often seen undertaking the tasks of childcare and household
management (p.27). The novels analysed in Lukenbill’s project presented mothers as weak
and unassuming individuals with little identity outside their homes and with little real
influence on the family environment (p.29).
Findings from the above discussed studies are useful in highlighting the limited ways in
which mothers and daughters have been presented in young adult fiction in this time period.

MOTHER-DAUGHTER NARRATIVES IN YOUNG ADULT FICTION IN THE 1980 S
Studies conducted in the 1980s seem to indicate that, in contrast to the ‘missing’ mothers in
the novels of the 1970s, mothers and daughters began to take centre stage. It is interesting to
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observe the differing viewpoints of researchers in regard to these more turbulent portrayals of
mother-daughter relationships in young adult fiction. Some researchers – such as Atkinson
(1988) and Savage (1987) – applaud the reappearance of mothers and daughters in young
adult fiction in the 1980s, despite the somewhat turbulent nature of these relationships. Other
researchers, however – see Burner (1989), Crew (2000), Kurth (1982) – lament the lack of
positive and empowering mother-daughter relationships in young adult novels.
Burner, who examined adolescent fiction in the late 1980s, found mothers were typically
described as either ineffectual or antagonistic. In many cases, the parents were minimally
involved in their adolescent children’s lives, and were more often the source of the teenager’s
problems than a source of strength (Burner, 1989, pp.42-43).
Likewise, Crew cites several novels published in the 1980s in which troubled motherdaughter relationships take centre stage. For example, in Jocelyn Riley’s Only My Mouth is
Smiling (1982), thirteen-year-old protagonist Merle narrates a harrowing story about a mother
who is represented as ‘crazy’ as she goes back and forth from home to mental hospital. Merle
and her younger siblings both pity and ridicule their mother, who is physically removed from
her children and is portrayed as powerless (Crew, 2000, pp.240-25). In other novels, the
mother is blamed by the daughter for the daughter’s problems, leading to a relationship of
conflict and ambivalence. Deborah Hautzig’s Second Star to the Right (1981) follows
fourteen-year-old Leslie’s downward spiral into anorexia nervosa. Through her first person
narrative, Leslie invites the reader to associate her eating problems with her mother’s
behaviour. She describes her mother as overbearing and as “sucking her dry” (p.62).
Not all researchers, however, viewed the lack of positive mother-daughter relationships in a
negative light. While Crew’s comprehensive study provides numerous examples of daughters
blaming their mothers for their problems, Savage claimed that mother blame is not evident in
the novels she examined within the same time period – despite the conflict and turbulence that
is apparent in the mother-daughter relationships within these novels (Savage, 1987, p.34).
Savage’s annotated bibliography of young adult novels that focus on mother-daughter
relationships (published between 1980-1985), reveals that the mother-daughter relationship
“is finally being explored fully”, with authors not being afraid to portray more confronting
mother-daughter relationships (Savage,1987, p.31). What is apparent from this bibliography
is that there was an emphasis on the reversal of the traditional roles of mothers and daughters,
with daughters often unwillingly being forced into taking on the role of carer for an inept or
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self-absorbed mother. Mothers are portrayed as struggling, due to mental stress, marital
discord, economic stress, or just self-absorption with their own concerns. Savage is of the
opinion that these novels are beginning to portray more ‘realistic’ explorations of the motherdaughter relationship (1987, p.34). Interestingly, the majority of these novels portray
daughters who resent their mothers and the nurturing roles they are being forced to play,
despite Savage’s claims that there is no evidence of ‘mother blame’ in these novels.
While some of the novels end on a hopeful note, with mothers and daughters re-establishing
their emotional bonds, many of the novels end with the daughters rejecting or turning away
from their mothers. For example, in The Divorce Express (Paula Danziger, 1982), daughter
Phoebe finds that she is required to provide emotional support to her divorced mother, and is
resentful when her mother remarries a man she dislikes. The novel ends with Phoebe feeling
rejected by her mother, and seeking comfort and security with her father (1987, p.32). In
Them That Glitter And Them That Don’t (Bette Green, 1983), teenage Carol Ann finds that
she plays the role of mother to her younger brothers and sisters while her mother often acts
like “one of the kids” (p.33). Carol Ann finally realises that if she wants to achieve her dream
of being a country western singer, she’ll have to make it on her own, without the support of
her mother. Savage lauds the exposure of the anguish of mothers’ lives in these novels, and
believes these novels explore more realistically the experience of motherhood in the 1980s
(p.34). Certainly it appears that mother-daughter relationships in young adult novels were
beginning to receive more attention in the 1980s, although Savage’s argument that these
troubled relationships are more ‘realistic’ seems to imply that if mother-daughter relationships
are not turbulent or full of anguish then they are not being portrayed authentically.
Atkinson concurs that troubled adolescent-parents relationships are necessary in young adult
fiction in order to accurately mirror the adolescent world, arguing that to pretend that parents
are all-wise and all-powerful is naïve sentimentality. Atkinson, who interviewed young adult
authors about their portrayal of parents in the books they write, found that an overriding view
was that since separation is essential to healthy development during adolescence, young adult
novels should reflect this reality of adolescents distancing themselves from parents (Atkinson,
1988, p.312). Such theories, however, do not take into consideration contemporary feminist
discourse on the mother-adolescent daughter relationship, which has indicated the importance
of relationships and connections in the lives of adolescent girls – most significantly the
relationship with their mother (see Gilligan 1982; Apter, 1990; Gilligan et al, 1995; Doctors,
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2000; Perl, 2008; Barrera, Blumer and Soenksen, 2011; Sher-Censor, Oppenheim and SagiShwartz, 2012; Harrigan and Miller-Ott, 2013; Green, Myrick and Henshaw, 2013).
Kurth (1982) and Burner (1989) disagree with Atkinson and Savage. While acknowledging
that a certain amount of alienation from parents may be necessary for realism, they question
whether parents get a fair portrayal in young adult novels, and whether a steady diet of such
books conveys an accurate impression of the real world, and of parents in particular. Both
authors agree that teens also need to see, in the books they read, functioning families, who
deal effectively with the concerns of adolescents. But parents were found to be distant or
indifferent, wrapped up in their own problems and unavailable to their children (Kurth, 1982,
pp.26-27; Burner, 1989, p.43). Kurth does not suggest that ineffectual parents should not be a
part of “the universe of adolescent fiction” (p.26). However after finding that the vast
majority of parents in the novels she analysed were either hostile or unavailable to their
children, Kurth wondered if there should be more balance in the portrayals of parents in
young adult literature (Kurth, 1982, p.28).
Kurth notes in her conclusions that she found little research on the subject of the portrayal of
parents in young adult fiction (Kurth, 1982, p.26). She is not the first researcher to comment
on this gap in the research.
In order to determine if authors were starting to move away from writing only about conflictridden and negative adolescent-parent relationships, Maxwell sought to determine if there was
more of a balance and more diversity in the portrayal of mothers in young adult novels
published since 1975. Maxwell selected a sample of young adult literature from the list of
Best Books for Young Adults in Booklist, published by the American Library Association.
Maxwell narrowed the selection to realistic fiction that had a contemporary setting and
included a mother as one of the characters. No science fiction or fantasy was included as
Maxwell wanted the images of mothers to be similar to those encountered by the readers in
their own lives (Maxwell, 1994, pp.5-6). Maxwell used literary analysis to examine several
characteristics of the mother in each book – such as her rapport with and understanding of
her children, her effectiveness in a work situation, and her ability to balance personal interests
with family responsibilities (p.6). Literary analysis provides a more in-depth examination of
the mother and her relationships with other family members than the content analysis
approach favoured by other researchers.
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Maxwell, like several other researchers, discovered that mothers were portrayed in novels
from the 1960s onwards as being predominantly self-centred and heartless, and that while
there were exceptions to this generality, the literature did not address the multi-faceted
dimensions of mothers. Maxwell was concerned with discovering whether or not mothers
were portrayed with more balance between the very positive mother images of the 1950s, and
the very negative depictions of mothers in young adult literature in the 1960s and 1970s.
Maxwell analysed 46 young adult novels, the majority of them published in the 1980s, and
examined several characteristics of the mother in each novel.
Interestingly, unlike the previous studies discussed, Maxwell found that mothers are depicted
in a variety of ways, with some of the fictional mothers presented as loving and competent,
while others were cold and distant. Maxwell concluded that no one image of the mothers in
the novels overshadowed all others, as was the conclusion of earlier studies (p.123).
However, Maxwell notes that only nine mothers were shown as loving and supportive to their
children – out of a total of 46 books, this does not seem a significant number of positive
mother-child relationships. Maxwell cites many examples in her study of mothers who find
motherhood and personal interests incompatible – with some mothers leaving their children to
pursue their own interests. There are other examples of mothers who are mentally ill,
alcoholics, or passive to the degree of allowing their children to be abused. Some mothers do
not believe their children have the ability to make their own decisions and do not encourage
their independence (p.125). These examples seem to overshadow the few positive examples
of mother-child relationships that Maxwell makes mention of.
A limitation of the above mentioned studies is that while researchers are critical of the largely
negative portrayal of mother-daughter relationships in young adult fiction, there are no
recommendations of ways in which authors might go about reversing these negative motherdaughter portrayals.

MOTHER-DAUGHTER NARRATIVES IN YOUNG ADULT FICTION IN THE 1990S
The concerns of researchers that mothers are presented as being absent or ineffectual in young
adult fiction, extended beyond the novels of the 1970s and 1980s into the 1990s. Researchers
who examined mother-daughter or parent-adolescent relationships in young adult novels in
this time period found that mothers are presented as being primarily responsible for bringing
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up their daughters, with daughters frequently criticising their mothers and blaming their
mothers for the problems they face. Several significant themes emerged from the studies
conducted in the 1990s, and I discuss them in this section of the literature review.
Emotionally or physically absent mothers
Hubler, in her examination of Karen Cushman’s The Midwife’s Apprentice (1995), lauds the
novel for its focus on the development of individual identity in a society hostile towards
women, and for its message of female empowerment. However, Hubler fails to mention that
mother-figures in this novel are given a raw deal. The young protagonist’s mother is missing
as the story commences and the girl has no home and no name. It is this lack of nurturing that
is assumed to have led to the girl’s misfortunes. Not only this, but the midwife to whom the
protagonist becomes apprenticed, is not a nurturing mother substitute, but rather “an
exploitative overseer” who verbally abuses the protagonist in an effort to wear down her selfesteem (Hubler, 2010, p.59). While the protagonist does succeed in developing an identity
and shows her determination to persevere with her apprenticeship, the absence of the birth
mother, and the presence of a hostile and unsympathetic mother-figure, shows a lack of any
meaningful or valuable relationship between mothers and daughters. This is one of several
examples of young adult novels published in the 1990s where mothers are either emotionally
or physically absent.
Nadeau (1995), Tsujimoto (1997), and Smith (1999) all concur that few authors describe the
mother-daughter relationship in their novels for young adults, with mothers either missing or
marginalised in the text (Nadeau, 1995; Smith 1999, para 6-7; Tsujimoto 1997, para 17).
Nadeau notes that the mother is often physically removed through travel, illness or death, or
emotionally through dependence on alcohol or drugs, and that this device does not describe
the situation of most adolescent girls (Nadeau, 1995, para 5).
Smith cites several examples of award winning novels in which the mother was missing from
the text because she had left her family to pursue her own dreams (Smith, 1999, para 3).
Smith is one of the few researchers who refers to revised feminist theories of mother-daughter
relationships, citing in particular Chodorow and Rich, who have suggested that adolescent
girls do not necessarily give up attachment to their mothers in order to gain independence
(para 10). In light of these feminist theories, Smith wonders what the adolescent reader is to
make of the mothers in the books he has studied, who have separated from their daughters.
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He stresses the importance of considering how mothers are represented in young adult
literature, from fairy tales through to contemporary works (para 18).
While the sample of books analysed in these various studies is too small to warrant any
productive coding of data, the analysis that has emerged from these studies is still significant,
as it indicates a general agreement among researchers that mother-daughter relationships are
either not given any attention in young adult novels published in the 1990s, or are portrayed
as emotionally unfulfilling. These studies have implications for my own research, as they
reflect a period in which critics of young adult literature were becoming increasingly aware of
the importance of analysing the mother-daughter relationship in young adult novels.
Crew’s study (2000) is notable as she is one of the first researchers I have identified who
looks at narrative practices of telling story about mother-daughter relationships in young adult
novels, using feminist discourse as a theoretical framework. Crew examined one hundred
American young adult novels to determine how relationships between adolescent girls and
their mothers are represented; this is perhaps the largest number of books analysed in any of
the studies identified on the subject. Her study makes a valuable contribution to the scholarly
research conducted on the mother-daughter relationship in young adult fiction.
However, the majority of books included in Crew’s study are told from the point of a view of
a daughter who criticises or vilifies her mother. Additionally, some mothers are not
emotionally available to meet the needs of their daughters. There are few examples of authors
using narrative techniques that seek to highlight more empowering relationships between
mothers and daughters. This could be due to the fact that in this time period there was simply
a lack of examples of young adult novels that celebrate positive relationships between
mothers and daughters, but not a great deal of attention is paid to ways in which authors might
reverse these largely negative portrayals.
Mother blame and stereotyping of mothers
Crew noted that ‘mother blame’ was a frequent theme in many of the young adult novels she
analysed, and this theme of mother blame is picked up by other researchers in this time
period. Beere, whose study analysed the ways in which motherhood is represented in
eighteen contemporary critically acclaimed Australian adolescent texts in the years 19921994, surmised that
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while criticism of the parent in general has become a feature of children’s
fiction of the last two decades, much of this criticism is specifically
targeted at women as mothers. Thus, the problems faced by the child or
adolescent protagonists in contemporary children’s fiction are often
represented as attributable to failures on the part of their mothers (Beere,
2000, p.136).
This tendency to lay ‘blame’ on the mother for the teen daughter’s problems in young adult
fiction is reflected in the articles of various researchers. Mitchell (1994), Munde (1997), and
Crew (2000), all cite several examples of young adult novels in which adolescent daughters
blame their mothers for putting their own needs first and abandoning their children, or
criticise their mothers for being blind to their needs or falling short of what they expect their
mother to be for them (Mitchell, 1994, para 10; Munde, 1997, para 32; Crew, 2000, p.149).
The purposive sampling of books selected for the studies of both Mitchell and Munde (that is,
only a small sample of adolescent novels with themes of maternal abandonment or motherdaughter conflict) do impose limits on the generalisability of results. However, these findings
speak of what has for a long time been a dominant cultural script in regard to the traditional
role and responsibility of the mother. This blaming of the mother for the problems of their
offspring seems to be linked to the idea that it is the responsibility of the mother to be there
for their children.
Findings from the above mentioned studies seem to suggest that daughters in young adult
novels expect their mothers to be selflessly available, and to demonstrate qualities such as
nurturance and self-sacrifice. If mothers fail to demonstrate such qualities, then they are
blamed for the shortcomings of their children. Mothers are often portrayed in young adult
novels in the 1990s as having no identity outside of being ‘the mother’ and few interests
outside the family home.
Beere provides an example from Gary Crew’s Angel’s Gate (1993), in which the mother
Helen is most commonly depicted in the kitchen, and is almost always available for her
family. She appears to have no friends or social life and is constructed as an extension of her
husband (Beere, 2000, p.172).
This finding is reinforced in Tunstall’s study of mothers in contemporary picture books.
While Tunstall examined only picture books rather than young adult novels, the findings from
her study are still relevant to my study, as they reveal that mothers are largely portrayed as
having no aspirations other than that of being ‘a mother’. Tunstall’s method involved
studying in detail picture books in which mothers appeared, following a list of pre-determined
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questions and headings such as ‘role of the mother’, ‘physical appearance’, and
‘intelligence/problem solving’. While this is a useful tool to examine the characteristics of
mothers in the picture books, a limitation of this method of analysis is that it does not allow
for any in-depth analysis of the mother’s relationship with her children, focussing merely on
the more surface characteristics of the mother herself. The children and their mother’s
interactions with them seem to have been overlooked. Therefore, this content analysis
approach is less useful for studies that require a more in-depth analysis of mother-daughter
relationships.
However, Tunstall’s findings are useful as they reveal that mothers are again portrayed as
having little influence outside the family home. For example, Tunstall found that working
mothers were under-represented, with only 10% of the total mothers shown as ‘working
mothers’ (Tunstall, 1992, p.24). Tunstall also found that there are very few representations of
mothers involved in any creative activities outside of the normal domestic routine (p.27).
Additionally, she discovered that few mothers in the sample of books selected for analysis
displayed intelligence, an ability to solve problems, initiative, decision-making ability,
imagination, creativity or humour (p. 31). Tunstall was also disappointed to discover that
there were a high number of mothers who still displayed some of the worst aspects of the
traditional female stereotype, including mothers who were portrayed in a weepy, highly
emotional state (with three mothers fainting), mothers who were obsessive about tidiness and
cleanliness, and yet other mothers who were panic-stricken and totally unable to cope with
emergencies (p.32). Tunstall believes that these portrayals do not reflect the reality of
contemporary mothers, and that many recommendations of similar studies from the 1970s had
not been acted upon. She recommends that future areas for research might include the
mother-child relationship (p.59).
Construction of Voice
Crew stresses the importance of noting in mother-daughter narratives whose voices are
absented, whose voices are privileged, and to see how power relationships between mothers
and daughters are negotiated through dialogue (Crew 2000, p.14). A pervasive textual
strategy used in young adult texts is the use of the personal address to a potential reader,
which works to entice a reader to identify with the daughter’s views about her mother. Crew
found that in selected texts, this meant identifying with a daughter who criticises or negates
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her mother (p.23). Because the reader only has visibility of the mother through the daughter’s
focalisation and dialogue, the reader is positioned to identify with the daughter (p.17).
Focalisation is not merely a reference to the traditional narrative concept of point-of-view,
but, according to Fulton, refers also to the positioning of narrative voices, who may or may
not be characters in the story, in relation to events and to each other. Focalisation can
therefore be regarded as “a way of constructing interpersonal meanings that indicate relations
and attitudes among the participants inside and outside the narrative events” (Fulton 2005,
p.111).
In applying this concept to the analysis of mother-daughter narrative in young adult fiction,
the daughter’s first-person narrative can ensure that the mother-daughter relationship is
described only via the biased focalisation of the daughter, positioning the reader to identify
with the daughter rather than the mother. According to Stephens, focalisation is one way in
which a writer can implicitly, but powerfully, control how readers understand the text. He
adds that sustained character focalisation has become the norm, rather than narrator
focalisation, with character subjectivity infiltrating the narrative. Readers tend to align
themselves with the focalising character’s point of view (Stephens 2005, p.80). Therefore, if
an adolescent narrator criticises her mother throughout the narrative, the reader is positioned
to empathise with the daughter, without being given access to the mother’s own thoughts and
feelings.
Crew notes, however, that secondary focalisations by other characters in the text can reveal
alternative perspectives, particularly through dialogue. Shifts of perspective and differing
positions have the potential to decentre or reinforce the focalisation of an adolescent daughter
throughout the text. It is important to note from which position the relationship is being
focalised at various points in the text, in order to determine how reliable the daughter’s
criticism of her mother might be (Crew 2000, p.17).
Crew discovered in her own study a prevalence of the use of critical first-person narratives to
describe mother-daughter relationships in young adult novels. The reader in a vast majority of
the novels she analysed is positioned to sympathise with the teen narrator who criticises her
mother for letting her down or blames her mother for her own unhappiness. This discovery
has drawn attention to an absence of the voices of mothers in young adult fiction, a gap which
has been useful for me to reflect upon in the writing of my own novel. Crew cautions that
while strong female teen protagonists can provide effective role models for teen readers,
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feminist revisions of adolescent literature should focus on reclaiming the voices of adolescent
girls “in relationship with the voices of mothers and other women” (2000, p.28).
Beere similarly found that mother’s voices seem to be silenced in young adult texts, due to the
conventional emphasis on presenting the narrative from the perspective of the adolescent
narrator. Beere has argued that this convention of presenting the social world from the
perspective of only the adolescent is not in the best interests of girls and women, in that the
life choices of women are often presented as restricted (2000, p.304).
I disagree with this, because presenting a narrative from the perspective of the adolescent does
not necessarily mean that the voices of mothers need to be restricted. Beere has not reported
on any research into ways in which the voices of mothers might be included in a young adult
text, even when the text is presented from the point of view of the adolescent. Her comments
open up yet another gap that will be addressed in my study – whether or not fictional
narratives for adolescents might effectively have the capacity to represent mothers as having a
strong voice and presence in the novel – while still retaining appeal to adolescent readers.
The prevalence of daughter’s speaking over the voices of their mothers is also raised in
Kertzer’s study of the maternal voice in children’s picture books. Kertzer discovered that
mothers are seen but rarely heard, with the voices of mothers controlled in a way that other
adult voices are not (Kertzer, 1993, p.159). While this study focuses on picture books rather
than adolescent fiction, Kertzer’s interest in the voices of mothers and daughters initially drew
my attention to her study, followed by her focus on narrative devices used by authors to
silence the voices of mothers in picture books.
Kertzer examined 20 picture books selected from a university and a public library, and found
that the daughter controls or completely silences the mother’s voice, or, where the mother
does speak, it is often under the daughter’s direction (p.161). Kertzer’s findings correlate
with the findings of researchers in the field of young adult literature, who also discovered the
voices of mothers are silenced. However, some of Kertzer’s claims seem somewhat extreme.
For example, Kertzer expresses concern that when we read to our daughters picture books in
which mothers are continually silenced, because we assume that children can only handle one
point of view in their literature (that of the child’s), then “we ensure that vocal daughters
grow up to be silent mothers” (p.160). She does not provide evidence that the portrayal of
mothers in picture books would have such influence on the way these girls will later mother
their own children.
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Interestingly, Kertzer is critical of the views of feminist writers, who she claims are interested
only in showing children that women have other options aside from being a mother (p.159).
She does believe, however, that the silencing of mothers in picture books “reflects the
powerful conjunction of two theoretical discourses: popular Freudian psychology and
contemporary theories of children’s literature” (p.159). Kertzer does not go into great detail
about Freudian psychology or contemporary theories of children’s literature, except to lament
that both share a focus on seeing the world from the child’s point of view, a perspective that
stereotypes both the child and the mother. They also share an investment in the “dangerous
fantasy” of the “perfect mother”. This perfect, all-powerful mother is to be blamed when she
fails (p.159). This ideology, Kertzer notes, makes it much easier to write feminist children’s
books about mothers who have careers and adventures rather than to write feminist children’s
books with mothers as narrators (p.160).
Kertzer remains critical throughout her paper of this focus on the significance and necessity of
the child’s point of view, blaming in part the ambivalence within feminism itself toward
maternal voices. She may, in fact, have a point, but her focus seems narrow. It is difficult to
make assumptions about how the ways mothers are presented in picture books might have an
impact on young children and whether or not these portrayals will be remembered by these
young children as they develop into adolescence, or shape the way they view
mothers/motherhood. Kertzer – like other researchers – again fails to question whether in fact
a text can be presented from a child’s point of view while still providing space for a mother’s
voice.
What I did find of interest is Kertzer’s account of the five patterns of constructing mothers’
voices. These patterns include: narratives in which both mother and daughter are silent while
an anonymous narrator tells their story; narratives in which the daughter talks but the mother
is completely silent; narratives in which there is mother-daughter dialogue but the daughter
controls the dialogue through various strategies; narratives in which mother and daughter
participate in a dialogue but there is no apparent need for the daughter to control what is said
(this is the least common pattern observed by Kertzer); and lastly, narratives in which
powerful mothers speak and act, but their speaking is problematised by the fact that they
speak in comic – often animal – fantasies (pp.160-61).
These five narrative patterns observed by Kertzer are worth noting for the purposes of my
own study, as some of these narrative patterns are seen also in adolescent fiction. These
27

patterns can also be used as a basis of my own framework for analysing mother-daughter
narratives in adolescent fiction. By reversing these patterns it is becomes possible for me to
create a framework of narrative devices that may work to portray more empowering motherdaughter narratives in young adult fiction than has previously been displayed.
Conflict between mothers and adolescent daughters
Nadeau (1995) and Crew (2000) found that in many young adult novels the authors do not
provide a forum for open dialogue or conflict between mothers and their adolescent
daughters, with the mother presented as distant or indifferent to the problems of their children
(Nadeau, 1995, para. 6; Crew, 2000, pp.102-3). Nadeau writes that there was conflict in the
novels in her study, mostly in relation to the daughter's rebellion against her mother's lifestyle
(Nadeau, 1995, para. 6). Crew found that conflict between a daughter and her mother is most
often built around the expectations that daughters and mothers have of each other, and that
much of the conflict is articulated through a script of “nagging, criticism, blaming, and
argument as daughters and mothers blame and reproach each other for their failings” (2000,
pp.102-103).
Crew adds that some daughters in the young adult novels she analysed are described as
repressing their anger towards their mothers, unwilling or afraid to risk disloyalty to their
mothers by being openly rebellious until the end of the novel. Crew also found patterns of
dominance, submission and resistance between daughters and mothers, in which daughters are
attempting to free themselves from the controlling and invasive voices of their mothers (2000,
p.104).
Beere cites an example from Melina Marchetta’s novel Looking for Alibrandi (1992), in
which conflict erupts between the daughter Josephine and her mother Christina, when
Josephine finds out Christina is going out on a date. Josephine’s anger towards her mother
implies the belief that sexual desire is inappropriate in mothers (Beere, 2000, p.215).
Christina’s response – even while she accuses Josephine of being selfish for not recognising
the sacrifices Christina has made for her as a single mother – does not challenge the common
sense that equates motherhood with sacrifice (p.216). The conflict is built around a script of
blame and the belief that self-sacrifice is essential to motherhood.
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These studies indicate that researchers of young adult fiction have found a pattern of either no
dialogue between mothers and adolescent daughters, or a one-sided dialogue of blame or
attempt to control the other.

MOTHER-DAUGHTER NARRATIVES IN YOUNG ADULT FICTION FROM THE YEAR 2000 ONWARDS
Over thirty years have passed since Stanek first observed a hole in the serious treatment of
mother-daughter relationships in young adult fiction, and implored authors to focus on this
relationship. Since this time, other researchers such as Tunstall (1992), Maxwell (1994) and
Kertzer (1993; 1996) have urged researchers to examine the mother-daughter relationships in
fiction for both children and young adults. However, while there seemed to be a surge of
articles and dissertations published on this subject in the 1990s, the year 2000 and beyond
sees relatively few scholarly studies that focus on the voices of mothers and daughters in
young adult literature.
A study conducted in 2008 by Parsons, Sawers and McInally is one of the only scholarly
studies I was able to identify within this time period that examines mothers and daughters in
young adult fiction. Although this study examines literary works of fantasy rather than realist
fiction – and so is not strictly relevant to my own study – I cite it here for two reasons: firstly,
it is one of the few Australian-based studies to have been published on this subject, and
secondly, the conclusions drawn from this study back up what authors of realist young adult
fiction have discovered.
Parsons et al found that two novels written by Neil Gaiman – Coraline (2002) and The Mirror
Mask (2006) – “are emblematic of the ways in which psychoanalysis has remained far more
trenchant in Western thinking than feminist bids to activism” (Parsons et al, 2008, p.372).
The adolescent girls in these novels come to recognise that “the power of the malevolent
mother must be destroyed” (p.375). Helena, in The Mirror Mask, must confront a wicked
witch who is constructed of her mother’s negative and most annoying character traits. Helena
must find the strength to overpower the wicked witch and return to the real world, whereupon
she realises her real mother isn’t so bad. Likewise, Coraline must overcome and challenge
the ‘Other Mother’ who is a threatening and grotesque version of Coraline’s real life mother.
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Conclusions drawn from this analysis cannot be compared to conclusions drawn from realist
fiction regarding mother-daughter relationships; Gaiman is most likely aiming to show
through a landscape of fantasy and dark humour that real parents can never be completely
perfect but that they are doing their best, even though they are flawed. The mother-daughter
relationships depicted, therefore, cannot be viewed as realistic representations of mothers and
daughters. It must still be noted, however, that it is the mother, rather than the father, who is
portrayed as either the grotesque “Other Mother” or the Wicked Witch in both Gaiman
novels. And it is the evil mothers whose threatening power must be overcome. It could be
argued that, even though these are works of fantasy, these negative portrayals of mothers are
still contributing to a repression of the portrayal of empowering mother-daughter relationships
in adolescent literature.
Despite the lack of scholarly work published after the year 2000 that focuses on motherdaughter narratives in young adult fiction, there is some discussion and debate regarding the
subject on online forums and blogs, from young adult fiction book editors, young adult
services librarians, and authors of young adult fiction. Many important discussions about
literature are now taking place in this online environment. While not based on scholarly
research, these observations are nonetheless important in illuminating trends, with the
dominant observations being that relationships between mothers and daughters continue to be
portrayed as either troubled, or non-existent.
Notable is Julie Just’s New York Times essay in which Just, a literary agent representing
children’s and young adult fiction, and children’s books editor at The New York Times, is
critical of the surge of ‘bad parents’ she observes in young adult fiction (Just, 2010). This
essay is of note in that it generated heated discussion from online bloggers who were critical
of Just’s views, and her criticism of the way parents – particularly mothers – are maligned in
contemporary young adult fiction. Several bloggers commented that Just was making some
generalisations in her essay and that adolescent conflict with parents in young adult fiction
should not be viewed as negative. The important point is that Just’s article stirred up an
interest in, and inspired discussion about, the ways in which mothers are presented in young
adult fiction – an interest which seemed to have lapsed since the 1980s and 1990s.
Just comments that it has taken a surprisingly long time for bad parents to show up in
adolescent fiction, but with the advent of the young adult novel, bad parents are having their
time in the sun (Just, 2010, para 3). The author consulted the New York Times children’s best30

seller list and librarian-approved selections like the annual Best Books for Young Adults
before making her claim that “some of the most sharply written and critically praised works
reliably feature a mopey, inept, distracted or ready-for-rehab parent, suggesting that this has
become a particularly resonant figure” (para 4). Just goes on to give examples from several
recent works of young adult fiction, and in particular hones in on representations of the
mothers in these books.
For example, Just refers to the mother in Natalie Standiford’s How to say Goodbye in Robot
(2009), who is a haunting and strangely accident-prone figure; the mother in Sara Zarr’s Once
Was Lost (2009), who disappears to a ‘recovery centre’ after a D.U.I, leaving her husband and
15-year-old daughter to fend for themselves (Just, 2010, para 4); and the mother in Laurie
Halse Anderson’s Wintergirls (2009), a busy surgeon who is too pressed for time to notice
that her daughter is dangerously anorexic (para 5). Just sees parents in young adult fiction as
anonymous, clueless, diminished and distracted. Of particular interest to my own study is her
claim that, beginning with novels in the 1980s and extending through to today’s novels, the
most memorable ‘bad guy’ has become, in most cases, the mother, whose struggles and
incompetence are designed to evoke pity from the reader (para 9).
However, there has emerged some disagreement with Just’s criticism of the way parents are
portrayed in young adult literature. There is a general agreement that dysfunctional parents
are necessary in order either to let the protagonist work out their own problems, or to depict
more ‘realistic’ versions of mother-daughter/parent-child relationships (Ockler, 2010, para 6;
Burns, 2010, para 7; Wetta, 2013, para 2; Kephart, 2010, paras 2-3).
Young adult fiction author Sarah Ockler argues that Just’s essay makes many broad
generalisations about ‘bad parents’ in young adult literature. She does agree that parents are
frequently portrayed as ineffective or emotionally absent, but adds that often there might be
external reasons for this (such as the parent grieving for the loss of a child). Ockler argues
that this doesn’t necessarily make the parents ‘bad’ (Ockler, 2010, para 5). Burns adds that
the parents in the books Just discusses are portrayed as real people with flaws, who try and do
the best they can (Burns, 2010, para 7).
Few authors or analysts deny that there is a place for the depiction of flawed parents in young
adult literature. However, Just argues that there is a sense in many of these novels that
parents (particularly mothers) are viewed negatively by their adolescent offspring because
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they are busy with their own lives and careers. This indicates, perhaps, that the concept of
‘mother blame’ (discussed earlier in the literature review) is still evident in young adult
novels.
Wetta gives examples of several novels in which there is conflict between mother and
daughter, including Ruta Septys’ Out of the Easy (2013), in which Josie’s relationship with
her mother (who is a prostitute) is full of pain and disappointment. Josie leaves her mother
behind for a better life and there appears to be no redemption for the mother figure in this
novel. Other examples provided include Amy Spalding’s The Reece Malcolm List (2013), in
which a teenage girl finds it difficult to forgive her ‘reclusive writer’ mother for not being
there while she was growing up; Kristen-Paige Madonia’s Fingerprints of You (2012), in
which the teenage protagonist resents her mother’s inability to get her act together and forces
the family to move frequently; and Erica Scheidt’s Uses for Boys (2013), in which the teen
narrator has a complicated relationship with her ‘neglectful’ single mother, who appears to be
constantly seeking out a new husband (Wetta, 2013, paras 3-7).
Wetta does not see a problem with these portrayals as she considers that “the best stories are
built on a foundation of conflict” (2013, para 2). What she fails to comment on is the fact that
in these novels it is the mother who is consistently maligned and blamed for the daughter’s
problems, rather than the father.
Likewise, young adult fiction author Beth Kephart – in reflecting upon Just’s essay – notes
that the plots in her own young adult novels are facilitated by the role given to the fictional
parents. Kephart argues that her adolescent protagonists were only able to discover their own
inner strengths due to their neglectful and absent parents (Kephart, 2010, para 3). Kephart
provides several examples from her own young adult novels: Elisa’s attentive and much-loved
father is away on a consulting assignment in Undercover (2007), leaving Elisa with her
‘distracted’ mother (para 2). Her mother’s lack of attention means Elisa can escape to a pond
to write and skate and in the process, see the beauty in herself (para 3). Rosie’s mother in
House of Dance (2008), after being abandoned by her first husband, is absorbed with looking
for love in all the wrong places, leaving Rosie’s dying grandfather to ‘step into the void’ (para
2). Again, the mother’s self-absorption allows Rosie to foster a special relationship with her
dying grandfather, a relationship that may not otherwise have been possible (para 3). In
Nothing But Ghosts (2009), Katie has lost her mum to cancer – this allows Katie to grow
closer to her father and also successfully wrestle with the “mysteries of loss” (para 3). Lastly,
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in The Heart is not a Size (2010), Riley’s anorexia springs in part from her reaction to a
mother who is “nothing if not distant” (para 2).
Kephart explains, in her rebuttal to Just’s essay, why it is she has chosen to distance mothers
from their adolescent daughters in the novels she has written; and it is true her adolescent
protagonists are able to gain strength, learn important lessons, and cultivate new relationships
with the mother out of the picture. However, again it is the mother who is portrayed as
uncaring or unavailable, which allows no possibility for any meaningful mother-daughter
relationship in these novels.
What Ockler, Burns, Wetta and Kephart neglect to consider in their respective arguments is
that it is also acceptable to include functional parent-adolescent relationships in young adult
literature. There is also no acknowledgement that some adolescents do view their parents as
reliable and caring, and that maintaining connections with their parents is important to them.
Ockler – who accused Just of making some broad generalisations about the way parents are
portrayed in young adult literature – has, in fact, herself made some broad generalisations,
with her claims that adolescents are more interested in reading about protagonists who
distance themselves from their parents by viewing them critically or rebelling against their
authority.
While it must be acknowledged that conflict is an important element of young adult literature,
conflict can take place with friends at school, teachers, or siblings. The conflict does not
necessarily have to take place between mothers and daughters to make the plot more palatable
to adolescent readers. However, Ockler does make a valid point – which is that the aim of
young adult literature is not to teach lessons or set moral codes (Ockler, 2010, para 7).
Therefore there is no obligation for authors to depict mothers as reliable and emotionally
available. There is certainly a place for mothers who are struggling with mental illness,
alcoholism or self-absorption in young adult fiction, as these sorts of mothers do exist in real
life. But it is important for researchers to establish whether or not these negative
representations of mothers overshadow portrayals of strong, caring and available mothers in
contemporary young adult fiction. This is an area which has been surprisingly neglected
since the year 2000.
Just is certainly of the opinion that the distracted, failing parent has become a widespread
image in today’s young adult literature. She notes that while parents in young adult literature
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in the 1980s also featured imperfect parents, the parents in the 1980s had more of a presence.
Parents in today’s novels seem more peripheral and diminished, and Just does not see these
depictions as particularly believable (Just, 2010, para 11). Considering that Just is a literary
agent and children’s books editor at The New York Times, it is safe to assume she is well-read
when it comes to recent young adult fiction and is reasonably qualified to make such claims.
Additionally, she is not the only one to make such claims.
However, it seems fair to wonder whether or not Just’s focus may be too narrow as she does
not pay attention to those contemporary novels where mothers are portrayed as both flawed
and loving, or where daughters have feelings of both exasperation and love towards their
mothers. This raises the questions: Is this because such novels are proving too elusive? Or is
Just making broad categorisations about the way in which mothers are portrayed in young
adult fiction?
Online commentary from authors and reviewers of young adult fiction – again, while not
based on scholarly research – have nonetheless proved important in indicating that there is a
lack of positive and caring mother-daughter relationships in contemporary young adult
novels.
The creators of the website ‘Flashlight Worthy’, which provides listings of what they consider
to be ‘the best books’ featured on Amazon, asked a number of bloggers who review young
adult novels to name their favourite young adult title that focuses on a mother-daughter
relationship. They express their astonishment at the fact that this “usually quick-to-contribute
lot came forward saying they couldn’t think of an appropriate title” (Feb 2013, para 2). Only
a few were able to “scrounge up” examples, which raises the question: why was it so difficult
for these bloggers to come up with relevant examples? One must wonder whether or not it
might be because such little attention is paid to mother-daughter relationships in
contemporary young adult novels.
Interestingly, out of the six examples provided, only two mention positive mother-daughter
relationships – one example includes Melina Marchetta’s Saving Francesca (2003) which
commends the book for the caring bond shown between Francesca and her mother (2013, para
5). Another example provided, where the mother-daughter relationship is positive, is
Elizabeth Scott’s The Unwritten Rule (2010), in which the teen protagonist Sarah looks to her
mother for advice regarding friendships, and where the mother is ready to listen to and
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support her daughter. The reviewer of this book notes that so much of young adult fiction is
filled with “absentee or abusive parents” that it was refreshing to come across a stable
parent/child relationship in this particular novel (para 3). This reviewer has drawn attention
to what appears to be a shortage of functional and positive mother-daughter narratives in
young adult literature.
Unfortunately, mother-daughter relationships do not fare too well in the other examples
provided on ‘Flashlight Worthy’. Michelle Kwasney portrays three mother-daughter
relationships in her novel Blue Plate Special (2009), and none of them seem to have any hope
of redemption. Teen Madeline watches her mother drink away their welfare cheques;
Desiree’s mission is to avoid her mother and get out of town as soon as possible; and Ariel is
neglected by a workaholic mum (2013, para 4).
This theme continues across other online listings of contemporary young adult literature. The
online forum ‘Teen Reads’ put together a reading list featuring mothers, sisters and romance.
A scan through the 62 listed young adult novels, which all include a brief synopsis of a few
sentences, finds that where mother-daughter relationships are mentioned as being integral to
the plot, few are described as being functional. For example Lucy, in Nancy Werlin’s
Impossible (2008), lives with foster parents as her own mother has ‘gone mad’. Lucy is
determined to escape this fate for herself. Ruby’s mother has deserted her in Sarah Dessen’s
Lock and Key (2008), forcing Ruby to go and live with her older sister. Mclean is estranged
from her mother in Sarah Dessen’s What Happened to Goodbye (2011) and lives a life on the
run with her father. Popular high school senior Kara has a strained relationship with her
mother Leigh in Laura Moriarty’s The Rest of Her Life (2007), for reasons Leigh does not
fully understand.
Daughters being estranged or separated from mothers who have deserted them appears to be a
common theme in these reading lists. Young adult fiction author M.B. Mulhall further backs
up these findings by noting that a common theme she observed in recent young adult
literature is that of the absent parent. She comments that there are many recent young adult
novels in which the parents have either passed away, separated, or just don’t seem to be
around. Mulhall further notes that it is rare to find a young adult novel in which the parents
play more than a passing role – if they are indeed present at all (Mulhall, 2012, para 8).
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Jensen (2013) and Su (2010) both observe that mothers are largely absent in contemporary
young adult literature. Jensen presented a brief overview of what ‘microtrends’ she had
observed in young adult fiction over the past year, on the online forum ‘Stacked Books’
(which features book reviews written by librarians). One of the trends Jensen noted was that
of ‘wandering mothers,’ with some of these mothers abandoning their families to ‘find
themselves’. Unfortunately Jensen does not back up her claims by going into any detail about
how the mothers abandon their families in the three novels she lists as examples of
‘wandering mothers’ (Jensen, 2013).
Only Su seems to note that missing parents in young adult fiction might be considered
something of an issue; she points out that recent young adult fiction has lessened the impact
of parents on teenager’s lives (Su, 2010, para 1). Su wonders where the parents are in young
adult literature, and makes the valid point that authors tend to categorise parents into “flawed
archetypes”, based on the assumption that this is the way real life teenagers view their parents
(para 2). Su raises a previously overlooked point – which is that the problem parent arises in
the adolescent protagonist’s perception of his or her parents – which does not mean that the
parent is necessarily as flawed as perceived by the adolescent narrator. Su says this is a subtle
difference, and one that she would love to see explored more in young adult literature (para
2).
The only contrary opinion I’ve observed is that of Benfer, who wrote about trends she
observed in young adult fiction written in 2012 on the online publication Barnes & Noble
Review. Contrary to the findings of Mulhall, Jensen and Su, who noted that parents were
most often absent and mothers were sometimes depicted as leaving their families, Benfer
comments that many protagonists in young adult novels have “exceptionally good parents” –
adding that it seems many writers are actively trying to reverse negative stereotypes (Benfer,
Jan 2013, para 3).
This comment stands out in isolation among the many other observations that mothers are
missing or struggling with their relationships with their daughters in contemporary young
adult fiction. Perhaps Benfer was starting to observe the beginnings of a shift away from
troubled parent/adolescent relationships towards more positive and balanced relationships
between parents and adolescents. Not enough current research has been done to confirm if
this is indeed the case, but it is certainly a topic worthy of exploration by future researchers.

36

While the above trends observed by authors of young adult fiction, and young adult services
librarians, do provide a valuable contribution towards our understanding of the ways in which
mothers and daughters are presented in recent young adult fiction, not all of this information
is based on in-depth analysis or examination of selected contemporary young adult novels,
and not all of it focuses specifically on mothers and daughters. My study aims to fill this gap
in the research literature.

CONCLUSION
A review of Freud’s Oedipus theory has illuminated the limited ways in which the motherdaughter relationship was viewed in traditional psychoanalytic theory. It was considered
necessary for the girl to separate from her mother in order to explore her own identity and
ultimately gain autonomy. Whilst there was some early criticism of Freud’s Oedipus theory,
notable theorists of adolescent identity development that followed on from Freud still
subscribed to the notion that it was considered healthy for adolescents to separate from
parents. This then became the dominant script of the parent-adolescent relationship. There is
a compelling argument to suggest that some authors of young adult literature may still be
adhering to this patriarchal script in their limited and often negative portrayals of mothers and
daughters.
The preceding review of the literature on the mother-daughter relationship in young adult
literature has revealed numerous examples of contemporary young adult novels in which the
mother is missing completely (the most common reason seeming to be that she has deserted
her family). Where the mother is present in the novel, there is a lack of diversity of the
portrayal of the mother-daughter relationship, with daughters often expressing resentment
towards their mothers for their perceived failings. This limited portrayal of mothers and
daughters necessitates an exploration into the ways in which authors of young adult literature
might utilise narrative techniques in their novels that work to reconstruct this Freudian script
that promotes the rejection or inadequacy of the mother.
The review of relevant literature has been useful in highlighting a variety of ways in which
the mother-daughter relationship is portrayed in limiting or destructive ways in young adult
literature. It can thus be observed from these studies what narrative strategies are used by
authors of young adult literature to align the sympathy of the teenage readers against that of
the mother. These findings have relevance to my study, which seeks to examine ways in
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which some contemporary Australian authors of young adult fiction have moved beyond the
early Freudian-based theories of female adolescent development, using various narrative
devices to reflect a more empowering and positive view of the relationship between
adolescent girls and their mothers.
The research literature frequently raises the question of whether or not authors of young adult
fiction might effectively be able to include the voice/identity of mothers in the narrative
without alienating the teen reader. My study aims to answer this question through identifying
narrative devices that do just this.
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CONSTRUCTION OF FRAMEWORK
INTRODUCTION
To achieve the aims of my study, three main tasks were necessary: first, to construct a
framework of questions, using examples from the research literature and feminist theory, to
be applied to the reading of the mother-daughter relationship in the selected sample of young
adult novels. I then applied this framework of questions, along with Carol Gilligan’s
‘Listening Guide’, to my reading of a selection of contemporary Australian young adult
novels. My third task was to uncover a framework of narrative devices that would work to
convey more empowering mother-daughter relationships in young adult literature, and to
discuss the ways in which the selected sample of young adult novels effectively utilise some
of these devices. This framework of narrative devices was utilised to inform the motherdaughter narrative in my own young adult novel, Scar.
As discussed in the literature review, content and literary analysis are the two approaches
most commonly used, but content analysis does not allow for any in-depth analysis of the
mother-daughter relationship, nor the analysis of narrative or literary devices used in the text.
Therefore, it is less useful to my own study.
Literary analysis, though, provides a more in-depth examination of the mother and her
relationships with other family members than does content analysis. It has been described as
the discussion of literature undertaken in order to interpret its meaning and to evaluate its
quality (Russell, 2005, p.48). Such in-depth evaluation and critique of quality is beyond the
scope of my study, but I have drawn on aspects of this approach for the purposes of my own
study, looking at plot structure and how it tells the story of mothers and daughters, as well as
aspects of the nature of the mother and daughter characters in the novels.
The following section discusses in detail the methods and analytical tools I used.

PROCESS OF SELECTION OF SAMPLE OF YOUNG ADULT NOVELS
I selected a sample of recent Australian fiction for young adults, in which the motheradolescent daughter relationship is significant, from the Notable Australian Children’s Books
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lists categorised for Older Readers, as selected by The Children’s Book Council of Australia
(CBCA), in the period 2000 through to 2012. I chose this time period because previous
researchers have not focused on analysing the more recent books for their portrayal of the
mother-adolescent daughter relationship. I have limited my sample of novels to Australian
fiction, as much of the existing research on the portrayal of mothers and daughters in young
adult fiction has not focused on Australian novels, and hence my study is among the first to
do so.
For the purpose of my study, young adult novels are defined as novels with an implied
readership under the age of eighteen and which, according to The Children’s Book Council of
Australia Information for Publishers, require of the reader a degree of maturity to appreciate
the topics, themes and scope of emotional involvement. Books in this category are
appropriate in style and content for readers in their secondary years of schooling (The
Children’s Book Council of Australia, 2014).
The Children’s Book Council of Australia (CBCA) books are selected for their high standards
of literary quality. A limitation of selecting CBCA listed books for analysis is that young
adult readers are not part of the judging process; however, considering that these books are
read widely by young adults due to the publicity they attract, it is appropriate that these highprofile books be analysed for their portrayals of significant relationships. It is from these
portrayals that adolescents may be more influenced and form more understanding about
relationships, because these books have a greater level of exposure to adolescents.
This study will analyse only realist fiction – that is, those books which aim to reflect a
realistic portrayal of life. Therefore, this study omits those books which include elements of
fantasy. Donelson and Nilson define literary realism as fiction with real-world settings in
historical periods not far removed from our own (2009, p.113). As my study seeks to analyse
the portrayal of the mother-adolescent daughter relationship from a contemporary perspective,
historical novels will also be excluded from the study.
The seven texts selected for analysis are:
About a Girl, Joanne Horniman (2010)
Notes from the Teenage Underground, Simmone Howell (2006)
Rose by Any Other Name, Maureen McCarthy (2006)
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One Whole and Perfect Day, Judith Clarke (2006).
It’s Not All About YOU, Calma!, Barry Jonsberg (2005)
Saving Francesca, Melina Marchetta (2003)
Jinx, Margaret Wild (2001)
Only a small sample of texts has been chosen for analysis, which means that the
generalisability of results is limited. However, this small sample has allowed for a more indepth look at each individual novel, and has still allowed me to view new trends and narrative
techniques in the way mother-daughter relationships are portrayed in the most recent young
adult fiction.
The rationale used to select the texts for analysis includes:
- The mother-daughter relationship is a significant element of plot.
- The author has employed one or more of the narrative techniques I have identified from the
research literature which contradict or reverse the Freudian plot of mother-daughter
relationships.
- The mother's stories have complemented the daughter's stories; that is, the author has
constructed a mother-daughter narrative that works to value the voices of both mother and
daughter, even in a first-person narrative text. Mother and daughter empower each other
through the narratives they share.
- The texts best inform and inspire the young adult novel I have written, through the narrative
techniques utilised by the authors to construct the mother-daughter relationship.
- The books have been published in Australia between 2000 and 2011 and all have been
published by critically acclaimed authors. All texts have also been included in the Notable
Children’s Book Council of Australia book lists in this time period and highly recommended
in reviews in major Australian journals such as Magpies, Viewpoint & Reading Time.
The narrative techniques in each of the selected texts offer valuable insights into the way in
which an author might give voice to the mother within the narrative without alienating the
teen reader. The selected texts offer a variety of different narrative structure, ways of
introducing the mother’s voice alongside that of the daughter’s voice, ways of subverting the
stereotypes of both mothers and teenage girls, and variations in family structure – that is, in
some texts both mother and father have a presence, and in some only the mother is present. I
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have also included at least one male author. All these variations are valuable in offering a
variety of insights into the way I have been able to construct the mother-daughter relationship
in my own young adult novel.

CONSTRUCTION OF FRAMEWORK OF QUESTIONS TO BE APPLIED TO ANALYSIS OF SAMPLE
OF YOUNG ADULT NOVELS

The framework of questions to be applied to the reading of the mother-daughter relationship
in the selected sample of young adult novels was devised from the research literature, feminist
narrative theory, and my readings of the novels themselves.
Initially, I took note of each example of ways in which mothers and daughters are constrained
in young adult literature (as outlined in the literature review on mothers and daughters in
young adult literature).
These include:


Mothers are dependent on drugs or alcohol and therefore unavailable for their
daughters.



Mother-adolescent daughter dialogue is constructed in limiting ways, with adolescent
narrators criticising their mothers; narratives in which the daughter talks but the
mother is completely silent; and narratives in which there is mother-daughter dialogue
but the daughter controls the dialogue through various strategies.



There is a tendency to lay blame on the mothers in these novels for the problems of
their daughters.



Stereotyping of the ‘role’ of mothers; mothers have no social life outside of the family,
or no involvement in creative activities.



Alternatively, mothers are presented as being too busy for their daughters - portrayed
as distracted and distant. This leads to behavioural issues in their daughters, such as
eating disorders.



There is a prevalence of the portrayals of daughters seeking independence from their
mothers.
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Mother-daughter conflict is often portrayed as destructive to the relationship in the
texts. Conflict is articulated through a script of nagging, criticism, blaming and
argument. Alternatively no forum is provided for open dialogue or conflict, and
daughters are portrayed as repressing their anger towards their mothers.



Mothers are physically removed from their daughters: abandoning their families to
‘find themselves’, or in rehab.

The emergence of these themes has proved useful in the identification of narrative devices
used by authors of young adult texts which have provided gender-biased and limiting
portrayals of the mother-daughter relationship in young adult fiction. By reversing these
narrative devices I have been able to construct my own framework of narrative devices that
may be used by authors to tell stories about mutual relationships between mothers and
daughters.
Following on from this, I then made notes of the ways in which mothers and daughters have
been represented in the clinical literature and psychoanalytic theory, beginning from Freud’s
Oedipus theory, through to contemporary studies, which can be summed up as:


Girls must relinquish attachment to their mother to reach autonomy (see Freud, 1933;
1953; Anna Freud, 1958; Mahler, Pine and Bergman, 1975; Blos, 1979; Kristeva,
1992; 2005).



Conflict between mothers and adolescent daughters may be harmful and solved only
through disengagement with one another (see Beaumont, Vasconcelos and Ruggeri,
2001; Collins and Steinberg in Scharf and Mayseless, 2007).



There is a cycle of envy and rejection between mother and adolescent daughter, with
attempts to sabotage the growth of the other; feelings of anxiety, guilt, and emotional
pain within mother-adolescent daughter relationships are associated with the need to
differentiate; and adolescent daughters have a fear of being like their mother (see
Donovan, 2005; Firestone et al, 2012).



Negative traits of mothers are highlighted, with terms such as ‘angry,’ ‘controlling,’
and ‘narcissistic’ (see Apter, 2010; Smith, 2012).
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Adolescent girls may feel guilty for surpassing their mothers and therefore may
attempt to inhibit their own development, such as through exhibiting eating disorders
(see Lattimore, Wagner and Gowers, 2000; Apter, 2010; Mouton, 2011; Bauer,
Bucchianeri and Neumark-Sztainer, 2013).

It can be seen that most of the above themes correlate with themes observed in the way
mother-adolescent daughter relationships are often portrayed in young adult literature. For
example, the concept that mothers are often responsible for the behavioural problems of their
daughters, leading to issues such as eating disorders, is both reflected in the clinical literature,
and portrayed in some young adult novels.
By reversing some of the examples outlined above I was also able to come up with additional
themes to look out for in the selected young adult novels such as: mothers are available for
their daughters but also have their own lives and interests; avoidance of mother-blame for the
daughter’s problems; and daughters viewing their mothers with love and respect even if they
occasionally expressed anger towards or argued with their mothers.
I then made note of those studies from the clinical literature and feminist discourse that spoke
of empowering mother-adolescent daughter connections, as follows:


Girls attempt to renegotiate the relationship with their mothers as they move through
adolescence (see Gilligan 1982; Apter, 1990; Gilligan et al, 1995; Doctors, 2000; Perl,
2008).



Mothers may be confronting their own physical and emotional changes and challenges
during their daughter’s period of adolescence (see La Sorsa and Fodor, 1990; Trad,
1995; Kenemore, 1996, Steinberg, 2005).



A healthy bond between mother and daughter allows the daughter to explore and
assert ways in which she is different from and independent to her mother while still
remaining attached (see Perl, 2008; Barrera, Blumer and Soenksen, 2011; SherCensor, Oppenheim and Sagi-Shwartz, 2011; Harrigan and Miller-Ott, 2013; Green,
Myrick and Henshaw, 2013).



Mother-adolescent daughter conflict can promote intimacy and understanding between
the two, and can foster further engagement (see Apter, 1990; Phillips, 1996;
Cummings, 2012; Kraemer, 2006; Branje, 2008; Harrigan and Miller-Ott, 2013).
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The above examples have proved particularly useful in assisting me to construct a framework
of themes to guide my analysis of mother-daughter relationships in the sample of young adult
novels selected for examination. In each of the young adult novels I looked for examples that
illustrated girls remaining attached to their mothers even as they attempted to renegotiate the
relationship; constructive conflict between mothers and daughters that included open
dialogue; and examples that revealed some of the challenges and emotions being experienced
on behalf of the mother (with the daughter perhaps expressing an awareness of her mother’s
feelings).
In addition to the above, an analysis of feminist narrative theory proved useful in assisting me
to construct a framework of questions to be applied to my reading of the selected sample of
young adult novels.

FEMINIST NARRATIVE THEORY
Feminist narrative theory focuses largely on fiction or biography written about adult
daughters and their mothers, but some aspects of this narrative theory can also be applied to a
study of young adult literature. There is a scarcity in the research literature of any studies that
have identified narrative devices that may be observed and utilised in young adult novels to
portray more empowering mother-daughter relationships. Previous research identifies
narrative devices observed in adult fiction, adult biography/autobiography or children’s
picture books. Marianne Hirsch, in The Mother/Daughter Plot, finds in the novels and essays
of authors Toni Morrison and Alice Walker a way out of Oedipal patterns of mother and
daughter relationships. But in Morrison’s Beloved, the mother is dead, so the mother-adult
daughter discussions that do occur take place from beyond the grave (Hirsch, 1989, p.197).
Hirsch herself wonders “whether it is possible to conceive of a narrative that does not depend
on maternal ‘othering,’ on triangulations, on separation and death. We might ask what shapes
such plotting might take” (Hirsch, 1989, p.197).
Since Hirsch asked this question, feminist scholar Roberta Trites’ (1997) work on feminist
voices in children’s books, and Crew’s comprehensive study of the mother-daughter
narratives (2000), have highlighted some ways in which authors might portray the strong
voices of mothers and daughters in fiction. Some of the examples Trites provides of ways in
which female protagonists have overcome the vocal repression of females in children’s novels
– such as self-reliance, a refusal to silence their inner voices which strengthen their public
45

voices, and characters recognising the dialogic nature of voice – have been worth taking note
of for the purposes of my own study (Trites, 1997, p.48). Trites also comments that
relationships in feminist children’s novels demonstrate people interacting, gaining strength
from each other, and being strong in their relationships (p.99). This concept can equally be
applied to the portrayal of mothers and daughters in young adult literature.
For the purposes of my study I have looked at contemporary feminist narrative theory in the
context of both ‘second wave feminist theory’ and ‘third wave/poststructuralist feminist
theory.’ An in-depth examination of the changing nature of feminism over the decades is
beyond the scope of my study, however, it is important to provide a brief explanation as to the
ways in which second wave and third wave/poststructuralist feminism differ, and the reasons
why I have analysed mother-adolescent daughter narratives in contemporary young adult
fiction through the theoretical lens of both second and third wave feminism.
A second wave feminist perspective is that femininity is “a set of embodied characteristics
and practices that are imposed on women and result from or signify their subordinate status in
relation to men” (Schippers and Sapp, 2012, p.28), and that motherhood leads to the
oppression of women (Apter, 1990, p.9; Hansen in Podnieks and O’Reilly, 2010, p.13;
Sambuco, 2012, p.4). In contrast, third wave/poststructuralist feminists believe that
femininity is not so much imposed on or embodied by women as a result of their
subordination, but instead is available to and can be embodied by anyone. They espouse the
notion that it is a feminist statement to proudly claim things that are feminine (Schippers and
Sapp, 2012. pp.29-30).
In contrast to second wave feminism, third wave feminists reject the idea that only a handful
of groups or class of individuals wield power over another powerless group or class, and
instead conceive of power as available to individuals at all levels of society. Third wave
feminists critique Western imperialism and its subordination of whole cultures, races and
ethnic groups, and draws attention to the importance of Indigenous and local cultures (Hardin
& Whiteside, 2013, p.12; Schippers and Sapp, 2012, pp.31-32; Gray, 2010, p.16).
However, despite these differences, the significance second wave feminism has had in
building a foundation for third wave feminism cannot be downplayed. Second wave
feminism, which emerged in the wake of World War II, took on many forms (for example
socialist and radical feminism, liberal feminism and social welfare feminism), with second
wave feminists challenging prevailing notions of the women’s role in the family, workplace
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and society. Second wave feminists addressed diverse issues relating to childcare, equal pay,
employment and education opportunities, and reproductive rights, and there was a focus on a
critique of psychoanalytic theory (Gray, 2010, p.3).
Third wave feminists have built upon the public political struggles of second wave feminists,
and have adapted and updated many second wave strategies to meet the new contexts and
challenges of the third wave movement (Bromley, 2012, p.177). However, as Owen, Stein
and Vande Berg point out, while both second and third wave feminists have struggled for
justice in regard to “sexual politics and cultural production” (2007, p.113), third wave
feminists express themselves in new ways, by embracing sexuality and desire. Owen et al
suggest that third wave feminists “politicise pleasure by appropriating the male gaze,
embracing multiple identities, and re-claiming sexual pleasure” (p.125). Third wave feminists
find empowerment in their public expression of sexuality, seeing their reclaiming of sexual
desire as freeing it from the limits of patriarchy (p.107). Many second wave feminists,
however, have difficulty in accepting this embrace of contradictions – that is, the wearing of
sexy attire “alongside anger over continuing public and domestic inequalities” (p.107).
However, despite these contrasts between the waves, both second and third wave feminism
share an interest in the narrating of personal stories amongst women. Third
wave/poststructuralist feminism appreciates the diversity of women’s experiences and
highlights how the deconstruction of discourses about women can destabilise conventions and
give voice to alternative interpretations. It offers possibilities for women’s liberation to be
achieved via narrative or storytelling, as all identity is rooted in language. Listening to the
multiplicity of women’s and young people’s experiences brings an awareness of the diversity
of their ways of knowing (Gray, 2010, p.14; Wendt and Boylan, 2008, p.600). In light of this
emphasis on narrative and storytelling, it is appropriate to consider the potential of third
wave/poststructuralist feminism as a theoretical lens for my study into the ways in which
empowering mother-daughter narratives might be constructed in young adult fiction.
Bromley notes that the third wave emphasis on personal narratives is reminiscent of the
storytelling that has been a central component of second wave activism – with women
gathering together to relate the stories of their lives and experiences of oppression, exposing
the complexities of women’s lives (Bromley, 2012, p.177). This focus on the telling of
stories suggests a continuity between the waves. Third wave feminists are challenging
societal expectations of femininity through new public spaces such as the Internet, via which
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women can use blogs and forums to tell their stories – as well as through creative mediums
such as zines, poetry, narratives, music, art, graffiti and street theatre (Bromley, 2012, p.1823).
Hence, when I refer to feminist discourse drawn from narrative theory, I am encompassing
elements of both second and third wave/poststructuralist feminist discourse, embracing both
the second wave feminist concepts of resistance to patriarchy and psychoanalytic theory, and
third wave/poststructuralist feminist concepts of claiming and articulating femininity and
sexuality in order to challenge gender hierarchies. I am also embracing the concept of women
empowering themselves via storytelling and other creative means, which as demonstrated
above, is an important element of both second and third wave feminism.
Encompassing the above discussed unique elements of second and third wave feminism has
allowed me to explore the mother-daughter relationship in my own young adult novel, and in
the novels selected for analysis, in various ways. These include: embracing a narrative that
emphasises connections (including solidarity between women, and connections between men
and women); celebrating motherhood rather than rejecting or downplaying the maternal,
demonstrating ways in which mothers and daughters can be strong and independent while
drawing support from each other; showing how women are able to articulate sexual pleasure
and desire while still being smart and ambitious; and highlighting the ways in which mothers
and daughters can connect and share their stories via their personal narratives and other
creative means.

WOMEN STRENGTHENING EACH OTHER WITHIN RELATIONSHIPS; EMBRACING FEMININITY
A revisionary way in which some authors might incorporate the strengths of traditional
femininity into their works of fiction for adolescents is to embrace the importance of women
strengthening each other within relationships. While Freudian theory dictates that adolescent
girls can only become independent by working to separate from their family (particularly the
mother), a feminist text might contradict this by showing how a child or adolescent learns
from relationships “how to take the subject position as a strong and independent person,” and
how to value community without sacrificing her selfhood (Trites 1997, pp.83-4).
Building upon this notion of girls and women finding strength in their relationships with each
other, Lin discusses the way in which female bonding and solidarity in fiction can be situated
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within an inclusive network of human relationships in order to demonstrate that female
connections can be enhancing and nourishing (Lin, 2005, p.61).
An alternative way in which some contemporary narrative theorists of women’s fiction
highlight bonding between mothers and daughters in fiction, is through demonstrating how
mother and daughter bond via painful experiences of bodily suffering. Sambuco, for
example, analyses the mother-daughter relationship in five well-known Italian novels. Each
of the novels is narrated from the daughter’s point of view, and the narrators all attempt to
define a female self that exists outside the constraints of patriarchal society. A theme running
through the novels seems to be that the daughter can only find a sense of identity through the
shared experience of physical suffering with her mother – this painful revisitation of this
experience allows the daughter to “break away from a masculinized position, as the only
position available to women within patriarchy” (Sambuco, 2012, pp.86-7).
This is one way in which authors have attempted to highlight a criticism of patriarchy;
however, I would argue that this depiction of a mother and daughter bonding over a shared
sense of powerlessness is somewhat disempowering. Taking into account a third wave
feminist perspective, a more revisionary way of depicting the bonding of mothers and
daughters might be via a series of shared events that – even while they may be sad or
traumatic – are ultimately empowering and do not depict ‘patriarchal institutions’ as having
ultimate power over women and their bodies. It could be argued that the depiction of mothers
and daughters bonding via bodily suffering only reinforces this masculinised position. The
women in these novels do not attempt to fight the male domination they encounter, but
instead are forced to submit to it (Sambuco, 2012, p.87). Mothers and daughters acknowledge
their shared suffering but do not celebrate their strength.
In contrast to Sambuco’s limited explorations of mother-daughter narratives, Lin advocates a
more inclusive narrative mode to represent women, by tackling the diversity and complexity
of female experiences. Such diversity might include writing about women and girls of
different sexual orientation, which suggests neither surrender or resistance to male supremacy
(as suggested by Sambuco) but rather choices made based on their own needs as sexual
subjects and individuals (Lin, 2005, p.351). Lin also adds that women need not only be
portrayed as deriving solace from the solidarity of the same sex, but can also draw emotional
and spiritual support from male friends (p.63).
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VOICES OF MOTHERS AND DAUGHTERS
Podneiks and O’Reilly posit that the mother has been lost within the daughter-centric
literatures that depict the mother: she is absent to her children (almost always daughters) and
to herself, in that her own voice is silent, her subjectivity lacking or erased (Podnieks &
O’Reilly, 2010, p.13). Considering that the languages we have are heavily biased towards
masculine living and expression, Porter and Kelso wonder how we make ourselves heard as
women and mothers? (2010, p.xiv).
Sambuco believes that the re-imagining of the female body seems necessary for the woman
subject in fiction because of the impossibility of her finding expression in language. She
describes how French feminist, linguist and philosopher Luce Irigaray has written that, unable
to be subjects in a male structure, women can only mimic the male form of communication
or, by not speaking, signal their alienation from that system. For Irigaray, as for Freud,
hysteria (a condition that uses mutism and mimicry as forms of expression) is connected to
unexpressed desire for the mother. Irigaray says it is clear that hysteric expression is a
condition deriving from women’s exile in language and is a way to reactivate, rather than
restructure, a lost connection with the maternal (Sambuco, 2012, p.93).
Mothers and daughters in the novels analysed by Sambuco are often drawn into a mute
existence, in order to convey the idea that through their loss of language, the mother and the
daughter-narrator are dissaociated from patriarchal values (Sambuco, 2012, pp.94-95). These
authors are articulating “emotions and feeling that cannot be expressed via the narrator’s
symbolic dreams, which work to act as a system of meaning outside language and offers
space for a tribute to the symbolisation of the mother-daughter relationship, by both the
author and the narrator” (p.99).
However, I propose that rather than demonstrating that mutism is a way of reactivating a lost
connection with the maternal, authors of young adult fiction might instead demonstrate how
the strong voices of mothers and daughters, in connection with one another, may provide a
more effective way of showing how women can reclaim the voices they lost under patriarchy.
As mentioned earlier, researchers of the mother-adolescent daughter narrative in young adult
fiction have expressed concern that, often, only the daughter’s story and opinions are heard,
and the mother’s voice is silenced. This is most likely due to the tendency of many young
adult authors to present the narrative from the teen protagonist’s point of view, in order to
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entice the reader into identifying with the teen daughter through her often conversational firstperson narration.
Nilsen and Donelson believe that a prerequisite to attracting young readers is to write through
the eyes of a young person, and authors often do this by writing in first person. Writing in first
person provides an immediacy, which acts as a narrative hook to grab and hold readers (2009,
pp.20-26). Young adult fiction authors Eleanor Nilsson (1992, p.136) and Bridget Lowry
(2008, p.119) concur that first-person form is a very direct and involving one for young
readers, as at once they are well within the thought stream of someone they like to see as
being similar to themselves.
However, Lin suggests that in a feminist text, which rests on the premise of ‘otherness’, the
recovery of the female identity (via which the female self becomes “I”) is achieved by a
balanced growth of the female self and her ‘others’ – the family and other relations. It is
within this realm of ‘otherness’ that selfish or narrow considerations are subjected to
cancellation (Lin, 2005, p.53).
One way of hearing the voices of both mothers and daughters is via the stories that mothers
tell to their daughters. This provides the reader an opportunity to hear the mother’s voice in
the text. These stories are often a source of empowerment for the daughter. Fiction can
celebrate how daughters move from listening to their mother’s stories to communicating their
own stories as narrators of these novels, giving voice to the past while articulating the
promises of the future (Podnieks & O’Reillly, 2010, p.22). Podneicks and O’Reilly suggest
that when the mother’s narrative is embedded in the story told by the daughter, it creates a
dialogic relationship between mothers and daughters (2010, p. 20).

FRAMEWORK OF QUESTIONS
A combination of all of the above methods has contributed to the construction of my
framework of questions to be applied to each reading of the selected young adult novels. I
read and re-read each novel several times, making notes on mother-daughter interactions, and
especially on examples of the ways in which mothers were given a voice in the texts. Some
examples emerged which not been previously discussed in the research literature.
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The completed framework, devised from the research/clinical literature, feminist narrative
theory, and my readings of the novels themselves, contributed to my analysis of the motherdaughter narratives in the selected novels. This framework of questions is:


Are the adolescent daughters remaining attached to their mothers even as they attempt
to renegotiate the relationship?



Do daughters view their mothers with love and respect even if they sometimes express
anger and resentment towards their mothers?



Is there the provision of a forum for open conflict and dialogue? Is the conflict
articulated via constructive speaking, arguing and explaining?



Do daughters take responsibility for their own actions/decisions rather than blame
their mothers for their problems?



Are mothers portrayed as having their own social lives or creative interests outside
that of the family?



Are mothers emotionally available for their daughters? If mothers are emotionally
unavailable, or too busy/distracted, is this resolved?



Are mothers given a voice to tell their own side of the story and express their own
emotions/challenges?



Whose voices are privileged and whose are absented from the text? Are the
perspectives of either mother or daughter silenced?

This framework of questions was an extremely useful method of extracting relevant details
about the mother-daughter relationships in the selected young adult novels.

THE LISTENING GUIDE
In the course of my research on the construction of narrative in literature about mothers and
daughters, I discovered a method of analysis called the Listening Guide, which I identified as
useful for the purposes of listening to the mother-daughter narratives in the sample of young
adult novels in my study. The Listening Guide, developed and used by feminist and
psychologist Carol Gilligan, is a sequential method of reading – or listening to – the various,
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multi-layered voices within a single text and offers an alternative to the typical coding
schemes that are devised in qualitative research (Richardson, 2005, p.25).
The Listening Guide provides a means by which to listen to the voices of participants in a
study (mostly via interview, and has been predominantly used with women and adolescent
girls). It has been used and adapted by researchers in the fields of psychology, education,
social work and sociology, to explore issues such as listening to the voices of women in
workplace transition, to women coping with sexual assault, and adolescent experience with
suicide prevention programs (see Balan, 2005; Milligan and Jones, 2010; Ohlmann, Kwee and
Lees, 2014).
According to Gilligan et al, the Listening Guide is designed to open a way to discovery when
discovery hinges on coming to know the inner world of another person. The method was
inspired by literary theory as well as the language of music: voice, resonance, counterpoint
(the art of combining different melodic lines) and fugue (Gilligan et al, 2003, pp.157-8).
While the Listening Guide most often involves the process of listening to interviews with
participants, I have modified it to involve listening to the narrator/s in the young adult novels
I have selected for analysis.
Aspects of the Listening Guide have proven useful for the purposes of ‘listening’ to the voices
of mother, daughter and author in the selected young adult novels. As I was preoccupied with
the notion of voice – the voices of mother and daughter both separately and together – the
Listening Guide seemed like a relevant and useful analytical method for the purposes of my
own study.
It can provide a framework of analysis which acknowledges that humans develop in relation
to one another, living embodied lives that are deeply embedded in social contexts (Milligan
and Jones, p.313). The Listening Guide provides a way to “trace the movement in girls’
understanding of themselves and others as they take in the voices around them, both
appropriating and resisting the different perspectives on relationships” (Brown cited in
Ohlmann et al 2014, p.27).
In light of this explanation, I have been able to utilise the Listening Guide to interpret the
narratives of the adolescent girls in the selected novels within the context of adolescent
female development. Gilligan et al point out that the Listening Guide joins feminist
researchers and cultural psychologists in their cautions and concerns about “voicing over the
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truth of another” (Gilligan et al, 2003, p.158). Therefore, in listening to the voices of mothers
and daughters in the young adult novels, I was conscious of examples where the voices of the
female adolescent narrators overrode the voices of their mothers.
Ohlmann et al believe the method involves capturing the meaning and context behind words,
not just that which is said directly (2014, p.29). For example, Clara, one of the adolescent
narrators in Judith Clarke’s One Whole & Perfect Day, claims that she is not interested in
seeing her mother, but on closer reflection on or ‘listening’ to her words, it can in fact be
observed that deep down she misses her mother and desires a reconnection to her. This
further ‘listening’ to her voice reveals that she does not want to cut ties with her mother and
the connection is still enduring. In the context of female development theory, this correlates
with recent feminist discourse which values the enduring connection of mothers and
daughters.
The Listening Guide focuses on a series of three sequential ‘listenings’ to an interview
transcript. Each listening focuses on a different aspect of the narrative. I modified the four
stages of the Listening Guide for the purposes of my own study and applied aspects of it to
the reading and analysis of the mother-daughter narrative in the selected young adult novels.
I also used the Guide in conjunction with the framework of questions I developed from the
literature review. The ‘listener’ referred to in the above outline of the Guide was substituted
for the reader of the young adult text (in this case myself). To illustrate how the Listening
Guide was applied to my reading of the relationship in my sample of selected novels, I use
below as an example the mother-daughter relationship of adolescent daughter Clara and her
mother Rose in Judith Clarke’s One Whole and Perfect Day.
Step 1: Listening for plot.
Questions relating to listening to plot include: What themes are emerging? Are certain
perspectives silenced? What is the story’s subtext? This step involves listening for repeated
images or metaphors, contradictions and absences, and the social context of the story
(Gilligan et al, 2003, p.160; Milligan and Jones, 2010, p.314; Ohlmann et al, p.31 2014;
Balan, 2005, p.4). For the purposes of my own study these questions illuminated the need for
me to ask the question: In a mother-daughter narrative are the perspectives of either silenced?
In One Whole and Perfect Day, Clara has left the family home because she disapproves of the
way her father treats her mother, and is tired of her father telling her she is studying the wrong
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subjects at university. Initially, the mother Rose’s point-of-view is silenced while Clara tells
the story from her perspective, but following Clara’s initial telling of why she is estranged
from the family home, Rose gets the chance to put forward her own perspective. The
dominant image that is initially observed is that of physical distance between mother and
daughter; Clara refuses to let her mother visit her at her room on campus. An initial reading
sees an emphasis on physical and emotional distance and Clara’s expressions of disdain.
However, a closer reading sees repeated images of emotional longing for the mother from
Clara’s point-of-view.
Listeners also pay attention to their own response to the narrative, including thoughts,
feelings, what touches them, where they feel connected or disconnected, their respective
social positions, and how these responses impact their understanding of the person (Gilligan
et al, 2003, p.160; Ohlmann et al, 2014, p.31). Reflecting on my own response to Clara’s and
Rose’s story I noted that as a reader I felt empathy for Rose, who reveals to the reader how
she lost both her parents in an accident at age seventeen. She explains that Clara is her only
living relative and the reader aches for Rose as she expresses her longing to see her daughter.
This empathy with the mother allowed me to see the story from her perspective and I felt
connected to her story. It can therefore be deduced that the author has been effective in
including the strong voice and identity of a mother in a novel that has been written for an
adolescent audience.

Step 2: “I Poems”
The purpose of this step is intended to focus the listener on the teller’s first person voice - to
pick up its distinctive cadences and rhythms – and also to hear what this person has to say
about themselves. Listening to the “I Poem” can highlight the often conflicting and
contradictory thought processes occurring within a story (Gilligan et al, 2003, p.162; Milligan
and Jones, 2010, p.315-16). For the purposes of my research the “I” is the narrator of the
young adult novel (most often the adolescent girl, but also sometimes the mother) and
involved me listening to her story and the way in which her narrative might uncover internal
tensions. For narratives not told from the first person point-of-view, the name of the
speaking character is substituted for “I”, for example, “Clara hoped…”, “Clara felt…”
Ohlmann et al discuss how they utilised the “I Poem” step in their particular study. They
explain that to construct the “I poem”, each first person I was identified within the passage,
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along with the verb and any important accompanying words. Maintaining the original
sequence of the text, the authors pulled out each underlined phrase and arranged each phrase
on a separate line. The “I poem” picks up on an associative stream of consciousness that runs
through each participant’s narrative, and the stanzas reflect shifts in meaning or voice
(Ohlmann et al, 2014, p.32).
“I statements” in some of the young adult novels I analysed via this method showed how the
narrators were linked to significant others; in these cases, the mother. Their voices and
statements showed that even though their actions may not appear to show this to be the case,
the daughters were often attempting throughout these texts to try and preserve or renegotiate
valued relationships.
Balan explains how in this stage of analysis, she reread the transcripts from her interviews
over at least once to tune her ear to particular aspects of voices that she believed she heard.
She then determined which voice was the loudest or occurred most frequently, and began to
reread the transcript (Balan, 2005, p.10).
In listening to Clara’s narrative in One Whole and Perfect Day, it became evident that her
‘loudest’ and most frequently occurring voice is the one in which she expresses empathy for
her mother. This voice dominates the voice which sometimes speaks disparagingly about her
mother’s perceived weaknesses. The internal tensions uncovered in Clara’s narrative were the
conflicting tensions of missing her mother while feeling frustrated with her for not standing
up to or leaving her father.

Step 3: Listening for contrapuntal voices
Each person expresses their experience through a multiplicity of voices, hence listening for
‘contrapuntal’ voices or counterpoints in the story forms an important part of the Listening
Guide (Milligan and Jones, 2010, p.321). These concurrent threads that run through each
narrative may be complementary or contradictory, and are not necessarily regarded as in
opposition to each other (Gilligan et al, 2003, p.165). In a young adult text, the teen
narrator’s voice may be both complementary and contradictory, offering several different
layers in regard to how they experience their relationship with the mother. While an initial
reading of the teen voice may indicate feelings of negativity towards the mother, a differing
‘hearing’ of the teen voice may reveal feelings of attachment and love alongside the perceived
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negativity, adding a layer of richness to the interpretation of the teen voice. The voice of a
mother in the text, while initially indicating depression or an inability to cope, might also
carry tones of resilience and strategies for resistance. Therefore, there may be a relationship
between two seemingly contradictory voices.
Listening for multiple voices enables the researcher to discover several different layers within
a person’s expressed experience, and takes into account that a person may express their
experiences in a multiplicity of voices or ways (Ohlmann et al, 2014, p.32; Gilligan, 2003,
p.167). Thus Clara’s multiple voices in One Whole and Perfect Day (in which she expresses
both empathy and frustration towards her mother) while seemingly contradictory upon first
‘listening,’ can also be viewed as not in opposition to each other. It soon becomes apparent to
the reader that Clara’s exasperation stems from her deeper feelings of love and concern for
her mother, as she reveals that she worries about the way her father bullies her mother. In
viewing this ‘listening’ in the context of psychological and clinical theory regarding the
mother-adolescent daughter relationship, it can be seen that the voice in which Clara speaks
about her mother reflects the theory first highlighted by psychologist Terri Apter (see Apter,
1990), which is that arguing between mother and daughter can in fact strengthen rather than
harm the connection between them.
The ‘awakened voice’ is described as the voice which emerges when the person
acknowledges and affirms their own needs. The awakened voice is one of empowerment, as
it expresses one’s needs and wants. It is also a reflective voice – intuitive and personal
(Milligan and Jones, 2010, p.322; Balan, 2005, p.11). Similarly, when ‘listening’ to the
voices of mothers in the young adult texts, I was able to identify examples in the narrative
where both mothers and daughters have vocalised their own needs.
Clara’s ‘awakened voice’ is heard when Clara acknowledges her need for her mother and her
self-realisation that she has contributed to the bullying of her mother. Rose’s ‘awakened’
voice is heard when she hears her own parents’ voices telling her to be brave and strong and
she claims aloud, “Okay, I will be” (Clarke, 2006, p.275). Rose vocalises her needs, standing
up to her domineering husband and telling him she is going to find her daughter.

Ohlmann et al identified two categories of voices in their study: voices of resilience and
voices of vulnerability. The voices of resilience included knowing, connection, altruism, and
protection. The voices of vulnerability included not knowing, disconnection, and silence
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(Ohlmann et al, 32, 2014). In accordance with Ohlmann et al’s identification of two
categories of voices (resilience and vulnerability), Rose’s voice moves from disconnection
with her husband and Clara, and silence in the face of her husband’s dominance, to a voice of
empowerment: of knowing exactly what she needs to do, showing her inner strength, and
connecting with her own resilience.
Step 4: Summary
The fourth step in the Listening Guide calls for the listener/researcher to summarise and
interpret the stories in a way that pulls together and synthesises what has been learned through
the entire process in relation to the research questions. All listenings are examined together to
identify themes and concepts that occurred repeatedly across the entire sample (Milligan &
Jones, p.324; Stewart, 2007, pp.43-44).
In ‘listening’ to the voices of mothers and daughters in the selected texts, as per the Listening
Guide, I was able to make note of what phrases were consistently used by mothers and
daughters (both in conversation with each other and in their internal narratives – did they use
self-silencing phrases such as “I should?” or more empowering and positive self-talk?) How
did they explain their actions and the decisions they make? Did their “I Poems” illustrate
connectedness to each other? How are their stories and discoveries linked to wider social
structures, entrenched ideologies and dominant discourses in regard to mothers and
daughters?
In regard to the mother-daughter narrative in One Whole and Perfect Day, using the Listening
Guide enabled me to trace the way in which Clara developed an understanding of herself,
recognising at one point that she has in fact showed some bullying behaviour towards her
mother, in the same way that her father has. As Clara reflects on previous dialogue and
argument with her mother she realises how much she misses her – despite her words to the
contrary.
The mother-daughter narratives in the selected novels are being told within a cultural and
social landscape which often works to marginalise the relationship between mother and
daughter, but alongside this discourse is an increasingly dominant discourse (mostly from
feminist scholarship) which is working to revalue and reclaim the connection between
mothers and their adolescent daughters. It has been important to view the mother-daughter
narratives in the selected novels in the context of this social landscape and to keep in mind the
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ways in which their stories are working to subvert previously limiting narratives that have
described the mother-adolescent daughter relationship.
Milligan and Jones summarise that the Listening Guide “provides a systematic framework for
narrative analysis that embraces the inescapably plurivocal and multifaceted nature of
individual stories” (2010, p.325) They add that personal narratives necessarily open a
window on the wider social, cultural, historical and institutional forces that shape various
issues.
In ‘listening’ to the narratives of mother and daughters in the selected young adult novels, it
has been interesting to observe what their personal narratives illuminate. Attending to the
sometimes multiple voices and perspectives in some of these novels, I have been able to
uncover ways in which mothers and daughters desire to remain connected to one another,
despite some periods of conflict or disengagement. Thus these voices and perspectives have
demonstrated that there are ways in which young adult authors may present constructive and
enduring connections between mothers and daughters in their novels, without necessarily
alienating the teen reader.
I have not observed the use of the Listening Guide in the field of young adult literature in the
research literature to date, making the current study one of the first to modify the Listening
Guide for this purpose. Perhaps future researchers in the field of young adult literature can
also utilise this guide for the same purposes.

CONCLUSION
A variety of different methods worked effectively together in order to allow me to collect
relevant data for the purposes of my study. A review of the research literature relevant to my
study enabled me to identify ways in which mother-adolescent daughter relationships in
young adult texts have been constrained. I also identified ways in which mothers and
daughters have been neglected and/or misrepresented in the clinical literature and
psychoanalytic theory. Most of these examples correlated with themes observed in the way
mother-daughter relationships are portrayed in young adult literature.
By reversing these negative narrative devices I have been able to construct a framework of
questions to be applied to my reading of a sample of contemporary Australian young adult
novels. I added to the framework by identifying examples from studies in the clinical
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literature and feminist discourse that spoke of empowering mother-daughter relationships.
Notes I made from feminist narrative theory in regard to mother-daughter narratives in fiction
also helped me to construct my framework of questions.
I then applied this devised framework of questions to my readings of the sample of Australian
young adult novels, with notes made in regard to mother-daughter interactions. As I read the
novels additional examples of the ways in which mothers were given a voice in the texts were
noted.
Finally, Gilligan’s analytical tool, the Listening Guide, was applied to my reading or
‘listening’ to the voices of mothers and daughters in the sample of novels. This tool revealed
additional and sometimes more meaningful and revealing readings of the mother-daughter
narratives in the novels.
Key themes emerged from the application of the framework of questions and the Listening
Guide to the readings of the novels. Ultimately, this enabled me to construct my own
framework of narrative devices that may be used by authors to instead tell stories about
empowering and mutual relationships between mothers and daughters in young adult
literature.
Results are discussed in the following chapter via this framework of narrative devices.
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RESULTS
INTRODUCTION
From my review of the research literature, the identification and analysis of relevant feminist
narrative theory, and a reading of the seven novels I have selected for analysis, I have
observed various methods that may be employed by writers in constructing a mother-daughter
narrative that works to value the voices of both mother and daughter in young adult fiction, as
outlined below:


Gaining strength from relationships. Reversing the Freudian plot that the daughter
must separate from the mother to achieve maturity, showing instead how the
protagonist learns from her relationship with her mother and the community around
her how to develop as a strong and independent person.



Recognising plural voices and subjectivities of daughters and mothers; using narrative
techniques in which the mother’s voice is heard alongside that of the daughter’s.

-

Mothers narrating their own story.

-

Stories passed down from mother to daughter.

-

Frequent dialogue between mother and daughter.



A teenager’s observations of the mother that work to place value on the maternal.



Subverting the stereotypes of mothers and avoiding scripts of ‘mother-blame.’



Showing how conflict and anger can be seen as a form of renegotiating the
relationship between mother and daughter.
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Empowering mother-daughter relationships through art and creativity.

-

Involvement in creative pursuits/outlets – including discussions about art.

-

Storytelling.

-

Creativity in structure of text.

These methods are outlined in detail below. Examples are given of how these narrative
devices have been utilised in The Children’s Book Council of Australia notable young adult
novels selected for analysis.

GAINING STRENGTH FROM RELATIONSHIPS.
As the mother-daughter relationship has been so often neglected or maligned in young adult
literature, contemporary authors might want to demonstrate the ways in which adolescent
daughters gain strength from maintaining their connections with their mothers, rather than
struggling to separate from the mother.
Simmone Howell has utilised this technique effectively in Notes from the Teenage
Underground. Howell’s seventeen-year-old protagonist Gem goes through a process of
learning from the (mostly female) network around her how to work towards independence
while still remaining connected to her mother Bev and her godmother Sharon (the school
psychologist). Gem refers to her mother Bev regularly throughout the narrative, and her voice
when she speaks about her mother indicates Gem’s admiration and respect for her artist
mother Bev. “Bev and I watch movies together. We always have. Sometimes we do it with
ceremony...The point is we do it together...Bev has taste and I have access to weird and
wonderful films. Together we are a formidable team” (Howell, 2006, p.23).
Howell effectively gives voice to Bev’s vulnerability as she observes Gem’s growing
independence. Bev tearfully laments to Gem: “You don’t know what it’s like to raise a child
on your own. One day they grow up and they’re not yours anymore and they’ve got their own
heads and it’s like you never even make a mark” (2006, p.154). But even as Gem comes to
terms with the shifting dynamics of her friendship group, and explores her feelings for her coworker Dodgy, she is able to reassure Bev that even though things are changing for her, she
still values her relationship with her mother. ‘“You’re crazy’, I scolded her gently. ‘You talk
about not making a dent and half the time I feel like you’re in here’. I tapped my temple and
ploughed on, ‘And I’m not going anywhere tonight, so don’t...freak out’” (2006, p.154).
Gem by the conclusion of the novel has learnt how to value her connection with the
community around her without sacrificing her search for self. She cares about community
without having become self-effacing. While she cares about others, she has also learnt to care
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about herself as well. She is aware that even as she looks ahead to future possibilities – film
making, forging new friendships, reconciling her relationship with her long absent father –
she will continue to draw strength from her connection to Bev. “My mother – the cook, the
art critic and philosopher – wore her heart on her sleeve and all her hats at once. I had a
sneaking suspicion that all my branches led back to her” (2006, p.40).
Since Trites claimed in 1997 that she hoped feminist literature for children and adolescents
might demonstrate interrelationships sustaining all people (Trites, 1997, p.82), Howell has
demonstrated in her young adult novel that the ability to build community and foster
relationships is not necessarily genetically linked to gender. Gem’s father makes an
appearance in the novel and demonstrates how he too gains strength from reaching out to his
family. Lin believes that women need not only be portrayed as deriving solace from the
solidarity of the same sex, but can also draw emotional and spiritual support from a network
of male friends and relatives (Lin, 2005, p.63). Howell’s text demonstrates people interacting
with and gaining strength from each other.
In Maureen McCarthy’s Rose by Any Other Name, Rose and her mother both struggle with
redefining their connection to each other after a period of isolation. During the process, Rose
finds herself frequently torn between love and resentment towards her mother, wanting both
to keep her at a distance and be connected with her. “I want to chuck something at her. That
familiar profile looking up at the ceiling is driving me crazy. So self-satisfied and middleaged!” (McCarthy 2006, p.242). Then the very next day, Rose is reassuring her mother
before they are due to meet Rose’s father’s new partner, saying, ‘“You will be okay,
Mum…You’ve got us remember.’ Mum doesn’t reply but she gives me a little smile, reaches
out and squeezes my hand briefly” (2006, p. 248).
The relationship between Rose and her mother is at times tumultuous, but it is clear from
Rose’s inner dialogue, even at the beginning of the novel, that ultimately her mother is
important to her. As she watches her mother walking up the garden path to the front door of
her house, Rose, almost to her own bemusement, observes, “I’m gripped with a sudden mad
impulse to run after her before she disappears inside. To grab her and hug her tight, tell her I
love her, just in case I never see her again. But the moment passes, thankfully. It’s
gone...almost before it registers” (2006, p.5). Even though she has just confessed to finding
her mother frustrating, and that she wishes her mother were not accompanying her on the road
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trip, the preceding paragraph depicts Rose’s underlying desire to remain attached to her
mother.
Rose gradually develops a new perspective on what her mother must have gone through
during the break-up of her relationship with Rose’s father, and the heartbreak she endured on
behalf of Rose, when she discovered the truth of Rose’s relationship with a much older man.
By the conclusion of the novel, Rose is faced with a growing awareness of her mother’s
internal strength, which alters her perspective of her mother. Rose finds herself drawing
strength from the faith her mother expresses in her, her mother’s belief that she can achieve
what she needs to. Rose’s mother tells her, “You are my tough and shining Rose” (2006,
p.321). Rose has learnt by the conclusion of the novel to value connection with her mother
and the rest of her family – her sisters, and her estranged father. She has learnt new things
about herself during her road trip with her mother, one of the most important being that her
growth does not prevent her fostering a relationship with her mother.
Similarly to Rose, Melina Marchetta’s protagonist Francesca, in Saving Francesca, finds
herself struggling with her relationship with her mother Mia, whom she describes early on as
somewhat controlling and dominant, intent on trying to mould Francesca into the person Mia
wants her to be. For example, in the opening paragraph of the novel Francesca is telling the
reader that her mother uses “...subliminal techniques designed to motivate me into being just
like her” (Marchetta 2003, p.1). She also describes Mia as “...the Queen of the Limitation
Placers in my life” (2003, p.2).
As the novel opens, Francesca tells us that Mia has suffered from a breakdown and cannot
move from her bed. She remains this way for much of the novel. However, while
Francesca’s voice when she talks about Mia is often edged with frustration, the reader is
aware that underlying her words is a desire to maintain the strong connection she has to her
mother. For example, Francesca admits that she calls her mother by her first name Mia
“...because I’ve been angry at her so many times that I’ve wanted to distance myself from
her” (2003, p.18). Then, shortly after this declaration, Francesca describes how sometimes at
night, before Mia’s breakdown, she had spent time sitting on her mother’s bed talking to her
while her father slept, and how her parent’s bedroom was like her sanctuary (2003, p.19).
The warmth in her description of this memory reveals that the often sarcastic tone she uses in
reference to her mother is a cover for her deeper feelings of companionship and love.
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The reader is positioned to understand, via Francesca’s’ first-person narrative, that Francesca
misses her mother as Mia lies quietly in bed, no longer able to participate in family activities.
Francesca’s voice resonates with the pain of her struggle for a sense of identity in the face of
Mia’s silence. “My mother won’t get out of bed and it’s not that I don’t know who she is any
more. It’s that I don’t know who I am” (2003, p.52).
Francesca’s growing strength and independence throughout the text does not in any way
indicate that she can only grow strong through turning away from her mother. Nor is
Francesca’s growing independence created in opposition to an ineffective and weak mother,
despite the fact of Mia’s breakdown and withdrawal from normal family life. On the
contrary, Marchetta highlights to the reader that Mia’s former strength is what is motivating
Francesca to develop her own inner strength and sense of identity.
Marchetta’s mother-daughter narrative emphasises Francesca’s journey towards maturity via
her connection with her family and her new group of friends. She has identified what is
important to her: and it is not rejection of the maternal, but rather, a dawning awareness that
she too possesses the inner strength she has always secretly envied in Mia. Ultimately, she
has learnt to place value on her mother’s qualities rather than resenting them; realising that
she can draw upon these same qualities in herself to realise who she really is. Slowly she
begins to emerge from the shadows she had been living behind with her old group of friends,
who insisted that she was shy and demure, and told her repeatedly how they had ‘saved’ her
from humiliation. In fact Francesca realises that she has the ability to ‘save’ herself, by
drawing on the strength her mother has helped instil in her, learning to place value on these
qualities of being strong and out-going, and embracing who she really is.
Leavy notes that the only narrative traditionally available to women is the love or marriage
plot, therefore a subversion or unravelling of this traditional plot – which might instead show
women ultimately seeking their own self-actualisation – can be viewed as an act of
ungendering (2012, pp.521-22). Marchetta has effectively subverted the stereotype of
adolescents learning to be independent by moving away from family towards new
relationships with peers/boyfriends by instead demonstrating how a daughter can develop
strength and identity from connection with family: and particularly, in Francesca’s case,
through re-establishing her connection with her mother.
As Mia starts shakily on the long path towards healing, Francesca expresses admiration and
love for her mother. Rather than her search for identity culminating in her expressing a need
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to be as unlike her mother as possible, Francesca instead vocalises her desire to claim the
qualities she most values in Mia. “She lets me trace the scar on her stomach. The scar I put
there when I was born. ‘It’s because you were in such a hurry and I wanted to have you all to
myself for just a little while longer’, she murmurs sleepily. ‘Even back then we were battling
each other.’ When I grow up, I’m going to be my mother” (2003, p.231).
The mother-daughter narrative in Barry Jonsberg’s It’s Not All About You, Calma! also
demonstrates the way in which a daughter can remain attached to her mother while gaining
independence. The relationship between Calma and her mother ‘the Fridge’ is portrayed with
humour and affection. It becomes apparent quite quickly that Calma and her mother
communicate primarily via a series of notes taped to the fridge, due to neither being in the
same house at the same time very often (hence Calma’s nickname for her mother, as she feels
she corresponds with the fridge more regularly than her actual mother). As the novel
develops, Calma begins to observe disturbing signs that the Fridge is harbouring a secret
boyfriend. As Calma’s long-estranged father has just showed up in town, Calma suspects the
Fridge is covertly dating her father, and so decides she needs to get to the bottom of the whole
thing. While Calma tells her story with a great deal of wit and humour, it is still evident that
her mother’s secretive behaviour is hurting her. She goes to great lengths to track down why
the Fridge is behaving so mysteriously and jumps to her own conclusions about what is going
on. In the process, she finds herself shutting herself off from the Fridge, and when the two
are in the same room at the same time, conflict erupts.
However, by the conclusion of the novel, Calma comes to understand that her judgements
regarding her mother may have been inaccurate, and also becomes aware that her selfabsorption has meant she has been blind to the fact her best friend has been self-harming and
is in pain. It is her mother who provides comfort and wisdom at the conclusion of the novel.
“Mum rocked me as I cried myself into exhaustion. She didn’t say much, just let me vent
some of the self-loathing. Towards the end, before I slumped into bed, she said one thing.
‘Calma, it’s okay to be wrong...But it’s what happens next that’s important. You have a
friend in pain...How are you going to help her? Not by thinking you’re worthless. By being
strong’” (Jonsberg, 2005, p.251).
It is these words which bring a new sense of strength and self-understanding to Calma. “As I
turned the Fridge’s toast into carbon it struck me that I might have made a mess of everything,
but I was going to come out of this better, stronger, wiser” (2005, p.252). It is Calma’s re66

connection and new open communication with her mother that helps her to see more clearly
how she can embark on a path towards maturity. Jonsberg’s narrative affirms the relationship
between mother and daughter as essential to Calma’s growth.

RECOGNISING PLURAL VOICES AND SUBJECTIVITIES OF DAUGHTERS AND MOTHERS
In order to celebrate the voices of both mothers and daughters, authors of young adult fiction
might choose to utilise narrative techniques in which the mother’s voice is heard alongside
that of the daughter’s. Daughters both listen to their mother’s stories and communicate their
own stories as narrators of young adult novels.
Considering that first-person narrative is an effective technique of telling story, how might a
young adult author go about allowing a mother to have a voice in a teen-directed narrative?
Beere laments that given that child-centeredness is widely taken for granted as a fundamental
defining characteristic of an adolescent novel, it is difficult to imagine a work of adolescent
fiction that presents any adult perspective, let alone the perspective of an adult who is
assumed to have neither a perspective of her own nor any moral right to one (Beere, 2000,
p.224).
However, following are examples I have observed in the young adult novels studied, which
demonstrate how such limitations can be overcome in first-person narratives, allowing the
reader an opportunity to empathise with both daughter and mother.
Mothers narrating their own story

In 1989, Hirsch commented that she would like to see a discourse that could work to reverse
the erasure of the mother and the daughterly act of “speaking for her” and to create the
conditions in which mother and daughter would each be able to speak for themselves, as well
as for and with each other (1989, p.16). Since Hirsch observed this gap in mother-daughter
narratives, some contemporary authors of young adult fiction are beginning to demonstrate
ways in which mothers and daughters might speak together.
Despite Beere’s earlier lamentations that it is difficult to imagine such a reality in children’s
fiction (Beere, 2000), two novels amongst the small sample of young adult novels selected for
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analysis do allow both mothers and daughters to speak for themselves. The mothers in these
novels speak to the reader directly from their own point-of-view.
Margaret Wild’s verse novel Jinx provides an example of the way in which a young adult
author might effectively introduce the voice of the mother into the narrative without
alienating the target audience. Wild has written her verse novel from the point of view of
various characters, so that the reader is exposed to the inner thoughts not only of the teen
characters, but also the adults who inhabit this story. All these characters are the friends and
family of the primary narrator, Jen. The multiple narrative technique employed by Wild has
proved to be an effective method of allowing the mothers to have their own voices. Jen’s
mother’s voice sits along-side – rather than in competition with – Jen’s voice. While Jen’s is
the primary narrative, her voice does not de-centre or marginalise her mother’s voice; both
voices are given equal weight.
Jen sometimes expresses feelings of frustration towards her mother:
“When Jen’s being mean / she tells her mother / to get a life” (Wild, 2001, p.31)
However, this is balanced by Jen’s mother allowing the reader access to her secret self:
“Jen doesn’t know / her mother’s secret. / She doesn’t know / that at forty-two it’s just as
terrible / to be in love with someone / who might not love you / as it is at fourteen or
seventeen or twenty one. / She doesn’t know / you’re never too old for such yearning, /
however fruitless, / humiliating” (2001, p.31).
This is an effective technique of drawing empathy from the teen reader for the mother’s point
of view, without alienating the adolescent reader. The reader feels privileged to be granted
access to Jen’s mother’s secrets; secrets that Jen herself is not necessarily aware of.
Wild has also allowed the reader to hear the voices of other mothers throughout the narrative.
For example, when Jen’s friend Ben is killed, Ben’s mother speaks directly to the reader, in a
voice that is bruised with the pain of her loss:
“People don’t know something / terrible has happened, / don’t know you are dying inside”
(2001, p.154).
Again, the mother’s voice draws empathy by speaking directly to the teen reader and allowing
access to her inner-most thoughts.
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Even though Judith Clarke’s novel, One Whole and Perfect Day, is told from third person
point of view rather than first person, the mother Marigold has her own voice, which allows
the reader to hear her perspective on events that occur throughout the novel. The narrative
switches between the voices of the primary narrator, sixteen-year-old Lily, and various other
friends and family members. It becomes clear from listening to Marigold’s narrative that she
is clever but somewhat absent-minded, and that in fact it is sixteen year old Lily who has
taken on the role of mother within the family.
Lily has a strong voice and it is through her voice that the reader is initially introduced to her
mother Marigold. Lily tells her readers that Marigold works too hard and worries too much.
She describes her mother as “a slender woman in her forties with wispy blonde hair pulled
back from a delicate face that always seemed to wear an apprehensive expression” (Clarke,
2006, p.3). It is clear from this description that Lily is concerned about her mother being tired
and over-worked, and it also becomes evident that their roles are reversed – Lily is the
‘sensible’ one, worrying about her rather distracted mother, who has a tendency to bring home
“elderly lame ducks” from her job at a “daycare centre for the elderly” (2006, p.3). Lily tells
the reader a little bit condescendingly, “Mum was such a softie!” Lily then goes on to
bemoan her position as the “sensible one of the family”, claiming that she wished she wasn’t
the one who got stuck with all the household chores. “I’m like someone’s mother, thought
Lily with disgust...” (2006, p.9).
The reader is positioned via this first-person narrative to empathise with Lily for being
burdened with all these responsibilities, and if Clarke did not allow the mother her own voice,
the reader could not help but judge Marigold for not allowing her daughter to have the
carefree existence the other girls in Year Ten had. However, Marigold’s voice takes over in
the next chapter, speaking tenderly about her children: “Lily was a good girl – look how she
helped around the house! Look how she did the shopping!” (2006, p.14). Marigold also
expresses her feelings of guilt that she isn’t able to offer one of the elderly residents at the
centre a place to stay, having promised Lily she wouldn’t bring any more ‘lame ducks’ home
for at least a year. The reader is then able to empathise with Marigold, understanding more
clearly her sense of generosity and commitment to helping people, along with her feelings of
love towards her children.
Other mothers are also given their own voices in Clarke’s text, including Marigold’s mother
May. While Lily observes her grandmother May fondly, she regards May as somewhat ‘soft,’
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and scoffs at the fact that May still talks to an imaginary friend, Sef. However, May is given
licence in Clarke’s text to tell her own story, about growing up as an orphan, and about her
friend Sef who had looked after her in the Children’s Home. The reader is therefore privy to
May’s secrets, in a way that Lily and Marigold are not. Lily wonders if her grandmother is
secretly a bit mad, and if Clarke had not allowed the grandmother to tell her own story, the
reader would most likely collude with Lily’s point-of-view. Through the memories May
shares with her readers, she reveals an alternative side to herself, both a toughness and a
vulnerability. The three generations of women – May, Marigold and Lily – tell their own
stories, which weave in and around each other, and in doing so create a connectivity between
them.
Another mother-daughter narrative explored in Clarke’s text is that of Clara and her mother
Rose. While at the beginning of the novel Clara views her mother as being subservient and
weak-willed, Rose shows the reader that this focalisation is mistaken, by summoning her
inner strength and – despite the wishes of both her husband and daughter – tracking Clara
down after a period of estrangement. Rose vocalises her needs, and her ‘awakened voice’ (as
per Gilligan’s Listening Guide) is heard when she hears her own parents’ voices telling her to
be brave and strong and she claims aloud, “Okay, I will be” (p.275). Rose’s voice moves from
one of silence in the face of her husband’s dominance, to one of empowerment as she
connects with her own inner resilience.
Both daughters in Clarke’s text – Lily and Clara – are presented as strong-willed, almost
domineering, in opposition to mothers who are more passive. If Clarke did not allow the
mothers – Marigold and Rose, and the grandmother May – to have their own voices, the
reader would have less understanding that these mothers in fact have their own inner
strengths, their own histories, which have helped shape who they are. The reader would
identify solely with the opinions expressed by the teenage daughters, at the expense of
marginalising the strengths of the mothers. Lily and Clara are guilty of occasionally speaking
quite contemptuously of their mothers, particularly Lily, who in her role as ‘the sensible one’
of the family, can be quite dismissive of her mother’s ‘softness.’ While it is Lily’s sixteenyear-old voice that frames the story, Clarke has balanced the voices of the teenage daughters
with the voices of their mothers, giving the reader the potential to identify directly with the
mothers and grandmother.
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Stories passed down from mother to daughter.

In some mother-daughter narratives, it is the stories the mothers tell to their daughters that
provide the reader an opportunity to hear the mother’s voice in the text. These stories are
often a source of empowerment for the daughter. In Notes from the Teenage Underground,
Gem’s mother Bev demonstrates through her dialogue that women can achieve whatever they
want to by revelling in who they really are, and not trying to be what society dictates women
should be. Bev’s narrative is an important source of inspiration for Gem, as she tells stories
about her days at university with Gem’s godmother Sharon; how they heard Germaine Greer
talk and Sharon claimed that watching Germaine at work made her want to “...kick in the
windows and set fire to the couch” (Howell, 2006, p.110). Bev tells Gem, “Once upon a time
your godmother and I kicked arse” (2006, p.110). This story inspires Gem to start work on
her project about “formidable women in history” and illuminates an important truth for Gem,
which is “You can be ugly or a virgin or a lesbian but whatever you are you revel in it” (2006,
p.111).
Howell effectively allows Bev’s voice to be heard frequently along-side that of Gem’s, even
though Gem is the narrator of the text. She does this by allowing Bev to tell Gem anecdotes
from her past. For example, Bev tells Gem about the night she and Gem’s father went to see
a midnight movie session in the middle of winter when the heating pipes had burst. “Most of
the audience walked. But your dad and I had a blanket, a bottle of cider and a packet of Peter
Stuyvesants. Anyway, I’m not advocating smoking and drinking in public spaces but that was
one of the nicest, most romantic nights we ever had” (2006, p.155). Through these stories
Gem is able to piece together a more comprehensive understanding of her mother’s past
relationship with her father, and in the process, begins to soften in her attitude towards her
father.
In Jinx, Jen’s mother also reveals to her daughters stories about her past, allowing the reader
to view the mother as a complex individual with a past that has shaped who she is today. The
mother’s voice in dialogue with her daughter’s voice also serves to provide another
opportunity for the reader to hear the voice of the mother alongside that of the daughter. Jen
and her sister Grace frequently ask questions of their mother throughout the narrative, such
as: “Tell me about the most embarrassing thing that ever happened to you”, “Tell me about
when you were a teenager”, and Jen also asks her mother to tell her about her father (The
Rat). Jens’ mother confides to Jen that:
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”I remember feeling jealous when he met / Stella and guilty that I wasn’t happy for /him”
(Wild, 2001, p. 99).
This confidance reveals a vulnerability, and serves to make Jen’s mother seem more real and
complex in the eyes of the reader.
Likewise, the narrative of Rose’s mother in Rose By Any Other Name is embedded throughout
the text as she and Rose embark on their road trip. As the road trip progresses, Rose’s mother
confides in her daughter that when she was younger, she too had had a relationship with a
much older man.
‘“Look it happens, Rose,’ she gives a deep sigh, ‘all the time. One of my first-year university
lecturers hit on me when I was eighteen or nineteen. I was so flattered. Before I knew it, I
was up to my eyeballs in an affair with a married man over twice my age. I came to the
university a bright, sparkling girl, full of confidence, and by the end of the first year I was a
mess. I failed every subject...everything. It took me years to recover. I’ll tell you about it
sometime...’” (McCarthy, 2006, p.244).
Rose, who had previously felt isolated, believing that no one understood what she had gone
through, is able, through her mother’s narrative, to re-connect with her mother, realising that
they have more in common than she’d thought. Her mother’s narrative is an important source
of empowerment for Rose. As she listens to her mother’s story, she is then able to find the
strength to confront and tell her own story. As she sits down at the conclusion of the novel to
work on her piece for the newspaper, a task she has had trouble doing, her mother’s words are
in her head.
“I smile at my own image. I’m tough and shining Rose...who sings on her bike...Well, okay.
I can live with that. I turn off the bathroom light, get myself another coffee, wrap myself in a
blanket and hunker down at the desk. It’s going to be a late night. But I can live with that,
too” (McCarthy, 2006, p.331).
Lily’s mother Marigold, in One Whole And Perfect Day, also engages with her daughter by
telling her stories from her past. Lily recalls a story Marigold had told her about how she had
married Lily’s estranged father because she’d loved his coat. “He had this lovely coat his
Great-Aunt Pearl had given him for his twenty-first birthday. She’d bought it in Peru. Oh,
Lily, it had the most beautiful colours – colours I’d never seen before. I was quite young
remember” (Clarke, 2006, p.79). Lily is incredulous at her mother’s revelation, saying,
“Mum I don’t believe I’m hearing this! You married someone because you liked their coat?”
Marigold responds, ‘“Oh no, of course not. But the coat was part of it, part of everything -’
Her mother had sighed then, the sort of sigh a very old lady might give, recalling childhood
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summers” (p. 79). Lily, who is infatuated by a boy at her school, doesn’t necessarily
understand why exactly her mother married her father, who took off before Lily was even
born. But this exchange highlights to the reader that Marigold, just like her daughter, has
herself experienced these feelings of infatuation. Despite Lily’s lack of comprehension at her
mother’s behaviour, through allowing Marigold to voice her own experiences and stories,
Clarke encourages the reader to empathise with Marigold and realise that she, like Lily, has
also experienced the giddiness of infatuation.
Frequent dialogue between mother and daughter

Frequent dialogue between mother and daughter can also reveal alternative aspects to the
mother’s character, which are separate from the way the narrator views her mother, and can
lead the reader to a deeper understanding of the relationship between mother and daughter. If
open dialogue between mother and daughter is not frequently included in a young adult text,
particularly in a first-person narrative from the daughter’s perspective, then the reader only
has the option of identifying with the mother through the narrator’s sometimes biased opinion.
In referring to focalisation in children’s literature, Nikolajeva points out that the subject
position offered by the text is most often governed by the textual point of view (2003, p.11).
While Nikolajeva is referring to children’s fiction, the same concept can be applied to young
adult literature. It may also be difficult for an adolescent reader to separate themselves from
the subjectivity imposed on them by the text, but the author of a mother-daughter narrative in
young adult fiction can utilise techniques, as discussed below, which work to subtly indicate
to the reader that the mother-daughter relationship may not in fact be exactly as the adolescent
daughter is narrating it.
For example, dialogue can be used in a text to reveal alternative aspects of character. This is
particularly useful in a first-person narrative, where the reader is positioned to collude with
the point-of-view of the teen narrator. Vandergrift observes that “a great deal of dialogue
from a particular character may reveal point of view in addition to or in contrast to that of the
narrator” (Vandergrift, 1980, p.112). Crew concurs that even in a first-person narrative, other
characters can produce other perspectives, particularly through dialogue (Crew, 2000, p.17).
Bev frequently engages in dialogue with Gem in Notes From the Teenage Underground, and
it is through these dialogic interactions that the reader comes to understand who Bev is – to
observe Bev’s flashes of dry humour, and her sentimental and creative personality. Bev has a
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distinctive voice that is not marginalised by Gem’s strong narrative. Rather, the two voices
seem to sit in unison and complement each other.
“I could feel Bev gazing at me. I glanced up.
‘You look pretty,’ she said.
I made a face and took another piece of toast. Bev could go from cool to corny in the flutter
of an eyelid...I turned the pages and said, ‘I know you’re still looking, I can feel it.’
‘I just...I can’t believe you’re almost grown.’
‘I know,’ I said tartly, ‘I’m practically an adult.’
When she didn’t laugh I looked up... ‘Are you crying?’ I asked her.
‘It’s the change,’ she squeaked.
I smiled. ‘You always say that.’
And then she ambushed me with a hug...I held on tighter than I thought I would” (Howell,
2006, p.43).

The dialogue between Gem and Bev in this scene indicates how important Gem and Bev are
to each other. There is also much dialogue between Gem and Bev in regard to art,
relationships and movies, all of which works to illuminate aspects of Bev’s artistic and
intelligent personality.
Francesca’s mother Mia in Saving Francesca also has her own distinctive voice, despite the
fact that she is portrayed only through Francesca’s eyes. Marchetta achieves this by allowing
Mia’s voice to be heard through Francesca’s recollections of Mia’s strong personality before
her breakdown.
“My mother forced me to take Drama. ‘You’ll be in your element’, she said.
‘She’s shy’, my dad tried to explain.
‘Yes in her left toe she’s shy. She’s just lazy. That’s her problem. She’s too busy worrying
about what her friends –’
‘I don’t care what my friends think’.
‘You care what they’ll do when they remember that you’re the one with personality’” (2003,
p.60).
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It is through these flashbacks that include dialogue between Francesca and Mia, that Mia is
given her own distinctive voice in the text. She is not silenced despite the fact that she has
suffered a breakdown and is bed-ridden.
Marchetta also gives Mia space to tell her own story directly to Francesca. Francesca
describes how, after one of their furious arguments, Mia would come and wake Francesca in
the middle of the night, and they’d talk for hours, and Mia would let Francesca touch the scars
on her stomach.
‘“My pelvis was too small’, she’d say, ‘and you were in such a hurry to come out that they
had to deliver you by Caesarean and by the time I woke up from the anaesthetic, Nonna Anna
and Nonna Celia had already held you and I felt so cheated and I said to your father, ‘Let’s
always take care of her, Robert. No one else is to take care of her, but you and I’” (p. 61).
This story, reflecting on birth and motherhood, is an example of the way in which Marchetta’s
mother-daughter narrative celebrates the unique bond between mother and daughter, as well
as allowing Mia’s voice to be heard alongside her daughter’s voice.
In Joanne Horniman’s About A Girl, Anna’s dialogue with her mother serves to reveal to
Anna that her mother sees her as an equal. When Anna’s mother confides to Anna that her
father’s new girlfriend Morgan is pregnant, her “face looked strained” and she admits to
Anna,
‘“And you know – I don’t really care. I thought I would, but I don’t. I think the caring’s
gone right out of me.’ She laughed. But it was a laugh without any humour. She spoke to
me the way I had heard her talking to her friends – with candour, and a kind of tough,
womanly resignation” (Horniman, 2011, pp.51-2).
This exchange works to draw further empathy and understanding from the reader towards the
mother’s point-of-view, as Anna comes to realise the pain her mother has endured at the
failure of her marriage. Anna has also acknowledged in this exchange the realisation that her
mother is talking to her as she talks to her friends. This is the beginning of an important
transition in the way Anna relates to her mother.
Dialogic exchanges between Lily and Marigold in One Whole and Perfect Day highlight to
the reader Marigold’s sense of humour and her affection for her daughter. When Lily feels
her mother watching her while they sit on the couch together watching a movie, Lily asks her
mother,
‘“What are you looking at?’
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‘Just you,’ said Marigold tenderly. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you, Lily’.
Lily flushed, pleased and embarrassed. ‘You’d fill the house with lame ducks, Mum’, she said
gruffly. ‘That’s what you’d do. And in the end –’
‘In the end?’
‘You’d probably marry one of them’.
‘Of course I wouldn’t. Though –’ Marigold smiled slyly at her daughter, ‘I have had offers’”
(Clarke, 2006, p.77).
In other dialogic exchanges between Marigold and Lily, the author shows how a mother’s
words can have value to her daughter. When Marigold asks Lily why she’s been plucking her
eyebrows – much to Lily’s embarrassment – Lily responds, “Because they’re too thick. Don’t
you think they’re too thick?” Marigold disagrees, telling Lily, “They’re just definite” (Clarke,
2006, p.115). Lily scoffs at her mother but is nonetheless pleased with Marigold’s response.
“Definite sounded good: clear and reasonable: strong. Lily retreated to the bathroom to look
at her definite brows” (p.115). Marigold, through her dialogue with Lily, has helped
empower her daughter by teaching her not to be so self-conscious about her looks.
In Jonsberg’s It’s Not All About You, Calma!, Calma and her mother ‘the Fridge’
communicate primarily via a series of notes pinned to the fridge. Through these notes the
voice of The Fridge emerges as one edged with humour and wit. While the Fridge is
described through Calma’s eyes (and Calma herself admits she is not a reliable narrator),
Jonsberg balances Calma’s depictions of her mother with allowing the Fridge to engage in
dialogue with her daughter.
Calma describes her mother’s appearance as “careworn, solid, given to dowdy outfits from
cheap department stores and in desperate need of a makeover” (Jonsberg, 2005, p.203). The
Fridge, as seen through Calma’s eyes, is visualised by the reader as old and stressed-looking.
However, Jonsberg gives the Fridge a voice of her own in the notes she leaves for her
daughter. When Calma leaves the Fridge a note telling her that her father had showed up on
the doorstep turning up like a “bad smell” and suggesting to her mother, “We need to arrange
new identities, false passports and visas for the Galapagos Islands. Give me the word and I’ll
withdraw the forty-eight dollars from my savings account”, the Fridge responds with, “Put the
Galapagos trip on hold and don’t withdraw your money. I’d hate to create a crisis in the
Australian economy” (2003, p.14). Calma and her mother frequently engage in such banter,
they share a similar humour which, despite the fact that they are infrequently in the house at
the same time, indicates that there is a bond between them. The notes from the Fridge allow
76

her voice to shine through in a narrative that is dominated by Calma’s strong and somewhat
opinionated narrative.
These are examples of ways in which the mother’s narrative is embedded in that told by the
daughter, to create a relationship between mothers and daughters which emphasises open
dialogue and engagement with each other. Crew notes that a reader can be potentially aligned
with a daughter’s particular ideological stance in the text, including attitudes towards mothers
and practices of mothering. This is because the reader is often encouraged, especially in a
first-person narrative, to identify with one subject position in the text, namely (in regard to the
daughter-mother narrative) a daughter (Crew, 2000, p.15).
However, outlined above are examples of the ways in which authors might overcome the
limitations of the first-person narrative, especially narratives in which the daughter is critical
of the mother. Stephens suggests that fiction with a high proportion of conversation and a
“moderately sophisticated use of focalisation” has the potential to offset various limitations
within a text. (Stephens 2005, p.84). Where texts that are aligned with the Oedipal script
might not allow the reader any sort of access to the mother’s side of the story, a feminist text
might utilise techniques such as dual narratives, or allowing the mother to speak directly or
tell a story about herself or her past to her daughter, in a way that the reader is exposed to the
mother’s alternative view-point. These techniques all work to place value on the voice of the
mother.

A TEENAGER’S OBSERVATIONS OF THE MOTHER THAT WORK TO PLACE VALUE ON THE
MATERNAL

In some of these young adult novels selected for analysis, the value of a mother is shown via
the teen narrator’s positive observations of the mother and/or motherhood. These
observations add weight to the presence of the mother within the text and place value on the
role the mother plays in the life of the daughter.
This technique of allowing the adolescent narrator to share observations of her mother, which
portray the mother in a positive light, has been observed in some of the young adult texts
studied for analysis, but is a narrative technique I have not to date seen identified in the
research literature.
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In Wild’s Jinx, Jen’s quiet observations of her mother throughout the narrative work to reveal
aspects of her mother’s character, again emphasising to the reader the value of the role
mothers in the lives of their teenage daughters, giving the mother figure a sense of importance
throughout the text. The personality of Jen’s mother shines through to the reader not only
through the sections where the mother speaks her inner thoughts aloud to the reader, but also
the sections where the reader is given the opportunity to view the mother through Jen’s eyes.
When Jen is dealing with feelings of grief and shame, and is out walking alone, hoping she
won’t bump into anyone she knows, she comes across her mother out down by the bay. It is
obvious to the reader, via Jen’s observations, that it is only her mother that can provide the
comfort she needs at that time:
“Then I see her. / She’s standing alone / by the water’s edge, / her face radiant. / She turns, /
puts her arm around my shoulders, / exclaims, / ‘Look how the water jumps with light. / It’s
like fish leaping!’ / In the pale sunshine, / we stroll home together, / Mum and I” (p. 207).
In other instances, Jen’s narrative also works to show the value of motherhood: and provides a
good example of how an author might highlight the importance of the mother in the text
without the mother necessarily having to speak directly to the reader. Towards the end of the
novel, Jen speaks about the qualities she and her friends value in their mothers:
“They think you are the most / wonderful/clever/beautiful person in the world / even if your
only good feature is your eyebrows. / They forgive and forget. / They want the best for you. /
They love you unconditionally. / They are always there when you need them.” (p.195).
Another of Jen’s friends, Hal, speaks tenderly about his mother:
“He hasn’t before seen his mum / Without her wig... / ‘I look ugly,’ she says now. ‘Sorry.’ /
‘You look great,’ Hal says. / He means it. / The shape of her skull is astonishingly beautiful. /
His mum catches his hand / And lays it against her cheek” (p. 180).
While Hal’s mother is not directly speaking to the reader here, it is Hal’s tender depiction of
her which speaks to the reader, another example in this text which works to value the role of
mothers and show the importance of the mother to the family unit.
Anna’s observations of her mother in Horniman’s About a Girl also work to give weight to
her mother’s presence in the text. When her mother comes to visit her, Anna observes, “She
had grown thinner these last couple of years and allowed her hair to go grey. But it was
nicely cut, as ever. My mother had always had a certain comfortable elegance...It was all part
of the way she coped, like standing up for Molly, making sure Molly got the help she needed
at school - that was all part of her” (p.51). This imagery allows the reader to understand the
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inner strength in Anna’s mother; the way she invests her energy in looking after the younger
daughter Molly, who is developmentally impaired and requires special care. Where the
mother was previously portrayed in Anna’s flashbacks as being sometimes somewhat distant
and uncaring, it is this quiet observation of her mother that indicates that Anna is beginning to
understand why her mother has needed to portray an outer toughness at times.
At the conclusion of Rose by Any Other Name, Rose quietly observes her mother as she drops
her back at home after their road trip.
“I watch as my mother turns and begins to walk up the steps to the front door. Something sort
of melts inside me as I watch her fiddling around with the key...She looks strong and
purposeful and vulnerable all at the same time…right at that moment, in the dim light, she
seems so utterly...special. Her hair falling out of her bun, all untidy. Her clothes crumpled
and a bit grubby from the long trip” (McCarthy, 2006, p.322).
It is clear Rose is finally starting to observe her mother through new eyes, seeing her as both
strong and vulnerable, as a unique and worthwhile being in her own right. The tenderness
with which Rose describes her mother in this scene is another good example of the way in
which a teen narrator can illuminate for the reader the value a mother can have to her teenage
daughter, without the message becoming overly preachy or moralistic.
When Gem talks about or observes her mother Bev in Notes From the Teenage Underground,
her comments and observations work to show how highly she regards her mother. She tells
her readers early on that her mother Bev is an important source of information and advice for
her. In reference to her mother, Gem confides, “She’s how I know most things, when it
comes right down to it” (2006, p.13).
All these examples serve to highlight the ways in which first-person narrators might indicate
the value they place on their relationships with their mothers in a young adult text, without the
author having to ‘preach’ to their adolescent audience and, in the process, risk alienating their
readers.

SUBVERTING THE STEREOTYPES OF MOTHERS AND AVOIDING SCRIPTS OF ‘MOTHER-BLAME’
The tendency to lay “blame” with the mother for the teen daughter’s problems in young adult
fiction is reflected in the articles of various researchers, who cite examples of young adult
novels in which adolescent daughters blame their mothers for putting their own needs first, or
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abandoning their children. Adolescent daughters also criticise their mothers for being blind to
their needs or falling short of what they expect their mother to be for them. In contrast to
these ‘bad’ mothers, the ‘good’ mothers are presented as having no friends, needs or desires
of their own (Beere, 2000, p.291; Mitchell, 1994, para 10; Munde, 1997, para 32; Crew, 2000,
p. 149).
However, in a feminist mother-daughter narrative, a mother is shown to possess qualities that
are of value to her daughter. Even when a daughter expresses negativity towards her mother,
an author can show that this focalisation is mistaken by deconstructing images and
stereotypes associated with mothers (Crew, 2000, p.253).
I have observed from my review of the research literature, and the novels selected for
analysis, various narrative techniques that can be utilised by authors in order to subvert
stereotypes associated with mothers and avoiding scripts of mother-blame. These include:


Subverting the stereotypes of mothers, that is, that mothers are often weak and
ineffectual. Showing instead how mothers can be strong, independent and intelligent.



Granting a mother multiple identities rather than a subjectivity that is dominated by
her daughter’s view of her as only a mother (Crew, 2000, p.28). Presenting the mother
as having interests outside that of the family sphere.



Challenging the ‘good mother’ stereotype – which is that a mother must be available
all the time, and display qualities of nurturance and self-sacrifice.



Showing how the daughter has, by the end of the novel, come to view her mother
more objectively.

In Saving Francesca, the mother Mia was a teacher before her breakdown, and it is apparent
from Francesca’s recollections of her mother that Mia had been a strong and independent
woman who enjoyed her teaching job at the university. “My mother is...a Communications
lecturer at UTS and her students think she’s the coolest thing around” (Marchetta, 2003, p.4).
Crew notes that in a feminist mother-daughter narrative, the strength and independence of a
daughter protagonist is not created in opposition to a weak, dependent mother, particularly if
the mother is mentally ill or disabled (Crew, 2000, p.253). While the reader of Saving
Francesca observes Francesca’s growing strength and understanding of who she is, in no way
does this diminish Mia’s presence in the text, despite the fact of Mia’s breakdown. On the
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contrary, Francesca becomes more and more aware of Mia’s strength and of how much she
values her connection with Mia.
“We lie on their bed and my mum is holding onto us so tight that I can’t breathe...And I want
to tell her everything...but more than anything I want to say to her that I’ve forgotten my
name and the sound of my own voice and that she can’t spend our whole lives being so vocal
and then shut down this way. If I had to work out the person I speak to the most in a day, it’s
Mia, and that’s what I’m missing” (2003, p.73).
Marchetta successfully subverts the stereotype of the weak, dependent mother, indicating that
parents can be portrayed in fiction as having illnesses or disabilities, but still have value to
their daughters and their families. At the beginning of the novel, Francesca does question her
relationship with her mother, but moves towards viewing her mother more objectively,
starting to understand that Mia does have a role outside that of being merely a mother to her
family. She also develops a dawning awareness of what may have led to her mother’s
breakdown. When Francesca finds out towards the end of the novel that Mia had suffered a
miscarriage around the same time as her father (Francesca’s grandfather) died, she
understands that her mother is dealing with an internal grief that she was never able to
express. Mia is given licence to express her feelings of grief to her daughter in regard to the
death of her father and the loss of her baby. Through this, Marchetta shows how Francesca’s
initial views towards her mother may have been off-centre.
Howell has effectively subverted the stereotype of the mother who has no interests or social
life outside of the home in Notes From the Teenage Underground, by presenting the mother
Bev as being absorbed in her art work and friendships; that is, she has her own life and
identity outside that of simply being ‘the mother.’ Gem’s mother is portrayed in various
scenes as being absorbed in working on her sculpture, ‘Magic Man’. “Bev was on the porch
in her dungarees, elbow-deep in a pail of plaster. She was dipping stockings in the muck and
then draping them around Magic Man’s shoulders” (p.122). Gem observes almost wistfully:
“She looked so happy being industrious, thick with her art” (p.123). Bev has her own social
life and creative pursuits, and Gem never criticises or resents her mother for this.
Jen, in Jinx, expresses awareness that her mother has her own inner longings and needs,
suggesting subtly to the reader that mothers have dreams and ambitions outside of their role
of simply being the mother, and that, in fact, mothers often share the same longings, needs
and frustrations as those of their teenage daughters. In describing how her mother has had
two husbands – Jen’s father (the Rat), and “a nice-enough guy called Phil, who didn’t last
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long”, Jen observes that even though her mother says she is quite happy husband-less,
sometimes “...she looks wistful / when she puts on her jacket / and goes for walk to the bay”
(p.7).
Lily’s mother Marigold, in One While and Perfect Day, is introduced to the reader by Lily as
being not merely Lily’s mother, but also a psychologist; Lily claims quite proudly that her
mother “had a doctorate (she was Dr Marigold Samson!)” (p.3). While Lily insists that her
mother could get a better job, slaving long hours for little pay, it is clear to the reader that
Marigold finds her work in the home for the elderly rewarding, and it is through this role that
she defines herself.
When Anna’s mother comes to visit her in Lismore in About a Girl, Anna expresses the
moment she starts to see her mother as separate to herself: “That was the week I got to know
my mother; I began to stand back a little and see her as a separate person. And in a funny
way I think it made me love her more, seeing her as separate from herself” (p.50). Anna’s
physical description of her mother indicates she is observing her through new eyes.
“She’d bought a sarong one day when she and Molly went to the beach while I was at work,
and was wearing it tied up underneath her armpits, leaving her shoulders bare. They were
slightly burnt, freckled shoulders. And her feet were bare; they were freckled, sturdy feet,
quite pretty really” (p.51).
Anna and her mother cook together and talk like old friends. It is a contrast to Anna’s
reflections on her relationship with her mother when she still lived at home, which had been
fraught with tension, mostly due to Anna’s increasing feelings of depression. By the
conclusion of the novel, upon Anna’s return home, she seems to see her mother properly for
the first time – she’d been so caught up in her own feelings of grief and depression when her
father left that she hadn’t stopped to consider how her mother was doing. Anna’s mother
says, ‘“Life is full of maybes and what-ifs. Some things just don’t work out. That’s life.’ I
looked at her. She shrugged, and I saw that after all had happened over the last few years,
with my father and everything, she really was all right” (p.187).
Roxburgh believes that the defining literary characteristic of young adult books is that the
first-person narrator starts out as unreliable and then by the end of the book evolves into a
reliable narrator (Roxburgh in Donelson & Neilson, 2009, p.27). Therefore, while the
adolescent narrators in some of these young adult texts might start off not having the capacity
to view their mothers objectively (Rose in Rose by Any Other Name, Francesca in Saving
Francesca, Anna in About a Girl, and Clara in One Whole and Perfect Day), the adolescent
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narrators in these texts all finally come to see their mothers as having a role external to that of
simply being ‘the mother.’ They see their mothers as complex human beings with their own
strengths, interests, and needs. This is described in the research literature as being a marker to
a girl’s growing maturity: the ability to view their mothers more objectively. But in a
feminist text this will be achieved by the adolescent narrator without the narrator necessarily
having to distance herself from her mother.
Additionally, in these texts, mothers are portrayed as complex human beings with flaws and
weaknesses – they are not always available to meet the needs of their children, and are not
constantly self-sacrificing. However, the mothers in these texts are not criticised by their
daughters for displaying these traits. In Saving Francesca, Mia is forced to concentrate on
herself and her own recovery after her breakdown, and thus is not available to meet the needs
of her children. But the narrative is constructed in such a way that the reader is never given
the opportunity to blame Mia for the suffering her children are enduring. Through
Francesca’s positive focalisation of her mother, the reader is able to view Mia as maintaining
value to her husband and children, even though she is physically and mentally incapacitated.
Calma’s mother ‘the Fridge’, in It’s Not All About You Calma, is portrayed as being busy
holding down her two jobs. Calma tells her readers that she and her mother are rarely home
at the same time, but she passes these comments for the most part without judgement. While
Calma does towards the end of the novel express frustration towards her mother for not being
around as much as she would like, the Fridge is given the opportunity to tell her side of the
story, so that the script does not become one of blame and resentment towards the mother.
The reasons for her mother’s long absences become clear and Calma comes to understand that
it is not merely her mother’s absences that have created the problems between the two, but in
fact it is her own misunderstandings and assumptions that have led to the fracture in their
relationship. Jonsberg, through allowing the reader this insight, effectively (although only
just in time), avoids subscribing to the previously prevalent script of mother-blame in young
adult fiction.
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SHOWING HOW CONFLICT AND ANGER CAN BE SEEN AS A FORM OF RENEGOTIATING THE
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MOTHER AND DAUGHTER

Crew, who looked at patterns of conflict in some young adult novels, found that the mother’s
voice has been absented from the text, leaving the daughter free to give voice to her anger
against her mother. The conflict is built around the daughter’s wish for autonomy; girls’
anger with their mothers for betraying them by acting in collusion with sexist practices that
harm their daughters (for example, turning a blind eye to paternal violence against the
daughter); the daughter’s sexuality becoming the root cause of conflict between mother and
daughter as the relationship becomes one of competition; mothers criticising their daughters
for not living up to culturally prescribed ideals of behaviour and appearance; and daughters
gaining power in relationship to their mothers as they challenge the voices of mothers and
criticise the imperfections and values of their mothers (2000, pp.105).
Crew found in her study of mother-daughter narratives in young adult fiction that the
explanation for the anger and rebellion that daughters feel against their mothers is often
grounded in a discourse characterised by advice that a daughter needs to disengage from her
mother. Conflict has therefore been viewed as a way of fostering a girl’s separation from her
mother and a means through which a girl lays claim to her independence (2000, pp.99-100).
While Beere (2000), Mitchell (1994), Crew (2000), and other researchers are critical of
mother-daughter narratives in young adult fiction that indicate mother-blame or anger with
the mother, Terri Apter observed in her study of adolescent girls and their mothers that
mothers and daughters fight in order to grow, with their arguments aiming - and often
succeeding - at achieving self-confirmation and self-validation (Apter, 1990, p.1). In light of
these observations, I see a place in young adult fiction for portraying a daughter’s anger with
her mother. It is where the daughter is not given the opportunity to express her anger with her
mother, so that the anger is repressed, and the mother is not given a chance in the narrative to
tell her side of the story, that this narrative practice could become a problem.
I would like to suggest that perhaps an additional narrative technique that could be utilised by
young adult authors to reverse the Freudian script might be to show how conflict can be seen
as a form of renegotiating the relationship between mother and daughter, rather than causing
irreparable rifts. In light of this, I would also suggest that perhaps using conflict as a form of
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showing the bond between mother and daughter might be another narrative practice that
authors might want to consider in their texts for young adults.
The conflict can be utilised to highlight to the reader that anger and fighting does not have to
imply separation between mother and daughter; but rather it can show ongoing engagement
and a means of renegotiating the relationship. This is a narrative device not suggested to date
by researchers in the field of young adult fiction, but a device which I believe can be used as
an additional technique in order to highlight strong and empowering mother-daughter
relationships.
Hirsch believed that feminists are in the process of inventing new theories and fictions about
mothers and daughters, and commented that these theories will have to include aggression,
ambivalence and contradiction, even as they wish for connection, support, and affiliation
(1989, pp.198-99). For authors to pretend that conflict between mothers and daughters does
not occur would be misleading and unrealistic. Young adult texts which show that conflict
can and does occur in families can also demonstrate that this conflict does not have to be
ultimately destructive and relationship-ending.
Howell, in Notes from the Teenage Underground, effectively shows how Gem’s arguments
with her mother Bev serve to highlight Gem’s attempts to fight for independence, while still
caring deeply about her mother’s opinion of her. For example, after a brief conversation
between Bev and Sharon, Gem complains to her mother: “Why do you two always have to
discuss me like I’m some kind of exhibit?” To Bev’s response that Gem is her daughter and
of course she’s going to be interested in her, Gem responds with, “Yeah well...you should get
a life” (Howell, 2006, p.95). Even so, Gem is conscious of her mother’s feelings after this
exchange.
“All along the highway, the blaring radio acted as a buffer between us. I felt bad, knowing
that I’d hurt her feelings, that it was so easy to. I sneaked peeks at her. She was acting tough
but she was overdoing it...I wasn’t fooled for one second” (Howell, 2006, p.95).
Because the moments of conflict between Gem and Bev are structured in the text through an
open dialogic exchange between both mother and daughter, and not just through Gem’s
interior monologue, a relationship of openness and equality between Gem and Bev is evident.
Gem expresses her anger without excessive hostility or personal attack, which Cummings
notes is a signifier of effective conflict within a functional mother-daughter relationship.
(Cummings, 2012, p.200). The preceding scene also reveals an internal acknowledgement
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from Gem that she has hurt her mother, and this acknowledgement reinforces to the reader
that despite the moment of conflict, Gem still values her mother enough to care that she has
hurt her feelings.
There are several scenes of conflict between Rose and her mother in Rose by Any Other
Name, as Rose and her mother attempt to renegotiate their troubled relationship. The conflict
seems to be built around Rose’s anger that her mother is nagging her.
‘“I don’t need anyone on my side,’ I snarl. ‘Just leave me be! This trip is turning into one big
disaster!’
‘Oh darling’, she pleads loudly, ‘don’t say that. I don’t mean to harangue you!’
‘Well that is what you’re doing!’” (McCarthy, 2006, p.70).
There are several such sharp exchanges throughout the novel, and during or after these
exchanges, Rose voices her feelings towards her mother through her internal monologue,
which is often critical, giving the mother no opportunity to correct or respond to her
daughter’s focalisation of her.
However, this changes as the novel progresses, and Rose and her mother begin to engage in
more open dialogue with each other. The most empowering scene of open conflict between
Rose and her mother occurs towards the end of the novel. Rose’s mother tells Rose she knew
all about the affair Rose had with Ray, the father of Rose’s best friend Zoe. When Rose’s
mother says that she had wanted to kill Ray when she found out about the affair, Rose is filled
with anger and disbelief.
‘“You had no right to...even think that’, I splutter, ‘much less plan it or...’
‘He had no right’, she cuts me off fiercely, ‘none whatsoever! At his age it was evil of him to
seduce you’. She stops for a bit and shifts about angrily in her bed” (p.242).
This is the first time Rose and her mother have openly acknowledged the affair between Rose
and Ray, and as the scene of conflict progresses, Rose’s mother admits that she too had had
an affair with an older man – her university lecturer – when she was Rose’s age. There is an
emphasis in this scene of conflict on perspective taking, as both Rose and her mother attempt
to understand each other’s point-of-view. Rose’s mother acknowledges that she understands
how it feels to fall in love with a much older man, while Rose realises that her mother had
suffered feelings of helplessness as she discovered the affair between her daughter and Ray.
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The day after the scene of conflict, Rose has a new perspective in regard to her mother. She
observes her mother through new eyes: “She looks really good in her sky-blue dress. Her
dark red hair...is pushed back from her face with combs. She looks younger, more vibrant
than I think I’ve ever seen her before” (p.247).
The conflict has worked to empower the voices of both mother and daughter and create a
more equal connection between the two. By the conclusion of the novel, Rose and her mother
have managed to navigate the waters of their troubled relationship. Rose expresses her
feeling of love and attachment towards her mother as she drops her off home after the road
trip. It can then be seen more clearly by the reader that the angry exchanges between Rose
and her mother throughout the text were used by the author as a vehicle to ultimately bring
mother and daughter closer together by the novel’s conclusion. Rose’s anger with her mother
throughout the road trip forces her to confront old feelings and hurts that she had tried to bury.
By drawing these feelings out into the open, Rose’s mother successfully manages to bring
down the barriers between her and her daughter.
In Marchetta’s Saving Francesca there are some scenes of open conflict between mother and
daughter, portrayed through flashbacks (as seen through Francesca’s eyes).
‘“You just want me to be like you,’ I shouted.
You are like me. Get used to it,’ she shouted back.
My father would go around and shut all the windows in the kitchen so the neighbours couldn’t
hear us shouting, but Mia and I would go for it until I backed down, or my dad would say,
‘Mia, she’s a kid. Couldn’t you just let her win for once?’” (p.60).
But straight after this scene of conflict, Marchetta shows how rather than create distance
between mother and daughter, the exchange between them actually draws them closer
together.
“We’d go to bed furious with each other and then she’d wake me in the middle of the night
and come and lie on my bed and we’d talk for hours, about nothing and everything and she’d
let me touch the scars on her stomach...” (Marchetta, 2003, pp.60-61).
Francesca’s mother bears the brunt of her anger because of Francesca’s deeper feelings of
need for her mother. Francesca sees her mother as unchanging, and she wants her mother to
see her for who she is, without realising that her mother already sees her clearly, and is in turn
frustrated that Francesca can’t recognise this. The two inflict pain on each other through
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shouting and sulking, but ultimately their conflict is another way for them to discover the love
and trust they have for one another.
When Calma, in It’s Not All About You Calma!, discovers that her mother ‘The Fridge’ has
been secretly dating someone, Calma expresses feeling of hurt and betrayal.
“I felt upset by the Fridge’s behaviour. I suppose it was something as simple as jealousy. She
had a private life, something from which I was being deliberately excluded, as if she didn’t
even trust me to be pleased for her” (Jonsberg, 2005, p.113).
It is Calma’s feelings of closeness and identification with her mother that lead to these
feelings of disappointment. She wants her mother to confide in her, and it is these feelings of
disappointment which ultimately lead to conflict between the two. Calma confronts The
Fridge about her ‘secret’ relationship with a man whom Calma believes to be an inappropriate
person for her mother to be dating. She accuses her mother: “So what is it about me that
meant you couldn’t say anything? Come on, Mum, I can handle it. What huge character flaw
do I possess that makes it impossible to share important information with me?” (Jonsberg,
2005, p.207). It is evident from this scene that Calma has wanted her mother to confide in
her, she is seeking ongoing engagement with her mother through this open conflict.
The Fridge responds by telling Calma, “You’re not the easiest person in the world to talk
to...” and “you’ve got to admit you make judgements quickly, and they’re not always nice or
fair” (p.207). The Fridge is given the opportunity in this exchange to defend herself against
her daughter’s accusations and so legitimise her own voice. The continued open dialogue
between Calma and The Fridge has opened Calma’s eyes to what is really going on with her
mother, and this works to re-align the attachment between the two. At the conclusion of the
novel, The Fridge physically comforts her daughter in a way that no one else is able to: “Mum
rocked me as I cried myself into exhaustion” (p.251).
Scenes of conflict between Clara and her mother Rose in Clarke’s One Whole and Perfect
Day stem from Clara’s concern for her mother’s welfare, and so comes from a place of caring
and connection. Clara often objects to the way her father treated Rose, and when Rose
explains that Clara’s father had a sad childhood and that his parents had been quite elderly,
Clara exclaims:
‘“Mum, having ancient parents is simply no excuse’.
‘It makes you into a certain kind of person, darling’.
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‘A person who acts like a pig, who takes his miseries out on other people –’ Clara had paused
for breath and then said, ‘Mum, what about you?’
‘Me?’
‘Yes, you. You’re the one who had bad things happen in your childhood. Your parents died
when you were seventeen, you were left all alone, you –’
Rose had flinched then as she always did when her sad history was mentioned. ‘I know’, she
said quickly, wanting this subject of her parents to pass. ‘But – ’
‘But but BUT!’ cried Clara, and her voice had risen to a shout. ‘Mum, why do you always
make excuses for him? He’s just a rude old grouch!’ She’d stomped from the kitchen where
so many of their quarrels seemed to take place” (Clarke, 2006, p.107).
The conflict between Clara and Rose indicates the way in which Clara attempts to express her
feelings of concern and caring for her mother.
The above examples have demonstrated that a young adult novel can include scenes of
conflict between a mother and a daughter, without adhering to the patriarchal script which
dictates that conflict and anger between a mother and daughter is an indication of the girl’s
need to disengage from the maternal. Instead, the above novels show that conflict and anger
can be utilised by a young adult author to demonstrate ongoing engagement between mother
and daughter. In the above examples, the episodes of conflict are followed up by expressions
of love from the daughter towards the mother. Because the conflict is portrayed through open
and honest dialogue between mother and daughter, the relationship between the two is shown
to be one of equality and empowerment.

EMPOWERING MOTHER-DAUGHTER RELATIONSHIPS THROUGH ART AND CREATIVITY
From examination of the seven young adult texts selected for analysis, I have discovered an
additional narrative technique that authors have used to highlight strong and diverse motherdaughter relationships, that has not been identified to date in the research literature. I have
observed in many contemporary mother-daughter narratives that mothers and their daughters
are empowering themselves and nourishing their relationships through an engagement in
some form of artistic or creative outlet.
In some of the young adult novels selected for analysis, the female narrators by the end of the
novel have begun to move towards a state of self-acceptance and validation via identifying or
accepting themselves as artists or creative beings in some capacity. These realisations seem
to provide a sense of empowerment for the adolescent narrators.
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For example, Gem, in Notes from the Teenage Underground, finds at the conclusion of the
novel that her passion for film-making has helped her achieve individuation and provided her
with a way to connect with others in the community around her. After a fall-out with her
group of friends, she meets a new girl to the school through a fellow-film-maker. The new
girl is also interested in film. It is clear from their brief exchanges at the end of the novel that
the two will connect via their interest in making films.
Gem’s mother Bev is also enriched as she absorbs herself in her artistic pursuits.
Communication between Gem and Bev is often centred around art. They talk about old
movies, and Andy Warhol and pop art. They have a projector in their kitchen which projects
images of famous paintings on their kitchen blind. Bev comments while looking at Van
Gogh’s starry night while they eat dinner, “It’s so beautiful...Each successive stroke of paint
carries the weight of its predecessor” (Howell, 2006, p.39). Both Bev and Gem find that art
provides them a means to communicate about themselves with each other.
Gem finds herself reflecting on things Bev has taught her about art. “Bev says that art only
becomes art when it makes you think” (2006, p.20). Looking at a painting in the art gallery
that is completely black, Gem finds that it makes her think of night-time. She wonders if
there is anything beneath its shiny surface. This leads to her thinking about herself – her own
physical appearance – and what might lie beneath. “Beneath the frizz and lippy I looked like
a normal seventeen-year-old. Brown eyes, brown hair, combination skin. I was meant for
bigger things” (p.4). Art is used here as a mechanism for allowing Gem to explore her inner
self, and it is Bev who has instilled in her an awareness of the link between art and life.
When Gem says to Bev that her art teacher had told the class that art was like a psychic
mirror, Bev explains this means “when you look at something and it seems to reflect what
you’re feeling on the inside” (p.38). This theory is built upon by Howell throughout the text,
as the movies Gem and Bev watch seem to reflect how Gem is feeling and what she is
thinking about at that given point.
Jen’s mother in Jinx is a copy writer, but she confides to the reader that she secretly yearns for
more creative pursuits, and that one day she will write about things that really matter.
“Jen’s mum writes advertising copy. / She specialises in white goods... / One day...she’ll
write about things that matter – / she will write about birth and death, / about love and the
absence of love, / about fathers and children, / about mothers and daughters, / about lovers
and friends” (Wild, 2001, p. 5).
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Jen also expresses her creativity through painting, with her art providing a way for her to
explore her surroundings and her emotions.
“Art is her best subject... / ...these days all she wants to paint / is distant hazy scenes – /
miniature houses, rooftops, pylons, / trees, spires, cranes. / Like faraway lights, / They seem
infinitely more / Mysterious and magical / Than the hard-edged clutter of / Front yards, cars,
chimney pots...” (Wild, 2001, p.6).
After the death of her boyfriend Charlie, Jen doesn’t paint or draw for a while, but as she
starts to heal, Jen uses her art as a means of cheering up her step-mother Stella, who is
depressed and spending some time in an psychiatric clinic.
“I dig out the paper and oil pastels / Stella sent me, / And do a drawing of the city at night – /
All blues and greys and pools of yellow light. / ‘It’s entrancing’, Stella says. / ‘It makes me
want to be out in the world again’. / She props the drawing against her bedside lamp, / ‘So it’s
the last thing I see before I go to sleep’” (Wild, 2001, p.118).
Jen recognises how her art is able to heal both herself and others around her. Her art has also
provided a means for her to connect with her stepmother, whom she had previously disliked
and kept her distance from.
Then, later in the narrative, when her good friend Ben dies in an accident, Jen finds she is
able to express her darker emotions through her art.
“Jen uses charcoal / Black and stumpy / To draw strange, childlike pictures – / People with
arms, legs, coming out of their heads – / But there’s nothing childlike / About the eyes, the
mouths” (Wild, 2001, p.141).
Jen believes that anyone she gets close to is jinxed after the deaths of two people who meant a
great deal to her. She changes her name to ‘Jinx’ and uses her art work to express her feelings
of self-blame in a way that she can’t do otherwise.
“I do a painting of a peacock... / Over the eye-like pattern / On the feathers, / I paint in human
eyes, / My eyes. / My art teacher praises the painting... / Though she finds the eyes disturbing.
/ Did I know, she asks, / That the pattern on peacocks’ feathers / Is symbolic of the Evil Eye, /
One of the worst forms of bad luck? / I stare at her, / Widening my eyes as if in surprise. /
Perhaps she suddenly remembers / My new name is Jinx / Because she edges away, / Doesn’t
bother me again” (Wild, 2001, p.150).
There are discussions about art throughout the text; Jen’s new boyfriend Hal is passionate
about photography, and tells Jen that photography is “drawing with light” (Wild, 2001,
p.193). He takes a photo of Jen, “walking out of the subway / out of darkness, / into the light”
(p.193). Art is used here as a metaphor for Jen’s gradual emergence from her internal
darkness into a space of healing.
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After a period of painful inner realisations, Jen remembers that it is her art that can ultimately
help lead to her healing process. “I lay out paper, charcoal, pastels. / I take a deep breath, /
pick up a great lump of charcoal, / and make the first mark” (Wild, 2001, p.209).
As she starts to realise she doesn’t need to blame herself for the deaths of her previous
boyfriends, Jen sees things around her clearly for the first time. “I want to see the sun rise at
the / beach at Bondi. / I want to look at colour and tone / and texture, / at light and dark, / at
positive space, / at negative space” (p.210). It is in this new space of awareness that Jen also
sees clearly how her mother has helped her reach this stage of healing and acceptance of
herself. ‘“Thanks Mum,’ I say. / ‘For everything’” (p.211).
Calma’s interest in poetry is a recurring theme throughout It’s Not All About You Calma!
Early on in the novel, Calma tells her readers, “I wanted to write proper poetry, to express
ideas and emotions in powerful and concise language” (Jonsberg, 2005, p.33). Jonsberg
inserts the poetry Calma has written throughout the text. The poems help illuminate Calma’s
deeper thoughts. Her tone when she speaks to the reader is irreverent and she admits early on
she is an unreliable narrator. Her narrative is full of sarcasm and self-deprecating humour.
However, it is via her poetry that her true voice shines through. She writes poetry about her
new best friend Vanessa, the death of her former best friend Kiffo, the night her father left,
and her budding relationship with Jason. Along the way she realises that things aren’t always
what they seem and she may have been hasty with some of her assumptions and actions.
Calma finishes with a poem titled ‘Blank Page’, in which she expresses the sense of power
that writing gives her during what feels like a confusing time: “Yet words are fires against my
dark self-doubt, I write to flush the shifting shadows out” (p.247). She has realised that even
though she has made mistakes, “Tomorrows are a set of different pages on which to write.
The future teems with what might be....I know I have the mind and heart to plot my course
and follow where it leads me” (p.247). Through her writing Calma is able to express her new
realisation that she has the strength to start a journey towards maturity. She then has a long
talk with her mother, and her mother reinforces to Calma that she needs to be strong if she is
going to make an attempt to fix the mistakes she has made. After the conversation with her
mother, Calma “slept a deep dreamless sleep” (p.251). Working through her feelings
creatively has helped empower both mother and daughter as they reconnect.
The teenage protagonists in the other texts also – although to a lesser degree – have creative
or artistic outlets which help them resolve issues and solve their own problems. Rose, in Rose
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By Any Other Name, writes a column every week for a music paper. In her column, which is
titled, Don’tcha just hate it..., Rose is given licence to express her feelings about things that
annoy her, under the pseudonym Ms Angst. During the road trip with her mother, when Rose
is forced to confront some difficult emotions from her past, she finds comfort in thinking
about how she would be able to channel these darker emotions into writing her magazine
column. “Don’tcha just hate someone bringing up something or someone you are trying your
best not to think about...” (McCarthy, 2006, p.16), and “Don’tcha just hate it...when your
family don’t understand that you’ve moved out of home to get away from them?” (p.69).
The last scene in the novel depicts Rose sitting down at her desk after the road trip to write
her column for the magazine, which is due the following morning. She finds that after having
laid some old ghosts to rest during the course of the trip, and having reconnected with her
mother, she is unable to drag up these darker emotions and can’t think of anything to write
about that annoys her. So she starts to write instead, “Don’tcha just LOVE the way life
messes you around!...Friends let you down. Your family drives you nuts...Then something
happens and you suddenly see it from a different angle. You start appreciating it. You start
loving it...” (p.330). She has found that having this creative outlet has allowed her to
articulate what she has discovered about herself and how she has matured during the course of
the road trip with her mother.
Francesca, in Saving Francesca, early in the text talks about how much she had enjoyed
drama and musicals when she was younger, but her friends at high school taught her that
expressing herself and being outgoing was embarrassing. To fit in with these girls, Francesca
becomes quiet, a muted version of herself. Her mother has seen this and tried to draw out the
old Francesca who loved drama and being outgoing, but all Francesca wants to do is fit in
with her friends. However, after moving to a different school, her new set of friends
encourage and help draw out her creative side. Gradually Francesca finds she is becoming
less self-conscious, and is finally willing to speak up and be heard. She is no longer afraid to
show who she really is. By the end of the novel she is excited about the prospect of
performing in stage musicals again. “Justine is running towards me and I can tell by the look
on her face that she’s found out about the musical too...She grabs my arms in excitement.
‘We’re doing Les Mis’. I scream hysterically, clutching her as we jump up and down”
(Marchetta, 2003, p.240).
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Anna in About A Girl frequently expresses her love of books and writing. She works in a
bookshop in Lismore, and flashbacks to her past indicate a love of books. There are scenes of
Anna browsing in bookshops, lying in parks reading James Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake. She
abandons her university course to go and work at a bookshop in Lismore, and this is where
she embarks on a relationship with Flynn. It is a painful and conflicted relationship, and
when it ends, Anna finds she has a yearning to return home to continue her studies. She turns
back to her creative pursuits – and to her mother – as a means of healing.
It is through engaging in creative activities that the daughters in these novels are able to reject
some of the stereotypes (that adolescent girls must turn away from the maternal to find
themselves) instead demonstrating that adolescent girls can use their creative outlets to better
understand themselves and their need for reconnection with family. The process of
engagement with creative activities can be seen as an ongoing process of individuation and
self-realisation, as well as a means of fostering new insights into relationships.
I do not necessarily think that mothers and daughters, however, need to be portrayed as
engaging in traditionally female artistic pursuits in order to be seen as creative (for example,
pottery, writing, painting). For example Marigold, in One Whole and Perfect Day, is a doctor
who finds a creative outlet in her job looking after elderly people, and Francesca’s mother
Mia had, before her breakdown, been passionate about her job at the university. Perhaps the
only mother in these texts who does not seem happily engaged in her work is Calma’s mother
who is holding down two jobs and seems over-tired and stressed at times, working at both a
supermarket and a casino. However, the notes she leaves for Calma indicate her humour and
wit, and are in themselves a form of creativity. These are all strong women who are
empowered and energised by their roles outside of the family home. Through creative
processes, fictional adolescent narrators and their mothers can find their own voices and reject
patriarchal ideologies and stereotypes of femininity.
As already discussed, in some of the novels I have analysed, mothers empower themselves
and build connections with their daughters by telling their stories to their daughters. Hirsch
has suggested that “Feminism might begin by listening to the stories that mothers have to tell,
and by creating the space in which mothers might articulate their stories” (1989, 167).
Storytelling has long been considered an important art form. Stupples says that a storyteller
develops a link with the audience which can almost feel like a symbiotic relationship
(Stupples, 2012, para 14). Therefore, storytelling in these novels can be viewed as a creative
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art form that is shared between mother and daughter, and assists in creating a sense of
community.
Mothers telling their stories in these novels are at the same time building on their
relationships with their daughters and deepening the links between them. In turn, the
adolescent daughter narrators are telling their stories to their readers, creating a symbiotic
relationship between the narrator and the reader. Storytelling is a way in which mothers and
daughters celebrate and share their creative selves. The stories mothers tell to their daughters
of love and loss and creativity help to strengthen mother-daughter relationships that might
otherwise be silenced or disconnected.
Another way in which authors might empower both readers and their women characters is to
weave creativity into the structure of their texts, rather than the content. The ways in which
some of these authors have written their novels forces the reader to focus on the artistic
process. For example, in Howell’s Notes From The Teenage Underground, Gem talks to her
readers about various films she has watched or is watching, explaining the plots of these films
to her readers. The plot of these films seem to parallel the plot of Gem’s life at each point in
the novel. The films are symbolic of what is happening in Gem’s life. By utilising this
technique, Howell is asking the reader to participate in the creative process by reflecting on
the meaning in the text. This technique can be seen as empowering adolescent readers by
engaging them in a way that traditional narrative structures may fail to do. In this novel Gem
also writes her own film script, which is shared with her readers. This inclusion of Gem’s
script within the text allows the reader to reflect upon the process of creativity, and observe
how Gem empowers herself through this process.
Jonsberg inserts poetry and interviews into his text, and Wild has written her young adult
novel in verse. These mechanisms encourage the reader to focus on the process of creativity.
Susan Lever, Associate Professor of English, has suggested that one way in which authors can
disrupt conventional narrative is not only by exploring a network of women’s lives, but by
presenting a collage of letters, plays, poetry or scraps of conversations (Lever, 2000, p.140).
These creative techniques of story-telling are a further deviation from traditional patriarchal
ways of telling story, and demonstrate another way in which authors might portray
empowering mother-daughter relationships through a creative structure that encourages the
adolescent reader to understand how mothers and daughters can support rather than fight
against each other.
95

In all these texts, by the conclusion of the novels, mothers and daughters have connected in a
positive way. It could be concluded that via the female adolescent narrator having the
opportunity to express herself via a creative outlet (poetry, art, film, or writing); she is able to
see herself and others around her more clearly, and work through her emotions and problems
in a safe way. This leads her to connect more strongly with her mother. Mothers are also
seen in some of these texts engaging in creative pursuits and gaining strength and fulfilment
through these activities. In these novels, an adolescent girl’s relationship with her mother is
liberating and creative rather than destructive, which ultimately works to contradict
patriarchal storylines.
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DISCUSSION OF RESULTS
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
The previous chapter has revealed a variety of ways in which authors might reverse the
Freudian script of mother-daughter relationships in young adult fiction. The seven novels
selected for analysis have all displayed at least two or more of the above discussed narrative
devices. Some additional narrative devices were revealed through my analysis of the seven
novels selected for study, which had not to date been identified in the existing research
literature on this subject. Dominant patterns observed in my examination of the young adult
novels selected for analysis include:
1. In all seven novels selected for analysis, the authors embraced the importance of
women strengthening each other within relationships and valuing community.
The adolescent daughters found strength through their relationships with their mothers
and others in the community around them. Howell demonstrates in her motherdaughter narrative how an adolescent daughter can concurrently seek independence
while retaining her attachment to her mother. Likewise, McCarthy shows how the
daughter Rose has learnt by the conclusion of the novel to value connection with her
mother and the rest of her family. She has learnt new things about herself during her
road trip with her mother, one of the most important being that her growth does not
prevent her fostering a relationship with her mother. Marchetta’s mother-daughter
narrative emphasises the daughter Francesca’s journey towards maturity via her
connection with her family and her new group of friends. Jonsberg’s narrative affirms
the relationship between mother and daughter as essential to Calma’s growth. It is
Calma’s re-connection and new open communication with her mother that helps her to
see more clearly how she can embark on a path towards maturity
2. All of the novels selected for analysis allow the mothers in the texts to have their
own voice and perspective, or the narrative is constructed in such a way that the
reader is positioned to empathise with the mother along with the adolescent
narrator. Some of these novels demonstrate that it is possible for a mother’s pointof-view to come across even in a teen-focussed first-person narrative. Wild uses a
multiple narrative technique so that voices of the parents in the text sit alongside the
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voices of the teenagers. Jen’s mother confides her inner-most thoughts directly to the
reader, an effective technique of drawing empathy from the reader towards the mother.
In Clarke’s narrative three generations of women – the daughter, mother and
grandmother – are given licence to tell their own stories, which creates a connectivity
between them as their stories overlap and weave around each other. The reader is able
to identify directly with the mothers and grandmothers as their voices are not
marginalised by the strong voices of the teenage girls. Howell demonstrates in her
text how a mother’s narrative can provide inspiration to a daughter even in a firstperson narrative, as the mother Bev tells Gem stories about her past. Howell also
shows in her mother-daughter narrative how through frequent dialogic interactions,
the reader is given an insight into Bev’s strong and unique personality. Marchetta
allows the mothers voice to be heard through both the daughter’s recollections of past
dialogic interactions with the mother, and through stories the mother tells directly to
the daughter. The stories Mia tells to Francesca celebrate the bond between mother
and daughter. The mother’s voice is not silenced, even though she has suffered a
break-down and is bed-ridden for the duration of the novel. McCarthy allows the
mother to confide to her daughter Rose about a past relationship that left her damaged
and vulnerable, which gives Rose the strength to confront her own past and come to
terms with it. In Horniman’s mother-daughter narrative, the conversations Anna has
with her mother draws understanding from the reader towards the mother’s point-ofview, as Anna comes to realise how her mother has suffered pain at the breakdown of
her marriage to Anna’s father, yet has survived the pain with elegance and a tough
kind of candour. Jonsberg’s mother-daughter narrative is constructed primarily
through a series of notes Calma and her mother leave for each other on the fridge
door. Mother and daughter engage in often humorous banter, allowing the voice of
the mother to shine through a teen-dominated narrative.
3. In some of these young adult novels, a teen narrator’s observations of the mother
work to place value on the role of the mother in the text, without the mother
speaking directly to the reader. For example, Jen’s narrative works to show the
value of motherhood, with Jen reflecting on the qualities she and her friend’s value in
their mothers. Other characters in the text, including Jen’s friend Hal, also speak
tenderly of their mothers, which works to portray mothers in a positive light.
McCarthy reveals Rose’s observations of her mother’s physical appearance, which
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shows that Rose is starting to observe her mother through new eyes. Horniman and
Howell give weight to the presence of the mothers in their first-person teen-focussed
narratives, by revealing the narrator’s quiet observations of their respective mothers.
These observations paint for the reader a portrait of their mother’s strengths and flaws
– the physical description of their mothers helping to create a real and solid presence
of the mothers within the texts.
4. Many of these mother-daughter narratives have successfully challenged the ‘good
mother’ stereotype. The mothers in these texts are not blamed for being ‘bad
mothers’ even when they are not always available to meet the needs of their daughters.
The authors have deconstructed stereotypes that are typically associated with the
concept of ‘mothering,’ showing how mothers can lead fulfilling lives independently
of their children, without being seen as being a ‘bad mother.’ Even when the
daughter’s express negativity towards their mothers in the text, authors successfully
show that these focalisations may be misguided. Mothers are increasingly portrayed
as having careers, interests and friendships outside of the family sphere. Marchetta
has successfully subverted the stereotype of the weak, dependent mother, despite the
mother’s mental and physical breakdown. She shows how parents can be physically
or mentally incapacitated while still retaining value to their families. Francesca
becomes more and more aware of Mia’s strength and of how much she values her
connection with her mother. Howell, in her mother-daughter narrative, presents a
mother who is happily absorbed in her art work and her work within the community,
while the mother in Clarke’s narrative has a doctorate and works as a psychologist.
Additionally, in these texts, mothers are portrayed as complex human beings with
flaws and weaknesses; they are not always available to meet the needs of their
children, and are not constantly self-sacrificing. However, the mothers in these texts
are not criticised by their daughters for displaying these traits. For example, Calma’s
mother in Jonsberg’s narrative is rarely at home because she is busy holding down two
jobs, and Francesca’s mother in Marchetta’s narrative is physically incapable of being
there for her family. However, the mothers in these texts are given licence to tell their
own sides of the story, so that the narrative does not become one of mother-blame.
5. Most of these authors have effectively demonstrated how conflict between mother
and daughter can be utilised in a mother-daughter narrative to foster ongoing
engagement and renegotiation of the relationships between mothers and
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daughters. Howell structures the conflict in her text through a narrative of open
dialogue between Gem and Bev which implies equality and openness between mother
and daughter. McCarthy uses conflict in her narrative to show how scenes of conflict
can help bring down barriers between mothers and daughters and in the process lead to
a relationship that is more empowering and honest, while Marchetta shows how
conflict can help mother and daughter discover how much they ultimately love and
trust one another. In Jonsberg’s mother-daughter narrative, the conflict stems from
Calma’s feelings of closeness and identification with her mother; she is upset her
mother has not been confiding in her. She seeks open engagement with her mother via
initiating conflict, and it is only then that she and her mother can re-align their
attachment to each other.
6. In many of these young adult novels, female narrators are empowering
themselves through creative pursuits. Howell’s mother-daughter narrative is often
constructed around discussions about art, and both Gem and Bev have identified
themselves as creative beings – Bev with her pottery, and Gem with her film-making
aspirations. Both mother and daughter find that their art provides them an opportunity
to communicate about themselves with each other, and the wider community. Wild
shows how art can be a healing mechanism for both the primary narrator Jen and
others around her, while Jonsberg demonstrates in his mother-daughter narrative that
Calma’s ability to work through her feelings creatively have helped her express new
realisations, reinforced her inner strength, and helped empower her as she reconnects
with her mother. Creative use of structure in some of these texts also demonstrate an
additional technique via which authors might choose to portray empowering motherdaughter relationships, as these creative structures are a deviation from traditional
patriarchal ways of telling story.

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
It is encouraging to observe from these results the ways in which contemporary authors of
young adult fiction are beginning to incorporate feminist narrative techniques into their works
of fiction, in order to demonstrate empowering mother-daughter relationships.
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There are no idealised or perfect mother-daughter relationships presented in the novels
selected for analysis. Calma’s mother in It’s Not All About You Calma! is sometimes too
busy to spend time with her daughter, due to holding down two jobs, while Lily’s mother in
One Whole and Perfect Day is often absent-minded and forgetful, leaving Lily to take care of
household chores. Francesca’s mother in Saving Francesca is described by Francesca as
having been often embarrassingly loud and opinionated (before her breakdown), while Anna
in About A Girl remembers how when she was younger she felt that her mother worried too
much about Anna’s younger sister Molly, making Anna feel that her own needs were being
neglected. Anna also confides feeling upset when she overheard her mother pouring out her
grief to her friends when Anna’s father leaves the family, wishing her mother had been able to
confide in her as well and not treat her like a child. Additionally, in all novels, there are
scenes of conflict, with mothers and daughters occasionally expressing feelings of
exasperation towards each other.
However, it would be unrealistic to portray mother-daughter relationships in young adult
novels as being too perfect – this would be a throw-back to young adult novels of the 1950s,
with mothers portrayed as being always overly loving and helpful. Some conflict is necessary
to propel a story forward. The mothers and daughters are flawed and imperfect characters,
but this is what makes them real and compelling. Mothers are given licence to express their
opinions, and to engage in pursuits that make them happy, without being blamed for having
these desires outside of the family home. What is important is that these mother-daughter
narratives all highlight mothers and daughters engaging with each other, and ultimately
expressing their feelings of love and support towards each other.
Overall, the results of this research contradict the results of previous research conducted on
the construction of mother-daughter narratives in young adult fiction. As seen from the
preceding review of the literature, previous studies conducted on mother-daughter narratives
in young adult fiction have drawn overwhelmingly negative conclusions. Findings from these
previous studies concur that mothers are presented in young adult novels as absent or
ineffectual, and unable to be there physically or emotionally for their daughters. Motherdaughter scripts have been written through a prevailing script of blame, negativity, and
conflict which leads to separation from the maternal, as daughters seek independence from
controlling or emotionally impaired mothers. Researchers lament that such plots are genderbiased and limiting.
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However, the results of this study demonstrate that contemporary authors of Australian young
adult fiction are moving towards employing narrative strategies that have been constructed
from feminist discourses. The above discussed novels all provide examples of motherdaughter relationships that are based on equality, strength and love. The voices of both
mothers and daughters are finding a place in young adult texts, and daughters are portrayed as
valuing their relationships with their mothers. Additionally, mothers are increasingly being
portrayed as having careers, interests and friends outside that of the domestic sphere, without
being blamed by their daughters for being selfish. Mothers and daughters are enriching their
understanding of themselves and each other through their creative pursuits and activities
outside of the family home.
A possible reason for this shift in the portrayal of mother-daughter narratives in young adult
fiction may be due in part to an ongoing interest in the ways in which a feminist discourse
might influence criticism of children’s and young adult fiction. With researchers such as
Parsons et al stressing the importance of the role that texts for young adults play in the
construction of culture and gendered identity formation (2008, p.373), authors of young adult
fiction are perhaps making a conscious effort to include more empowering mother-daughter
narratives in their fiction, in an attempt to contribute to a renegotiation of dominant
discourses. Cranny-Francis has claimed that “such texts illustrate changes in the dominant
ideological formation, and a new negotiation of meaning” (1990, p.207).
Authors might also be responding to recommendations for further study, as provided by
young adult literature researchers. As discussed in the literature review, it has been suggested
that future researchers in the field of young adult fiction might conduct more in-depth
analyses of relationships between adolescents and their parents (in particular the mother), and
that researchers of maternal voices in narrative fiction should pay more attention to young
adult texts (see Tunstall, 1992, Kertzer, 1996, Beere, 2000). Yet other researchers, who
bemoaned the fact that it is conventional literary practice to present mothers as absent
(emotionally or physically), ineffectual, or bound to the family home, have expressed hope
that an increasing number of books for young adults will show mothers and daughters
speaking together, along with narratives that reflect more realistic and balanced portrayals of
mothers (see Maxwell, 1994, Kertzer, 1996, Crew, 2000).
There is still, however, room for improvement in the portrayal of mother-daughter
relationships in young adult fiction. While the seven young adult novels selected for close
102

examination of the mother-daughter narrative do ultimately portray positive mother-daughter
relationships, there are some instances where the representations of mothers in these novels
are still somewhat limited. For example, in two of these novels (Jinx and Rose By Any Other
Name), the mothers are never identified by their first name. In Jinx, the mother is referred to
as ‘Mum’ or ‘Jen’s mum’, and in Rose By Any Other Name, the mother is always referred to
as ‘Mum’. The mother in It’s Not All About You Calma! is referred to by Calma as ‘The
Fridge’ but her real name is never identified. Crew has claimed that in young adult novels,
the personal names of mothers often seem to be buried, especially in those stories in which
“mothers do not claim subjectivity other than that given to them by the title ‘mother’” (Crew,
2000, p.160). Additionally, two of these mothers do not seem to have any career or interests
outside that of the family home – these being the mothers in About A Girl and Rose By Any
Other Name.
However, these are only a few minor examples of ways in which the portrayal of mothers still
need to be improved. The mother-daughter narratives in the above-mentioned texts are still
predominantly positive and empowering ones.
The original aims of my research were to:
-

Unearth narrative strategies of telling story about daughters, mothers, and their
relationships that reverse or contradict Freudian narrative plots of the mother-daughter
relationship.

-

Determine how authors of young adult fiction go about exploring the adolescent
daughter-mother relationship, while still retaining appeal to their target audience.

-

Utilise these narrative strategies in my own young adult novel.

As discussed, narrative strategies that work to portray empowering mother-daughter
narratives were identified from a review of the clinical literature on mother-adolescent
daughter relationships, and from a review of previous studies conducted on the motheradolescent daughter relationships in young adult fiction. Additional narrative strategies were
identified from an examination of seven novels selected for analysis of these narrative
strategies. These additional strategies had not been already identified in the research
literature.
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I was able to confirm from my research that it is possible for authors of young adult fiction to
explore meaningful mother-daughter narratives, while still retaining appeal to their adolescent
readers. Beere (2000) and Kertzer (1993) expressed doubt that such a task might be possible,
due to the prevalence of the use of first-person narratives in young adult fiction, from the
teenager’s point-of-view. Contemporary researchers are also of the opinion that adolescents
do not want to read about the mothers’ point-of-view, and novels that do include a mother’s
voice might not be marketable (Ockler, 2010, Wetta, 2013, Burns, 2010).
However, my study has revealed that this is not the case. All seven novels selected for
analysis have included – in varying ways – the presence and voice of the mother in the text, as
she interacts with her daughter. Some of these texts (Wild’s Jinx and Clarke's One Whole
And Perfect Day), allow the mother to speak directly to the reader, from her own point-ofview. In other novels, the narrative is constructed so that the reader is positioned to empathise
with both the mother and her daughter. The use of dual narratives, open dialogue between
mother and daughter, stories passed down from mother to daughter, and a teen narrator’s
observations of her mother, all work to showcase empowering mother-daughter relationships
and place weight on the value of the mother.
All these novels, due to their Children’s Book Council of Australia listing, have wide
exposure to adolescents. Positive online reviews of these novels (as written by adolescents)
are a strong indication that these novels are popular with adolescent readers, and are therefore
marketable to an adolescent audience. Howell’s Notes From the Teenage Underground was a
winner in the 2007 Inky Awards, which recognises high-quality young adult literature. The
winners are voted for online by teen readers. Perhaps this is an indication that adolescent
readers are more interested in reading about mother-daughter relationships – and all the
conflicts, joy, and frustrations that go with this relationship – than researchers and authors of
adolescent fiction have previously thought might be the case.
The various narrative devices that have been identified through the research and clinical
literature, and through my own analysis of the seven selected novels, have proved useful in
informing and inspiring the mother-daughter narrative in my own young adult novel, Scar.
For example, the troubled adolescent protagonist Frankie is able to learn from her connections
with others to value herself and her place in the community, and through this re-connecting
with others – including her mother – she is able to embark on the path to healing. Even while
she denies it throughout the novel, she finds strength in each interaction with her mother Ellie.
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Her focus is on identifying her own talents and place in the world rather than her need to
separate herself from family and move towards romantic love with the opposite sex, which is
a common theme in young adult literature.
By the conclusion of the novel, Frankie has found the strength to talk to her mother about her
feelings of guilt, and with these revelations come a new connection with her mother. The use
of flashbacks in my novel gradually reveals to the reader the events that led to Frankie’s
trouble with the law, and further back to the circumstances surrounding the death of her sister,
and the subsequent problems in the relationship with her mother. The flashbacks allow the
reader a glimpse into the past events that have shaped the protagonist’s current personality
and relationships with others – but the flashbacks have been used sparingly, so as not to
continuously interrupt the flow of the text.
Ellie’s voice is present in the text via emails, phone conversations, postcards and direct
dialogue with Frankie, both in the flashbacks and in the present. Dialogue between Frankie
and other characters in the novel also work to reveal other perspectives of Ellie’s character.
Additionally, Frankie’s observations of Ellie work to give weight to the importance of her
mother to her. Her memories of her mother are edged with tenderness and she talks with
respect and admiration of her mother’s artistic talents and her interactions with her two
daughters. It is obvious to the reader from Frankie’s recollections of times spent with Ellie
how much she values her mother and desires a reconnection with her.
In my novel I have challenged the stereotype of the weak dependent mother who is bound to
the family home. The mother is identified by her first name, Ellie; has a strong presence in
the novel; and is not engaged in the traditional jobs of many other mothers in young adult
fiction. Ellie is employed as a tattoo artist, and her pride and absorption in her work is an
important part of her identity. Additionally, Ellie enjoys riding her motorbike and has a
variety of friends and a social life outside of the home. Ellie makes no apologies for her nontraditional lifestyle and none is expected by the teen narrator.
I have made an attempt in my novel to convey that both conflict and connection can occur
within the relationship, but not at the expense of the relationship, as discussed in the
contemporary research literature. I have aimed to show how both members within the
relationship can continue to grow and develop - the growth experience is not limited only to
the adolescent. Ellie also learns how to talk about her own feelings of pain and guilt,
something which has previously been difficult for her.
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Both Frankie and Ellie are ultimately empowered by their individual creative pursuits. While
initially it is her graffiti that has got her into trouble with the law, Frankie gradually learns
that she is able to utilise her artistic talents both to help herself to heal and to tell a story about
herself. She finds that her art allows her to communicate with others around her, and opens
her eyes to the grief and pain her mother Ellie must have also felt when Bunny died.
Likewise, Ellie uses the skin of her clients as a canvas to tell their stories, and through doing
this she is able to connect with the people who come to her to get tattoos.
In turn, the process of writing the novel has also informed my research for this study. For
example, the mother and daughter in my novel are both strong female characters who engage
in open dialogue with each other. This has led to an interest in determining how other authors
of young adult fiction have crafted dialogue between their mother and daughter characters.
My analysis of previous research on the relationship in young adult fiction has provided me
with an understanding of how conflict and dialogue has previously been constructed in young
adult novels, and the debate surrounding this in the research literature. It has highlighted a
gap in the portrayal of open dialogue between mothers and daughters. Writing the novel also
identified issues that were relevant in my own writing process, such as literary theory, theory
in the crafting of young adult novels that deal specifically with adolescent problems and
realistic issues, and new suggestions for ways of evaluating the sample of books selected for
study within the exegesis. In this way, both the novel and the exegesis concurrently informed
and inspired the writing of the other.

NEW UNDERSTANDINGS DERIVED FROM THE PRESENT WORK
Additional narrative techniques not to date identified in the research literature were identified
via my analysis of the seven novels selected for close examination of the mother-daughter
narrative. These narrative strategies highlight new ways in which young adult authors might
choose to reverse patriarchal storylines when constructing mother-daughter narratives in their
works of fiction, while still retaining appeal to their target audience. These techniques have
already been outlined in detail in the Results chapter and include:
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Authors demonstrating how an adolescent narrator’s internal observations of the
mother can assist in placing value on the role of the mother in the text, and add weight
to the presence of the mother.



Authors demonstrating how conflict can be utilised as a form of renegotiating and
strengthening the relationship between mothers and daughters. There is discussion in
the research and clinical literature in regard to conflict between mothers and daughters
being seen as a means of renegotiating the relationship. However, researchers in the
field of young adult fiction have viewed conflict between mothers and daughters in
young adult texts as damaging to the relationship, often involving scripts of ‘motherblame,’ and implying separation between mother and daughter. However, I have
observed in the young adult novels selected for analysis that scenes of conflict can
occur in empowering and loving mother-daughter relationships, without causing
damage to the relationship. None of the studies I came across in the field of young
adult literature – or feminist narrative theory – suggested that conflict might be used as
a means of empowering the relationship between mothers and daughters in fiction,
rather than damaging it.



Authors demonstrating how creative pursuits can be empowering for both mothers and
daughters.

The identifying of these additional narrative techniques have helped fill a gap in the literature
on this subject, and opened up possibilities for further analysis of these techniques. New
understandings about the importance of reflecting positive mother-daughter relationships in
young adult fiction, and ways in which authors have gone about this, have been revealed from
the results of this study.
By combining elements of clinical and psychological theory, feminist narrative theory, and
utilising Carol Gilligan’s Listening Guide, my study has contributed to new ways in which
researchers in the field of young adult fiction might choose to examine mother-daughter
narratives.
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CONCLUSIONS
My research into Freudian and other patriarchal theories about female adolescent
development highlighted to me how authors were often using these outdated scripts to portray
mother-daughter relationships in contemporary young adult fiction. Freud, and other early
theorists of female adolescent development, posited that in order for females to form their
own identity, and grow into adulthood, they must first break ties or separate from the mother.
There are still examples in recent psychological and clinical literature which highlight the
ways in which an enduring connection to the mother can be harmful to the adolescent girl,
and which emphasise breaking of ties to the mother in order to reach autonomy. There are
also examples of the ways in which mothers are to blame for many of the problems of their
adolescent daughters
I sought to unearth narrative strategies of telling story about daughters, mothers, and their
relationships that reverse or contradict Freudian narrative plots of the mother-adolescent
daughter relationship. Crew has claimed that a feminist representation of the daughter-mother
narrative is broadly defined as one that is composed from discourses that work to liberate
rather than to essentialise and constrain the representations of mothers and daughters (Crew,
2000, p.240).
My research into feminist narrative theory, previous studies that had been conducted on the
mother-daughter relationship in young adult fiction, and the clinical and research literature,
contributed to my understanding of the ways in which authors of young adult fiction might
reverse negative and limiting representations of mothers and daughters. I was able to
construct a framework of narrative devices, and show examples of how these devices have
been used in a sample of Australian young adult novels. Such a comprehensive framework of
narrative devices that may be applied specifically to mother-daughter narratives in young
adult fiction has not been constructed in previous research.
I embraced elements of second wave and third wave/poststructuraist feminism, along with
feminist narrative theory and Carol Gilligan’s Listening Guide, to listen to the voices of
mothers and daughters in contemporary young adult fiction, and to observe the ways in which
mother and daughters can resist patriarchal psychoanalytic theory and challenge gender
hierarchies.
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I was able to confirm from my research that it is possible for authors of young adult fiction to
explore meaningful mother-daughter narratives, while still retaining appeal to their adolescent
readers, despite the doubt expressed by previous researchers in the field of young adult fiction
that such a task would be possible. All the novels analysed via the framework of narrative
devices I constructed, and via Gilligan’s Listening Guide, include the voices and identities of
mothers in the narrative, and demonstrate the ways in which daughters value their
relationships with their mothers.
I have been encouraged to find that contemporary authors in Australia are moving towards
employing narrative strategies that do seem to have been constructed from the feminist
discourses which were discussed in the Construction of Framework chapter. Such strategies
include: showing how an adolescent daughter can gain strength from her relationship with her
mother and the community around her; recognising plural voices and subjectivities of mothers
and daughters; demonstrating the way in which an adolescent narrator’s observations of the
mother can work to place value on the maternal; subverting the stereotypes of mothers and
avoiding scripts of ‘mother-blame’; showing how conflict can be seen a form of renegotiating
the relationship between mother and daughter; and empowering mother-daughter
relationships through art and creativity.
Of course, there are still examples in contemporary Australian YA fiction of the absent or
ineffective mother. For example, Esme’s mother in Sue Sabila’s Something in the World
Called Love (2008), is remembered by Esme as sleeping, smoking or swallowing too many
valium (Sabila, 2008, p.23). But, even so, Sabila balances out these bleak memories with
other less harsh memories: Esme’s mother sitting at the kitchen table with her ‘budget book,’
rearranging the budget so that nine-year-old Esme could go on her class excursion to the zoo
(p.35). Esme’s mother is neither all good or all bad. She is both shadows and light.
Negative representations of mothers and daughters in fiction can also be important in
generating discussion of gender stereotypes and providing adolescent readers with a range of
views. If the adolescent reader has a difficult relationship with their own mother, reading
about a similar difficult relationship in fiction might provide insight into the challenges they
face in their own lives. What is important is that there is a balance of the relationship
presented in contemporary young adult fiction – that negative portrayals of the relationship
are balanced out by more positive and empowering representations. This study has provided
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an insight into ways in which authors might choose to present a construction of the
relationship that is ultimately one of connection and empowerment.
If mothers are increasingly elided in young adult fiction for adolescent girls, this could lead to
a generation of young women who see mothers and motherhood as unimportant, and who find
themselves adhering to the patriarchal script that it is natural to blame the mother for the
daughter’s own failings, and seek to separate from the mother to achieve maturity. This
devalues the strengths of the relationship between mother and daughter, and reinforces the
cultural script that mothers are to blame for the failures of their children.
In light of this, it is important that adolescents are exposed to narratives in fiction that work to
tell the story of how both parents and teenagers can find value in mutual relationships. Crew
points out that narratives that give voice only to aspects of conflict and separation, especially
those that speak about young people having to achieve emotional independence from their
parents, do so at the cost of placing no or less value on relational aspects of human
development (Crew, 2000, p.255).
My research aims to contribute to a new understanding of the ways in which narrative
techniques may be employed by authors to reclaim the voices of adolescent girls in
relationship with the voices of mothers and other women. The texts selected for analysis
demonstrate a reversal of traditional Freudian ideologies that work to silence the voice of
either the mother or the daughter. These texts instead portray a feminist mother-daughter
discourse in which mothers are given a chance to speak, and in which daughters move
towards independence while continuing to seek support from their mothers.

AREAS FOR FURTHER STUDY
My study has opened up areas of discussion that might be of interest to future researchers of
young adult fiction, but are beyond the scope of this study. I have observed from my review
of the research literature that since the year 2000 there is a scarcity of scholarly studies
conducted into the ways in which mother-daughter narratives are presented in contemporary
young adult fiction. It would be of benefit to see more in-depth research untaken into this
topic in order to observe whether or not there is a shift away from troubled parent/adolescent
relationships towards more positive and balanced relationships between parents and
adolescents. A focus on mothers and daughters would be of particular interest in light of the
neglect of this particular relationship under patriarchal psychoanalytic discourse.
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While my study uncovered examples of some contemporary Australian novels that did exhibit
constructive ways of presenting mother-daughter narratives, the intention of my study was not
to observe trends in regard to whether or not authors of young adult fiction are beginning to
portray more empowering mother-daughter narratives. Rather, my focus has been on
identifying narrative devices that might work to construct mother-daughter narratives that tell
stories of mothers and daughters remaining connected and valuing each other. Even though I
did observe examples of the use of these narrative devices in some recent young adult novels,
in order to draw substantial conclusions about the ways in which mother-daughter narratives
are presented in contemporary young adult fiction, a larger sample of novels would need to be
examined, with an in-depth coding of data. This is a worthwhile topic of exploration for
future researchers who are interested in the ways in which mothers and daughters are
presented in young adult fiction.
The use of Gilligan’s Listening Guide was a valuable tool which allowed me to listen more
closely to the voices of mothers and daughters in contemporary young adult fiction. The
Listening Guide has not previously been used to listen to the voices of mothers and daughters
in young adult fiction, and is a device that future researchers in the field of young adult fiction
might consider utilising. The Listening Guide could be used to listen not only to motherdaughter narratives, but mother-son, father-daughter, or father-son narratives in young adult
fiction. Additionally, the Listening Guide can be modified and utilised by authors of young
adult fiction who are interested in the construction of voice in young adult fiction.
While some contemporary authors of young adult fiction and young adult services librarians
have observed trends in the way mothers and daughters are presented in young adult fiction
published since the year 2000, and have presented their observations via online blogs and
websites, not all of this information is based on in-depth analysis or examination of selected
contemporary young adult novels, and not all of it focuses specifically on mothers and
daughters. This is where my study aims to fill a gap in the research literature, by being one of
the first to do so since the year 2000.
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CONCLUDING STATEMENT

There has been much discussion in the research literature in regard to the limited ways in
which mothers and daughters have been – and continue to be – portrayed in young adult
fiction. My study has uncovered a need for future research into the ways in which mothers
and daughters are presented in contemporary young adult fiction.
Authors of young adult fiction might want to explore alternative ways of mothering in young
adult novels, which challenge the stereotypes of mothers and avoid scripts of mother-blame,
by utilising some of the devices explored in this study. My novel Scar attempts to reverse the
Freudian script that speaks of separation between mother and daughter, and neglect of the
voice of the maternal. The voices of both mother and daughter are present in my novel,
despite Frankie’s first person narrative. Through dialogue between Frankie and Ellie, and
Frankie’s observations and tender memories of Ellie, the strong presence of Ellie shines
through in the novel. It is Ellie’s voice, and the power of her love for Frankie, that
demonstrates the way in which a mother can speak to her daughter and empower her.
My exegesis and novel aim to contribute to a new understanding of the ways in which
mother-daughter relationships have been neglected in young adult fiction, and to illuminate
ways in which authors can begin to tell more empowering stories of mothers and daughters.
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sea stories
Ellie has so many tattoos I used to read her like a book. Bunny’s favourite tattoo had been her
name, written on Ellie’s wrist in curly writing. Then underneath it, my name, Frankie. Our
two names nestled together on the soft part of Ellie’s skin. My favourite tatt was the mermaid
on Ellie’s ankle. That mermaid, she’s so sad looking, it’s always made my throat ache just
looking at her. I love how her hair curls like sea-snakes. When I was little I traced the curve
of her scaly tail and made up salt-laced sea stories about her. And Bunny, she’d listen to my
silly old stories like they were something special. Crazy kid. She’d listen with her face
turned up towards me, like a flower soaking in the sun.
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SCORPION
(The scorpion tattoo warns of coming danger; difficult transformation)

how it all started
I don’t know how I’ve ended up in this situation.
Here I am in the school principal’s office with not only my mother Ellie and my school
counsellor and the principal, but also a sergeant from the police force.
I’m lying to you already.
I do know how I ended up here.
It started when Flick and I finally got busted. Which the other girls told us would happen
eventually. But we’d been on such a roll, going round with our spray cans and rotten eggs. It
gave us a real buzz. The other girls in our gang had soon dropped back. We were hardcore,
we were committed. We’d slip on our combat boots and black beanies and go and deface
some property. We were getting really good at it. We did it to the properties of people who
we thought deserved it. We felt like vigilantes in our black outfits and armed with the
necessary tools: wire, spray cans, and torches.
Mr Mitchell had confiscated my beanie and then made wisecracks about it, like it was some
stupid old thing that meant nothing. But the beanie means a fair bit to me. Those wise cracks
got my blood boiling. So there were me and Flick, our fingers numb with cold, but our
stomachs warm with the mixers of vodka and bourbon we’d had back at my place beforehand,
struggling to break a latch on one of the windows round the back of Mr Mitchell’s house.
We’d cased out his joint for a bit and knew he went out somewhere at the same time on
Tuesday nights. We’d already spray painted all over the front of his house, and chucked eggs
and old tomatoes, now we wanted to get into his place and get the spray-paint going in there.
A wash of red light flooded the backyard. Flick’s eyes met mine in the yellow arc of our
torch-light. She looked damn scared. Then there was yelling, voices calling out Freeze! Stay
right where you are! And there were lights in my eyes and boots on cement and Flick was
going, Run you idiot, run! But all I could do was stand there frozen, while Flick did the smart
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thing and got the hell out of there. So the police got me while I was holding a bit of wire, in
the process of picking the window lock.
At the police station I never said a word about Flick. They kept on asking and trying to get
me to tell them who was with me, but I wouldn’t give anything away. Ellie knew it was Flick
of course. She sat there in the police sergeant’s office, her hands clasped together and her
face kind of yellow-looking, and she kept going, Frankie, just tell them you were with Flick, I
know she was with you.
But I just shook my head and kept silent.
I wasn’t going down that track. You don’t dob your mates in.

mountains and goats
Ellie’s sitting there in her jeans and motorbike jacket, looking apologetic and defiant, as if
she’s been caught out. Which she has. I can’t believe my own mother is conspiring with my
school counsellor and principal, not to mention the police sergeant. The school counsellor sits
next to Ellie, wearing her flowing gypsy skirt, hands clasped neatly in her lap. She smiles at
me kindly. I glare back.
The Principal clears his throat. Well, you obviously know why we’re all here, Frankie.
Ummm… Because I’m receiving an award for topping the year in every subject? I offer.
Nice of you to come and be here for this special moment, I add, turning to the police sergeant,
who looks slightly uncomfortable, squashed into one of the Principal’s chairs.
The Principal frowns. I don’t think you realise how serious this situation is, Frankie. You’ve
been cutting school for some time now and defacing public property...
It’s street art, sir.
You’re facing some serious charges, the Principal says, as if I haven’t spoken, including
attempted breaking-and-entering.
I shrug. I wasn’t going to steal anything.
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Seeing as you’ve chosen to take the rap for this yourself, the Principal continues, and refuse to
divulge who else was involved in this whole business, you’re the one who’s going to have to
bear the consequences of your actions.
So am I going to gaol, officer? Maybe you should just handcuff me now. I hold my wrists out
to the police sergeant, who shifts in his chair and reddens slightly.
Frankie, please, says Ellie.
The Principal chooses that moment to start going on about my “behaviour over the past few
months getting out of control” and “you used to be such a good student, it’s disappointing to
see your grades slipping so dramatically” and “we’ve tried everything from counselling to
detention,” and “we do understand how difficult things have been for you,” but really in the
end I was just a lost cause. The Principal doesn’t actually say that last bit, but from his
sorrowful stare I know that’s the conclusion they’ve come to.
The Principal then places his hands palm upwards on his desk and says, So Frankie, together
we’ve decided that the best thing is to recommend placement for you in the program at the
Mountain Valley Residential Facility for Girls. He sounds like a judge delivering his verdict.
Ellie and the school counsellor and the police sergeant nod slightly while he speaks, like the
supportive jury who have come to a careful decision.
The first thing I do is smile. Doesn’t a place with a name like Mountain Valley Residential
Facility for Girls make you think of lots of green grass, running streams, girls in white dresses
skipping in fields with lambs and goats? Yeah, I have to smile. What else am I going to do,
start crying and wringing my hands?
Except that this does not seem to please the police sergeant, who looks a bit cranky, even
though up until this point he’d been kind of quiet. He goes on a bit of a spiel, saying, I hope
you realise the seriousness of the situation, Francesca. Placement at this residential centre is
an alternative to juvenile detention. And juvenile detention is no laughing matter. Mr
Mitchell has kindly decided he isn’t going to press charges, but if he did, you’d find yourself
in court, and I’m afraid a judge might not be so forgiving. Because you’re a first time
offender, and have had no previous convictions, we’re giving you this opportunity to avoid a
criminal record.
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I’m still smirking, looking down at my hands. Do they really think I’m going to some stupid
centre for girls? Idiots.
No way, I say. I’m not going.
I look over at Ellie. Surely she can’t agree with this ridiculous idea? But Ellie can’t meet my
eyes. She looks down and her long hair shields her face. Her hands are in the pockets of her
jacket.
This is a relatively new facility, says the Principal, as if this will make a difference. It’s only
been running for a year, and it’s designed for girls who…well, who are…
Criminals? I suggest. Or just nut cases? Are you sending me to the loony bin, sir?
The Principal clears his throat. No, Frankie. It’s to get girls like you back into school, back
on track. There are experienced tutors who come to the centre so you can continue your
schooling. And there’s art therapy and horse riding…
He sounds like a father trying to bribe his kid into going to summer camp.
I hate horses. I stare at the Principal.
I’m sorry Frankie, but we’re not offering you a choice, says the Principal. If you don’t go to
the centre, then I’m afraid the only other option is court. And a criminal record. If you can
commit to the program at the centre, I believe you will find it a preferable outcome to juvenile
detention. But the outcome, of course, is primarily up to you.
I smile sweetly and say in my best little-girl-voice, OK then papa. Whatever you think is best.
Frankie, that’s enough, says Ellie, although she doesn’t sound that cranky.
The Principal looks pretty upset though. I guess he hoped his words would make me finally
see sense and I’d be suitably chastened. I have to say, the Principal’s generally OK, as far as
school principals go. Sometimes he can be almost fatherly, and even though I had spent much
time in his office for various offences, he seemed to be on my side most of the time. He
really does think he’s trying to save me from juvey.
But, in the end, he’s the one telling me I have to go away to some stupid place for ‘troubled
girls.’
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So I’m not going to make it easy for him.
I stand up then and say, Well, thank you all for your time today. You’ve all obviously decided
what’s best for me without actually asking for my opinion. So, if there’s nothing more to say,
I’ll be off, perhaps to go and break into someone’s house.
On the way out I accidentally-on-purpose kick over the Principal’s waste-paper basket.
Scrunched up paper and snotty old tissues float out across the floor in a cloud of white.

conspiracy
I can’t believe you’ve conspired against me like this! I yell. I like how dramatic this sounds.
I pause for extra effect, then add, You’re the one who said we should always be honest with
each other, and you’ve gone behind my back. Why couldn’t you just tell me you didn’t want
me around anymore?
Ellie leans against the fridge door with a hand up to her forehead. She looks like she has a
headache. Listen mate, this isn’t about not wanting you around, Ellie says. In the end I just
didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t have a choice in the whole thing.
Well, you could have warned me about this. I can feel my hands start to shake just thinking
about it. I shove my hands in my jeans pockets. You can’t just force me to go there.
Ellie pushes back her hair. I see the Japanese symbols tattooed on the inside of her arm. I
can’t even talk to you any more without you yelling at me or going quiet, she says. I’m
always getting called to the school because you’re skipping classes and getting into trouble,
with this graffiti thing…
Ellie pauses and I see that she’s looking outside at our back fence, which I’ve spray-painted
with skulls, girls with crosses for eyes and snakes for hair, and mutated animals, such as a cat
with eight legs like an octopus. We both stare at the fence for a moment and then look away.
If it’s not this graffiti thing it’s stealing, Ellie continues. The sergeant said if you don’t do
the program at the girls facility you’ll end up in court with a criminal record. What else was
I meant to do?
I shrug. Whatever. Why didn’t you just let me end up in juvey, if you reckon I’m that bad.
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I go to slam the screen door as I step outside, but it slips from my fingers and closes very
delicately. I pause. That doesn’t sound like someone angry storming out of the house. It
sounds more like someone going out into the garden to lie in the sun with a book. But going
back to re-slam the door would now sound too contrived.
Instead I just bury my hands in my pockets, pull the hood of my jacket over my head and
walk fast down the front drive.
I reach in my pocket for my phone. There’s only one person who’ll get how completely
stupid this whole girls centre idea thing is.

dynamite
I wish you could meet Flick. You’d love her. She was new to my school in Year 8. In Year
8 I was bored bored bored. The other girls were all, Oh, let’s do each other’s make-up! And,
Oh my god, what are we going to wear to the school disco!! I was still in that stage where I
couldn’t look anyone in the face. I wore Bunny’s old knitted beanie to school every day, the
crazy one with the knitted plaits down the side. It provided some protection. The scar was
sort of hidden. The teachers soon stopped asking me to take the beanie off in class. I guess
they finally got it.
So I wasn’t into all the make-up and school disco stuff. Not being able to look anyone in the
face properly, always having to turn my head aside when people spoke to me. The others
were wary of me, this surly girl in an old knitted beanie who was kind of a bitch, actually.
But then Flick turned up and just sort of looked at me and goes, Hey, cool scar. Like she
meant it and she wasn’t scared to acknowledge it like everyone else. She said, It makes you
look tough. And she had this thing about her, almost like a light in her that made you want to
move closer to her to feel its warmth. And she was exciting and when she spoke you listened,
cos she was full of crazy ideas and the words she spoke glittered. She woke something in me.
Together we were dynamite.
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crushed
Dialling Flick’s number makes me feel instantly calmer. Like I know she’ll get it and
together we’ll come up with some plan to make it all OK. She might suggest I come and hide
out at her place for a bit. With Flick on my side there’s no way I’ll end up going to this stupid
centre for girls.
When Flick answers the phone she sounds strange. Subdued or something.
OK listen Flick, I tell her, we’ve gotta come up with a plan, quickly. They’re going to send
me away to some centre for troubled girls and I have to do some stupid program there or else
I have to go to court. You’ve gotta help me get out if it! I can pack tonight and come to
yours? I talk quickly, the words tumbling out of me. Flick and I always talk to each other
like this. We always have so much to say.
But this time I hear a silence on the other end of the line.
Uh…Flick?
Yeah…listen, Frankie. I can’t talk to you right now. Flick sounds quiet, like someone’s come
along and crushed all the sparkle out of her. My mum says I can’t have contact with you any
more, Flick adds, and a knife twists in my guts.
I mean, Flick was with me that night at Mr Mitchell’s place, and I never even dobbed her in.
And now she’s telling me she’s not allowed to talk to me anymore? Since when have we ever
listened to anyone in authority?
We’re both silent. The line crackles and buzzes between us.
I have to go, says Flick and the line goes dead.
I stand there in the middle of the footpath, holding my phone in one hand, staring at the blank
screen. Then I pull my arm back and in one swift movement the phone is hurtling through the
air. I hear the sharp crack as it hits the road.
I turn and keep walking.
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purple
The only time I come out of my room in the next week is to grab stuff to eat, ride my dirt
bike, and feed the cat, Trix. She’s an old grey stripy cat, with one leg missing from getting
run over. Bunny was watching when Trix got run over, she was playing in the front garden
when it happened. Bunny just ran straight out onto the road and almost got run over herself.
Silly kid.
Trix has been around for a while. She was there before dad went back to Italy. She was there
even before Bunny was born. It used to be Bunny’s job to feed her, but now I do it. The old
cat is the only company I can stand at the moment.
I’m sitting out on the back porch and she comes up and nudges me with her head.
I’m gonna miss you old girl, I tell her, rubbing her soft head, and she drops down beside me.
I feel her rumbling purr and it’s soothing.
I don’t feel like talking to anybody but Trix. When dad called from Italy during the week
(Ellie had to come and get me out of bed to talk to him) I pretty much just listened to him
speak, telling me that going to this girls centre was going to be good for me, and if I needed
him I could call him any time, and Ellie was doing the best she could to make sure I was
going to be ok.
Yeah, right.
I hear the screen door open and Ellie comes out onto the back porch. Her hands are inkstained. She and Ash have been working on designs all afternoon for the tattoo parlour. Ash
used to be her boyfriend but now they’re just friends. He’s still here all the time, so I reckon
they’re more than just friends, even if they won’t admit it.
Hey – I thought we could watch a DVD tonight, Ellie says. Maybe an old movie.
Watching old movies together on a Friday night used to be our thing. We’d curl up on the
couch with blankets and junk food and, if it was a sad movie, tissues. But that was a while
ago now.
I can’t, I mutter, not looking up. I have to go plan my next robbery or something.
Ellie sighs. I’m trying here, mate, she says quietly.
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Well, don’t bother.
What do you want me to do Frankie?
I shrug. Nothing. I don’t want you to do anything. Soon you can wash your hands of me
completely once I’m locked up in that stupid place you‘re making me go to. I wish I’d gone
and lived with dad when he asked me to.
There’s a jagged edged silence.
Then Ellie goes, Well, it’s not like I’ve ever tried to impose any decisions on you. I’ve always
let you make your own decisions.
Yeah, well maybe that’s where you’ve gone wrong, I say. Maybe this is all your fault for not
being like other people’s mums. I can feel my hands shake a bit when I say this, and I look
down and stroke Trix’s head. I’ve always loved the fact that Ellie isn’t like the other kids’
mums. But I feel something violent and purple in me and the words just flick out of me
towards her.
OK, says Ellie, and her voice is real quiet, so that’s how you want to play it.
Trix lies there in the silence and goes right on purring.
As Ellie closes the screen door behind her, what I really want to yell after her is, I bet you
wish it’d been me that died and not Bunny.
But that’s one thing I can never bring myself to say.
We never speak about that.

closed
I’m in my bedroom, packing clothes into a suitcase, listening to the metal band that Flick and
I had been obsessed with, my heart closed to everything but the music.
I keep thinking about all those promises Flick and I had made, that’d we be together forever,
taking on the System and all that. We wore black eyeliner to school every day and hitched
our school tunics up and listened to heavy metal on our headphones. Other girls looked at us
all wary and made bitchy comments, but we knew who we were.
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And then as soon as I get in trouble, as soon as I really need her, Flick goes and ditches me.
Ellie comes into my room holding her old leather jacket, the one she used to wear when she
and dad first started riding motorbikes.
You wanna take this? Ellie says.
I won’t look at her. Nah. Got enough stuff to take.
OK. Cool. Ellie’s tone matches mine: casual but with that edge to it. We’d been speaking to
each other like that for the past few weeks. Well, I’m going to make a start on dinner. Ash is
coming by too.
Whatever, I say. I’m not hungry anyway.
I hear the soft pad of Ellie’s sneakers as she leaves the room. I look up and see that she’s left
the jacket on my bed. Sometimes she’ll let me wear it when I go out with the girls. I love the
worn soft feel of it, the clean smell of leather mixed with a faint smokiness. Wearing it makes
me feel like someone who might wake up and jump on a motorbike one morning and ride
down to the South Coast, just because I feel like it. Someone who’d pull up at rest stops to
casually lean against my bike and smoke a ciggie with the boys.
Someone like Ellie.
Except, when I did wear the jacket, everyone always went on how I looked so much like my
dad and nothing like Ellie.
Ellie agreed that in photos my dad and I looked the same - the olive skin, the tiger-eyes. We
even had the same wide mouths, and noses that were just slightly too long. Ellie laughed
sometimes and said that it’s lucky I looked so much like my dad, otherwise she’d be worried
she’d picked the wrong baby up at the hospital. I knew she was joking, but I didn’t want her
to think I wasn’t anything like her, unlike Bunny, who had Ellie’s honey hair and snub nose
and was unmistakably a part of Ellie.
I liked looking the same as my dad but, you know how it is, I wanted to feel that Ellie saw
something of herself in me too. But when I stared at myself in photos, looking for any sign of
Ellie, any faint resemblance, all I saw was my dad.
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clean break
On the drive up to the girls centre, I stick my ear-phones in and turn my music up loud. As
we drive the sky becomes bigger above us, and paddocks of brown grass and bored looking
sheep stretch on forever. A low-flying cockatoo is hit by the car in front of us. White
feathers fly everywhere like eiderdown from a pillow. A feather drifts onto our windscreen.
It’s so dazzling in the sun it makes my eyes water.
Ellie’s knuckles are white as she clutches the steering wheel. She plays my favourite music
and offers me nice things to eat, but all I can do is stare out the window with my ear-phones
on and my own music blasting an angry beat inside my head.
When we start to drive up towards the Blue Mountains the road becomes curvy and the trees
huddle together, throwing shadows on the road. I wind the window down and the air feels
cooler. Ellie keeps glancing at me as she drives, but I refuse to meet her eye. I chew my gum
and yawn from time to time.
We pull up in a long winding driveway. At the end of it sits this big old house, surrounded by
trees. Behind and to the sides of the house are what looks like rows of dormitories. I hear
dogs barking.
Ellie takes me inside, and reaches out to touch or hug me before she leaves. But I move away
from her and refuse to meet her eye. I say, Better not touch me now Ellie. I’m a criminal,
remember? Isn’t that why you’re sending me here? And then I see her arms go loose by her
sides.
OK, I know you think I’m being a real bitch. Ellie’s always been pretty cool. Even when I
kept getting into trouble at school, she never once said, It’s all your own fault.
But sometimes it’s better to have a clean break. Isn’t it?
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DEVIL
(The devil tattoo symbolises the tempting of humans into sinful behaviour.)

how to deal with try-hards
The first person I meet when I arrive is the guy who runs this place, Dr Kenneth. The doctor
says I can come and talk to him about anything whenever I need to, and he has this big white
smile and wears a daggy cable-knit jumper over a shirt. I wear Bunny’s old beanie with the
knitted plaits trailing down either side. Dr K seems hypnotised by the trailing plaits. In turn
I’m distracted by his hair, which is so neat that not even one strand is out of place. How does
he do that? I imagine him getting out of bed in the morning in his old-man stripy pyjamas,
and smiling at his reflection in the mirror cos his hair has stayed smooth all night and there
are no crease marks on his cheek.
Dr K thinks if he acts all nice and fatherly he’ll be able to get in with the girls and they’ll trust
him and tell him things. He goes on about the “program” they run here, and how you have to
reach Level Six before they let you back into the real world to be a normal human being
again. With each new level you reach you get more privileges. You’ll find it a very close knit
community here Frankie, Dr K says. The girls say that the staff become like family. And we
highly encourage contact with your own family of course.
Are we allowed to call friends?
No. Not until Level Three of the program. Then you can talk to an approved friend for ten
minutes.
So, does someone sit next to us while we’re on the phone with a stop watch or something? I
say. Do they take notes of our conversation as well?
Dr K chooses not to answer that. He goes on a bit about group and individual therapy and
how wonderful the counsellor is, while I stare at the wall directly above his head and chew
my gum.
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So, I get the feeling you’re going to do very well here Frankie, Dr Kenneth says.
I take the opportunity to blow a bubble with my gum. Bunny and I used to practice this for
hours. This one’s a really good one, it swells out like a pink strawberry-scented balloon
before it bursts and I suck it back in.
Dr Kenneth’s smile doesn’t falter.
Then they make me hand over all my stuff. I have to open up my suitcase and hand things
over to this girl in a crisp white shirt and blue skirt, who shoves everything into boxes with a
bored look on her face. Her name-tag says Natalie.
So you must love your job, I say. It really shows.
She barely glances at me, holding out her hand for the next item out of my suitcase.
Do I get to keep some clothes? I say. Or do they make us wear orange jumpsuits?
You get to keep two days worth of clothes and toiletries, says Natalie, still not even bothering
to look at me. Put them all in one of these green bags. She shoves what looks like a garbage
bag at me.
Nice, I mutter.
They even make you take off all your jewellery and that. As I unclasp the necklace Ellie had
given me for my fifteenth birthday, I say: Damn, I was hoping to choke somebody with that!
Probably best not to joke about things like that, says Natalie in her bored drawl, holding out
her hand for the necklace.
I smile at her conspiratorially and say, Actually Nat, I wasn’t joking.

desperate for shadows
I meet Tai, the girl I’ll be sharing a room with. It feels all too much like boarding school,
sleeping in dorms together and getting all chummy and sitting up in our beds chatting in our
pj’s.
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Anyway, this Tai girl looks at me with huge eyes and I swear she looks almost terrified. Her
face and hair are milky-coloured and she wears clothes that are several sizes too big, which
makes her look even smaller, like a little kid trying on a big person’s clothes. Tiny wrists
poke out the ends of floppy sleeves.
Hi, she mutters and her eyes slide away from me.
She’s like one of the possums that used to live in our garden when we were little. They’d call
out during the night in their scratchy voices. Ellie used to take me and Bunny out into the
garden in the dark to show us the possums in the trees. We’d be in our PJ’s and gumboots,
carrying torches.
Yeah, that’s what Tai reminds me of. One of those possums caught staring and exposed in
yellow light. Desperate for shadows and leaves.
If you think I’m scary now, wait til darkness comes, I tell her with a smile. Tai throws me a
quick glance and a nervous smile slips sideways off her face.
Hell, I know I look a bit mean, but really…
I guess it’s the scar. That’s why I have my hair so long. I try to cover my face the best I can.
But…well, anything on your face is a bit hard to hide. It’s there, exposed like the possums in
the torch light, for everyone to stare at.

battle scars
I’ve grown up knowing about scars. Bunny and I had hung out at the tattoo parlour pretty
much all day in the school holidays. People said it wasn’t a place for kids, but we begged
Ellie to let us come to work with her. We’d grown familiar with the hum of needles against
the soft flow of conversation. The tattoo parlour was fascinating to us, bright with colour and
noise. And the endless images forming on people’s skin. We spent hours absorbing other
people’s stories and dreaming about the tatts we would get one day.
What tatt are you gonna get? Bunny would ask as we lay on the floor and flicked through
pages of Ellie’s coloured tattoo drawings. We wanted to get tattoos straight away, but Ellie
said we had to wait until we were eighteen. Bunny had her tattoo picked out already, a gold
tiara with red sparkling jewels. That kid had an unhealthy obsession with fairy-tales,
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princesses, and anything that glittered. As for me, I kept changing my mind. In summer I
wanted a tattoo with light and movement. Then in winter I’d want a tattoo that was small and
dark and private.
Ellie always said that you don’t always know the reasons people have for choosing the tatts
they did.
A middle-aged lady came in one day wanting a tattoo of spring blossoms beginning to unfold.
She was this proper looking lady, you know the sort. She told Ellie that her son had recently
died. He’d OD’d.
I don’t get it, Bunny whispered loudly. She never quite got the hang of whispering softly.
What does OD’d mean?
Shh, I said, not wanting to admit I had no idea.
Bunny and I, we hadn’t got it at the time, what had happened to her son. We just got that she
was suffering with the loss. Afterwards, Ellie had told us that this lady would wear those
spring blossoms like a battle scar.

secrets
You can’t have a shower or go to the god damn toilet without supervision when you first get
here. You even have to sleep in a room in the main house with one of the staff for the first
couple of nights. They say it’s because they have to make sure you’re “safe” for the first few
days. I guess they want to make sure you don’t top yourself or something. Or go all aggro
and hurt someone. But it makes me feel like the world’s worst criminal. I feel like I want to
just grab a spray-paint can and go crazy on all these white walls around me.
I have this Minder, Miss Shelton, and she looks as posh as her name sounds.
Won’t it get boring following me around everywhere? I ask her. Just ask if you want some
entertainment. I can’t sing but I can break into a tap dance routine or something.
But old Shelton doesn’t even crack a smile. She’s a tough audience.
That first night I’m here, I look outside the window from one of the upstairs bedrooms. I can
see lights on in some of the dorms across from the house.
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I wonder what Ellie’s doing. I imagine her at the kitchen table, a cup of tea in one hand. Trix
is sitting under her chair. The radio is on, her drawings spread out across the table. A light
shines out through the kitchen window.
Out here girls’ voices come floating up from below as they wander across to the shower
blocks. Behind the dormitories and the paddocks the dark is thick, but I can FEEL the
mountains there, if you know what I mean. And I get this jittery feeling in my gut
like the mountains are aware of me watching them,
like they KNOW,
like they’re holding all my secrets.

floaty bits
Old Shelton walks me to the loo in the early hours of the morning. She doesn’t look happy
cos I’d made sure to wake her up just as I knew she was dropping off to sleep, and this just
after I’d made her get up to accompany me to the kitchen for a glass of water. You have a
glass of water by your bed, she’d said when I woke her up the first time.
Yeah, but it’s gone all warm with floaty bits in it, Miss, I’d said sweetly. I can’t possibly
drink it!
So I drink my fresh glass of water and wait until Shelton starts to snore softly, and then go
over to her bed and shake her awake again. Miss, I need to go to the bathroom!
Her eyes stay closed but I see her hands clench the sheets. Frankie, you’ve been to the
bathroom twice tonight already.
But Miss, it’s all the water I’ve been drinking. It’s just going straight through me! You
wouldn’t want me to wet the bed, would you?
I hear the sigh as Shelton swings her feet over the side of the bed. I smile at her cheerfully
but she doesn’t smile back.
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call me crazy
I’m walking with Shelton to the dining room for breakfast. A girl walks past us in the
corridor. She walks with a smile and an easy step. Shelton nods at the girl, and turns to me as
we keep walking. That’s Jemma. You’ll really like her. She’s going to be your peer mentor.
That’s as excited as I’ve heard old Shelton sound about anything.
OK, I mutter. Whatever.
But get this - even in that brief meeting in the corridor, I feel something weird radiating from
this Jemma. Call me crazy if you like. Don’t ask me why I feel that. I don’t know why. She
smiles at us so warmly and looks so relaxed. But I just FEEL it, in a split second, some sort
of darkness in her, like sand, still and dark at the bottom of the ocean.

horses vs. dirt bikes
I guess one OK thing here is that you get to do some recreational stuff. Things like art and
drama. I’m less keen on the idea of horse riding. I’ve never ridden anything but dirt bikes
before. A bike does what you want it to, you have the control. The bike is hard and mean and
noisy and it becomes a part of you when you’re riding it. But horses…they’ve got a mind of
their own, don’t they.
Old Shelton takes me outside and introduces me to Jesse. She explains that Jesse is the caretaker - he does odd jobs in the house, looks after the gardens and the animals.
Jesse’s in what Shelton calls the ‘stables’ but what is really just some old open sided shelter
next to a feed shed. There’s a few horses, and also dogs and rabbits and chooks. Kind of like
a mini-farm or something. While the animals are Jesse’s responsibility, all of us are supposed
to pitch in and help, there’s some sort of roster.
When we’re introduced to each other, Jesse gives me this brief sideways look, hardly noticing
me, busy with his work. The stable smells warm with straw and horses. I see the muscles
shift in Jesse’s arms as he works.
You ride horses? Jesse asks, and his voice is hard-edged and husky. He sounds like he
doesn’t really care about my answer.
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I automatically turn my face away from him, so that he can’t see the side with the scar on it.
Nah, I say. I prefer dirt bikes. There’s a pause.
Then Jesse says, Reckon you’ll like horses then. How does he figure that? Horses and dirt
bikes are nothing alike. Anyway, I’ve had enough of standing round in this smelly old stable.
I have to go, I say to Shelton. I need to use the bathroom.
Shelton looks at Jesse. Well, I’m sure we’ll have Frankie back out here riding horses in no
time at all. She pauses, waiting for a response.
Jesse doesn’t say anything.
Neither do I.

the bodyguard
From inside the toilet cubicle I can hear old Shelton shuffling impatiently about outside.
This is probably because I’ve been sitting in the toilet for quite some time. Just having some
time out, you know. I’ve taken to calling Shelton my “bodyguard” and acting like I’m some
famous actress who needs constant security. I ask her to walk a few paces behind me, but so
far she hasn’t obliged.
The toilets here aren’t as interesting as the ones at school. There was always something to
read on the school toilet walls. Flick and I had added heaps to the graffiti. I’m having graffiti
withdrawal symptoms. I’m itching to get a spray can in my hands again. Here the walls are
white. And clean. I sigh and look up at the small window which is quite high up above the
toilet. I stare up at that window and wonder…maybe if I stood on the toilet seat it might just
be reachable. So I give it a go. Standing on tip-toes I can just stretch up and reach the
window with my fingertips.
I hear a pause in old Shelton’s shuffling. Frankie, what’s going on? she calls out. Hurry up
in there please!
I remain silent. Why not give the old bird a bit of a scare. I rattle the window a bit and make
a thumping noise.
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Frankie? Shelton’s voice is sharp now. What are you up to? I hear her pacing about
frantically. Then her sharp nose appears under the toilet door. No feet. I hear her mutter, Oh
damn.
I almost laugh out loud and cover my mouth with my hand. Yeah, this is fun. Old Shelton
probably thinks she’ll lose her job now. I hear her walk quickly out of the bathroom. Then
all is silent.
I get back down and let myself out of the toilet cubicle, wash my hands, grin at myself in the
mirror, and wander out into the corridor. This feels like the first time I’ve been alone in
years! No one to glance at my scar and then look away with lowered eyes. Just me and the
empty corridor.
Bunny would have approved. She’d probably have started doing somersaults down the
corridor or something.
I smile. My moment of freedom.

frail constitution
It’s not my fault she’s a terrible minder, I mutter in Dr Kenneth’s office.
Miss Shelton glares at me. Her clenched hands are white and her eyes seem to bulge with the
effort of keeping quiet.
All our staff are very competent, Dr Kenneth says quietly. You gave Miss Shelton quite a
scare Frankie, with your silly games.
Actually, it wasn’t a game, I say. I was feeling a bit sick and I needed some fresh air. I did
tell Miss Shelton that, but she obviously didn’t hear.
I see old Shelton’s eyes widen and her nostrils flare.
Let’s not argue the case, Dr Kenneth says, in his reasonable tone. I’d just like a promise from
you, Frankie, that you won’t try anything like this again. Our residential staff are here to do
their job properly and look after you. They have your best interests at heart. So please work
with them.

145

OK Dr, I say. But I should probably tell you that I have quite a frail constitution. I need
quite a lot of fresh air. Most artistic people do. My bodyguards on the outside were very
reasonable about it.
Is that the faintest twitch of a smile on Dr Kenneth’s face? He quickly clears his throat when
old Shelton glares at him.
Alright Frankie, I’d like to think that from now on you’ll respect the staff who are looking
after you, Dr Kenneth says, and I shrug and smile at Shelton to show there are no hard
feelings, but the old dragon is giving me a look that tells me that the fiery gates of hell have
just been unleashed.

phone call
I’m supposed to make a call home. It’s too soon to talk to Ellie but they’re making me do it.
I sit in this little office to make the call while the bodyguard hovers about outside in the
corridor.
So this is how the conversation goes:
Me: So…well, here I am. I’m still alive in case you were wondering.
Ellie: Frankie! Is…is everything OK? I mean, are they treating you OK?
Me: Well, you know, apart from the fact that I’m locked up against my will with a bunch of
crazies, I guess I can’t complain.
Ellie: It’s good to hear from you…Do you need anything?
Me: Nah. (I’m thinking of Ellie, alone in our house, in the long quiet nights, smoking and
drawing at the kitchen table.)
Ellie: So…talk to me mate. I need to know you’re OK.
Me: Uh…you know what? They don’t encourage long phone conversations here. But I’m
eating enough. We had chicken for dinner last night. And baked potatoes. And even three
kinds of veges! I can’t complain. Maybe I’ll stay here permanently!
Ellie: Frankie? Why are you…
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Me: Ellie, I have to go. There’s this queue for the phone and I don’t want to piss anybody
off, being new here and all. (I look outside at the corridor, empty apart from old Shelton). OK,
bye then!
I hang up before I can hear her response. Then I have to stare at the wall for a few minutes
before I can move away from the phone.

colours under my skin
After a few nights they let me move into the room with Tai and give me all my stuff back.
I’m allowed to hang my clothes in the closet space and pin my photos up on the notice board
above my bed, like all the other girls do. It’s the compulsory ‘quiet time’ before dinner, when
we’re allowed to do stuff in our room, tidy up and that. I can feel Tai watching me, lying
back on her pillow and peeping at me over her book, as I pin my photos onto the bulletin
board.
In my room at home, these photos were splashed all over the walls like a crazy collage. My
walls leapt with the colour of all the stuff that was important to me: my dirt bike, Ellie’s
Harley, close-ups of Ellie’s tattoos, Bunny in her knitted beanie that she refused to take off
(even in summer), photos from when we visited dad in Italy, me and Flick. Yeah, these were
the things that made me who I was. Their colours were under my skin, like tattoo ink.
But…in this strange space the photos catch at me like little hooks. Especially that one of
Bunny in the beanie with the long knitted plaits trailing down either side, eyes staring huge up
at the camera lens. God, you could never say no to the kid when she looked up at you like
that. That look got me every time. And that one of me and Flick, dressed identically in tight
black jeans, with heavy kohl-rimmed eyes, arms linked, staring at the camera with tilted
chins.
I like the photo of the Harley. Tai’s voice is like the brush of a moth’s wing. I’d almost
forgotten she was there. Is that your dad’s? she says. Or your boyfriend’s?
No, I say shortly. It’s Ellie’s. My mum’s.
My bristles are out, waiting for her to comment further, to ask questions I don’t want to have
to answer.
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But all Tai says is, Oh, OK. Cool. And continues reading.
I glance over at her photo board and see this photo of Tai with some smooth-cheeked boy that
has his arm round her. She looks into his face as if she’s looking up at sunlight filtering
through tree branches.
I open my suitcase that has all my clothes in it, ready to hang them up in the closet, which I
must say is a very small space. I mean, really, how do they expect us to fit everything in
there?
Hey Tai, got any spare space in your closet? I say. I’m gonna run out of room for all my
stuff.
I glance over at Tai who’s looking at me uncertainly over her lowered book. Oh…well, I
would, but we’re not supposed to… she begins, and she looks so freaked out that I just go,
Look, forget I asked, OK?
I should have just sneaked some of my stuff into her closet without asking. I bet she has
plenty of spare space, it’s not like she’s a fashion queen or anything.
I continue unpacking in silence, until I get to the bottom of the suitcase.
And there, nestled underneath all my other stuff, is that old leather jacket of Ellie’s. I sit and
stare at it for a bit.
Then I pick it up and there’s the warm Ellie smell and I feel this heat rise to my face.
I throw the jacket on the floor of the closet space, where it lies all bunched up in the dark, the
leather gleaming dark as bats wings.

cobweb strands
In the night, I hear Tai cry out. I look over at her, and I see her head thrown backwards. That
scares me. Being startled out of sleep like that. And then Tai cries out again, No, please no!
The words hang like cobweb strands. I remember hearing Ellie cry out in the dark like that,
the night before Bunny’s funeral. I’d got up and crept into her room, my heart thudding, but
she was asleep, the sheets twisted around her.
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Tai? I whisper. Then all I hear is Tai’s breathing, quite normal, and her arms are all flung
out on the pillow like a little kid. But I still feel the rush of my heart in my chest. I’m
unsettled now. The dark feels swollen with secrets. It takes me a while to fall sleep again. I
dream I’m visiting my dad at his place in Italy and all the houses are the hard bright colours
of candy. Then, in the morning, I look over at Tai, just to check she’s OK.
Her face is all relaxed on the pillow, her forehead clear and uncreased as a child’s.

fairy-floss and venom
They’ve given me Jemma as my “peer mentor.” Dr Kenneth introduces us to each other in his
office.

She’s supposed to show me round, help me settle in and all that while I’m in the

first-level program. We stand there in a little group in Dr K’s office. Jemma’s wearing crisp
linen pants and a soft baby blue cardigan. I notice her glancing at my ratty old beanie with
slightly raised eyebrows.
Jem’s been here for eight months, and she’s one of our must advanced students in the
program, says Dr Kenneth with his white smile. If all goes according to plan, we should be
losing our Jem to the outside world in no time at all!
And Jemma’s all smiles, going, Oh Dr Kenneth, it’s so good living here, it almost makes me
cry to think about leaving! And Dr Kenneth and I are both staring at her, all sort of
hypnotised by the way her hair shines and her lips glisten with gloss.
And then Jemma’s tucking an arm through mine and saying, Come on Frankie. I’ll show you
where you’ll have to go when you start attending lessons. You’ll love it! Her hair smells like
peaches.
Jem will take good care of you, says Dr Kenneth with a wink. I try not to gag.
As we walk down the corridor, Jemma keeps giving me these little sideways glances, like
she’s trying not to stare at my face or something. And that’s when I feel the heat in me, like I
want to lunge at her smooth little doll-face. I’m already feeling pretty on edge, you know?
The last thing I need is Jems giving me these patronising little glances. She’s like some
princess casting scraps of pity from her throne.
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I take a deep breath and turn to old Jems with a smile. I feel good about the control and poise
I’m displaying. It’s Very Mature of me. So, just ask, I say.
Ask what? Jems looks at me with a little frown.
You keep doing this thing of trying not to stare at my face. So just come out and ask.
No I wasn’t. But I see a faint blush on Jem’s porcelain cheeks as she looks away from me.
It’s none of my business. Why would I even bring it up?
What I really hate, I say, is people who act all patronising.
I don’t know what you’re going on about. You’re being very paranoid, Frankie.
I snort and roll my eyes.
Jems tosses her hair back and says, Well, all I’m doing is trying to be friendly. And you’re
acting all weird and defensive.
You’re only trying to be a bitch, more likely, I respond.
Then I see the change in Jemma’s eyes. Yeah, I knew it, she has something curled in the pit
of her, eel-like. You know Frankie, I think you need to back off. I can make things difficult
for you if I need to.
We stop in the corridor, facing each other like two boxers in a ring. Someone walks past, one
of the teachers or something, and says, Everything alright here Jem?
And then I see the fairy-floss smile again. Oh yes thanks, says Jemma, I’m just showing
Frankie round.
And this lady, she smiles at us both and says kindly, I’m sure you’ll feel right at home here in
no time Frankie.
Yes, says Jemma, turning her Jemma-smile onto me. I’ll look after you Frankie.
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unwrapping
While Jemma shows me the classrooms, during which I chew my gum and hum under my
breath, I remember that day of the unwrapping, the doctor’s cool white hands on my face, the
fluorescent glare of hospital lights, and the warmth of Ellie’s hand covering mine.
OK Frankie, said the doctor, and his voice sounded like it came from the end of a long white
corridor, I’m going to take off the bandages now, alright?
I felt the air on my cheek as he unwrapped me, reverently, like there was going to be
something precious and wonderful underneath. Good, good, he muttered, it’s healed nicely.
I looked at Ellie and she was smiling at me but I noticed that her eyes didn’t crinkle at the
corners like they usually did when she smiled.
Do you want to have a look Frankie? the doctor asked and I looked at Ellie again, who
nodded and squeezed my hand.
The doctor held up a mirror in front of my face.
I saw the smooth curve of the left side of my face, the warmth of the brown skin, like my
dad’s. I tilted my face to the right and saw the skin scrunched up like old paper, the raised
knotty scar running down from my forehead, curving just past my eye and then down to my
jaw. The skin around the scar looked stretched and weird coloured.
I stared at this new part of my face as if I was inspecting something that didn’t belong to me.
In the mirror I looked big-eyed and kind of feral, with my short spiky hair and the sharp line
of my jaw.
The doctor was saying something to Ellie, along the lines of, Looks a bit rough now, but when
she finishes growing, maybe when she’s around eighteen or so, we can consider plastic
surgery to smooth out the scarring.
All I could do was stare and stare at this new wide-eyed face in the mirror.

queen bitch
So, what’s with that psycho chick Jemma? I say to Tai.
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Tai is lying on her bed reading. She wears baggy light blue jeans that are too short and socks
with little yellow daisies on them. Yeah, I have to toughen this girl up a bit.
I’m bored because it’s the compulsory “quiet time” before dinner and I don’t feel like reading
or writing or doing much of anything really. And Tai, well I reckon she could just read and
read for hours, until you had to force her to stop. She holds the book right up in front of her
face so you can’t see her. I’ve seen her wrap herself up in her doona like a cocoon. Like
she’s hoping she might emerge from it as something different, all colourful and glamorous.
Tai looks at me over her book. Oh yeah, Jemma’s sort of Queen Bee here. She’s gone
through the whole program really quickly, spending the minimum time on each level. She
also does well in therapy and in class.
God, that’s depressing. If the shrink can’t see right through Jem’s act, then I can’t have too
much faith in them. I mutter, Yeah, well Queen Bee’s about to meet Queen Bitch. I prowl the
room like a caged tiger. Tai tries to read her book but I see her eyes flicking over towards me
every so often. I know I’m making her uneasy. She’s such a little wallflower. She needs
stirring up.
God, I miss Flick.
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PANTHER
(The panther tattoo symbolises a state of being solitary and camouflaged; it is a
‘master of disguise.’)

sweet and sour
At dinner, everyone jostles around long tables, and there’s this massive din, which you
wouldn’t think possible in a room full of only about thirty girls. It’s like we’re all at school
camp or something, with voices bouncing off the walls and colliding with each other, and a
kind of scary silver flash of cutlery all around the room. I generally end up sitting next to Tai
at meal times, mostly because she seeks out a seat tucked away at the end of some table, and
people generally don’t notice her so there’s always a spare seat or two near her. So in the end
I just look out for the pale curve of her bent head, and I can tell you it isn’t always easy,
because she tends to blend into the whiteness of the walls, ghost-like.
So we sit there and eat in silence and I pass the time by looking at the white walls around the
room and devising images I could spray-paint on these blank canvases. I imagine that when
people come into Ellie’s tattoo parlour she looks at their skin in the same way. I can tell you,
my hands are itching by now to get hold of a spray-can. Could be tricky in here though.
I notice Jesse walking past towards the table where the other staff members sit. He wears a
white t-shirt and jeans with a rip in them. I also notice the two girls across from me staring at
Jesse as he sits down, and they’re all drippy smiles and whispers as they stare at him openly,
not even trying to be subtle or anything. I sigh and look away. Girls.
Jemma walks past with a bowl of sugar. She pauses by my chair. I continue to stare at the
wall opposite me. Maybe a big coloured image of Jem’s head on the body of a cow would
look good on that wall.
Your coffee need any sweetening? Jem says. Then when I give her my best ‘why don’t you
just slither back under your rock’ stare she adds, Oh – I forgot – you’re sweet enough already.
You know Jemma, I say, usually I tell people they should just be themselves. But in your case
– I’d advise the exact opposite.
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Well Frankie, you’ve just proved my point, Jems says with her saccharine smile, and turns to
offer sugar to the girls sitting behind me.

stuff from the depths
It’s almost a relief to start going to lessons. I’m going to be tutored in English and maths,
along with all the other girls. Before I start lessons, Dr Kenneth talks to me about school and
stuff in his office. He says, Well Frankie, based on reports from the teachers at your last
school, it looks like the ability is definitely there, but not the effort.
There’s a photo on Dr K’s desk, of a teenage girl with her hair all wild in the wind, holding a
puppy. I never thought of old Dr K as having kids about my age. Wouldn’t his kids tell him
to get over those daggy cable-knit jumpers? A decent kid would do the right thing and tell
him not to go there.
I shrug. I guess nothing’s really been worth the effort.
Well it’s a real shame you feel that way Frankie, Dr K says. I really hope that our teachers
here can help you change your mind about that.
Teachers and I don’t really get along, I say. It’s nothing personal. I’m sure teachers are
really nice and all that when they go home to their families. I guess teachers and I just aren’t
meant to be friends.
Dr K nods and makes a few notes when I say that.
Suckface.
Anyway, aside from these lessons we also get to do what they call ‘art therapy.’ The art
teacher, Becky, actually seems pretty cool. She wears sneakers and carries ciggies in her back
jeans pocket and her hair’s all messy and she talks about her boyfriend and how he takes all
these great photos. He take photos of things that wash up onto beaches, Becky says, the
discarded stuff from the depths.
I stare down at my notebook and think about all those bits and pieces that have been dragged
up from the dark bottom of the ocean and are suddenly lying out there on the sand, exposed,
in bright light. Jelly-quivering blue-bottles, stringy threads of sea-weed. For some reason
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thinking about that makes me get these weird goose-bumps, like somebody dropped an icecube down my back.

clueless
A bunch of us are lounging around in the Common Room, watching TV or reading. I’m
scribbling in my notebook, drawing some pretty wicked pictures of Jemma dressed as the
devil. Tai sits beside me on the couch reading (just for something different). I notice Jemma
leaning against the doorway of the Common Room, looking at me and smiling, and I roll my
eyes and look away. But Jems comes over to me and says, So Frankie, I hope you know that
you can come and talk to me about anything whenever you want. I’m your peer mentor, so
that’s what I’m here for you know.
I see Jem trying to peek at my drawing. I close my notebook and stare at her. What makes
you think I’d choose to talk to you about anything!
And old Jems actually smiles at me and shakes her head, can you believe it? Oh really
Frankie, you’re pretty funny, you know?
Funny? I wasn’t trying to be funny. Is this girl patronising or what? Or maybe just clueless.
Has she forgotten that day she showed me round, the way she practically threatened me in the
corridor? All I can do is continue to stare at her.
Look Frankie, I just want you to know I’m here for you…if you need anything, says Jems. I
can tell you right now, the way she says that, in her Very Sensible tone, has me wanting to
slug her one. But the counsellor at my old school would have called that Very Unladylike
Behaviour.
I pick up a magazine on the couch next to me, Picking the Right Career for You, and I start
reading like it’s the most interesting thing I’ve ever read. I even nod and look wise and
considering while I read it to show how absorbed I am.
Jems stays sitting next to me for a little while. Obviously she’s waiting for some sort of
response.
Eventually she stands up, sighs quietly and walks away.
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light in the dark
It’s frustrating that Jemma can be so friendly to me, like nothing has happened, after the way
she stared at my face that day.
But then, old Shelton is probably finding me pretty frustrating too.
When I hear her hovering round outside the showers or the loo I call out, I know you can’t
bear being without me for even one minute Miss, but give us some privacy why don’t you!
Sometimes I’ll do a cart-wheel when I catch Shelton watching me, or practice standing on my
head. I’m thinking about running away to the circus, I say. Reckon I have what it takes?
Before lights out, a night supervisor checks into our rooms. Sometimes I say, My sheets have
come all untucked. Can you tuck me back in please, Miss?
And the night supervisor usually says in a tired voice, Go to sleep please Francesca. The
night supervisor is probably dying for a ciggie and a strong coffee. Or maybe a gin-and-tonic.
I wonder what the night supervisor would think if she knew that most nights before I go to
sleep I try and chase the darker dreams away by thinking about things that are light-filled.
Mostly I think about those weekends when Ellie and Ash took me and Bunny down to
Merimbula on their bikes. I remember that first glimpse of the sea, the way it leapt out at us
as we rounded the bend on the mountain. We stayed in caravan parks and woke tasting salt
on our lips. Bunny and I swam and played all day. We were like two wild brown salty
mermaids. We built moats, looked for hermit crabs, collected shells and clams. Ash cooked
up the fish he caught and we ate it in our fingers. We never used cutlery and wore hardly any
clothes.
At night the sea rocked us to sleep.

shrinks and beanbags
So I was expecting the shrink to be all old and sensible looking. To stare at me from behind
dark-framed glasses and ask me all these questions about my past and the stuff I’ve done and
how it’s made me feel and all that suckface kind of stuff.
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But when I walk into the shrink’s office, there’s this guy in jeans and a footy jumper standing
on a chair, reaching up to the top of some bookshelf. He doesn’t even turn when I come in!
I stand there in the doorway with my arms folded. Um, hello, I say, although not in a friendly
way, if you know what I mean.
And this guy turns round with this book in his hand, and his hair’s all scruffy looking and
that. Oh, Frankie! he says, like he’d forgotten I was even coming. I mean, really! Sorry, he
says, I was just looking for this book I promised one of the girls I’d dig out for her.
Um, OK, whatever, I say, still standing in the doorway with folded arms.
Come in, come in, this guy says, jumping down from the chair and moving towards me, like
he’s inviting me in for a coffee or something. Just grab a beanbag if you like, make yourself
comfortable.
I stare at the pile of old beanbags in the corner of the room. OK, this is kind of weird.
But he’s pulling out a beanbag for both of us, and he’s already slumping down into his, all
relaxed, like we’re friends about to have a bit of a gossip.
So, I’m Jet, he says, all chummy, and he smiles at me like he’s waiting for me to say
something, to get the conversation rolling. He’s the damn shrink, why doesn’t he say
something? I notice a photo in a frame hanging on the wall. It’s a photo of Jet and some
little kid, a kid in a footy jersey and a gap-toothed smile.
Look Jet, I say, leaning forward in my beanbag. I may as well tell you now, that this is going
to be a waste of time, for both of us. There’s nothing I want to talk about. And if there was,
I’d probably prefer to talk to someone who’s, say, a friend of mine. Someone I trust. I pause
and smile as politely as I can, to show old Jet there’s no hard feelings and all.
I’m expecting Jet to get a bit cranky and authoritative now, and tell me that whether I like it or
not, we’re going to do this therapy thing and I just have to deal with it.
But good old Jet, he doesn’t even look fazed or anything. He shrugs, and says, That’s cool, I
guess. We don’t have to talk right now if you’re not in the mood. He reaches across to a pile
of magazines on the floor and throws me one. We can just read if you want.
I stare at him. Read? Is this guy nuts? I reckon he’s the one who needs the shrink.
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But anyway, that’s what me and Jet do for the rest of the session, we both flick through
magazines and that, lying back in the beanbags, and sometimes Jet will smile at something
and read it aloud to me, he’s reading this comic book-type thing, and, it’s pretty funny, but I
don’t say much, I just kind of smile and keep reading my own magazine, and then the session
is over. Jet smiles in this real friendly way and says, See ya next time Frankie, and I’m out of
there.

untouchable
That’s probably the strangest therapy session I’ve ever been to.
It’s a lot different to the sessions I had with that stupid grief therapist Ellie made me see.
She wore this dress with bright flowers all over it. Behind her glasses her eyes had the pale
blue sheen of milk.
She asked all these dumb questions, like, Would you like to tell me about your dirt bike?, and,
What sort of movies do you like to watch?, like she wanted to be my new best friend or
something. She smiled and leant forward in her chair.
When I told her that one of my favourite things to do was steal from the supermarket, she
nodded and smiled and said, I understand.
It made my fists clench.
There was a vase on her desk with one pink rose in it.
Do you have a boyfriend? I asked her.
She smiled kindly. We’re not talking about me right now Frankie. We’re talking about you.
I just wondered if it was your boyfriend who gave you the rose. Or was it a patient? Some
lonely guy dealing with the death of his mother, who wanted to thank you?
She kept smiling but I could see her lips twitch.
Maybe you offered him some special after-hours therapy?
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I only saw her two more times. I guessed she’d told Ellie the sessions were a waste of time,
seeing as I alternated between staring at the wall and chewing my gum, or making rude jokes
at which I laughed hysterically.
I was one case the grief therapist couldn’t crack, which made me feel pretty damn good.

happy families
Tai’s back after her therapy session with her parents. Everyone at this place has to do these
family therapy sessions every so often during the program. Your family has to come here so
everyone can talk and get things off their chest and yell a bit and then cry and end up in one
big group hug. Yuk.
So, Tai’s had her little family group session and now she’s sitting there quietly on her bed
before dinner, just sort of staring at the wall, hugging her pillow.
As Tai continues to sit there I say, So…was it that bad? without looking up from the
magazine I’m flicking through.
No…yes…I dunno. I guess not. Tai looks down at her hands. She has these tiny starfish
hands. She’s so fragile looking you just know that if you pushed her too hard she might
break.
Mummy and daddy not playing happy families? I mutter, still flicking through the magazine.
I’m not expecting you to understand, Tai says quietly.
Understand? I look up from my magazine. Understand what? That most families are
busted? That it’s not all roses and rainbows? I get it, Tai. That’s just how it is, OK?
Tai looks at me then and those possum eyes of hers have a bit of a spark in them that I haven’t
seen before. I feel sorry for you that you think that way, Frankie.
And then she just gets up and leaves the room.
I can’t concentrate on reading now.
I sit there for a bit and stare at the photos tacked above Tai’s bed. They’re arranged all neatly,
unlike my photos which are tacked crazily to the board. There’s this photo of Tai and a tiny
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small-boned woman I assume is her mother. They’re standing against a dazzling backdrop of
snow. They’re wearing bright knitted clothes and squinting into the camera, with identical
worried frowns. Whoever took the photo had put the tip of their finger on the lens, so that it
appears in the corner of the picture, a dark blob, blocking out the sun.

escort
Is it cold inside Frankie?
I look up at Alice, the maths tutor. We’re all bunched around on chairs, copying down boring
sums from the whiteboard.
Umm…no?
Alice smiles. Then you might want to think about removing your beanie.
Here we go again. It took a while for the teachers at my old school to get it too.
Surely me wearing the beanie doesn’t bother you that much? I say, trying to keep my smile
polite. I can tell Alice is surprised, like she’s used to people doing what she wants.
It doesn’t bother me, Frankie. It just might make you more comfortable not to wear it
indoors.
I stare at her. I really can’t see what this has to do with maths.
Maybe it’s that wearing the beanie makes you look dumb, the girl sitting next to me pipes up.
She’s looking at me with this smirk on her pudgy face. I feel a heat rise in me.
I stand up and shove Pudgy Face, so that her whole chair falls backwards, with her sitting in
it. To be quite honest I didn’t know I had that much strength. Pudgy Face and I stare at each
other in surprise.
I swear it’s suddenly so quiet in the room you can hear a leaf curling in the sun outside.
Then Pudgy Face goes, Ouch…my back!
Baby, I mutter.
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Alice stands there twisting her hands together. I imagine she’s wishing she’d never even
mentioned the beanie. Frankie, physical violence of any sort isn’t acceptable in here, she
says.
I only meant to push her a little bit, I say.
Perhaps you can go and explain the situation to Dr Kenneth, says Alice in a slightly high
voice. Jemma, could you please escort Frankie to Dr Kenneth’s office?
I glance over at Jemma, who gives me this little smile. Of course Alice, she says.
I know the way to Dr Kenneth’s office, Miss, I say.
I have no doubt you do Frankie, but I can’t exactly trust that you’re going to go straight there
can I? says Alice, which I think is quite unfair, cos she doesn’t even really know me.
Fine, I say, gathering up my books.
You’re just loving this aren’t you? I say to Jemma as we step outside.
Jem looks offended. Why would I? she goes.
You’re such a fake, I mutter.
I think you’re being quite rude to me, for no reason, says Jems. It’s not my fault Alice asked
me to take you to Dr Kenneth’s office, is it? It’s not like I don’t have better things to do with
my time.
Yeah right, I snort. Such as doing your algebra, right? Like a good little suck.
Some of us actually want to do well in class, you know, Frankie. Besides, why couldn’t you
just take off your beanie without making a fuss about it? Surely it’s not that big a deal.
I feel my stomach tighten. You’re such a self-righteous bitch, I say. What would you know
about it? Keep your opinions to yourself.
Jem’s mouth drops open a little to reveal her perfect straight pearly whites. Bet it’s all natural
and she never had to suffer through braces like the rest of us with our mouths full of metal in
primary school.
I’m curious to see if she might dob me in to Dr Kenneth, telling him how simply awful I am.
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But she delivers me to his office in silence.

crazy threads of colour
Dr K’s pretty good about it all really.
I tell him that Alice suggested I remove my beanie, and that I’d politely refused. Then I tell
him about how old Pudgy Face butted in with her unwelcome opinions. I just wanted to give
her a little bit of a push, I say. I didn’t mean to knock her right over.
I don’t tell Dr K that I’m actually pretty impressed at my own strength. And how funny
Pudgy Face looked with her feet flailing in the air.
Pushing people is unacceptable Frankie, Dr K says. Someone could have got hurt.
I know, I mutter. I said I didn’t mean to.
I expect Dr K to keep on at me about the physical violence thing. But instead he leans back in
his chair and goes: So why is it so important to you that you wear the beanie Frankie?
I stare at him. It just is.
Your reaction indicates there’s a better reason than that, Frankie.
I sigh. He’s going to make me say it, and it’ll sound all stupid and sentimental.
It belonged to my sister. I stare at him with my chin slightly tilted. That’s all he’s going to
get.
Aunt Soph gave the beanie to Bunny. She’d knitted it for Bunny’s birthday. Bunny put the
beanie on and it was too big for her, you could hardly see her eyes. It looked like she had
these two long knitted plaits. I laughed at her and teased her, but she had this real thing for it,
she barely ever took it off. When she ran somewhere (which she often did) the knitted plaits
would trail out behind her, in long crazy threads of colour.
Dr K pauses and nods, with one hand rubbing his chin.
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Then he says I should apologise to Alice and Pudgy Face, and I should promise not to engage
in physical violence when I feel angry. There’s more constructive ways of dealing with
feelings of frustration, Dr K says.
I want to tell Dr K that if he gives me a spray paint can that might give me something
constructive to do when I get frustrated. But he’s been pretty cool about all this, so I keep
that thought to myself.

i really hate being stared at.
I’d worn the beanie to Bunny’s funeral, even though it was a really hot day and everything.
After the funeral, there was a group of kids from my class outside, huddled together in a
group. Out in the sunlight my face felt raw and exposed. It hurt with the light on it. I put a
hand up to touch the bandages on my face. I could only see from one eye and one arm was
still in a cast. The light was too bright and everything hurt.
And then I saw those kids all turning like one body and staring at me. Like they wouldn’t
come and talk to me or anything, all they could do was stand there and stare. I hated them.
Why did they come here anyway, just so they could stare and snivel. Idiots.
I found Ellie and said, Can we go home? Ellie was surrounded by wet-eyed friends, people I
knew and liked but found that I now couldn’t bear to look at. Or have them look at my ugly
messy face. I just had to go home.
My dad and Grandma Possum were there, and Ash and Jimmy in their biker jackets, and Aunt
Soph, all white-faced and quiet for once. They tried to hug me but I pulled away. Take me
home, I said louder to Ellie.
The only person I could handle looking at was Ellie. She nodded and took my hand. We
went home and went into the garden where the white lilies were and it was quiet there, no one
staring, there was only Ellie and me and we held hands and looked at the flowers. Ellie cried
but I couldn’t cos my face hurt too much. Her tears landed on my arm, cool and salty and
they belonged to me then too.
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heart
I’m gathering my stuff together ready for my evening shower, moving slowly round the room.
I sigh and drag my feet. Tai brushes her wet hair in front of the mirror. She wears a silver
heart locket round her neck. She never takes the damn thing off, not even in the shower.
So what’s with the locket? I say, leaning against the cupboard door. Got a pic of some hot guy
in there?
Tai shakes out her curls and doesn’t look at me. No. It’s from my dad.
Isn’t that nice, I say lazily. A present from daddy.
Why do you like picking on people? Tai still doesn’t look at me. I stare at her. I can tell it
was an effort for her to say that by the way her cheeks flush.
I watch her pick up her hair brush. Then I say, So…I suppose you must be close to your dad.
Tai gives me a quick glance. I suppose so. Well, he looks after me and mum, anyway.
There’s a silence while Tai keeps brushing out her hair. Then she says, So, how about you?
Are you close to your dad?
I shrug. He’s cool, I guess. But he’s in Italy.
Oh…that must be hard.
Nah. Not really.
I remember the day my dad left. Ellie took me and Bunny to the airport to wave him
goodbye. Ellie always made sure we spoke to him heaps and sent him letters and drawings,
so that we didn’t notice so much that he was gone.
There’s a sharp knock on the door. Frankie? Have you had your shower yet? It’s old
Shelton’s voice.
No Miss Shelton, I say. I’m coming now, Miss Shelton. I’m just gathering all my stuff
together, my Gucci bath robe and face creams and bath salts and back scrubber and all that.
Will you scrub my back for me Miss?
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That makes old Shelton thrust her face round the half open door. Frankie, enough of your
silliness please. Straight to the shower!
OK, I sigh. Terrible service in this place though, for a five-star hotel.
Shelton’s dragon-face disappears. I glance back at Tai before I leave the room. She’s lying in
bed, and her hand is clasped around the heart locket. It looks like she’s doing her best to keep
her heart from leaping straight out of her scrawny chest.

corridor encounter
I pass Jet in the corridor on my way to maths class. I’d skipped group therapy that week so
I’d been hoping to avoid him.
I make sure to give him my best Jemma-style smile as he approaches. Nice jacket, I tell him
brightly. Is that new?
But Jet isn’t having any of it. He stops and says, So, I noticed you weren’t at group this week
Frankie.
I shrug, hands in pockets. Yeah, I had to make my bed.
But old Jet isn’t looking as friendly as he did a few days before. Make sure you’re there next
week Frankie.
He continues walking.
Maybe, I say to his back. Depends on whether I’ve done all my homework.

comedian
We get to choose between drama and music as our recreation classes. I know Jemma takes
music classes, so I choose drama. Anything to avoid having to witness Jem sitting at the
piano, straight-backed, her hair gleaming, tossing chords and arpeggios into the air.
The drama teacher, Mia, has a soft round face like a little girl. The girls seem to love Mia,
stroking her long brown hair and saying how much they love her clothes and accessories, like
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she’s some giant-sized doll they never get tired of playing with. Mia accepts all the attention
with smiles and little protesting laughs. OK girls, back to work! But I watch her and know
that she adores all the attention, she laps it up.
She makes us get up one by one in front of the class and do a little skit, and everyone else has
to guess what emotion we are trying to portray. Feels something like kindergarten. Like,
who can tell the difference between happy and sad? Whoever knows the answer gets a smiley
face stamp!
When it’s my turn I get up and say, Hey, guess who this is!
I start walking with my hands clasped behind my back and my feet turned out at right angles.
I frown and mutter. The girls start giggling. Enough! I snap. Who’s laughing!
It’s Shelton! the girls call out.
OK, enough of that Frankie, says Mia with her little-girl laugh. She twists her hands together.
Why don’t you do your skit now, like the others have done.
But I’m warming to my task. I pick up a notebook from Mia’s desk and start flicking through
it, licking my finger solemnly before turning each page. Hmmm…I say. Veeery
interesting….
The girls are rolling round on the floor, clutching their stomachs. Dr Kenneth! they cry out.
Yes yes, very good! I yell back at them, waving my arms around, and they know that I’m our
English tutor, who is deaf in one ear and yells at us as if we’re very far away, spit leaping
from her lips, hands waving round as she yells about adverbs and adjectives.
Mia’s trying to make her voice heard above all the din. OK, enough now Frankie. You may
sit down. Sit please! Sit! Her cheeks are rosier than usual.
What am I Miss, a dog? I say, and the girls are in hysterics.
I grin and sit back down. Quite the comedian, aren’t you Frankie? says Mia with her
innocent smile, but as she turns away I see her eyebrows draw themselves downwards.
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invisible
While my disguise is character impersonations, Tai hides behind her books. I watch Tai in
the Common Room: the way she reads with her head bent, curled up on the couch. The way
she doesn’t look up, not even when two girls get into some fight over which TV program to
watch. One of the girls is this big tough chick, she wears black Metallica t-shirts all the time,
and these huge lace-up boots and you can hear her coming from a mile away, the way she
thumps when she walks and the way she talks so loud, usually yelling at someone. One of her
front teeth is chipped. Anyway, this Metallica chick gets into a fight with some other girl
who reckons she’s Hot Stuff and no guy could possibly resist her. She’s always talking about
all the guys she’s slept with and all that, and how she refuses to go on the Pill cos it makes her
fat, like she wants a medal for it or something, like it’s some sort of achievement.
So there’s yelling and swearing and shoving and all that in the Common Room this one night,
between these two queens of toughness, and everyone’s sitting there just sort of staring, like
these yelling girls are some TV show we’re watching; I mean, how could you not, it’s the
only entertainment we have.
But Tai, well, she just sits there reading and reading, like her life depends on it, like she’s
invisible or something, and she never even looks up.

ink-stains
Becky wanders round the room while we work, stopping to look at our drawings and chatting
to us. She doesn’t usually say much about what we’re working on, she just looks and throws
out the occasional brief comment, and her ear-rings glitter. She stops at Jemma’s table and
says, That’s pretty good, Jem. I like the shading you’ve used, it adds texture.
Thanks, says Jems, looking all modest.
Suckface, I murmur.
When Becky stops at my table I notice ink-stains round her fingernails. And it makes me
think of Ellie’s hands, the way ink seeps into the skin, thin rivers of colour. And the way the
ink won’t wash off with soap and water. I imagine that Ellie’s blood runs and sparkles with
the colours of ink.
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I hear the tinkle of Becky’s bracelets. She pauses but doesn’t say anything. I glance at her
face and see her raise her eyebrows slightly.
I guess it’s cos she disapproves of the way my colour is dark and bleeding on the paper.
While pretty much everyone else has painted clouds in blue skies and trees reaching up
towards the light.

colour of things
Even though my colours are dark in the art room, outside in the gardens I soak myself in light.
Most of us wander around out here for a bit between chores and lessons. I usually see Jesse
about somewhere, carrying gardening tools, one of the dogs at his heels. He moves around
quietly, like a cat.
The air is turning colder and the wind blows dry leaves along the gutters.
After being inside all morning, I notice how the light falls on things out here, how the roses
look bright like blood. All this colour makes me think about me and Ellie and Bunny: the
three of us sitting at the kitchen table drawing and singing in the orange-smudged afternoons.
Crayons and pencils spilt out over the table, rainbow colours on white tablecloth. The
whisper of crayon on paper. Ellie’s long fingers rolling tobacco in crisp white paper. The
sticky scent of orange peel against the warm smell of brewing coffee. Brown apple cores,
scrunched up bits of paper and curls of pencil shavings. Dirty orange light, clouds in the sky,
and the trees throbbing with cicadas. Ellie’s friends coming and going, roaring up the
driveway on their bikes, clattering into the kitchen, the fridge opening and closing, more
coffee brewing, laughter curling upwards with the cigarette smoke.
Then at dusk, shadows long on the kitchen floor and the light edged with grey: it’s just me,
Ellie and Bunny again, sitting round the kitchen table, just the three of us.

master of disguise
Sunday afternoon is supposed to be devoted to phoning our parents. Most of the girls get
happy and excited and all that and go on about how mummy and daddy are coming up for a
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Family Weekend and talk about stuff that’s been happening at home. Jem always walks into
the Common Room with a spring in her step and a smug smile after talking to her folks on the
phone. Daddy probably promises to buy her a car when she gets home or something.
But it’s not all good – sometimes you see girls come back red-eyed and subdued, or they talk
about big fights they had on the phone with their parents.
Metallica, that big tough girl who wears heavy metal t-shirts, usually gets off the phone in the
worst mood ever. She clumps into the Common Room in her heavy lace-up boots, swearing
under her breath. If anyone so much as looks at her sideways she yells, What the hell are you
looking at, bitch? You want to take this outside?
We mostly try not to look at old Metallica.
As for me – a typical phone conversation with Ellie goes like this:
Ellie: Is everything going OK there?
Me: Yeah, it’s great.
Ellie: Come on mate, tell me, how is it really?
Me: I told you, it’s great. You get to do art and play with animals and every Saturday there’s
a pizza and movie night. I’ve decided to stay here forever actually it’s all so much fun.
I manage this sing-song breathless little girl voice.
I know I’m being a real cow, I know it by the length in Ellie’s silences and the way her voice
sounds like it’s coming from far back in her throat.
But if I were to speak in my normal voice I wouldn’t be able to say anything much at all. So I
play around with different voices and characters and somehow that makes it OK. The drama
teacher would be proud.
And then Ellie says she misses me and all that. And sometimes she says hi from Ash and
Aunt Soph and Grandma Possum and the others.
And while she says that I stare at the painting of bright red and green coloured lorikeets on the
wall opposite the phone. The birds sit on their branches looking perky and self-satisfied in all
their rainbow-feathered glory.
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Colour leaps from that painting like a scream.
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CLOSED ROSEBUD
(The closed rosebud tattoo symbolises self-protection; a state of being dormant,
not yet ready to flourish).

a better daughter
There’s an email in my inbox from Ash.
Every evening we’re allowed to have a bit of a play around on the internet and check our
email in the Library (under Strict Supervision of course. They need to make sure we’re not
receiving email from any Unsavoury Characters).
We’re allowed to email our immediate family as often as we want. But not our friends.
Although who knows if I even have any friends any more. It’s not like Flick has tried to
contact me or anything since that phone call. It’s gotta be that the oldies got to her and
brainwashed her or something. She’ll eventually snap out of it.
So tonight there’s this email sitting in my inbox from Ash. It’s the first email I’ve received
since I’ve been here.
I wonder why Ash would bother writing to me. Was he going to be all preachy and tell me
how much I was hurting my mother and how I should be a better daughter?
This is what Ash has to say in his email:
Hi Frankie
I just wanted to check in and make sure you’re OK. I reckon you’re probably a bit angry at
the moment and that’s cool, I’d be angry too if I had to go away somewhere I didn’t want to
go. Well I just want you to know I’m looking after your mum while you’re away. She misses
you heaps, we both do. Ellie’s come up with some fantastic new tatt designs, she’s working so
hard she forgets to eat! I reckon you’d love the new designs. Anyway, if there’s anything you
need, let me know, I’ll do what I can.
Love Ash.
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Ash,
Why would I be angry? Just cos Ellie conspired behind my back to send me away to some
place where there’s shrinks and all sorts of girls with problems and that? What do you think
that tells me about what she thinks of me? That I’m too hard to deal with so she’s washed her
hands of me and sent me away to some place out in the mountains, locked away so she
doesn’t have to deal with it. That’s what it tells me. That she couldn’t really be bothered
trying to work it out or talk to me and she’s the one who said our relationship was built on
honesty and how much that meant to her. She wasn’t very honest in the end was she. Also,
why didn’t she write to me herself, rather than get you to do it instead.
Frankie.

Hey Frankie
Sorry mate, I didn’t mean to piss you off or anything. Ellie didn’t even know I was sending
you that email, she never asked me to, I just wanted to say hey. Ellie reckons emailing isn’t
her thing, but that she’ll contact you in her own way. I guess there’s a lot of stuff you need to
talk about with her, it’s not my place to get involved but. I hope you guys can work things out
though, I know how much you two love each other, I reckon your heart must be hurting over
this, I know Ellie’s is. By the way, Ellie designed this wicked tatt for you, you’d love it, I
reckon when you’re 18 that’s the tatt you’re gonna get. Anyway, I better go. Ellie and I are
taking the bikes down to the coast this weekend, we’re going down with Jimmy and Soph and
TJ. Everyone sends you their love,
Ash.

postcards
And then this postcard comes in the mail from Ellie a few days later. We have this thing
about postcards in my family, I don’t know what it is, but we’re all a bit mad about them.
The more weird and quirky the postcard designs are the better. Bunny, Ellie and I collected
them, took the free ones from racks in cafes, or bought them when we went to the zoo or the
art gallery. We’d send them randomly to people we knew, like dad and his girlfriend in Italy,
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or Grandma Possum in Sydney, or even to people we saw all the time, like Ash and Aunt
Soph and Jimmy, just to surprise them. Ellie let me and Bunny draw on the back of the
postcard, little drawings of rabbits and cats and ladybugs in coloured pencils.
So when old Horse-Face, the lady who gives out the mail, drops the postcard into my hands
that afternoon, I feel this tremble in my hands. Thanks, I say cheerfully to old Horse-Face,
you know you should have been a postman, you deliver the mail with such care and passion.
Old Horse-Face looks at me like she’s not sure whether or not to take this as a compliment.
So I smile reassuringly.
She smiles briefly then snorts, horse-like, and keeps walking.
I look down at the card in my hands and Ellie hasn’t written anything on the postcard, but
when I flip it over, she’s drawn a tiny little ink sketch of a hummingbird in black ink on the
back. Ellie has the same hummingbird tattooed on her hip-bone, fragile wings out-stretched,
ready to fly.

hummingbird
The hummingbird was the tattoo Ellie got when she finished school, and just before her trip to
Italy. All through Year 12 she’d put aside money from her supermarket job for that trip. She
and her friends had barely left the country town where they’d grown up. Going to Europe
seemed huge, momentous. They were taking a year off to travel and it felt like life was just
beginning.
Ellie had been accepted into art school, which would mean going to live in Sydney. She’d
never even been to Sydney, but had seen amazing pictures of a city that seemed to sparkle like
Christmas lights. A city that rushed and roared and dazzled with colour. She felt she could
get swept up in a city like that.
She knew that things were going to change.
A week before the Europe trip, Ellie went down to see Jack who did tattoos and piercings in
his little studio off the main street and she got him to tattoo the hummingbird on her hip. Its
wings strained outwards, you could almost see them vibrating, its head turned sweetly to the
side. She came home and showed her mum (our Grandma Possum) who started crying.
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Ellie was upset to see she’d made her mum cry. Her mum never cried, not even when Ellie’s
father died of cancer, and not even when Ellie had looked her in the eye when she was
thirteen and said, I hate you. Grandma Possum was not known for open signs of emotion and
Ellie felt like crying too when she saw her mum’s tears.
She held Grandma Possum’s hand and said, Mum – I’m sorry I got a tattoo, I know you hate
them, I didn’t mean to upset you…If I’d known I wouldn’t have got one.
And Grandma Possum said, I’m not crying cos you got a tattoo. I’m crying cos I can see
straight up that that hummingbird’s ready to take off. And he doesn’t look like he’s coming
back any time soon.

flawless
In my third week my name comes up on the ‘duties’ roster. The roster is pinned up on the big
notice board outside the dining room and on Mondays everyone gathers round it to see what
duties they’ve been nominated for. There’s always a couple of cheers from those girls who
don’t have to do anything. And sighs from those who get the loathed duties, like dining room
duty. It’s all a bit of a drag. So on this particular Monday I glance at the board and see that
it’s my turn for ‘animal duties.’ This has to be done every morning before breakfast.
Great, I mutter. Cleaning poo out of animal pens. Enough to put you off your food.
A few of the girls give me sympathetic smiles.
Jemma takes me out to the farmyard area before breakfast to show me what to do. It’s one of
those hard bright mornings, when the sun is so clear you have to squint and your fingers are
so cold you have to stuff them in your pockets. I pull Bunny’s beanie down over my ears.
This old beanie’s getting kind of shabby now. It looks like some dog got hold of it and tossed
it around a bit and chewed on the plaits. Jem looks at me sideways, like she’s trying not to
stare.
I watch Jem as she collects the chook eggs, reaching down amongst the sleepy hens to cup the
eggs in her slender hands. She’s wearing these denim shorts, even though the mornings are
cold at the moment, and a silver chain glitters round her ankle. Her skin is absolutely
flawless, with this glow about it, like it’s been scrubbed clean or something.
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When she looks back at me I look up at the sky and yawn, shifting from one foot to another.
Bit early for you, hey?
The husky voice from behind me startles me, and I turn quickly. Jesse’s standing there with
his arms full of straw. Now that I can see him up close, in the light, I notice that he has
tattoos all down his arms.
I don’t know what to say, so I just shrug. I find myself again turning my face slightly away
from him to hide my scar. Damn it, why do I still have to do that. I thought I was over that.
We both stare at Jemma as she scatters grain for the chooks. I hear her clucking to them
soothingly. Suckface.
So, when you gonna come out for a ride? says Jesse, in that bored slow way he has of talking,
looking somewhere else, so that you wonder if he actually wants you to answer.
Dunno, I say, thrusting my hands deeper in my pockets. I think you’re not allowed to start
horse riding until you reach the next level of the program or something. Who knows when
that will be for me. I’m not exactly the star resident around here.
I steal a glance at Jesse and he has a slight grin, but he’s still not looking at me. He has a
short military-style haircut. His nose looks like it might have once been busted in some fight.
Jems comes up to us then, with her little bucket full of eggs. Hey Jesse, she says, shielding
her eyes from the sun. She looks all graceful when she does that, with the soft curve of her
arm, and her hair all shiny white in the sun, like some damn angel or something.
Hey, says Jesse. You riding this week?
Sure am. Jem smiles with her perfect lips. You know how some people have these great lips,
not too thin and not too full, and how when they smile you have to stare, like their smile
almost stops the world. I can’t wait, Jem says.
I bet she can’t. I bet she loves having Jesse watch her as she rides on that stupid old horse,
sitting all perfect in her shiny riding boots and little cap. She moves like someone used to
being watched.
Anyway, let’s get this animal feeding stuff out of the way, I say. I don’t really wanna stand
around out here forever.
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I see Jems raise her eyebrows slightly at Jesse, as if to say, Well, isn’t she a grumpy cow!
Jesse gives me this little sideways look, and the corner of his mouth is curved up slightly. Is
he laughing at me? That looks suspiciously like a smirk. I pull my beanie down further over
my head and turn away from him, so he can’t see the sudden heat in my cheeks.

things you’re not meant to hear
I’m about to walk into the shower block when I hear hushed tones coming from in there, you
know that soft whispery tone when two girls are bitching about someone? It’s the hushed
voices that make me hesitate in the first instance, and then I hear my name being spoken and I
feel that little extra skip to my heart as I realise it’s old Jems in there, having a go at me
behind my back. I hold my breath and lean against the wall, trying to hear what’s being said.
Jem’s saying something like, I was trying to be friendly, but she’s just so defensive, it’s like
anything you say she just has a go at you. The other girl says something I can’t quite catch
cos she must be further away from the doorway, but I do hear the words scar and behaviour
and angry. My heart starts hammering away then and I feel that tightness in my chest. But I
stay where I am, straining to hear Jem’s response. And she says, I know, but it’s like she’s
assuming all we can see when we look at her is the scar, and it makes her angry before we
even say anything. The other girl mutters something along the lines of, She’s basically just a
self-absorbed bitch, and I hear old Jems giggle slightly, which gets my blood boiling, I can
tell you.
But I don’t barge in there and have a go at them. I turn around and walk back to my room.
As I walk I pull my beanie down further over my face. My heart’s banging away so hard I
feel sick, if you must know. Maybe what I ate for dinner disagreed with me.
Old Shelton bumps into me in the walk-way between my room and the shower block.
Frankie, aren’t you supposed to be having your shower?
Well, I would, I say, but there’s a really bad smell in the bathroom at the moment. I might
just wait til it goes away.
I brush past old Shelton and I’m fully expecting her to stop me and get cranky, but she just
sighs and keeps walking.
176

being discussed
For some reason it gives me this real adrenalin kick when I hear people talking about me.
I remember a conversation I overheard a year or so ago as I crept down the corridor to sneak
out and meet Flick. Ellie and Ash were sitting at the table, I smelt smoke and coffee. I heard
my name being spoken. I paused outside the kitchen door, and leant back against the wall.
Ellie was saying: We used to be able to talk about anything. She seemed OK, you know?
Pretty quiet, but god, I expected that. But now…I don’t know what it is…but she just won’t
talk to me at all. She’s so secretive. I mean, she’ll spend hours talking to this Flick
character. But then when she talks to me it’s… almost sort of rude, like she really dislikes
me. I don’t know what I should do…should I ask her what’s going on? What if it’s drugs or
something? God knows, I know what I got up to at her age. Or do I just pretend it’s all OK
and this is normal teenage stuff and I’m cool with it? God Ash (I hear her laugh, but it’s a
tight rueful laugh), I had no idea this was going to be so hard…
Ash said something then, in his low raspy voice. Some of the usual solid Ash-style advice.
But I’d stopped listening, there was a roaring in my ears, like my blood was rushing through
me, I felt some sort of thrill in me, my hands were shaking, I needed a smoke, I needed to see
Flick, I felt the importance of ‘being discussed.’
If I couldn’t tell someone I’d burst.

subversive art
That’s pretty good Frankie. Becky has stopped by my desk, hands behind her back, head
tilted down towards my stupid old charcoal drawing on the table, in which a thin-limbed
winter tree gropes up towards a black dripping sun.
I don’t look at her. Yeah right, I mutter. I don’t want anyone else hearing her say that.
But Becky persists. No, really. You have something Frankie. Has anyone ever told you how
good your artwork is?
I shrug. Nah. My artwork only ever got me in trouble.
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Becky raises her eyebrows. Really? How so?
Well…maybe cos I used to spray paint on school property and stuff. I guess the teachers
didn’t like that too much.
I’m guessing that Becky won’t like that too much either. But when I glance at her: I think I
see the faintest flicker of a smile at the corners of her lips.

touching the moon
Me, Flick and the gang: huddled round the watery glare of torch light, in our black beanies
and dark clothes. Our faces floated around the edges of the light like pale balloons. I can’t
even tell you how it felt, all of us huddled in the dark like that, with our cold fingers clutching
the spray-cans. I’d felt stealthy and wild and strong all at once. Like I was so big I could
touch the moon. OK listen up, I’d said, because someone had to start, and everyone else, even
Flick, was all quiet and staring, owl-eyed in the light. Let’s go for the wall outside the
canteen, I’d said. It’ll get optimal attention, straight up. And attention is what we want.
And, you wouldn’t believe it, I sounded all authoritative , like I’d done this millions of times
and the girls were my humble apprentices. And they all nodded and said, OK, good one
Frankie, even Flick looked at me all impressed and that, like I was a god, and I can tell you, I
was just so powerful right then.

things we’d rather forget
It’s so typical that they send Jems round to collect me for the next stupid group therapy
session.
Just shut up, I tell her when she arrives at my bedroom door.
I see Jem’s eyes widen. But I didn’t even say anything! She stares at me, and up close I see
the faint scattering of freckles across her nose.
During the session I sit on my hands and look down at my feet, my hair falling over my face.
I chew my gum and sigh from time to time, while some of the girls talk about stuff that I
reckon is way too personal. I mean, do we really want to hear about how that chick who
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thinks she’s Hot Stuff kept sleeping with this guy even though she knew he was cheating on
her? This other girl goes on about how she still feels angry with her mum after finding out
her mum was having an affair with some guy at her work. I want to tell her to get over it, and
that maybe her mum’s entitled to some fun every now and again.
I sneak a glance at Tai and notice that she’s sitting kind of hunched in her chair, not relaxed
like the others. She looks miserably down at her feet like she’s hoping no one will notice her.
For once I know how she feels.
Then Jet suddenly goes, So, how are things with you Frankie? Got anything you want to
share with the group, this being your first time here?
I stare at him. Uh…not really.
How about you introduce yourself then for those girls who haven’t met you yet? Maybe just
tell us a bit about yourself?
I want to throw a coffee cup at Jet’s head.
Well, I was born on a wild and stormy night in a small town… I begin in a sing-song voice.
Some of the girls giggle a bit. I warm to my task. Let’s start from the beginning, shall we? I
was actually conceived in Italy, while my mum and dad, who had only just met, were drunk, I
add. More giggles from the girls sitting around me. Even Tai looks up with a small smile.
But old Jet doesn’t look so impressed. That’s not quite what I had in mind, Frankie, he says.
Just trying to give you some background, I mutter.
I’d like you to think about how you might introduce yourself properly at our next group
session, Jet says, with a friendly smile. He’s doing a good job of hiding his annoyance.
He’s had a lot of practice.

time to shine
The sharp clean smell of paint reminds me of mixing paint for my parents when I was almost
too little to reach the canvas. Sometimes when I’m in the art room, and there’s light slanting
in across the big tables, and the low hum of voices above the softer sound of brushes on

179

canvas, and Becky wandering round smiling and making comments with the other girls like
she does, and I’m absorbed in colour and light, well…I guess I forget about other stuff for a
while. No one pays much attention to me and I breathe easier.
In my third week of classes, Becky says it’s time to give us our art assignment. Some of the
girls groan a bit, and say, Do we really have to do an assignment? Can’t we just have fun?
Becky smiles and shakes her head. Sorry girls. I don’t want you to get the idea that you’re
just going to coast through art class. You’re going to have to put in some hard work too.
I’m looking forward to having something to get stuck into, but I’d never admit this to anyone
else. I scribble in my notebook and kind of roll my eyes like the other girls while Becky tells
us that our assignment is to draw a portrait of someone we know, but to make it abstract. For
example, she says, say you want to draw a portrait of your best friend, and your friend is a
gentle calm person – you might draw her as a cat curled up in the sun, or something like that,
but with the unmistakable features of your friend. I’m giving you two weeks to come up with
something.
The other girls start talking amongst themselves. I hear someone say, I’m gonna do my little
brother – he’s so annoying I’ll draw him as a pesky fly! The girls around her giggle and talk
over each other, sharing ideas. I look down at my scribbled drawings. I think about drawing
Bunny in her princess tiara. But the thought of it makes me feel short of breath, like I’ve had
too many smokes. I look around the room, chin resting on hand, and my eyes fall on Jem,
working quietly, head bent over her paper. And it’s right then I have this fantastic spark of
inspiration.
Becky stops by my table. Any ideas for the project Frankie?
I smile. Yep.
Good. I’m looking forward to seeing what you come up with.
Becky wanders off and I smile down at my notebook. I may not be the artist in my family,
like Ellie and my dad are, but now is my time to shine.
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dormant
Even though all I want to do is get stuck into this art assignment, chores keep getting in the
way. Another one of our chores here is to tend the garden, water the rose beds, dig up weeds,
rake up leaves. Jem tells me all this while we stand outside in the cold clear late afternoon
light. She has her hair scraped back in a bun, ballerina-style, and she wears a soft white
cardigan. I can’t help staring at her. She shows me the rose beds, waving at them with her
hand. You get a bit dirty mucking round in the soil when you’re on garden duty, she says,
wrinkling up her nose. But when it’s your turn to do it, Jesse will show you what to do.
So Jesse sure is an all-rounder isn’t he, I say, maintainer of animals and gardens.
Yes, Jem says, and puts a confiding hand on my arm. Jesse’s fantastic, he knows pretty much
everything. I move my arm away, just as Jesse himself wanders over. He has one of the dogs
with him. The dog sits and stares up at me with clear eyes. I touch its head and the fur feels
stiff and old.
So it looks like I’m going to get a bit dirty next week, I say. When Jesse looks at me with one
eyebrow raised, I add quickly, When I’m on garden duty.
Yeah, says Jesse, and he looks down with a bit of a smirk, it can get a bit dirty.
Guess I’d better not manicure my nails in a hurry then, I say, squashing autumn leaves under
my shoe. I hear their dry crunching under my feet, like biscuits crumbling.
Oh Frankie, says Jems with her little laugh, it doesn’t look like you’re into doing your nails
anyway. I look down at my bitten nails. They’re short and blunt. But still jagged enough to
draw blood.
Why don’t you go back inside and play the piano or something, I say. All this dirt might
wreck your pure little hands.
Jemma looks at me sideways, not sure if she should laugh off this comment or not. I smile at
her and she purses her own lips slightly. Jesse looks up at the sky as if he’s expecting rain or
something.
So – what happens to the roses when winter hits for real, I say, turning away from Jem.
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Well, the idea is to kind of let the roses go dormant for the winter, says Jesse. Mulching
round the base helps protect them from the cold. That’s all you can really do, there’s no
pruning or anything. The roses kind of know to conserve energy during winter.
So, all they do is sit there and wait for spring, I say.
Yeah, pretty much says Jesse. If you insulate them properly at the base they’ll be ready for
pruning in spring again. We all look at the rose beds, the way the rose petals hold the sun.
The roses remind me of Ellie’s rose-bud tattoo. The rose nestles on the tender secret place on
the back of Ellie’s neck, so you can only see it if she lifts up her hair. She got the tattoo cos
my dad gave her a white rose when he first met her in Italy. Ellie told me and Bunny that she
met my dad in some park in Vicenza, and he walked right up to her and held out the rose in
one hand and said, I will take you on a tour, yes?
Ellie said our dad had autumn leaf eyes and caramel skin. She said he showed her how the
light rested on things in this part of Italy. He painted a portrait of Ellie in her floral dress.
A tear drop of dew drips from Ellie’s rose tattoo.

exposed
The trees are dark and dripping.
For almost the whole of the week I’m on Garden Duty it rains and rains. We watch rain
splatter against the classroom windows. At night the frogs’ wet voices slide out into the rush
of water. I spend the time indoors working on my art assignment, enjoying the sound of the
rain against the windows and the whisper of my pencils on the paper.
Then on the last day of the week, when I wake up and look out the window, fingers of sun are
creeping down into the tops of trees. A spider web outside my bedroom window glistens
silver.
No getting out of Garden Duty today I guess. I’m not feeling overly enthusiastic as I go out
to the shed in my gumboots to get the gardening tools and gloves. Jesse’s already out there
wearing boots and combat-style pants. He throws his cigarette butt into the grass.
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Can I have a ciggie before we start? I ask. C’mon, I’m dying in here without my smokes!
The blue heeler sitting at Jesse’s feet looks up at me with a reproachful gaze.
No time for that, says Jesse. There’s a small gap between his two front teeth when he smiles.
It makes him look a bit evil.
I sigh. Slave driver, I mutter.
We kneel in the damp soil. It smells dark and secret and worm-like. Jesse shows me how to
mulch and ‘feed’ the roses for winter. We get kind of absorbed in all this and don’t speak
much while we work. The old dog gets bored and wanders off with an offended look.
Then I catch Jesse looking at me sideways.
What? I say. Am I doing something wrong?
Nah. Jesse looks back down at the soil. You’ve just got all these dirt smears on your cheek.
He pauses. Then he goes, It looks cute.
I raise a self-conscious hand to my face and realise I’ve tucked my hair back under my beanie
without thinking about it. Leaving my scarred side all exposed. That’s the side Jesse was
looking at.
It’s suddenly a bit hard to breathe. Stupid how they don’t let you smoke here. Why didn’t
stupid Jesse just let me have one of his smokes before we started.
I stand up quickly and the gardening tools and gloves in my lap fall with a soft thud into the
soil.
I just remembered I have to get some ironing done before dinner, I say.
Jesse squints up at me in the light. He raises a hand to shield his eyes and I see dirt under his
fingernails. Do you have to do it right now?
Yeah, old Shelton’s been on my case about it. I better go.
Oh. OK. Jesse looks away and his face seems to shut down. I’ll just finish up here then.
I turn and walk quickly away without looking back. Stupid, stupid, I mutter. I’m not sure
who this is in reference to, if you must know.
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I scrub at the side of my face using my sleeve as I walk.

change the world
There’s this part of me that is longing to talk to Ellie about what happened in the rose gardens
when I’m on the phone to her that Sunday afternoon. I just want to ask her how Jesse could
possibly look at that messed up side of my face and not be revolted. I want to tell Ellie that I
know that whenever Jesse looks at me all he can see is my knotty scrunched up scar. How I
wasn’t careful enough to keep it hidden. How when he looked at me in the clear orange light
and then looked away with that secret smile I knew he’d seen too much. How could he ever
look at me in the same way again?
Ellie had seen how when my bandages came off people would stare at me in the streets or the
shopping mall. Adults were worse than the kids, cos they’d stare and then look away again
with lowered eyes, as if ashamed of looking at something that was meant to be private. I took
to poking my tongue out at them or making a crazy-person face, just to give them something
to remember. Then their glances became frowns. Bunny would have rolled on the floor
laughing at that.
Before the whole scar thing, I told Ellie about my feelings for one of the group of boys I rode
my dirt bike with. These were kids of the dirt trails and sewer tunnels, tough-skinned kids
who knew all the hidden tracks and paths and tunnels, and were lean as stray dogs. They
carried about them the secret smell of water that drips down walls. It was these boys who first
introduced me to the secret world of graffiti in the underpasses and sewer tunnels. Most of
them tolerated my presence and let me trail along after them on my bike. But there was this
one boy, Carter, who had once turned around when we were clambering up some rocks, and
silently offered me his hand. And I fell in love with him. I was twelve then.
I explained all this to Ellie and she listened to me properly, with her head tilted in my
direction, nodding while I spoke. Like my feelings were important and really mattered.
Bunny, who had wandered into the kitchen to get a glass of milk, screwed up her nose and
said, Ooh yuk, boys are gross! Milk glistened on her upper lip as she stared at us with one
hand on her hip. The boy over the fence had recently given her a Valentine’s card with textadrawn love hearts on it which had made her squirm with revulsion.
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But Ellie had got it about Carter and my fizzy kind of feelings for him.
I knew she’d get it about Jesse too, and the way I knew he must look at someone like Jemma
with that smile you get when you look at someone who glows. And how when he looked at
me he’d feel forced to lower his eyes or try not to stare.
But when I’m on the phone to her that afternoon, and she asks me how my week’s been, I find
that I can’t even mention what happened in the rose gardens. It would feel all weird to
confide in her after so long. So I just start telling her about this crazy dream I had, I’m making
it all up cos I never even had this dream, my real dreams are the sort of dreams that cling to
you like mist during the day. But this dream I come up with is great, it’s all about how I have
these super-hero type powers, like I can turn invisible when I need to, and have this insane
strength so I can lift up a truck with one hand, and how when these bad guys try to take over
the city I single-handedly stop them by throwing these great laser beams at them that blind
them, and it goes on like that for a bit, until Ellie says dryly, Have you been watching too
many action movies or something?
But I’m all excited about this dream that I never even had. If I was this superhero type girl I
could make anything happen.
I could change the world.

gravy
In the dining room I see Jesse stop at one of the tables to talk to the girls who have called him
over. Their faces are animated and they burst colour, like cartoon characters. Jesse’s back is
turned to me so I can’t see his face, but I notice how he leans all casual against one of the
chairs, and I imagine him looking at them with his quiet smile that has this edge to it.
I look away as he turns from the table and heads towards where he usually sits, with some of
the other staff and a couple of the suckface girls like Jems. These girls are in the top program
and walk around like they own the place, with an easy step and an air of smugness. Jesse has
to walk right past where I’m sitting to get to his table. I look down at my plate full of drylooking stringy meat and mashed potato and lumps of vegetables, all covered in gravy so you
can’t see what it is you’re actually eating, which is a clever trick the chefs have come up with.
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I pretend I don’t notice Jesse walking towards me and keep looking down at my plate as if it’s
the most fascinating thing I’ve ever seen, wishing I could be disguised under all that gravy
along with the stringy meat, until I notice that Jesse’s stopped by my chair.
So the roses are OK now, Jesse says. But the leaves still need raking. I’ll leave them for you.
Seeing as you didn’t get a chance to finish up your garden duties last time. He starts to walk
off then turns back and says, Oh – that is if you’ve finished all your ironing? He gives me a
lazy wink, and heads towards his table.

reporting for duty
It’s early: much too early for me to be even out of bed. The sky is milky coloured and my
breath streams out of me. But here I am, standing in the tool shed in my boots and coat and
Bunny’s beanie, searching for the rake. I find it just as I hear footsteps, the soft shuffle of
dogs’ feet and the scrape of Jesse’s boots on cement. And then Jesse’s in the doorway of the
tool shed. He’s wearing a t-shirt and I wonder if he’s cold. Or maybe he doesn’t feel it. The
blue heeler stops and stares at me too, with its head on one side, tongue hanging out.
I stand up straight, gripping the rake like a weapon, and give Jesse a salute. Here I am
reporting for garden duty sergeant! I believe there are leaves to be raked!
Jesse shakes his head, grinning. I never thought you’d actually do it.
I widen my eyes at him. I don’t know what you mean. I take my gardening duties very
seriously!
So it seems. Jesse’s still smiling, arms folded. Well, better get to it then, soldier.
There’s an awful lot of leaves out there though, I say. If I rake all by myself I doubt I’ll get
them all done before breakfast and then old Shelton will get cranky and if I’m late I’ll get in
trouble. If you don’t give me a hand you’ll have to live with that on your conscience forever.
Jesse just stands there all quiet and smiling in the doorway with the blue heeler lolling at his
feet. Yeah, I’m babbling. My nervous thing. Now he thinks I’m some babbling idiot.
Oh well, I’d better get to it, I say with a bright smile, and walk outside, clapping a hand to my
forehead when I’m out of Jesse’s sight.
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The leaves crisp smell hangs on the air. I start the raking, chewing on my strawberry
bubblegum and wishing I had my music and earphones so I could listen to some heavy metal
or something.
And then I hear a scraping sound behind me, and when I turn there’s Jesse holding a rake and
getting into the whole raking thing with gusto. He catches my eye. Can’t have you getting
into trouble, he says. I’ve got enough things weighing on my conscience already. Don’t need
to add anything else, hey.
I want to ask him what sort of stuff does he have on his conscience?
But all I say is, No, I guess not.
As we rake I glance over at Jesse, and see that his t-shirt has ridden up a bit, revealing what
looks like old burn marks or something on his lower back.
Jesse pauses like he can feel me looking at him, and his eyes meet mine.
I look away.
We continue raking as the sun spills over the cold grass.

real art
Can no one in this place appreciate real art?
I guess Becky didn’t like my art assignment as much as I’d hoped.
She hands back everyone’s art projects and then asks me to stay back after class. I see Jem
twist her head round slightly to give me this look, all sort of prim-and-proper.
I respond with one of my Bunny-style evil faces in her direction. She looks away with a
shake of her head.
After class I take my time packing up my pencils and washing my paint-brushes, running the
soft bristles under the water for a long time, watching watery-red streaks of paint slide down
the drain. Hey Frankie, we need to talk about your art assignment, says Becky. I turn
towards her and we both stare at my drawing spread out on the table in all its glory. There’s
my character drawing of little Jems smiling like an angel but with devil horns, and Dr K
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standing next to her with a halo over his head, wearing his cable-knit jumper. Looming over
them both is old Shelton, half human-half dragon, wearing Old Shelton’s huge rimmed
glasses and breathing fire.
It makes me smile just looking at it.
Yeah? I say. Don’t you like it, Miss?
Becky raises one eyebrow. Come on Frankie, don’t be a smart-arse. You know what’s wrong
with this, and you know you’re going to have to re-do it.
I don’t get it, I say, leaning against the table. I worked really hard on this project.
Becky smiles slightly. Yes, I can see that Frankie. But I didn’t ask you to draw images of
staff members and other girls in a way that might be offensive.
But that’s what these people come across as to me, I mutter, looking down at the paintbrushes in my hand, dripping red splashes on the floor, bright as blood. You said to draw with
honesty and to be true to ourselves. To work from the heart. That’s what I’ve done.
I didn’t ask you to offend people, Becky says quietly. You can create art from the heart and
make statements in a smarter way than this Frankie, and you know it. You’re more intelligent
than that. If you want to make statements and shock people with your art, that’s OK, I’m not
trying to censor you or any of my students. In fact I applaud that sort of art, art that has
something to say and grabs attention. But not like this…the intention of this art is to hurt
other people. Use your brain Frankie. I expected something better from you after seeing
what you’ve produced in class. I’m going to ask you to re-submit.
I sigh. Well, don’t expect anything with any passion, Miss. I invested all my creative energy
in this.
Becky pushes back her hair and shakes her head slightly. I expect another assignment by the
end of next week, Frankie.
I turn back to the sink. Whatever. Can I finish cleaning up now please, Miss?
I hear Becky sigh quietly.
I keep my back turned, stabbing the bristles of the paintbrushes into the sink.
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evaporated
I stare at the blank paper in front of me, spread out on the tables in the art room. Becky’s
given me permission to use the art room in my spare time after dinner to work on my
assignment. It’s so quiet in here on my own, without the background murmur of voices and
whisper of paintbrushes and pencils on paper.
I sigh. All this silence is making it too hard to concentrate.
I turn when I hear the door creak open a bit, and Jesse’s head looks round the door. Oh –
sorry, he says. I was on my way out, and saw the light on and thought I should check….
I turn back to my paper. Yeah, Becky said I could be here. I just have to finish some dumb
assignment.
I wait for the sound of the door closing and Jesse’s footsteps walking away, but all I hear is
his shuffling in the doorway. I turn back towards him.
Looks like you haven’t even started the dumb assignment. Jesse is looking at my blank sheet
of paper. I notice that there’s skin peeling off his nose. Someone should tell him to wear sunscreen.
Oh…yeah. I give a small smile. I’m just sitting and staring at this piece of paper, and
nothing’s happening. No inspiration whatsoever.
Well…Jesse hesitates, then says, I was just gonna duck out for a ciggie and to check on the
horses, if you wanna come out for some fresh air. You never know, you might get hit with
inspiration out there or something…
He does that thing again of speaking all casual as if he couldn’t care less what my response
was, looking round the room in a bored way. I’m kind of surprised by his suggestion, and a
little bit reluctant. I’m not sure why he’d ask for my company, when there’s all these greatlooking girls around the place like Jemma and her room-mate Chloe. It makes me feel
suspicious, like maybe he’s making fun of me.
I shrug and look down at my blank paper. Thanks, but I better try and concentrate on this, or
Becky will kill me…
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Jesse slouches against the doorway, hands in pockets. You scared of the horses or
something?
Damn. He knows a challenge like that is gonna get me. I sigh and say, Well, I guess I could
spare a few minutes. Although I’ll probably get in trouble for going outside…but hey, why
break with tradition and stay out of trouble.
I find that I’ve positioned myself to walk next to Jesse so he can only see the unscarred side
of my face. I lower my head slightly as we walk so my hair falls long and straight round my
face. And to think when I was a kid I insisted Ellie cut my hair short like a boy’s!
I pull Bunny’s old beanie down further over my hair as we step outside.
Outside the air has the sharp dry smell of autumn leaves. The horse paddocks glisten, wetlooking under the moon. I see a light on in the small granny-flat near the shed. Is that where
you sleep? I ask.
Yeah. It’s nice and quiet out here.
We lean against the stable doors. Red embers float from Jesse’s ciggie like tiny fireflies in
the dark. I can hear the sleepy rustling of the chooks in their pens.
A horse thrusts its head over the stable door, nuzzling at Jesse’s hand. Its nostrils flare out
softly.
So…you have this real thing about horses don’t you, I say.
Yeah, I guess. Jesse rubs the horse’s nose. They’re just kinda uncomplicated. He pauses then
says, You’re not into horses at all, are you?
Nah, not really my thing.
I thrust my hands in my pocket and stare out at the paddocks, remembering riding my dirt
bike in the forest with the boys next door, going over mounds of dirt and grass so fast we
bounced clear off our seats, leaning hard over the handle bars. And Bunny crying when I
wouldn’t take her out with me, her eyes screwed shut and mouth lumpy. It’s not fair, she
sobbed. You said you’d take me next time. You PROMISED.
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I’d pulled my helmet over my spiky hair saying, You can’t come with us. You’re just a KID.
As I wheeled my bike down the driveway I looked back to see Bunny standing small and
hunched at the top of the driveway in her beanie, hands clenched by her sides.
I close my eyes against the memory.
Give us a drag of your ciggie, I say to Jesse. Haven’t had one since I got in here.
We smoke the cigarette between us in the thin sharp air, listening to the snort and shuffle of
the horses behind us in the stables. Another horse pokes its head over the stable door and
blinks at me calmly.
Why don’t you give old Sugar a pat, says Jesse.
Oh…that’s OK, I say quickly. I think old Sugar just wants to be left alone.
Jesse shakes his head, smiling. She won’t bite your hand off.
I roll my eyes. Fine, I say. I extend my fingers and lightly touch Sugar’s nose. The horse
lowers its head, gentle looking in the shadows. My fingers stroke the soft nose and Sugar
stands still and quiet, almost in a trance.
See, she likes you, says Jesse.
Reckon she’s the only creature in this place that does, I mutter.
But there’s something kind of nice about stroking this old horse in the shadows, seeing how
she lowers her nose to my fingers and stands there trusting and quiet.
Not that I like horses or anything.
And then Jesse stubs out his ciggie and says he’d better hit the sack, and I say I’d better get
back to my dumb old art assignment and we step out of the shadows back into the wash of the
outside lights and as we do it’s like something has evaporated in the light.
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BLACK HEART
(The black heart tattoo whispers the secrets of those “dark nights of the soul.”)

sparkling jewels
In maths class, there’s one girl who answers every equation, every maths question posed to
us, so quickly I reckon she must be cheating or something. Have some sort of access to all
Alice’s maths questions. It’s freaky, I can tell you. Me and numbers, we don’t do so well
together. Numbers confuse me, if you must know. When I stare at them on the page they all
kind of knot together, like little worms. My old maths teacher, cranky old Mr Henderson,
used to yell at me, Use your head Francesca!
Anyway, this freaky Number Girl in maths class, who answers every maths question right, I
reckon numbers are swimming round in her blood or something, just waiting to come to the
surface. I watch her in class, the way her lips move around the numbers in some sort of silent
prayer as she writes, the way the numbers beat a rhythm in the tapping of her feet, the tapping
of her pencil on the desk. She shouts out numbers at Alice, like they’re sparkling jewels. The
other girls snigger behind curved hands. Alice smiles at Number Girl and says, Wait for
someone else to have a go, Laila.
And me, I just stare at old Laila, knowing that somehow she can’t hold it in. She reminds me
of Bunny, who would just yell things out when she was excited, even if we were in the middle
of some really quiet place.
Seems like Laila is sort of the same: she just can’t hold her excitement in, the poor crazy kid.

power of two
Out in the bright light in the gardens I see Laila sitting on the grass with her head bent over
her maths book, her lips moving silently. Her hair has the wet gloss of paint.
After a bit, I walk over and sit next to her on the spiky grass. She looks up at me, blinking as
if she’s struggling to see me. We look at each other in silence. I’m noticing that Laila
Number Girl wears beads round her neck that are flecked with green. They’re the same
colour as her eyes.
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Don’t ask me why I came over to sit with her. I couldn’t tell you why, so don’t ask. I just did
it, and now I’m not sure what to say.
But then Laila just looks at me and goes: You have eight buttons on your shirt.
I look down at my crumpled shirt. Um…yeah, I guess so.
Laila sighs and when she looks at me I see a look of quiet resignation in her eyes. Eight is a
good number, she says. It’s a power of two, being two cubed. It’s also a Fibonacci number,
being three plus five.
And I just shrug and nod and then we kind of just sit there picking grass stalks and listening to
the other girls around us and that, until it’s time for lunch.

fences
I pace beside the fences that run alongside the paddocks. I’ve just had another group therapy
session, and Jet made me introduce myself after my first apparently unsatisfactory attempt,
which I did very briefly. While I did this, I’d seen from the corner of my eye how Jemma
watched me with a faint smile that made my pulse quicken. Was the bitch secretly laughing
at me? I imagined her and her princess room-mate Chloe giggling about me in their room
together, going, Oh my god, that Frankie is so pathetic, the way she wears that dumb beanie
everywhere! But with a face like that I guess she has no choice.
I imagine this scene over and over, until I can almost feel my blood fizzing in me. I kick the
fence, pretending it’s Jemma’s head.
So what has the fence done to make you so angry?
I turn at the sound of the soft voice behind me.
And Laila’s standing there looking at me with her hand shielding her eyes from the sun. She
wears a white dress and black ankle boots.
Great, now she thinks I want to be friends or something.
Just releasing some frustration, I say roughly.
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Fences are good for that, Laila goes. Her hair flutters behind her like a silky dark flag. She
talks slightly different to the other girls, with a lilting kind of accent. She has skin the colour
of the strong coffee Ellie likes to drink when she’s working late into the night at the kitchen
table. She looks like she might come from somewhere far away and exotic, somewhere that
smells of flowers and spices. We look at each other silently.
Then Laila says, When you talk…in group…or to anyone really…you look down.
I give her a sideways glance. What? No I don’t. My heart does a little quick skip.
Yes you do. You just did it then. You probably don’t even know you’re doing it. It’s like you
don’t want anyone to see you while you talk.
I glare at her, folding my arms. What are you, a psych or something?
Laila smiles. No. Not yet anyway. I’ll leave that sort of thing to Jet.
Probably a good idea, I mutter, turning back to look through the fence.
Who does this girl think she is, with her personal comments and weird number obsession?
This place is full of crazy people.
Laila turns and leans her arms against the top of the fence. I see out of the corner of my eye
how her lips move silently. Then she whispers, Twelve dandelions. Five butterflies. One
rosella. Like she’s whispering some sort of mantra.
I shake my head slightly and edge away from her a little. I hope craziness isn’t something
you can catch.
We look out towards the mountains, which seem to float in a blue mist. I wonder if anyone’s
ever tried to run away from this place. I mean, it’s not like there’s locked fences keeping us
here or anything. Any one of us can just walk out down the front driveway and keep going,
any time. I imagine running towards the mountains, over the loping green valleys, with the
eucalypts throwing out their sharp blue scent. Running with the grass lush under my feet and
all around the silent trees and nothing but cool air and mist.
We stand there in silence for a bit.
Then Laila says quietly: Too many fences. Too many fences already in one life-time.
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I don’t answer.
Like I said, the girl is obviously a bit loopy.

digging for the dirt
I’m realising why I’m having trouble with Becky’s art assignment – it’s because sheets of
paper are too confining for me to express myself on. My art needs to look out onto a street, to
sprawl across a wall, where space seems limitless, where colour can leap off its outdoor
canvas. How am I supposed to express myself creatively on a measly little scrap of paper like
this, when I’m used to the vast expanse of wall and cement, the hiss and rattle of a spray can,
the fine beads of colour in the air like multi-coloured raindrops?
I explain this to Jet at my next therapy session. I’ve started trying to come up with various
issues that I can bring up at our meetings, topics that I can stretch out until our session time is
up. I know he’s onto me – old Jet is no sucker. He’ll try to guide me towards some
conversation about my family or whatever. Yeah, Jet’s pretty clever alright, he knows all the
tricks about digging for the dirt. But, what he doesn’t know, is that I’m one step ahead of
him. I’ve done the whole counsellor/talking about your feelings thing – they made me do it at
school after Bunny died and I stopped finding stuff about school interesting. And then Ellie
made me see that stupid grief therapist. I’m no push-over when it comes to this sort of thing.
So usually with Jet I’ll just do my whole pouting offended routine, going, I thought at these
sessions we were allowed to talk about whatever was bothering us. And what I’m trying to
talk about at the moment is making me FEEL bad. Aren’t you supposed to listen and be all
supportive and all that?
When that tactic doesn’t work I come up with some crazy old story as a diversion, like, The
reason I’m really so messed up, Jet, is because my mother made me work in her tattoo
parlour as cheap labour. Can you believe that she made me mop up people’s blood? And
force me to listen to their blood-curdling screams? It was horrible Jet, horrible… I close my
eyes and shudder. No wonder I started getting up to no good at school, it was to try to block
out all that blood and torn flesh…
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Then, finally, when Jet just shakes his head with a wry smile, I utilise my final grand tactic of
turning the tables. I lean back and fold my arms and stare at Jet with a concerned frown. So,
Jet, tell me, what made you decide to become a counsellor? Troubled youth perhaps?
One thing I notice is this: sometimes even when Jet’s laughing and shaking his head at one of
my hilariously witty observations, when his laughter is warm and big in the room, his eyes
don’t join in the laughter.

room to work
I reckon Becky will understand if I explain my dilemma to her. I simply can’t produce good
work unless I’m outside or in some storm water drain and I’m wearing a beanie and looking
round for the cops and there’s a spray-can in my hand. I need the adrenalin to kick in for my
art to mean something. I need room to work. I mean, Michelangelo had a whole church
ceiling to work with, the guy had some room to let his art spill out like he was painting across
the sky (admittedly he had the added challenge of working upside down). But at least he had
a decent canvas.
Becky doesn’t seem as sympathetic to my dilemma as I’d hoped.
Frankie, I’ve already given you an extension for this assignment. You have to stop trying to
get out of it! It’s not fair to the other students who have already handed in their work on time.
I’m not trying to get out of it! I just need room to work. I spread my arms out. This art room
is confining me, Miss!
Becky brushes back her hair as she tidies up the paints. Yellow paint smears onto her cheek.
Well unfortunately I can’t let you go out and graffiti on some wall Frankie. I don’t think Dr
Kenneth would look too kindly on that.
But I’ll do a good job! I’m good at graffiti, Miss. Even the cops said so.
I have no doubt. Again I think I see a smile twitch at Becky’s lips. But then she sighs and
looks away. I’m sorry Frankie, but you already get to use the art room out of hours. Please
use the time wisely, OK?
Fine, I say, although not in an agreeable way, if you know what I mean.
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smells like home
I open my wardrobe, looking for my fleecy-lined jacket, cos it’s getting so damn cold in here.
You’d think they’d crank up the heating a bit, but maybe they think the cold air is
invigorating or something, and will do us good. So the best we can do is rug up I suppose.
I’m looking into the back of my wardrobe, and it’s then that I see that motorbike jacket of
Ellie’s, all bunched up on the floor. I hesitate, then pick up the jacket and press it to my face.
It smells like home. I get this clenching feeling in my gut.
Tai comes into the bedroom. She stops and looks at me uncertainly. You’re late for Phys Ed.
I’m coming, I’m coming, I mutter. Why is everyone so stressed out in this place?
I throw the jacket back on the wardrobe floor and slam the door.

electric shock
So how do you feel about your mum coming up for our family therapy session on the
weekend? Jet asks as he closes the door to his office. I lean back in the beanbag and think of
Ellie in this room with us, coming in with the smell of cigarette smoke and cold autumn sun
in her hair. Looking for somewhere to put her motorbike jacket. Her hair wild and knotted
from the ride up the mountain. It feels like a place she doesn’t belong, this small cluttered
room. How will the pale walls absorb her colour?
Jet sits down opposite me in his big brown boots and looks at me with slightly raised
eyebrows. It’s a kind look, like he actually cares, and it annoys me.
Well I guess I don’t have a choice, I say. I don’t know why she’s bothering to come when she
was obviously relieved to get rid of me.
Do you really believe that? Jet asks. I stare at the silver glitter of his ear-ring, and think about
the pale oval of Ellie’s face as she said goodbye to me outside Dr K’s office.
I look away with a sigh. I dunno. I just reckon…well, it must be easier for her with me gone.
Why do you say that?
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I shrug and look down at my bitten fingernails. Maybe cos she thought I was a real bitch.
Maybe you wanted your mum to think you were a bitch? Jet suggests. Maybe you needed to
try and make her angry with you, because you felt that’s what you deserved?
I stare at Jet. How can he say this when he has no idea what went on?
That’s not the way I look at it, I mutter. I just wanted to have fun and she kept trying to stop
me.
There’s a small silence while Jet looks at me and I look at my hands. I spread my fingers out
and imagine that my hands would look much better with a coat of glossy black polish on my
nails. Wearing black polish might make me look kind of gothic and mysterious.
Then Jet says quietly, Who are you really angry with Frankie? I get the feeling it’s not your
mum.
And when I look up at him I feel a small jolt to my heart.

bring me down
I remember that afternoon when Ellie came in and leant against the lounge-room doorway
where Flick and I were on the couch watching TV, feet on the coffee table, giggling at the
afternoon cartoons. Most afternoons Flick was at my place. She often slept over too.
Up in my bedroom after school we’d had a few shots of bourbon to celebrate a successful
spray-painting and egging of a much-disliked teacher’s house. We were flushed and giggly.
Umm…Frankie?
I turned and saw Ellie holding up a handful of clothes. Flick nudged me.
Yeah? I said, playing it all cool.
What are all these?
Umm…clothes? I said innocently. Flick giggled and clapped a hand to her mouth.
Clothes with all the price-tags left on bunched at the back of your wardrobe, said Ellie.
Clothes that are very expensive.
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Well why were you going through my stuff anyway, I said, looking back at the TV.
Ellie came and stood in front of us. She jiggled the clothes at me. Frankie, I’m not stupid.
These are stolen.
Flick looked down at her hands.
I shrugged. How do you know? Maybe I have a job now and paid for them.
What job? said Ellie sharply.
A hooker! Flick burst out. We fell against each other giggling.
Are you girls drunk? said Ellie. She said it flatly, like a statement.
Ellie, we’re under-age! I said with a shocked expression.
Flick I think you should go home, Ellie said.
That made Flick sit up straight. Oh I can’t, Ellie, she said, almost pleading. She grabbed my
hand. Please let me stay.
She has to stay, I said. Her mum’s boyfriend hits on her.
I’m sorry mate but you should go home, Ellie repeated calmly. You need to be at your own
house sometimes too.
But my mum doesn’t want me there, Flick said in a small voice.
Bye Flick, Ellie said firmly.
Great, I said as Flick walked out with tears in her eyes, you’ve just made her go back to a
dangerous environment. It’s child abuse. Her mother’s spaced out on valium.
Ellie sat on the arm of the couch. The clothes in her hands slithered onto the floor, silky
ribbons of colour. Frankie, she said quietly, what’s going on?
Her look of concern irritated me cos a few minutes ago I’d been having a great afternoon and
everything was fun. Now she was trying to bring me down again, get all intense.
I sighed. Nothing’s going on, I said.
Do you think stealing is nothing? And lying? And getting drunk?
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I’m not drunk. I’m just in a very good mood. Well at least I was.
I kept staring at the TV but out of the corner of my eye I could see Ellie squeezing her hands
together, looking down at the bunched up clothes on the floor.

question marks
I’m not prepared for the feeling I get when I see Ellie there in Jet’s office, still wearing her
bike jacket, her face flushed from the ride in the sharp air of the mountains. Her hair is long
down her back. She stands awkwardly, as I knew she would, holding her helmet. There’s
squashed bugs splattered on the visor. And I look at her standing there and I feel this great
big rush of anger and love and I want to run to her and hug her and at the same time I want to
throw something. All I can do is stand there and look at her.
Hey Frankie, she says with her awkward tilted smile. Once I heard her say to Ash, ages ago,
when she thought I was asleep on the couch, I dunno mate, sometimes I just don’t get this
being a mother thing.
When Ellie takes off her jacket I see my name and Bunny’s in the loopy writing tattooed on
her wrist. I feel like something hard and splintery, like wood, has lodged itself in my chest.
Me and Bunny. Nestled together on Ellie’s wrist.
Jet’s all friendly and nice and that, extra so with Ellie here. We sit on the couches instead of
bean bags and Jet makes Ellie a cup of tea. I curl my feet under me on the couch. I’m wearing
my faded denim jeans and an old antique ring that Grandma Possum had given me just
because I’d seen it on her bedside table when we were visiting her and said I liked it. Here,
she’d said, you can have it.
I play with the ring, twisting it on my finger.
Jet talks to Ellie a bit about how I’ve been progressing so far and the sorts of activities I’ve
been involved in. He kindly doesn’t mention my visits to Dr Kenneth’s office, and my now
infamous art assignment. Ellie listens with her head slightly tilted in that way she does, biting
on her lower lip. She sips her tea and nods. I watch her from under my long veil of hair.
Then Jet asks me if there’s anything I’d like to talk to Ellie about.
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I shake my head. Nah.
Nothing at all? says Jet. Maybe you might want to talk to Ellie about how you’ve been feeling
about having to come here without you having any say.
I glare at him – wasn’t what we talked about in therapy meant to be confidential?
What I really want to do is talk to Flick, I say. It’s not fair that I’m being stopped from talking
to my friends.
Jet casts a quick glance at Ellie, then says, I’m sorry Frankie, but you can’t talk to anyone
outside the family until you get to the next level of the program. And even then, your friends
have to be approved first. Sometimes it’s necessary to get distance from some people you
associated with previously, particularly if those people were involving you in activities that
were harmful.
It wasn’t Flick who got me into trouble, I say, still looking down, it was me, it was all mostly
my ideas.
Let’s not talk about Flick right now, Jet says quietly. We’re here for you and Ellie to talk
about things, I think that’s what’s important right now.
I keep looking down and twisting the ring on my finger. It has a black stone in the centre of it
which gleams dully. Once this stone would have sparkled. Grandma Possum had worn it to
parties and dances and the theatre, before she got married and moved out to the bush. I’d
seen faded photos of Grandma Possum with ringlets, flouncy dresses, and a secret sad little
smile, as if she knew all the parties and the frivolity were not going to last.
I wish I could say something to make Ellie feel OK, you know. To tell her that I missed the
smell of her coffee in the morning and the sound of her pens scratching on paper in the
evenings and the music she listened to on Grandma Possum’s ancient record player, the
slightly scratchy tones of The Doors and Jimi Hendrix (she must be the only person in the
world who still listens to old vinyl records). That I missed the roar of her motorbike in the
driveway, and her little sigh of relief as she came in through the kitchen door. That I even
missed her awkward attempts to cook, the smell of burnt toast and over-cooked eggs.
But I can’t say any of that because underneath it all there runs something murky and secret as
the creek that trickles in the forest near our house where I rode my dirt bike, the creek where
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tadpoles wriggle like question marks and the water is brown and you can’t swim in it in case
you get sick from all the algae.
And if we were to even hint at this cold secret thing trickling through us, then everything
would be out there, exposed like raw sewerage, and there would be no going back.
But I know that Ellie sees it whenever she looks at me, whenever she sees my face.

amen to that
While we’re all sitting there in Jet’s room together, I get this flashback of Flick and me:
huddled in the toilets before school on a winter morning that made our fingers ache, sharing a
smoke. Flick reached over and touched my face, the side with the scar on it, and asked, Does
it still hurt?
I shook my head. Nah.
And then Flick said, So, does your mum ever make you feel bad? About your sister?
I inhaled and coughed slightly. I dunno…maybe…
I mean – does she make you feel like…really guilty or something?
I leant back against the wall which chattered with graffiti. I felt a bit light-headed. It must
have been all the smoke in that enclosed space. And I thought about Ellie, the two of us
sitting at the kitchen table eating dinner, the TV clattering into the space where Bunny had
once been. And how my stomach sometimes hurt when I tried to eat.
I shrugged, feeling a bit sickish. All that smoking on an empty stomach.
Yeah…I guess she does look at me all weird sometimes, I muttered.
And I wondered if maybe it was Ellie’s fault that my stomach hurt so much and I felt so bad
all the time. Just the way she looked at me sometimes, like I was not quite good enough. Cos
I wasn’t Bunny.
Like maybe she even hated me.
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Flick went, Yeah my mum does that too. It’s like they feel better if they put us on this constant
guilt-trip. About everything. And then we’d gone on about how we were stronger than
people in Authority, how we didn’t have to feel bad or do what they say, and I’d said, I
reckon we should just start doing whatever the hell we want.
Flick grinned and flicked ash into the toilet. Amen to that babe, she said.

transparent
So Frankie, how’s this week been for you? Jet says.
And suddenly all the faces in the circle snap towards me. I glare at Jet.
Traitor.
I’d been sitting there nice and quiet in group while Jems talked a bit about her Family
Therapy session and how good it made her feel when her dad put his arm round her as he was
leaving and told her he was proud of her. She played with the silver bracelet on her wrist
which was obviously a new present from daddy. She had tears in her eyes. I just feel really
good that he could open up to me and tell me he was proud, she’d said quietly. He’s never
said anything like that before, he’s always been so busy and hardly ever around, and when he
was around he found it hard to talk to me. So it’s nice, you know, that he can acknowledge
how far I’ve come.
While she said all this I’d done a really good job of restraining the gagging noises that welled
up involuntarily in my throat. Some of the other girls were going, That’s great Jem, and Hot
Stuff even leaned over and gave her a hug. I’d rolled my eyes but said nothing, which made
me quite proud of myself.
So why has Jet suddenly decided to pick on me in group? He knows it’s no use, I’m not going
to share anything with this lot. We’ve talked this through before in therapy and I thought he
was smart enough to get it.
Obviously not.
I shrug and lean back in my chair, hands in pockets. Alright I guess. Nothing special.
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How did you feel about your mum visiting? Jet goes. I frown at him but he smiles nicely back
at me, like he doesn’t even get it.
OK, I say. It was fine.
Only you didn’t look very happy afterwards, Jem suddenly cuts in. I turn my frown from Jet
to her, silently daring her to continue. Which of course she does. I just noticed that later in
the Common Room you just sort of sat there and didn’t say much, Jem continues. You looked
a bit sad.
Probably because your conversation was boring me, I say.
Jet leans forward in his chair. Frankie, I think you should think about Jemma’s comments
without just dismissing them, he says in his best ‘therapist’ voice. I’ve told him before not to
use his ‘therapist’ voice with me. He knows I hate it.
I think I’m the best judge of whether or not I was sad, I say. And from memory, I was fine. So
let’s talk about someone else. I turn to the girl next to me, who last week in group talked
about how hard it had been to kick anorexia. If you ask me, she hasn’t done a great job of
kicking it, she still looks like a strong wind would blow her over. So, eaten much this week? I
ask her.
Skinny Girl looks a bit guilty. Yes. Of course I have. As much as anyone else. Why wouldn’t
I? She casts a few quick glances about her.
Frankie, please, says Jet. We’re talking to you right now. It’s often difficult when you get your
first family visit. A lot of girls are still angry with their parents and it often doesn’t go so
well.
Did you see me get angry? I say. I wasn’t angry. I told you, it was fine, seeing my mum was
fine.
You’re saying fine too much, says Hot Stuff.
Who asked you? I snap.
My first family visit was terrible, Jems volunteers, and she throws me this knowing smile, as
if suddenly we’re conspirators or something. What a cow. She brought all this up in the first
place and now she’s trying to act all chummy. I know how it is. You feel so angry that you’ve
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had to come here and none of the issues have been resolved and you find you have nothing to
talk about. That’s how it was for me.
I stare at her, then look away and say, Well, that wasn’t how it was for me. I yawn and shift in
my seat. Jems looks at Jet with a little shrug. I narrow my eyes at them suspiciously.
OK, well if you say so, says Jems.
Well that was patronising, I mutter.
Alright, let’s leave it there for now Frankie, if you’re not happy to talk about this openly, says
Jet, and when he turns away from me, I feel suddenly transparent, like this really big fake. A
huge fraud, and everyone can see it. I have to sit on my hands to stop them from shaking.
I cast a look at Jems, who is now smiling sympathetically at some girl going on about how
much she hates her father or something. I just want to throw something at her smug pretty
little head. Like she sits there and judges from her pedestal and tries to be friends with
everyone. But really what she wants to do is expose everyone, make them show their hand.
It’s nauseating, if you must know.

haunting
Sometimes I’m awake at night and I’m kind of bored, if you know what I mean. Could be
something to do with those stupid dreams I’m always having. But anyway, it’s kind of
annoying being wide awake with those damn frogs rattling round outside the window, and Tai
sleeping away over there in her bed, all careful polite breathing, curled under the covers. So I
decide I may as well wander round the place, beats lying there doing nothing.
It cracks me up trying to scare the other girls a bit, you know, pretending there’s a ghost or
something in their room, moving things round, opening drawers, making ghost-like sounds.
One morning at breakfast I almost give myself away by laughing out loud, when Hot Stuff
goes all serious and wide-eyed, I think this place is haunted! I swear I closed my dressing
table drawers before I went to bed…and then this morning I wake up and they’re all wide
open!
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And this other girl at the table goes, Well I heard that some girl killed herself here…not sure
how, I think someone snuck some drugs in for her or something, and she overdosed. But I’ve
heard some of the girls here reckon her ghost is still lingering round or something. People
have heard her walking up and down the stairs at night. And moving stuff around. Even the
chefs reckon she gets into the kitchen and causes havoc in there!
I must be openly smirking, cos Hot Stuff looks over at me and then and goes, Well what’s
your problem? Reckon it’s funny? Well, wait til the ghost pays you a visit. Not really nice to
laugh about some poor girl who killed herself.
I shrug and stir my coffee. She probably killed herself when she looked at you. I
mean…really, I rarely forget a face, but in your case I’d make an exception.
Tai, sitting next to me, casts me an anxious look.
Hot Stuff leans forward across the table. You’ve got a big mouth on you tough girl. If I was
you I wouldn’t be talking about other people’s faces, considering one half of yours is pretty
stuffed up. If you’re not careful, I’ll mess your face up even more, OK?
I sip my coffee. Tai lowers her head over her cereal bowl.
I smile politely. Look, I’d love to challenge you to a duel, but unfortunately there’s no full
moon at the moment, and I only duel under a full moon…but we can certainly schedule it into
our diaries for the next full moon? I think my schedule’s free then.
Hot Stuff is glaring at me, pushing up her sleeves. You’re a real smart arse, you know that?
You better watch your mouth around here. You could get yourself into serious trouble.
I push back my chair and smile kindly at Hot Stuff. The last girl who said that to me ended
up with stitches in her head. Now, it’s been lovely chatting, but if you’ll excuse me…I have to
go and have a word to the ghost. She asked me to meet her to go through some new ideas for
rearranging the kitchen tonight.
I turn and walk carefully away.
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two sides
In the bedroom, tidying up and doing chores before class, I pause while tucking in the bed
sheets, and my fingers lightly touch the left side of my face, which is smooth and cool on my
fingertips. I touch the other side of my face. I feel the skin there all knotty and tough, like
leather.
I pull my hair down over my face and keep making the bed.

sleep walker
Of course Old Shelton has to ruin all my fun, doesn’t she. She catches me creeping through
the walk-ways on my nightly haunting. Frankie? Shelton’s flashlight leaps into my face and
I cringe against the wall. What on earth are you doing girl, creeping around like that?
I raise my arm in front of my eyes. Miss, you’re blinding me.
You do know you’re not supposed to be wandering round at night like this Frankie?
I was sleep-walking, I say. Dreadful habit of mine. At home I used to go into the kitchen and
start cooking in my sleep. I whipped up some gourmet meals, so Ellie never complained. I
guess I was sleep-walking just then til your flashlight woke me up.
Shelton is frowning and there are creases at the corners of her mouth. I guess she isn’t going
for my sleep-walking story. Back to bed please Frankie.
Alright, I say, but I’m wide awake now Miss. I won’t be able to sleep. Can’t I just watch a
little TV in the Common Room? I’ll keep the volume down low, I promise.
I always tell you girls no coffee before bed, Shelton snaps. This is what happens when you
insist on drinking all that caffeine after dinner.
I sigh. Yeah, I guess it must be all that caffeine.
I don’t tell old Shelton that it’s really because whenever I close my eyes at night all I can see
is Bunny, in her new pink sneakers, drops of blood glittering in her hair like rubies.
Yeah, I guess Shelton doesn’t need to know that.
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two red suns
The news is on TV in the Common Room. Laila sits there doing a crossword and counting
silently to herself and Tai reads her book and the other girls idly watch TV or sit around
gossiping. I should be working on my art assignment seeing as it’s now way overdue, but
instead I lean back on the couch, and observe the following events on the TV news:
There’s more bombings in Iraq. People have had their limbs blown clean off and lie in the
streets moaning.
A policeman has been arrested on charges of corruption. But his photo shows him as having
an honest clean-shaven face, a face of authority. Someone you’d think you could trust.
A toddler has fallen from a fourth floor apartment and splattered on the pavement below in
front of hundreds of pedestrians on their way to work.
The body of a teenage girl was found dumped in a lake, a big old lake in the middle of
nowhere, where no one would hear you scream.
And in the midst of all this, girls lounge around on couches and bean-bags in the Common
Room talking in a lazy kind of way about this and that, things that annoy them like homework
and chores, things that are unfair like the bad grade they got on their assignment, things that
they reckon are just such a big deal.
What are you reading? I ask Tai, looking away from the TV.
Tai blinks up at me, she almost looks a bit annoyed that I’ve interrupted.
Let me guess, I say. It’s a tale of doom and gloom. Some guy has cheated on his wife and
she’s depressed and contemplating suicide.
Actually, no, says Tai, looking at me like I’m a bit crazy. It’s fantasy. It’s…it’s an amazing
world. She sneaks me a sideways look, waiting for a wisecrack, but when I stay silent she
adds, real quiet, Imagine being able to fly through air that is always gold and warm, imagine
two red suns, and a purple sky with the moon hanging in it. Imagine always feeling safe.
She’s whispering now, looking down at the pages of her book, and I feel suddenly incredibly
awkward, like I’ve just walked in on someone in the bathroom.
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off-loading
In group this girl Rachel talks about how she started drinking when she was nine and
discovered her dad’s alcohol stash. And how by the age of thirteen she was turning up to
school completely wasted.
At least it’d make school fun, I mutter.
Comments like that aren’t helpful Frankie, Jet says with a warning glance.
But didn’t the teachers notice? asks Jems, all incredulous. Whenever somebody speaks in
group she listens intently, her face very serious, as if she alone can solve everybody’s
problems cos she’s just so wise.
Not really, Rachel shrugs, and the ones who did notice didn’t really care. Like, they
suspended me a few times but that’s about it.
So what happened to make you stop? asks this pale girl with red angry blotches of acne on her
face. I can’t help staring at her face and how the acne is so raw and exposed. But she cuts her
hair really short like a boy, as if she doesn’t even care. I look down and my own hair falls
round my face.
Rachel’s going on about how she and her friends started doing all this dumb stuff while they
were drunk, like standing on an overpass and throwing rocks at cars. They got points for the
type of cars they hit, extra points for a truck or bus.
You can kill people doing stuff like that, says acne girl.
Comments like that aren’t helpful, I say.
I can tell that Jet tries to stop himself from sighing aloud.
So Rachel, tell us what finally happened to make you realise how dangerous this behaviour
was, Jet says with his patient smile.
Well my friend ended up hitting this car and the rock went through the wind-screen, Rachel
says, clenching her hands between her knees. The rock hit the lady in the head and she died.
That’s man-slaughter! Acne girl can’t seem to help herself today.
209

Reckon in a minute you’re going to force someone to commit man-slaughter, I mutter.
Acne girl glares at me. Jet gives me a look too.
My friend was charged, she’s in juvey, says Rachel defensively to acne girl. It’s not like she
isn’t paying for what she did and she certainly didn’t mean it to happen. She folds her arms
and glares at acne girl.
I can’t help it, I suddenly stand up, hands in pockets and say, I’ve gotta get out of here.
We’re not finished yet, Frankie, says Jet. He’s frowning at me.
I can feel my legs start to shake a little bit.
I just don’t see the point of off-loading all this crap to each other, I say. In the end, what
difference will it make?
I walk away from the circle.

night vigil
I’m having trouble falling asleep. I envy Tai who always seems to fall asleep so quickly,
curled like a kitten under the blankets, her hair tossed on the pillow. I sometimes used to
watch Bunny when she was asleep, just looking at her small body curved like a question mark
under the sheets, but her mouth loose like she had no worries in the world.
Outside the window the crickets keep up their night vigil. In bed at home I’d fall asleep to the
rush of cars on the road and Ellie’s soft movements about the house, her voice falling in and
around Ash’s voice in the kitchen, the sounds of glasses clinking and their music threading
the darkness. After Bunny died these noises were my lullaby. Then later these comforting
noises became a cover for my escape out the bedroom window.
I lie there and think about how Jet came to find me after I walked away from group that
afternoon. I was in the art room, cleaning paint brushes and wiping down tables. Jet leant
against one of the tables, watching me work, and said, This is impressive.
I shrugged. Someone has to do it.
You wanna talk about why you walked away from group this afternoon?
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I paused in my wiping, then shook my head. Not really. I just get sick of hearing stuff like
that, you know.
I didn’t tell Jet that I keep thinking about that friend of Rachel’s who ended up in juvey. I
imagine her sitting there on her bed, staring at the wall, and all she’d be able to see is the
moment the rock she threw smashed that car’s windscreen.
I sigh and squash a pillow over my head as Tai breathes beside me in the dark, serene as an
angel.
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HORSE
(The horse tattoo speaks of freedom, strength and movement).

worm numbers
I tell you, maths has to be THE worst subject ever invented. I reckon it was devised by
someone with a cruel sense of humour. It’s brain torture. It’s so humourless, you can never
smile when you’re doing maths. Who in their right mind would actually ENJOY all this
playing around with numbers?
Well, there is someone who does and she sits next to me in class and hums along to the
rhythm of numbers and watches Alice write on the whiteboard, looking as if she wants to
burst out of her seat.
This Laila girl is seriously twisted.
What makes it harder for me to concentrate in maths class is when it’s sunny outside. Even
though there’s now a cold glitter on the grass in the mornings, I want to be out there, lifting
my face to the sun, like the sunflower on Ellie’s ankle, its head tilted up towards invisible
streams of light. Staring out the window, chin resting on hand, I see Jesse walk past with a
couple of the younger dogs bouncing at his feet. I look away cos I don’t want to be caught
staring, then find my gaze drifting back outside. Jesse walks with his loose stride, smoking.
Smoke curls above his head like a halo.
Frankie! Alice’s voice cuts in. I trust you’ve already worked out the answer to this algebra
problem?
I realise everyone around me has been working silently on the problem. I stare at the numbers
scrawled across the whiteboard. It may as well be Latin, for all the sense it makes to me. I
know I’m on dangerous ground already with Alice, after the whole beanie and pushingPudgy-Face-off-her-chair incident.
For my last maths assignment, instead of handing in pages of numbers like the other girls, I
handed in pages of little cartoon-style worms in the shape of numbers, drawn in black ink.
The worms all had different personalities, it took me ages working on that assignment if you
must know. Alice didn’t even have the decency to commend my creativity.
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Some rude cow sitting behind me snorts, Gee, I wonder what Frankie was perving at out the
window. The girls sitting nearby snigger and I feel the heat in my face. She’ll keep.
Alice is waiting for my answer, with raised eyebrows. I can see she’s just hanging for me to
admit I have no idea. She really doesn’t like me all that much, even though she has to pretend
she does. I open my mouth to deliver some smart arse line, but Laila is suddenly shoving a
piece of paper into my hand. I glance sideways, but Laila is staring straight ahead at the
board. I let my eyes slide down to the scrunched scrap of paper on which Laila has written
(what I can only assume) to be the correct answer to the maths problem. I frown and stare at
the whiteboard as if deep in contemplation, then make sure to deliver my answer with poise.
Well Miss, according to my calculations, and after much careful consideration, I am of the
belief that the values of x are 5 and -6, respectively. I pause and smile convincingly at Alice,
who is staring at me dubiously.
That cow behind me whispers, Tell me that wasn’t suspicious at all.
I swear, that girl wants trouble. Surely she’s worked out I’m not afraid to shove her. Pudgy
Face never even looks at me sideways now.
Well, that is actually correct Frankie, Alice says reluctantly, and she turns back to the
whiteboard.
I glance across at Laila and whisper, Thanks number girl.
Laila doesn’t say anything or even look at me, but I see the curve of her smile as she bends
her head to her books.

gossip girls
I’m sitting outside in my lunch break with my face turned up to the winter sun and my eyes
closed, when I hear shuffling footsteps, and when I open my eyes there’s a couple of girls
looking at me with sly smiles.
I sigh. Can’t I get a moment’s peace in this place?
What? I say, closing my eyes again.
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So, do you, like, have the hugest crush on Jesse or what? says one of them in this drawling
tone, while the others giggle.
You girls must be extremely bored to come up with such fairytales, I say, still not bothering to
open my eyes.
Well, we heard he took you outside to the stables a few weeks ago, says the girl with the
drawling voice. Obviously she’s the designated ring-leader. Did you guys pash out there or
what? Give us the goss!
I sigh again, a bit louder this time. Sorry kids, but nothing to tell. Now why don’t you run off
and give each other a manicure or something?
Well it’s so obvious you’re in love with him anyway, says Ringleader, and the other girls laugh
and make kissing noises.
Uh…been out of primary school long? I say.
Well it’s probably best you keep on denying it anyway, Ringleader goes, lowering her voice
suddenly. You should see the way Jesse looks at Jemma. It’s obvious he has a real thing for
her.
Probably, I say in a bored tone. She’s such a glimmering angel, I can’t keep my eyes off her
either. Now, can you give me a few minutes to myself before the bell goes? Go and spread
some more gossip while you still can.
I lie back with my eyes still closed and I hear the girls shuffle off, still all giggling.
Bimbos, I mutter, but for some reason I can feel my heart racing in my chest, and I know
there’s no point trying to relax now, so I get up and wander down to the flower gardens. I
look at those neat rows of flower-beds, and at the flowers starting to wilt in the cold. I
imagine Jesse planting the flower seeds in spring, his fingers pushing the seeds into the soil. I
wonder how it makes him feel now, seeing those flowers starting to go limp and brown at the
edges.
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reverence
There were lots of white lilies at Bunny’s funeral. She loved those white lilies at the bottom
of our garden, the way they fluttered around like white butterflies. She’d even go and talk to
the lilies and all, crazy kid. You’d see her standing out there in the knitted beanie wearing her
pink gumboots and holding a watering can, leaning over the lilies, her face down close to
them. Like there was something precious and secret between them. Don’t ask me why she
loved those lilies.
I wasn’t sure she’d like these lilies so much in this dark church though. She only liked them
when they were all white and dazzling in the light. I didn’t think she’d be impressed with
those big bunches of flowers all prim and proper and still and dull-white in the gloomy light.
I didn’t think she’d be impressed with any of this, actually. Boooring, she’d whisper, hanging
off my hand, head lolling back on her neck to emphasise her boredom. She was so easily
bored that kid. What are we doing next? she’d say. Where are we going now?
Yeah, Bunny wasn’t in that stupid coffin up the front, she was sitting right next to me, looking
at that old priest droning on up there on the altar and making a face at him, one of her terrible
cross-eyed, twisted mouth faces. That crazy kid could pull some faces, I can tell you. There
she was sitting swinging her feet, fidgeting on the hard wooden seats, staring round all wideeyed at these people praying and crying for her. What are they crying for? she whispered.
How silly of them to think it’s me in that coffin. Can’t they see there’s no way I’d even fit in
it? Silly people! And then: Ugh yuk, look at snotface Tommy picking his nose again. Why’d
you have to invite him?
Bunny was never one for reverence.
Not even at her own funeral.

packages
I get a package in the mail. Horseface, on her evening mail run, shoves the package at me
while we sit around in the Common Room after evening chores, and says, Looks like
someone’s in luck today. This one feels heavy.
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I give her a wink and say, Hope it’s not a bomb or anything. I do have some enemies on the
outside you know.
Horseface gives me her special smile, the one where she doesn’t show any teeth.
Jems looks over and says, Is that from your family? They must miss you.
Yes, I say, while your family is probably exhausted from all the partying they’ve been doing
after you left.
I can feel Tai’s disapproving glance from her position next to me on the couch, even though I
don’t look at her.
That’s not a very nice thing to say Frankie, says Jems, turning her face away and swinging
her hair.
As if. Miss Perfect gets wonderful packages from mummy and daddy, like silver bracelets,
homemade biscuits and new silky tops. She opens all this stuff in front of us. Suckface.
I take the package up to my bedroom to unpack it away from everybody gawking and making
comments. Inside the package are:
-

Three triple chocolate fudge bars

-

A sketchpad and new black ink pens

-

A tattoo magazine

-

A pair of fingerless gloves that Aunt Soph has knitted

-

A letter from Grandma Possum

-

A photo of Ellie and Ash on their motorbikes at the coast.

I spread all this stuff out on my bed and touch everything with my fingertips. It all has the
slightly smoky musky smell of home. I put the knitted gloves on and pick up the sketchpad
and pen. I sit cross-legged on my bed for a bit, leaning against the wall, and then start to
draw.
Tai wanders in as I’m just finishing off the drawing. She watches as I kneel up and pin the
drawing to my photo board.

216

That’s a nice drawing…is that you and your mum on her Harley? she says.
I shrug. Yeah.
I don’t tell her that the girl in the beanie sitting on the back of Ellie’s motorbike isn’t me.
It’s Bunny.

peeling skin
It’s the long stretch of free time on a Saturday afternoon after lunch. A big group of girls are
gathered round in the Common Room, playing board games and chatting about what movie
they want to watch at the movie and pizza night. I never get involved in all this, because
they’re so strict about what movies we’re allowed to watch, like the movie can’t include drugs
or sex or anything even mildly interesting. So what’s the point? I hear bursts of laughter
from the girls as I sigh and get up to go somewhere where I don’t have to hear all this
conversation about which movie star is the hottest, and all that stupid girl giggling. If they
really want to do something fun they should go deface some property or something.
I think about Flick and me on the weekends, armed with our tools, scouting the streets for
someone’s house to target. The most fun was when we tracked down where this real Mean
Girl from our school lived. We waited until dark then went and spray painted the side fence
of her house. Let’s just say that after that night Miss Mean Girl had to change her mobile
phone number, very quickly. I remember Flick and me running from her house in the dark,
clutching our stomachs, aching with laughter. It was worth being suspended for two weeks.
The movie and pizza nights just don’t give me the same adrenalin kick. Armed with some of
the chocolate bars that Ellie had sent me, and wearing my fingerless gloves, I head to the
library. Maybe I can draw pics in some of the library books or something.
At one of the desks in the corner of the library I see Laila, scribbling away, head bent over the
desk.
I hesitate. The girl is a little freaky. But I’m bored and I guess there’s no one in this place
who’s actually normal.
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I go over and take a seat beside her. Watcha working on Number Girl? Coming up with some
new maths formula or something wild like that?
Laila looks up at me with her almond-shaped eyes. I see her eyes shift to my hands. Nice
gloves.
I wiggle my gloved fingers at her. So, watcha writing?
Oh –I’m just doing my journal entry, Laila says.
You actually write in that thing?
Of course, every day, says Laila. Don’t you?
I shrug. I just write stupid stuff in it. And draw pictures. Nothing serious.
Oh. Laila looks down at her mad scribbling. This is like a release for me I suppose. Also, I
guess it helps me work out in my head what I need to do to move up to the next program level.
God some people take all this ‘program’ and ‘moving to the next level’ stuff SO seriously.
Whatever works, I say. Anyway, feel like some chocolate? I shove some of the sweets at her.
Oh – thanks. Laila looks at me almost suspiciously.
I roll my eyes. I haven’t poisoned the stuff if that’s what you’re thinking.
No. Laila smiles. It’s just…well, you’ve never…well anyway, thanks. She bites into one of
the chocolate bars. This is great. I’ve missed sweet stuff like this.
Yeah, I say. Ellie – my mum – and I love anything sweet. We’d live on sweets if we could.
Ellie says she sets a terrible example for healthy eating.
That’s great. Laila smiles. I wish my mum was that relaxed.
So…anyway…what did you do to get in here? I swing back on my chair. Was your number
addiction just too frightening to the outside world?
Is there any time Frankie when you don’t actually say whatever comes into your head? Laila
asks but she’s still smiling.
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Funny – Jet asked me that same question just the other day, I say lightly. But I don’t tell
Laila that if I said aloud everything that came into my head I’d be sent straight to the psych
ward, that’s for sure. I don’t tell her that sometimes in the early hours of the morning my
thoughts are as secret and dark-edged as a coffin.
So, anyway, tell me, I say, what’re you in here for – or is it a secret?
No – no secret, I suppose. Laila looks down at her pages of scribbled notes. I…I suppose my
parents were finding it difficult to cope with my OCD. It was all getting too hard. I was
always angry with them for not understanding…and I was not going to school and failing all
my subjects…
OCD?
Obsessive compulsive disorder. She looks at me a bit anxiously then. But don’t worry, the
meds have it pretty much under control now.
There’s a small silence. I look at my gloved hands and almost wish I hadn’t asked. People
tell me I tend to ask too many questions. Just the other day Alice told me to stop interrupting
the class with irrelevant questions.
So, how did you know you had this OCD thing? I ask.
Well, believe it or not, for me it was about numbers. Laila looks down with her slow smile. It
started with other things at first, like I would need to wash my hands all the time, after
everything new I touched. The skin would start to peel off my hands I washed them so much,
but if I didn’t wash them I thought I was contaminated and that something bad would happen.
Not a good skin care regime, I say.
No. And then it became about numbers and counting stuff. Like when I was walking outside
I’d count cracks on the footpath, and if I got a final tally that was an uneven number, that was
bad luck, and then I’d be in a panic all day, thinking that something terrible was going to
happen.
I keep swinging back on my chair, staring at Laila and the way her lips are soft around these
angular words, cushioning them.
Sounds exhausting, I offer.
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Yeah, it was. And it still is. The meds kill the anxiety, but there’s still numbers in everything I
look at. Even when I look at you, you’re made up of numbers, I look at you and count and try
to come with a good safe number for you, so that I can talk to you without feeling sick.
Wow, I say, so I’m OK? Like, I’m a safe number?
Yeah, Laila smiles down at her books again. You’re OK.
We nibble at our chocolate bars. For once I’m not sure what to say.
Then Laila goes, Well, I hope I haven’t freaked you out with all this.
Number Girl, it takes a lot to freak me out, I say, offering her my charming smile. But – I
guess I’m wondering, are you angry that you got sent here? I mean, doesn’t it kind of feel
like everyone just wanted to get rid of you cos they couldn’t handle it?
Laila pauses, considering. I never thought of it that way. I think my psych realised I needed a
break from my family, so I could get better.
Oh, I say. OK.
I stare down at my half-eaten chocolate bar. I think of Ellie, coming white-faced into the
Principal’s office, saying, Mr Erik, I’m so sorry. Clasping her hands together and staring at
me while I sat in the hard-backed chair waiting for her. Ellie turning to Mr Erik and saying, I
just don’t know what else I can do.

underneath
Washing my hands in the bathroom, I think about Laila washing hers until the skin peeled off.
I hold up my hands, glistening with water, and try to imagine all those raw crimson layers
underneath the smooth skin. And I wonder if maybe this was Laila’s way of trying to strip
away her outer layer: so she could try and find out who was really there underneath.

damaged goods
How can you handle working in this place? I say to Jet, as I come into his office for my
session.
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Jet looks up from his desk. What do you mean?
Well…you know, it must get kind of depressing. The place is full of damaged goods. Like
everybody here has problems and all that. No one is normal and happy. Or if they are it’s
cos they’re faking it. I just don’t get how you can stand working with these damaged people
all the time. I slump down in the beanbag. Everything seems edged with shadows today. I
look outside and even the sky is streaked with charcoal, messy as a child’s drawing. Winter is
hurtling towards us.
Jet gets up from his desk and comes over to the beanbags. I just don’t see it like that, he says.
I don’t see any of you girls as damaged goods. I see girls with hope in their hearts who are
doing all they can to heal.
How can you be so unfailingly optimistic all the time, I say crossly.
Jet shrugs. Hey, believe me, I’ve seen despair and I’ve seen people give up. But here – it’s
different. It’s like, none of you would be here if you didn’t want to get back on track.
I look across at him and a thin thread of sun outside suddenly slivers down through the
clouds, and I see the softness of dust particles, floating round us.

salute to the sun
A new postcard comes from Ellie. On the back of it she’s drawn a black-ink sketch of the sun
blazing above a field of flowers, and has written in tiny letters inside the curve of the sun: To
keep you warm.
And I remember the story Ellie told me and Bunny about how after she met our father in
Vicenza, he took her to the region of his birth, Tuscany. This was after Ellie’s friends had left
Italy without her, travelling on to Austria as planned. But Ellie couldn’t bear to leave the
clear light of Italy and the way my father’s eyes reflected the honey tones of this light. The
other girls waved her goodbye from the train, ready for the cold air of the Alps, while Ellie
stood on the platform with my father, wearing her yellow sun-dress.
My father drove Ellie to Tuscany through warm currents of air. He held her hand in the car
and played his music. Soon, he told her, all these olive trees outside will give way to
something else.
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What? Ellie asked leaning out the window, as fields and fields of olive trees flashed past, tell
me what?
Wait, said my father. You’ll see.
And then Ellie saw it: hundreds and hundreds of yellow heads swaying together in a silent
salute to the sun. Like a bright yellow carpet she could walk across. She turned and stared at
my father, who grinned at her sideways. I’ve never seen so many sunflowers in all my life!
she shouted. She told me and Bunny that for some reason shouting seemed appropriate, she
didn’t feel that talking in a normal voice would convey her feelings of joy and the way her
heart suddenly expanded with all that flickering yellow.
My father stopped the car so Ellie could take a photo. They were somewhere between Siena
and San Gimignano. My father said, These flowers always face the early morning sun in the
east.
Ellie wrote a postcard to her sister (my Aunt Soph): He has shown me sunflowers and light
and endless possibilities. I now have a tattoo of a sunflower on my ankle. When I look at it
I’ll always see the light. I’m not sure I’m coming home any time soon.

stirring of connection
A shadow falls across my book as I sit outside on the wall reading, with the autumn sun on
my back. We’re supposed to have read the first two chapters of ‘Catcher in the Rye’ for our
next English lesson, which of course I’ve left til the last minute. I actually don’t mind this
Holden character. He has attitude and he’s big on the wise-cracks. I feel a little stirring of
connection with him. So when I see the shadow fall across my book I’m kind of annoyed to
be interrupted.
But when I look up its Laila standing there with her smile that starts slowly and then stretches
out until her eyes join in. And you can’t help smiling back.
She holds out both hands, cupped as if there’s something precious in there, like a butterfly or
a baby bird. I have a quick flashback of Bunny running into my bedroom, arms outstretched,
hands cupped, as she showed me the baby bird that had fallen from its nest. Its eyes were
closed but it was still alive. We could almost see its tiny heartbeat through its chest, the faint
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pulsing. Bunny looked at me and said, We’re going to nurse him back to health. She said it
very confidently, as if there was no chance that this would not be possible.
But in Laila’s hands there’s no bird, just some sort of food wrapped in plastic. Now it’s my
turn to share some sweets with you, she announces. Before she sits down I see her glance
about and her lips move, counting. I have no idea what she’s counting, whether it’s bricks in
the wall, cracks in the path, leaves scattered at our feet. Who knows. Whatever works, really.
I look down at my book and let her count.
It must be all cool though cos she sits next to me on the wall. The bricks are nice and warm,
she says, closing her eyes and smiling, all kind of languid like a cat. She begins to unwrap the
food. A fine white powder sprinkles out from the plastic, soft as mist. I lick the tip of my
finger. It tastes sugary.
My parents sent me these, Laila says. There’s some dried fruit and nuts dusted in a sugary
substance, and a milky looking sweet that has a spicy smell to it. I grew up on these, says
Laila. They are traditional Afghan sweets – shirpera and nuql. Try some.
We munch the sweets, sitting side by side on the low wall, our feet scuffing at the leaves, the
sun warm on our backs.
My mother makes these, says Laila.
Ellie would be so jealous, I say. She can’t even cook a packet cake. Our oven at home is
most useful as storage.
Laila giggles. My mother would be horrified!
I check my watch. Time for our English lesson. I dust my hands on my jeans and pick up my
book. I haven’t finished the chapters, I say. More trouble for me most likely…
No – go into the bathroom and finish it – quick! says Laila, jumping up and grabbing at my
hand. I’ll cover for you. I’ll say you were asked by one of the staff to help them with
something so you’ll be slightly late for the lesson. Go quickly before someone sees us
plotting!
Oh – really? Thanks Number Girl. I blow her a kiss as I run towards the shower block.
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I see Laila smile and shake her head as she turns away. I can still taste the sugar on my lips as
I run, clutching my book, and I can tell you, it tastes pretty damn sweet.

beginners guide to trust
It’s after dinner on Sunday, and we’ve done all our chores, and most of the girls are sitting
round watching TV or doing their nails or sneaking a ciggie outside behind the library before
bed. Laila’s the only one of us actually doing homework. She’s sitting there at the Common
Room table with her maths books spread out around her. I don’t know how she can
concentrate with all the movement and gossip around her, but she keeps her head down,
chewing on the end of her pencil.
I’m bored. I don’t want to talk and I don’t want to watch TV and I don’t even want to think
about my art assignment. Maybe I’ll pretend to go to the library and then try and bum a
ciggie off someone lurking round behind the library smoking. There’s generally someone
there. Although if it’s Metallica I’ll steer clear, that’s for sure.
I grab a few books, tell the staff on duty that I’m heading out to the library, pull on my coat
and fingerless gloves, and head outside. The air is shockingly cold, it makes me gasp. The
stars look hard and cold and bright. My breathe streams out of me. Whose crazy idea was it
to set up this place in the mountains? Everyone knows the winters here are extra skinnumbing. Maybe that was the plan, to torture us into submission with the extremes of
temperature – heat and bushfires in summer, and toe-curling cold in winter. Nice.
Rubbing my hands together, I head towards the library, but as I pass the stables I hear
movement, the soft shuffle of feet on grass, the quiet sound of breathing in chill air. I
hesitate, shuffling from one foot to another. Then the old blue heeler walks calmly out of the
shadows of the stables towards me, head lifted in quiet greeting. His fur is silver in the
moonlight.
Hey there mate, I say, bending to rub his ears. What’re you doing out here by yourself?
He’s just keeping me company, says Jesse’s voice, and because I wasn’t expecting it, his voice
floating from the shadows makes me leap up and scream. My books go sprawling in the dirt.
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Oh god, I say, with a hand on my chest, as Jesse emerges from round the corner of the stables,
grinning. Don’t do that. Give a girl some warning why don’t you. I almost had a heart
attack!
The blue heeler looks up at me, unblinking. Yeah, yeah, you don’t have to stare at me like
that, I say to the old dog, who saunters over towards Jesse.
Why so edgy? Jesse’s still smirking, hands in pockets.
Well you never know what evil creatures are lurking in the shadows, I say in my best horror
movie voice-over. Then in my normal voice: So what are you doing lurking in the shadows?
Oh, you know, Jesse shrugs, waiting round to scare the living daylights out of whoever should
walk past. The usual Sunday night activity.
I roll my eyes at him. Lucky you got me then and not old Shelton or someone.
Yeah, lucky I got you. Jesse grins and looks away.
We both shuffle our feet and stare at the old dog, who lifts his head up towards Jesse, a child
waiting for attention. God, why does this guy make me feel so damn awkward? I never get
tongue-tied like this. It’s frustrating.
I bend to pick up my books which are scattered in the dirt, and pull my beanie down further
round my face.
Studying hard tonight? Jesse lights a cigarette.
Well... I dust dirt off the book covers. Not really. I mean, that’s obviously the impression I’m
trying to give. And obviously it works. So mission accomplished I guess.
OK, so what’s your real mission then? If it’s not studying?
Umm…to bum a ciggie off someone? I flutter my eyes at Jesse and he laughs his raspy laugh.
Ugh, what’s wrong with me? Am I turning into one of those Jemma-type girls who go all
doey-eyed around blokes? Please God strike me down if I ever get like that.
OK. Jesse throws me his pack of cigarettes and lighter. But if you get busted, you take
responsibility. You tell them that it’s you who’s the bad influence on me, not the other way
round, OK?
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Oh yes, cos you’re the pillar of morality, I say, lighting up one of the cigarettes.
I inhale too hard and the smoke makes me cough.
Jesse blows out smoke rings. Amateur.
Hey, I thought you were the morally responsible one here, I protest. You shouldn’t be
encouraging my smoking habit!
I never said I was moral or responsible. Jesse gives me this half-joking half-serious look that
has my blood racing. Then he goes: Hey, let’s do something totally irresponsible. Let’s go
for a night ride.
Huh? I cough on my cigarette smoke again.
C’mon, it’ll be fun. I’ll saddle up two of the horses and we’ll take them out for a bit. You’ll
love it.
Ummm…has the cold gone to your head or something? You seem to have overlooked the
small yet somehow significant fact that I can’t actually ride.
Jesse shrugs dismissively. I’ll show you how.
He’s looking at me with this look Flick used to give me, a look that glitters with challenge.
How can I say no to that look.
I throw my cigarette butt on the ground and stomp on it. OK. But if I should fall off and kill
myself, it’s your responsibility. You’re the one who’s the bad influence on me. I raise my
eyebrows at him and he nods and grins.
The stables are dark and that warm smell of horse and straw and manure hits me like
something solid. Jesse carries about him faint remnants of this smell. He flicks on a lamp
and warm yellow light splashes around us. Horses’ buttocks gleam from the stalls. Jesse’s
face, turned away from me towards the horses, looks angular in the wash of light. I shuffle
my feet in the straw, blowing on my hands.
You do know I’m supposed to be in the library studying as we speak? I mutter. At least it’d be
warm.
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You’ll warm up pretty quick. Jesse turns and hands me the reins of the horse he’s been
saddling. Here, lead her out.
I stare at the grey-speckled horse, which stares quietly back at me from its lofty height.
Umm…OK. I pull on the reins and the horse just stands there looking at me like I’m some
sort of idiot.
Just start to walk out, says Jesse, she’ll come with you.
I sigh. Why am I doing this again? I do as Jesse says, and the horse follows me out. I feel
her soft weight through the reins. Her head moves up and down gently as she walks. We stop
outside the stables and the horse and I look at each other again. She doesn’t look angry or
anything, which is a good sign.
Up you get. Jesse comes out behind us and stands there smiling at me. Get your foot in the
stirrup – your left foot.
Oh god. This is terrifying. I’m sitting up here on this horse and it feels like I’m miles above
the ground. I don’t even like horses that much. I have nothing against them, but I feel none
of that connection with them that horse-loving people say they feel. All I feel right now is a
knot in my stomach and sweat on my hands, despite the cold.
So…now what?
Jesse’s right beside me. Give old Sugar a pat, he says. You know, talk to her a bit. Let her
know you’re OK. If she feels your fear it’ll freak her out a bit.
Oh great, I mutter. All I need is a freaked out horse. I reach forward and stroke the horse’s
neck. The fur feels kind of bristly, like a paintbrush.
Sugar’s one of our quieter horses, says Jesse. Great for beginners.
I’m sure even quiet horses have their crazy moments, I mutter. Sugar shakes her head
slightly. See, she agrees with me, I tell Jesse. There’s something lurking under that quiet
exterior.
I reckon Jesse’s finding this all quite amusing. He keeps looking at me with that grin. He’ll
keep.
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Jesse swings himself easily up onto the other horse he’s saddled, rusty-brown with a white
patch on his nose. He looks more edgy than Sugar, shaking back his mane, snorting and
moving round restlessly on his lean legs, as if he wants to break into a gallop. I kind of know
how the edgy horse feels.
Easy old mate, easy, Jesse says quietly, leaning down and rubbing his hands on the side of the
horses face. Yeah, he really gets these horses.
Give me a dirt bike any day.
Jesse grabs Sugar’s reins and says he’ll lead us round for a bit. I’m glad he’s not just letting
me do it all myself. I wouldn’t even know how to get old Sugar moving. I’m guessing that
asking her politely to start walking wouldn’t work.
As we do laps of the paddock, I start to relax a bit. Yeah, this is actually OK. I feel quiet and
relaxed with the rhythm of the horse moving underneath me, the quiet cold night, Jesse sitting
easy on his horse in front of me, and the moon a silver arc in the sky.
Jesse and I throw each other occasional comments, but I feel kind of quiet, like talking would
ruin the mood or something. Crickets’ voices ring out into the cold air. Sugar moves solid
beneath me, and I lean forward and rub her muscular neck. Yeah, she’s alright I guess.
How ya doing back there? Jesse glances back at me and I give him the thumbs up.
OK, let’s go a bit faster then!
Oh no, I start to protest, that’s OK…
But Jesse’s edgy horse breaks into a slow canter and before I know it old Sugar’s doing the
same. I dig my knees harder into her side, which seems to make her want to go faster. The
silky threads of her mane flick back. I feel the rush of cold air on my face and I start to relax
into the faster pace as I realise I’m not actually going to fall off.
When Jesse stops I call out, Finished already?
He slides off his horse and comes to my side to help me down. Told you it’d be OK.
I shrug. Yeah, I guess it was alright.
Jesse holds out his hand to me. See…you can trust me.
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I look down into his face which is turned up towards me, and I see his blue eyes and that gap
between his teeth, and I get this trembly feeling in my legs.
Then I remember how those dumb girls went on about how Jesse likes Jemma and all that,
and I feel pretty stupid for agreeing to go riding with him in the first place, I mean, he’s just
filling in time and he probably wishes it was Jems who’d walked past, not me.
I ignore his outstretched hand and slide down off the horse myself, but of course I do it all
wrong and I get off-balance and land awkwardly and go sprawling in the dirt. So classy.
Jesse laughs, and comes over to me and holds out his hand to help me up.
And this time I take it.

conspirators
Back in the Common Room everyone’s packing up and getting ready for bed. I stand there
thawing out in the warmth of the room. After the ride I’d given Sugar a carrot and she’d
eaten it from my hand. I’d felt her soft lips on my palm.
Jemma stops beside me, her arms full of books. So, did you enjoy your night ride? she says
quietly.
I turn and stare at her. She raises her eyebrows slightly and then smiles. Shelton was looking
for you. I said I’d go look for you because I thought I heard you say you were going to the
library. Then I realised you weren’t in the library at all.
Oh, I say.
It’s OK Frankie, I covered for you, Jem says in a half-whisper, like we’re conspirators or
something. Shelton would’ve flipped if she’d caught you out riding with Jesse. You’re not
even supposed to be taking riding lessons yet, you know.
I know that, I say coldly, refusing to return her smile.
Well, you’re off the hook, anyway, Jemma says, tossing back her fluffy hair, I told Shelton you
were busy studying and I didn’t want to interrupt you. She pauses, as if waiting for me to
thank her or something.
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Anyway, I say, with my best fake smile, I’m exhausted, better get to bed, hey?
Jems looks away from me then and she’s no longer smiling.

deuce of swords
Tai’s already in her pyjamas when I come into the bedroom. She’s standing there staring at
her wall of photos as if it’s some shrine she’s worshipping before bed or something.
Hey, Tai, I say, flopping down onto my bed, did you notice Shelton come into the Common
Room tonight? Was she looking for me?
Umm… Tai turns from her photos, with that dazed possum look she gets sometimes.
I roll my eyes. Hello! Earth to Tai!
Oh…sorry… No, I didn’t see Shelton at all tonight, I don’t think she ever came into the
Common Room. But I couldn’t say for sure. Tai shrugs and climbs into bed.
I sit there for a bit longer on the bed, swinging my feet and chewing on one of my nails.

mr wonderful
In group the past few weeks Hot Stuff has been holding court, going on about her last
boyfriend and how he’d been really abusive and controlling but she still loved him and all
that. She reckons that he dumped her when she asked him to stop sleeping with other girls.
I just want someone to really love me, for who I am, you know? she says, with streaks of
mascara running down her cheeks. Most guys only get with me cos of my looks. (If you ask
me, her looks aren’t even that special, except she has pretty big boobs, so maybe that’s a
selling point).
Anyway, it’s obvious we’re all getting a bit bored with Hot Stuff going on about this guy.
She’s so self-absorbed, like she’s the only one with real problems. Even Jet looks less
attentive when Hot Stuff starts to speak.
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So it’s a bit of a surprise to us all when, in the midst of Hot Stuff’s dramatic rendition of how
Mr Wonderful (that is if you like the abusive controlling type of boyfriend) broke her heart,
Laila suddenly goes, So don’t you think you deserve someone better than this guy?
Hot Stuff looks at Laila in some surprise, as if she’d forgotten anyone else was even in the
room. Even the tears seem to stop still on her carefully rouged cheeks. She’s become
accustomed to the sound of her own breathless tear-streaked voice trickling into the room
without interruption.
Laila sits up straight in her chair, looking at Hot Stuff with a firm expression, her dark
eyebrows curved downwards. Gold bracelets sit neatly on the brown skin of both wrists and
when she moves her hands they jingle softly.
I mean, he was openly sleeping with other girls and refused to stop when you asked him, Laila
says into the silence. That is very disrespectful.
But…but I loved him. And at least he was honest about being with those other girls. Some
guys just cheat behind your back. Hot Stuff sounds a bit defensive. No one’s ever challenged
her right to be upset over this. I’ve been too bored with it all even to come up with my usual
wisecracks.
How can you love someone who cheats and lies and refuses to give his heart to you and only
you? Laila leans forward, staring at Hot Stuff accusingly. Him admitting to you he’s cheating
doesn’t justify it. Surely you have more self-esteem than that.
Hot Stuff sits up straighter. I DO have self-esteem! I always make sure I take care of how I
look.
No – that’s not what I mean, says Laila, waving her hand. Her bracelets tinkle. We all stare at
her with something like awe. You focus only on your looks. But self-esteem –it must come
from somewhere in here. She puts a hand on the centre of her chest. You deserve to be with
someone who will treat you with respect. Someone who wouldn’t even want to be with anyone
else and who will never want to hurt you or make you cry.
Hot Stuff had told us countless stories of how Mr Wonderful had sneered at her when she
cried, telling her to get over it.
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Hot Stuff is staring at Laila with her mouth open. Tears make her skin glisten. Actually,
we’re all staring at Laila. She sure is a dark horse. No one expected a little speech like that.
But I reckon all of us in the circle are taking a peek at our own self-esteem levels. And
wondering if maybe we’d have been prepared to settle for Hot Stuff’s version of Mr
Wonderful if it came down to it.
Tai’s staring from Laila to Hot Stuff, as if afraid Hot Stuff is suddenly going to leap out of her
chair and attack Laila or something.
That’s all very true Laila, Jet says into the silence. He looks across at Hot Stuff. Maybe you
can take that away with you and give it some thought. We all deserve someone who’ll respect
us and look after us and not one of you should settle for anything else.
Hot Stuff nods and looks down at her hands.
I watch her as she sits there suddenly all quiet and subdued, and wonder if her heart still
secretly yearns for her old abusive Mr Wonderful.

slaying the dragon
Something’s going on in the Common Room.
I stop near the doorway.
Everyone’s faces are turned towards the couches, where Tai sits as usual with her book. But I
realise that Metallica is standing over her. Tai looks up at Metallica, her eyes all huge. I
can’t imagine why Metallica would pick on Tai, who barely ever speaks above a whisper.
Everyone just sits there and stares. I get why. Metallica looks terrifying even when she’s in a
reasonable mood. No one messes with her. Even the staff look wary around her. She is one
scary chick and we all do our best to keep out of her way. Hey, I’ve dealt with Tough Chicks
before. Flick and I had various ways of dealing with the Mean Girls at our school. But none
of them were in the same league as Metallica. The trick is to avoid eye contact and if she
does approach you, look her in the eye and answer calmly.
I’m guessing Tai did not abide by these rules.
I casually wander over towards the couch. Hey guys, I say. What’s going on?
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They turn towards me. Tai’s mouth is slightly open and she’s breathing shallowly. Metallica
has red stains on her cheeks and her dark eyebrows are curved downwards like two furry
caterpillars.
Back off bitch, she says to me. We’re in the middle of something here.
I’d love to just back off. Really, I would. But I can’t just let Tai fend for herself. She’s
helpless as a little kitten stuck in a tree. My heart’s starting to pound against my ribcage but I
flop down on the couch beside Tai with a bored sigh. That’s cool, I say. Please continue.
Don’t mind me. You don’t mind if I listen in, do you?
Even Tai gives me this little raised-eyebrow look as if to say, Are you crazy?
Didn’t you hear me the first time? Metallica raises her voice slightly. I said back off. This
little bitch here has refused to hand over that book.
I glance over at Tai and see she’s been reading her copy of ‘Catcher in the Rye.’ We all have
an English essay due soon on the book.
Oh, there’s obviously a misunderstanding, I say with a nice calm smile. This is Tai’s copy of
the book. Might I suggest you get a copy from the library?
Metallica directs all her attention on me now, turning to me with hands on hips. Listen here
bitch. I’ve lost my copy of the book, and I want this little suck here to hand hers over.
Oh, OK, I say, still smiling, as if all this sounds perfectly reasonable. Well, I’m figuring Tai
probably needs her copy for the assignment too. I’m sure if you go and talk to…
You’re not hearing me! Metallica yells, and my heart just misses a beat, I swear it. I can
almost hear a collective gasp in the room. Tai shrinks back against the couch. I want this
copy of the book and I want it now! I don’t care if this little suck needs it, I don’t give a rat’s
arse in case you hadn’t noticed! A fleck of spit flies from her lips.
I stand up then too so that Metallica and I are eye to eye. (Well, not quite, cos she’s one huge
chick. If I had very high stilettos on we’d be eye-to-eye. But at least I’m not sitting down).
When I stand up Metallica even takes a step back as if she wasn’t expecting me to move. As
if I should be paralysed with fear.
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Listen, I say. I get that you want the book and you want it now. That would make things very
convenient for you, cos you don’t have to go and try and get another copy at short notice,
right before the assignment’s due. Plus you’d avoid the fine for losing the book. A fine that
Tai would have to pay instead to get a new copy, even though she didn’t actually lose the
book. Now, to me that sounds a little unreasonable. I know it’s easy to pick on someone a lot
littler and more timid than yourself. Hey, Tai’s an easy target. But, that actually makes you a
bully. I’m not totally against bullying, but I’d prefer to pick on someone who kind of deserves
it, you know? So, my advice is to just back off and leave Tai alone.
You could hear a spider crawling in the room, it’s gone that silent. Won’t any of those other
suckfaces come and back me up?
I’ve seen Metallica attack girls before and she goes straight for the head area. It’s not pretty.
I have my hands up near my chest, ready to fend off the blows. Or it might be a verbal attack,
accompanied by swearing, yelling, flying spit, and fists bunched up in your face.
But I soon notice Metallica is just standing there staring at me. Her mouth is hanging open a
little. Admittedly, the girl is kind of dumb. She never stops to come up with something witty
or smart to defend her case. She just lets loose with verbal expletives and threats. But after
my little speech she just stands there for a bit staring as if dumb-struck.
The she goes, OK, smart arse. But, this isn’t over, alright? She points a black nail-polished
finger in my face. This isn’t over, she repeats, but it doesn’t sound very convincing.
As she turns and clomps away in her big lace-up black boots I can feel everyone in the room
release their breath, in one big collective sigh of relief.
As for me, I feel like passing out onto the couch.

big deal
Tai comes into the bedroom to get ready for the evening shower. She kind of slinks in with
her shy possum look. I don’t look at her, gathering up my stuff for the shower.
Hey – Frankie. Tai comes over and stands beside me.
Yeah? I’m kind of in a rush right now, Tai. Shelton’s doing her Hitler impersonation again.
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I…I just want to say thanks. You know, for sticking up for me before. No one else would
and…and it means a lot that you did…Thanks.
I look at Tai and she’s blinking and looking at her feet.
OK, OK, I say. No need to get all sappy about it. It’s fine, alright?
I really need you to know how grateful I am, Tai insists. You could have just ignored it like
everyone else did…but you took a risk.
Oh well, I didn’t really do it for you, you know, I say airily, turning away with my arms full of
pyjamas and soap and hairbrush and towel. I just wanted that stupid bully to realise she can’t
always get away with it. That’s all. No big deal or anything.
But as I turn to leave the room I see how Tai looks at me and how her hand plays with the
heart locket round her neck.
I hesitate in the doorway and say, Did you see how close that bitch came to punching me?
Tai nods. Yeah, I saw it.
We smile at each other. I leave the room.

intersecting lines
At breakfast Laila stops by my table, carrying her bowl of cereal. That was pretty impressive,
she goes. What you did last night.
What? I say. Finally getting my maths homework done?
Laila smiles her patient smile. No. You know what you did. Sticking up for Tai like that.
I shrug and pour milk into my coffee. Well, you’ve been pretty impressive this week too. The
way you talked to Hot Stuff in group the other day. No one’s ever spoken to her like that
before. Well, no one’s ever actually given enough of a rats about her to bother paying
attention.
Yeah, I figured that. I just felt that someone should try and help the girl for once, you know?
Rather than us all just sitting there and letting her be so self-loathing. Laila pushes back her
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hair and her bracelets tinkle. Then she goes, Well, I guess you and me are more alike than I
thought when we first met, Frankie, and walks off with her calm smile.

reputation
Sitting round at the beginning of drama class, waiting for Mia to arrive, what Laila said at
breakfast comes back to me. I wonder what she did think of me when we first met. Most
likely that I was a real bitch. Probably still thinks that, to be truthful. Which is a good thing.
I have a reputation to maintain.
I scribble a bit in my notebook, drawing little pictures of birds and animals and stuff like
Bunny and I used to do for hours with Ellie, and which I find myself doing whenever I have
paper and a pencil at hand. And while I draw and scribble away I overhear a couple of the
girls sitting near me talking about Jesse. I edge a bit closer to them, still drawing. And one of
the girls is going, I heard he actually did gaol time, all hushed tones. Apparently he attacked
someone with a knife!
Oh my god! says the other girl. And they let him in here! What if he goes all psycho and
attacks someone again?
I know – it’s creepy, whispers the first girl. I don’t feel safe around him now that I know that.
I can’t help it, I have to turn around. You know what creeps me out? I say. The way you girls
have nothing better to think about than other people’s lives.
Well, we weren’t talking to you anyway, goes one of the girls, with a sneer, a look she is
obviously very well practiced at. Why don’t you just mind your own business.
Believe me, I would if I could, I say, turning back around.
Bitch, one of them mutters.
I consider sticking my middle finger up at them but it’s not even worth the effort. I go back to
my notebook scribbling, but I can’t help but feel curious about Jesse and his past. I wonder if
he really did do time, and how he ended up working in this place. I find myself outlining a
rough sketch of him, in a ripped t-shirt, blunt hair-cut, and knife gleaming in his hand.
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unpredictable
I stare at Jet as he hands me a sketch pad and pencil. What’s this for? Is this art class or
something?
Nope. Don’t sit down. Come with me. And bring that paper and pencil with you.
Ummm...Where are we going?
Jet just smiles and holds the door of his office open for me.
I roll my eyes at him. Are counsellors supposed to be this unpredictable? Us unstable people
need routine, Jet.
Shame to be indoors on a day like today, says Jet cheerfully.
Apart from the fact that it’s freezing outside, I mutter, but Jet pretends he can’t hear me.
He takes me outside into the rose gardens. We sit on the grass and Jet says I should just draw
whatever I feel like. And while I draw he asks me some stuff, about the house where I grew
up, and I find myself telling him about our garden at home, and the way Ellie had encouraged
me and Bunny to plant flower seeds and take care of the flowers we planted, remember to
water them and everything. I don’t usually talk to him about stuff like that. Maybe it’s easier
to talk when you’re drawing.
Then Jet says casually, So, how did it make you feel that Ellie gave you that responsibility?
To take care of the flowers you planted?
I pause in my drawing. I think about Bunny leaning over her white lilies. It was OK, I
suppose. Bunny was better at it than me. She never let her flowers die.
As I say that my eyes meet Jet’s. I look away, bending my head to my paper.
But I’m not really into it any more.
You OK? says Jet.
I shrug, not looking at him. Then I say, Can I go now?
Sure, says Jet.
I stand up and say, Well, I’ve had a wonderful afternoon…but this wasn’t it.
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I tuck the sketch book under my arm and walk away.

falling away
I pace around the gardens for a bit. Then I turn and go back inside. I find myself knocking
on Jet’s half open door. My heart’s racing.
Jet looks up from his papers. Hey, he says, like nothing’s happened.
I walk into his office and kick at the bean bag with my sneaker and look at Jet from under my
fringe.
I’ve just made coffee, says Jet. Want one?
I nod and sit down in the bean bag.
Jet comes over and sits down, handing me a cup of coffee.
So…I’m sorry I walked away, I mutter.
Jet sips at his coffee. That’s cool.
I suppose…I suppose I wonder how talking to you…about anything…can possibly help, I say,
looking at my feet. There’s some things that are…that are really hard to…I mean, how can
you possibly get how I feel? You know, I look around your room and see all your happy
family photos and that.
Jet sees me looking up at the framed photo of him and that perennially cheerful smiling kid in
the footy jumper. The kid has eyes that squint up at the corners and freckles on his nose.
He’s probably just finished footy training, by the look of the dirt streaks on his jumper, and
knows that Jet will take him home by McDonalds and they’ll eat burgers in the car, and then
it’ll be home to a warm shower and home-made biscuits and Nintendo.
I look away from the photo but Jet’s still looking up at it, with slightly narrowed eyes and I
know he’s thinking something, something that’s private and far-away. Then he goes, That’s
my son Micky.
He’s cute, I offer.
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Yeah, says Jet, and he turns back to look at me. Micky went missing five years ago when he
was seven. We have no idea where he is.
I feel a sharp shock, like I’ve been slapped.
Oh…I’m sorry, I say stupidly.
Jet doesn’t say anything straight away. I don’t feel I can keep looking at the photo, it seems
somehow irreverent now. I stare down at my shoes.
It makes things hard…the not knowing, says Jet.
You must…you must still hope sometimes… I start to say, then stop, awkwardly fiddling with
my shoelaces.
Yeah. All the time, says Jet. He gets up then and pours himself more coffee from the plunger
on his desk. Its dark scent is somehow reassuring and we sit with it for a bit.
The small space of silence has the softness of something falling away, like a bandage starting
to peel off.

dark nights of the soul
That night I wake up from a dream and I feel a trickle of sweat on my face. I’m confused: am
I back at home? I sit up and the room slowly shifts back into focus. I hear Tai snuffle in her
sleep.
I look down at the dark shape of my hands on the eiderdown. In my dream my hands had been
outstretched in front of me as I’d pushed through a crowd of people. I’d seen Micky up ahead,
walking along by himself in his football jumper, licking an ice-cream cone. There was a
shadowy figure along-side him.
Micky! I’d yelled, but my voice was too hoarse and no one could hear me. (Typical, why
does that always happen in dreams? Dreams are kind of unfair, things never pan out the way
you hope.) Anyway, I’d started desperately running and pushing people out of my way to get
to Micky. I kept yelling out, Jet’s been looking for you!
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Then suddenly Micky turned his face slightly to the side to speak to the person next to him,
and it wasn’t Micky, it was Bunny. Bunny with her hair all tucked up under a cap.
Bunny! I screamed, and I reached out and grabbed the back of her jumper.
When she turned she stared at me with a blank face, ice-cream stains round her mouth.
And that’s when I woke up. The other thing with dreams is that often just as the dream
reaches its climax, that’s when you wake up. It’s like your body’s going, No, this is too much
to take, and forces you to wake up. It’s like those dreams when someone’s chasing you, just
as they reach out to grab you, you jerk yourself awake.
I wipe away the sweat using my pyjama sleeve.
Frankie? I hear Tai’s sleepy voice in the dark. Are you OK?
Oh yeah – I’m fine, I say, lying back down. Just had this great dream, where I met this really
hot guy, and he invited me back to his mansion, and we were swimming in his pool. It all got
a bit too exciting – I woke up just as he was about to kiss me. Don’t you hate that?
Yeah – I sure do, Tai mutters sleepily, and soon I hear the steady rhythm of her breathing
again. I lie and stare up at the ceiling until the magpies start their first small warblings,
warming up their vocal chords.
Their voices drop into the silence lonely as tear drops.
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JAPANESE CHERRY BLOSSOM
(The Japanese cherry blossom tattoo is a depiction of a delicate flower that
blooms for a short time. The cherry blossom tattoo symbolises transience; the
fragility of life).

doing time
Saturday afternoon I wander out to the stables in my coat and boots and gloves, carrying my
sketch book. I know where Jesse keeps the carrots cos he showed me last time he took me out
riding. It feels a bit weird going into those smelly old stables without Jesse there, but kind of
cool too. Like I can be trusted to know what to do.
So I grab a couple of wonky looking carrots and peer into the stalls looking for Sugar. The
horses shuffle round restlessly, breathing out mist from their nostrils in this damn cool air.
Sorry guys, I tell them. These carrots are for Sugar. Seeing as how she didn’t throw me off
when I rode her and all.
As if hearing her name, Sugar pops her head over the final stall and stares at me all placid and
waiting, like she knew I was coming for her. Hey there girl, I say, and wander over to rub her
nose and offer her the carrot. The horse sniffs at the carrot a bit and then starts to chew, her
lips curling.
I hear footsteps and Jesse’s coming up the path towards me, carrying gardening stuff. Knew
I’d convert you, he goes, one hand shielding his eyes.
What? Oh…no, I don’t like horses now or anything, I say quickly. I just had nothing better
to do. Saturday arvos can be so long, you know?
Sure, says Jesse, looking down with his half-grin.
Sugar smacks her lips and nudges at my now empty hand.
Never satisfied, I say with a sigh.
She’ll be your mate for life now, says Jesse.
I rub the horse’s grey-speckled nose. Guess I could do worse.
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Jesse turns to dump his tools and that, and eyes off my sketch book where I’d left it on the
ground. Doing some drawing? he says.
Oh…yeah. I usually carry it round with me just in case. You know, I might find someone I
want to draw a mean portrait of or something.
Jesse grins. So, mind if I have a look?
Ummm…I guess it’s OK. I feel suddenly a bit awkward. My sketches are kind of private,
small dark scribbles done in quiet moments. But the fact that Jesse has asked to see them
makes me feel kind of good too.
Except I’d forgotten about that sketch I’d done of Jesse in drama class, the one with him
looking all tough and menacing looking, holding the knife.
I only remember this as Jesse flips over onto that exact page, and I swear my heart skips a
beat. Maybe if I just stay quiet he won’t notice, or think the sketch is just some random guy I
sketched from my own imagination.
But no…he’s lingering over that stupid old drawing for far too long. I pretend I haven’t
noticed, stroking Sugar’s nose and ears and muttering nonsense-stuff to her to fill the silence.
But my heart’s pounding and I reckon Sugar knows it cos she eyes me warily as if I’m a bit of
an idiot.
Then Jesse goes, Yeah, pretty good likeness, except the nose is a bit longer than mine.
I can’t tell from his expression what he’s thinking.
Yeah…umm…sorry about that, I was just mucking round…I was bored… I mutter, looking
back to Sugar, my cheeks feeling suddenly damn hot.
Nah, it’s good, says Jesse. Pretty much spot-on. Right down to the choice of weapon.
When I look back at him he’s got that curve to the corner of his mouth, so I relax a bit.
It was just…I heard these girls talking in drama class, I say, feeling I owe him some sort of
explanation. They were going on about you having carried knives…and stabbing
someone…or something like that. Absolute rubbish, you know. I just drew that without
thinking, really. Obviously it’s all crap.
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Jesse closes my sketchbook and hands it over to me. Not so much, he says.
Oh…you mean…you did stab someone? Sorry…Jet says I ask too many personal questions.
You don’t have to answer.
I turn back to good old patient Sugar, but she’s grown bored with me and moved away so
there’s nothing else for me to look at. Great.
I look back at Jesse. He’s watching me and I can see the gap between his front teeth. Don’t
think I’ve seen you so flustered before, he goes.
I know. I half-smile half-grimace at him. It’s just, I know what it’s like when you don’t want
to talk about personal stuff…you know…and people keep asking. It’s annoying.
Yeah, you can be kinda annoying. Jesse lights up his ciggie and he’s smiling so I know he’s
not really angry, and I smile back, and say, Thanks.
Then Jesse goes, Well actually, I did stab someone. I used to carry knives around. I was in a
gang and we all carried knives for protection. I was one angry guy. So, yeah…I stabbed
someone. He shrugs and blows out smoke.
So…what happened after that? I say. I mean…did you have to go to gaol?
Yeah. I did my time. Jesse squints into the light as if it’s suddenly a bit hard to see, even
though the light isn’t that bright.
There’s a small silence. I can hear leaves and lolly wrappers scuttling along the paths.
I was let out early, but, says Jesse then, stamping his ciggie out in the dirt. On the condition I
did some community service.
Oh, really? So what did they make you do? I begin, then realise this is it, what he’s doing
now. This is him doing time. Like it is for me.
I stop and bury my hands in my pockets. Jesse scuffs his boot in the dirt.
Anyway, it’s almost dinner time, I say. I should head back to the house. For the movie night
and that.
Sure, says Jesse, and turns away from me towards the stables.
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As I head back up the path towards the house, he calls after me, Those drawings are pretty
good, anyway.
I turn back to say thanks, but he’s already disappeared inside the stables.

busted
That night I wake from this dream where I’m in the stables, it’s shadowy so I can’t really see
anything, but there’s someone in the stables with me, I can see the outline of him, and I can
feel the sudden roughness of hands on my arms, and I’m being pushed up against one of the
stable doors, and this guy in the stables with me, he’s kissing me, I can smell his musky
smokiness and his lips are rough and soft at the same time. I mean, it’s one of those dreams
where you can smell and feel and taste stuff.
And when I wake up I feel confused and excited. I want to fall back asleep and keep
dreaming. I know that the guy in the stables with me was Jesse. I feel my face burn in the
dark, like I’ve been caught out, busted or something.
I mean, I’ve kissed guys before. There was that party Flick and I went to where the air was
filled with smoke and people were sipping from hip-flasks and dancing on couches and tables.
And this Year Ten guy was in the kitchen when I went to get some water and he pushed me
up against the fridge and kissed me. Well it was more like a slobber, if you must know. I
could barely breathe. It was dark in the kitchen so I guess he couldn’t see my face or
anything.
Then there was that time Flick and I were hanging in the park at night and she invited this guy
she was kind of seeing to come and drink with us, and he brought along this guy who thought
he was so It, you know, he was wearing these sunnies even though it was dark and he had a
hoodie on and talked like he was some muso, all, I’m gonna play on stage with so-and-so, you
know, naming all these bands, like he was someone who knew people. Anyway, I let him
kiss me just cos Flick and her guy were getting all hot and heavy there on the blanket on the
grass. I was sitting in one of the swings and this guy in the sunnies he just kind of pulled me
off the swing and fell backwards on the grass so I was on top of him, and we were kissing and
all that, and the grass was tickling my skin and it was OK until his hands started wandering.
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Then the sprinklers came on, which was kind of cool cos it meant I got to leap up all
squealing and it got me out of something that might have got a bit heavy.
So yeah, that’s my two kissing experiences so far. Not much really. I mean, what guy would
want to kiss some girl in a knitted beanie with crazy plaits down the sides and a face that
looked like I’d been in some pretty mean fights. My experiences with guys are kind of
limited, I guess. I knew Flick had gone the whole way, you know, she’d slept with guys and
she always spoke about it so off-handedly, like it meant nothing, just some tumbling around
and smoking ciggies after.
And the guys I’d kissed…well, it was pretty ordinary.
But I dunno…maybe kissing someone like Jesse would be different.
Not that I like him. Don’t get all girly and gossipy on me or anything.

crazy princess bitch
Jem’s in the shower block washing her hands as I come out of the loo, where I’d just been
sitting having some ‘time out.’ Sometimes that’s the only place you can get any privacy
round here. Great, I say to Jem’s back, can’t even get some privacy in the bathroom.
Jem turns with her hands all wet and soapy and quickly pulls her shirt sleeves down, grabbing
the hand towel and looking at me like I’m the devil emerging from fiery flames or something.
What’s up your nose, I mutter.
You shouldn’t sneak up on people, Jem goes, all snooty.
Uh…hello…the bathroom is a public space, I say, raising both hands. Relax Jem Jem.
Jemma adjusts her sleeves all prim and proper and turns her back on me, like she can’t even
bear me to look at her, like I’m dirt under her shoe. I shrug and wash my hands.
That girl is one crazy princess bitch, if ever I met one.
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not just a pretty face
Shelton’s head pops round the door of the bedroom, where Tai’s rearranging her photos and
tidying her wardrobe, while I lie on my bed re-reading ‘Catcher in the Rye.’ I’m a bit in love
with this Holden character, actually. I think it’s got something to do with the way he talks
about his little sister, the way he’s all cynical about pretty much everything else in his life, but
when it comes to his little sister he’s different, all affectionate and soft. It makes my heart
swell a bit, the way he talks about his little sister.
Have you girls made your phone call home yet? Shelton asks, her eyes darting from me to
Tai. Don’t know why she has to make a simple question like that sound so aggressive.
Yes, Tai and I chorus together.
I haven’t seen you down there at the phones yet Frankie, Shelton says, fixing me with her
eagle stare.
I just made my call Miss Shelton, I say, lowering my book and throwing her my best sugar
smile. My mum and I had a lovely chat about the weather and the state of business in the
tattoo parlour. You ever thought about getting a tattoo Miss?
Old Shelton has one hand on her hip and her mouth is a thin straight line. Well if you haven’t
made your call yet and I find out you’re lying Frankie, you’ll know about it, she says, and
swoops away to locate her next prey.
Tai is looking at me with a disapproving frown. She knows I haven’t moved from my bed all
afternoon.
What? I say.
Tai just shakes her head and continues rearranging her photos. I notice she has a new photo,
of that clean-shaven smiling boy. In the new photo he has an expanse of blue water behind
him and he’s in a green t-shirt. His smile is less certain.
I don’t know why they enforce this calling home thing, I say. Sometimes I’m just not in the
mood to talk, if you must know.
I think most of us just wanna know how things are at home, Tai says. She sits back and looks
at her photos, with the faintest hint of a smile.
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Yeah well, it’s OK for you, with some cute guy to call, I mutter, turning back to my book.
Actually, I like talking to my mum every week, says Tai. Just to know that she’s…you know,
just to check in and everything.
It’s not fair they won’t let me call Flick, I say. She’s the one I want to talk to. No one in this
place gets me like she does. I miss her so much.
I’ve thought about it a lot and I’ve decided that the reason Flick wouldn’t talk to me that day I
called her was because the oldies were listening in and she didn’t want to get in trouble. I
reckon she’s been hanging for me to call her so we can talk and scheme like old times.
Well…if you made an effort to move up to Level Three , maybe you would be allowed to call
your friend, says Tai. On that level you can call pretty much anyone you want – well, with
permission. But if this girl is a friend of yours, why would they say no.
I look at her consideringly. You’re not just a pretty face, Tai baby.
I’ve never cared all that much about doing well enough to move up to the next level. I just
figure it’ll happen when it happens and making an effort isn’t my thing anyway.
But now that I have an incentive, I can do as good a suck job as anyone.

model student
I’m quiet and polite in class. I get my homework done. Shelton never has to ask me twice to
do my chores. I make my bed like a professional. I listen quietly in group and make no smart
arse comments. I compliment Hot Stuff on her hairstyle and she smiles at me all happy and
goes, Thanks Frankie!
Oh yeah, I’m a regular little angel.
And I even make Becky’s day by finally handing in my art assignment (I think she’d given up
on it and we both just assumed it was a big fat F for me on that one.) But I go into the art
room one evening and get out some charcoal and a clean sheet of paper and my hand just
starts sketching. And then finally there she is in a few quick black lines: Ellie.
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I’ve drawn her cartoon character style, kind of like the tattoo of the Japanese geisha girl on
Ellie’s lower back. But the face is Ellie’s, the angle of the jaw bone and the wide spaced eyes
and the long mouth.
I put down the charcoal in the quiet of the art room and look down at the drawing, which had
started out as just some cartoon girl, graffiti-style, but in the end it was Ellie’s face that
flowed out from my fingertips. Like her face is tattooed in me or something.

talent
Becky goes on and on about my lame old drawing.
I’m so happy you made the effort to do this, Frankie. I’d be disappointed to see you waste
your talent.
I shrug and lean against the art table. The way Becky goes on about my art talent is kind of
off-putting, if you must know. The word ‘talent’ implies having to work hard and be
committed and achieve stuff. All I wanna do is muck around drawing stuff on walls.
Becky looks at me then all serious and goes, Have you thought about what you want to do
when you leave school Frankie?
Nah. I don’t even know if I wanna finish school. Not my thing. You probably noticed I’m not
real swift to get my homework in.
Well…yes. Becky grins at me. She has this new bright red streak in her fringe and it looks
kind of awesome. But really Frankie, you should think seriously about pushing through with
your studies and applying for an art scholarship. You’re talented and I think you could go
somewhere with your art.
There’s that ‘talent’ word again. It makes me cringe.
Unfortunately my greatest talent is laziness, I tell Becky, with a shrug. So this naturally rules
out all the others.
You’re not lazy, Frankie. You’re just scared to apply yourself cos you don’t think you can do
it. Becky picks up my drawing. I’m going to hang this one up, so the other girls can see how
to create lines that have movement on the paper.
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Oh - don’t make a big deal of it, I say. You know, the others will think I’m some big suck or
something.
It’s OK Frankie. Becky smiles. I’ll just hang it up there. I won’t say anything. But I think
you need to start considering the possibility of yourself as a serious artist. Don’t make the
same mistakes I made.
What mistakes…? I start to ask, but Becky’s already walking off to the back of the room with
my drawing.

moving up
The best bit is when Dr K calls me into his office to tell me how well I’ve been doing, and
that he thinks I’m ready to move up to the next level. It makes a change to be there in his
office and not be in trouble for something.
You’ve shown over the past few weeks a marked improvement, says Dr K. He’s actually
smiling at me! I haven’t given the poor guy much to smile about since I’ve been here.
You’ve shown a new awareness of some of your self-defeating behaviours, and an openness to
learning. This is very good, Frankie. Your tutors have noted an improvement in the quality
of your work, and Jet has confirmed that you are open to feedback in therapy.
Thanks Dr Kenneth, I say. I smile at him sweetly. I’ve really been making an effort to do
well.
Yes, well we’ve all noticed Frankie. And this means we think you’re ready to move up to
Level 3, which is the Exploration Level. This means you’ll now be permitted to participate in
off-campus activities.
Ummm…so, does that also mean I can call friends of mine as well? I ask casually, swinging
my feet and trying not to appear too keen.
Well, you are permitted to call a friend of your choosing, says Dr K. But your mother must
first approve the friend of course.
Oh, of course, I say with a relaxed smile.
I want to swear.
249

But this would not be a very Level Three thing to do.

reverse psychology
When I first started bringing Flick home after school, Ellie liked her. Flick used to suck up to
Ellie and put her arms round her and say she felt like Ellie was her mum. But this began to
change. As we started stealing and coming to the dinner table drunk and running riot with our
spray cans, Ellie made no secret of the fact that she didn’t want me seeing Flick any more.
This meant I’d had to start sneaking out at night to hang with Flick.
Once Ash caught me sneaking out the window while he was coming outside for a ciggie.
When he tried to stop me I’d yelled at him that he wasn’t my father and to just piss off. And
then Ellie had come out and yelled at me to go inside and I’d yelled back that she could piss
off too and she couldn’t control me anymore. Then Ellie said while I lived with her I had to
respect her boundaries and I said fine, I’d go live with Flick.
Which I’d done for two weeks. During which time we’d stayed home from school getting
drunk, eating burgers, and shop-lifting.
So I’m pretty sure Ellie isn’t going to be cool with me choosing Flick as the friend I want to
call.
But a few days later Dr K comes to find me. Frankie, your mum’s said it’s OK for you to call
your friend Flick. You can call her right away, if you’d like to.
It’s weird though, as soon as Dr K tells me this, I start to feel a bit queasy.
Oh, that’s great! I say. Except I’m kind of busy, for the next few days. Maybe I’ll call her
sometime next week.

terrible phone manner
I can feel my heart hammering away inside my chest, so loud I’m sure old Shelton can hear it,
as she sits outside the office with a magazine, pretending she’s not listening in. I tell you, that
woman gets to hear all the goss in this place, just listening in to everyone’s private phone
calls.
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I get Flick’s mum on the phone. I recognise her strained thin voice. That woman can never
relax. She smokes ciggies one after another, her fingers fumbling with the lighter.
Can I speak to Flick please? I say, trying to sound all polite.
Who is this please? Flick’s mum sounds most unwelcoming. She has a terrible phone
manner.
I think about giving some fake name, but my mouth has gone a bit dry and I can’t come up
with anything quick enough.
It’s Frankie, I mutter.
There’s a small pause. I reckon the old woman’s going to say no and I’m going to have to
plead with her and lose all my dignity. But then I hear her calling out for Flick. And then I
hear Flick go, Who is it? And her mum goes, It’s Frankie. And her mum’s not even bothering
to cover up the mouthpiece so I can hear them quite clearly.
And there’s a silence and I hear Flick whispering and I strain my ears to hear what she says,
but all I hear is, Tell her I’m busy, or something like that.
Then Flick’s mum is back on the phone and she’s going, I’m sorry Frankie, but Flick is too
busy to talk. I don’t think you should call here again. Flick has moved on and I suggest you
do the same.
All I can do is keep on holding the phone, even after Flick’s mum hangs up rudely in my ear,
I mean, I can’t quite believe what I’ve just heard. It was Flick’s idea to try and break into Mr
Mitchell’s house in the first place, and I never ratted on her, and now she’s just turned her
back on me? If I’d dobbed her in she’d be right in here with me, but I didn’t, and she got
away scot free, and here I am doing penance for her crime as well as mine, and she won’t
even talk to me now, like I might taint her or something.
Frankie? Old Shelton’s voice sounds far away. Are you alright?
The phone slips from my hand. I think I’m gonna be sick, I mutter.
And I am, all over the clean tiled floor and old Shelton’s shoes. Well, I did give the old
dragon some warning.

251

unsaid
As we climb into bed and I’m reaching for the light-switch, Tai says, So did you call your
friend today?
She obviously didn’t hear about the throwing up on Shelton’s feet incident, although it seems
pretty much everyone else in this stupid place has, and think it’s a great joke to make
throwing up noises as I walk past. Some people around here really need to grow up.
Oh…actually, I decided not to, I say. In the end I realised we don’t have much in common
anymore and it’s time to move on. She wasn’t all that good a friend, if you must know.
But I thought you said… Tai begins, then catches my eye and falls silent.
Some things are better left unsaid.

something’s going down
You would think all that stuff with Flick would be enough for me to have to deal with that
week. I mean, surely these things could be spaced out, so you only have to deal with one bad
thing at a time.
But when old Shelton interrupts maths class the next day to tell me I have a phone call, I
know it’s not going to be good news. I know this for two reasons:
1. Because of the bad feeling in my gut, and
2. because Shelton puts her hand on my shoulder as we leave the room.
Generally I’d be pretty happy to have an excuse to leave maths class, but because of the bad
feeling in my gut I’m not feeling so elated. Laila gives me a sympathetic sideways grimace as
I leave my seat, as if she knows something’s going down.
Ellie’s voice on the phone sounds weird and thick as she tells me that Grandma Possum had a
massive stroke that morning and died. Grandma Possum’s friend Rosie, who checked in on
her every morning from the neighbouring property, had found Grandma Possum dead on the
bathroom floor.
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I imagine Grandma Possum sprawled out on those retro green tiles, next to the huge old
cracked bathtub, head flung back, wearing her blue flowered dress. Bet her dress was pulled
down over her knees cos Grandma Possum would have been dignified til the end. When we
went to stay with Grandma Possum as kids I’d sleep in her room on a fold-out bed and in the
mornings I’d climb into bed with her. Her skin smelt powdery and clean. We sang songs into
the quiet mornings. A kookaburra was always in the tree outside.
Grandma Possum was a tough old nut. She wouldn’t move into the retirement village in the
city. She’d still done all her washing by hand and cooked on a gas-top stove. On winter
mornings Bunny and I had huddled in front of the stove warming our hands, while Grandma
Possum drizzled honey into our porridge.
Ellie says I should come home for the funeral next week. I get a quick flash of Grandma
Possum walking up to Bunny’s coffin in the dark church with tears on her powdered cheeks.
I’d never seen her cry before. Later when she’d tried to hug me outside the church I’d pulled
away.
I can’t leave at the moment, I say. I’m doing well in the program here and leaving would set
me right back.
There’s a small silence. Then suddenly Ash’s voice is on the phone.
Hey mate, he says. I think it’d mean a lot to your mum to have you there at the funeral.
Do you always butt into private conversations? I say coldly.
I just reckon you’ll regret it if you don’t go to the funeral, says Ash.
I’ll also regret it if I lose my place in the program, I say. I can’t possibly get away right now.
There’s another small silence. I sigh. What are they doing, passing me back and forth
between them like a frisbee? I imagine Ellie giving Ash her wrinkled nose look, the one that
means, What the hell do I do now mate?
When Ellie gets back on the phone I say, Hey listen, you have Ash there, which is great, and
Aunt Sophie will be around, so I’m sure you don’t need me there too, cluttering up the place.
It’ll be much better for everyone if I keep going with the program here while I’m on a roll, to
maintain consistency and all that.
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When I finish speaking, there’s another silence, but it stretches on a bit, and I’m left
wondering how we’re ever going to be able to fill this one.

fragile
Now everyone in this place is kind of treating me differently. News sure travels fast round
here. There’s nothing else interesting to gossip about I guess. All week people are kind and
quiet around me.
Dr K talks to me in his office and says it’s OK if I want to go home for my grandma’s funeral.
I tell him I don’t want to set myself back in the program by leaving.
In group Jet goes, Is there anything you’d like to talk about, Frankie? Ten pairs of
sympathetic eyes shift towards me.
I smile brightly. Nope. I raise both hands. I got nothing.
Nobody will meet my eye. This feels all wrong. I even wish Jem would say something
patronising to get my blood boiling. But all she does is look down at her hands and swing her
feet. I start humming into the silence.
You’ve had a pretty big week Frankie, Jet insists.
Yeah, it’s been full on with all those assignments at once, I say with an agreeable smile.
So Jet gives up.
When I pass Jesse outside in the garden, he stops and looks at me all serious and goes, Are
you OK, mate?
I shrug and smile. Yep! Why wouldn’t I be?
In maths class Laila doesn’t seem to enjoy her numbers as much. She’s distracted and keeps
looking at me anxiously.
What? I hiss.
Well…shouldn’t you be at the funeral or something? Laila whispers.
I sigh and roll my eyes.
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Here I am trying to knuckle down and do my schoolwork and get my assignments done and
people just want to keep distracting me with their annoying questions about funerals and stuff,
and trying to make me feel guilty.
I hate how when someone dies people go on about grieving and healing and letting it all out
and talking and going through all these grief phases, like they know what’s best for you cos
they’ve studied it all in some text book.
I tell you, I don’t need it.
So I put my head down and keep working.

get on with things
It all reminds me a bit too much of that first day back at school after Bunny’s funeral: my arm
in a cast and bandages still on my face. One eye was covered so I viewed everything piratelike. I had to turn my whole body to see things. Everything looked too bright and glaring. The
faces of kids turning to stare at me floated in front of me like balloons. I squinted back at
them through my one eye.
What I mostly noticed was how the teachers were all kind to me and that. It was so obvious. I
wanted to tell them to stop speaking to me as if I was deaf and dumb. To remind them that my
brain and my ears were still intact. Then my home room tutor Miss Clarke came up to my
desk just before lunch break and said quietly that it might be a great idea if I went and had a
chat to the school counsellor in the afternoon.
Why? I said. What for? I have geography then.
Well… Miss Clarke looked at me with her huge brown eyes swimming behind her glasses,
soft as a dairy cows. Well, Frankie, we just think you might need to talk to somebody…about
what you’ve been through. She put her hand on my arm and patted it gently.
I moved my arm away. Why would I? I said, staring at her. I’m fine.
What I really wanted to say was I wished they’d all just piss off and leave me alone and stop
insisting that I wasn’t OK. All I wanted to do was get on with things, so why wouldn’t they
just let me?
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the white corridor of light
Four days after Grandma Possum’s funeral I sit bolt upright in bed.
The first thing that registers is that I can’t breathe. It’s like my chest is clenching and
squeezing inwards and my breath is getting trapped in there. Pain shoots through my chest
and into my arms. I must be having a heart attack. But I’m too young! The second thing that
registers is that the room is spinning. Everything shifts and blurs. I can’t feel my hands. So
this is what it feels like to die! I think with amazement.
I don’t want to die here, in this bed. I know I have to get out of bed, although I have no real
idea where I’ll go. I stumble out of bed with my breath gasping out of me. My face feels
stone cold. Now my arms are numb. Oh my god this is really it! Everything spins and I
crash into Tai’s bedside table. I crumple to the floor like a ragdoll.
Frankie? Tai’s voice is both near and far away. Oh my god! Frankie! I’m pretty sure Tai is
leaning over me, I can see the dark wetness of her eyes, but I can’t feel her touching me, I’m
numb. I think I’m curled into the foetal position. The pain in my chest is so huge now I
know it’s the end.
Bugger it, I’m going to die here curled on the bedroom floor in my flannel pyjamas. Not very
dignified or anything. I’m not sure what happens next. I’m alone for a bit with nothing but
my huge pain swelling like a tumour into the dark. I’m pretty sure I can hear the soft flicker
of bats wings outside. I’ve seen the tiny fruit bats hanging in the trees outside at dusk.
So I’m gonna die here alone, just me and the bats.
Then there’s soft hands and adult voices and lights. Lights and corridors. Am I dead already?
I look down and I’m still wearing my blue fluffy bed socks. Surely if I were going down the
white tunnel of light to the after-life I wouldn’t still be wearing my bed-socks? It just doesn’t
feel right. Not very heavenly. My chest is about to burst.
Then there’s clean white sheets, water dribbling into my mouth with a tablet, a hot water
bottle and soothing hands. I’m pretty sure someone is stroking my hair.
Ellie? I whisper. Ellie, I’m dying.
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Then the night blurs and snaps out.
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BEAR
(The bear tattoo is a symbol of personal health; healing; self-preservation).

misdiagnosis
I wake to patches of sunlight on the white bed sheets. I look at my hands lying on the covers.
I lift one hand. I can feel it. So I’m still alive. I didn’t die. Unless this is the after-life?
I slowly sit up. I feel as washed out and fragile as an old woman.
Well finally she wakes! The nurse bustles over to the bed and smiles at me.
I’ve always secretly envied the girls who get to spend time in the medical ward, with its row
of clean white beds, sun spilling though big windows, and jugs of chilled water on bedside
tables. It’s all very clean and comforting.
The nurse sits in the chair by the bed. Well, you gave us quite a scare last night, Miss
Frankie, she says, still smiling. She has these big breasts, like two squashy soft pillows. I
have this weird desire to rest my head on those soft pillows and sleep for days and days. She
smells nice, like vanilla. It reminds me of pink-icing cupcakes at kids’ birthday parties.
So, what’s wrong with me nurse? I say, bracing myself, with a brave smile. It must be
something quite serious I suppose. Will I need to go to hospital or something for more tests?
Oh no, dear. The nurse pats my hand. You just had a panic attack. But we’ll keep you in
here for a few days to rest and recuperate.
What? I say. Oh no, there must be a mistake. I was about to have a heart attack or
something! I was blacking out, I couldn’t breathe! I think I might need to get some tests done
on my heart. My dad has a bit of a dodgy heart, so it makes sense.
The nurse smiles kindly. No dear, there’s no need for that. Those symptoms are all quite
common during a panic attack.
It doesn’t make sense, I mutter. Why would I wake up in the middle of the night having a
panic attack, out of the blue?
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Well, I hear your grandmother died last week. That must’ve been very upsetting. The nurse
looks at me sympathetically.
Oh…yeah, I say vaguely, as if it was something that had happened ages ago. But…what
happened last night had nothing to do with that. Don’t get me wrong, I’m sad and all,
but…you know, my grandma was kind of old and that.
The nurse doesn’t look quite so sympathetic when I say that. Well anyway Frankie, I’ll leave
you here to rest for a bit. Call out if you need anything.
She smooths down her dress as she gets up.
I lie there staring at the white ceiling.
The morning lengthens.
Sun slants across the bed covers.
It’s suddenly real quiet.

funerals aren’t my thing
I eat my toast and drink weak tea. The nurse refuses to get me some coffee, to which I tell her
I might have another panic attack because of caffeine withdrawal, but she sighs and shakes
her head. Bet she loves those girls who lie there weak and smiling saying, Thank you nurse,
when she hands them their crappy weak tea.
When nurse comes to take away my crumb-splattered plate, she says, Well Frankie it seems
you have a visitor, in this voice that indicates she wonders why anyone would want to come
and visit.
And in walks old Jet, all smiles and wearing this pretty cool leather jacket that makes him
look a bit spunky.
Oh, it’s you, I say casually, with a mild hint of disappointment. I don’t want him to think I’m
pleased to see him or anything.
I gotta tell you Frankie, there haven’t been many dull moments since you got here, says Jet,
pulling the chair up to the bed.
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Well they reckon I’ve had some sort of panic attack, I say with a dismissive wave of my hand.
But they’re wrong, of course. I can’t believe they won’t send me to get further tests done. You
know, there could be something seriously wrong with me. It could be life threatening!
The only thing wrong with you is you’re a little melodramatic, says Jet.
Well, that’s not a very appropriate thing for a therapist to say. I toss my hair back and purse
my lips, Jemma-style.
Seriously though, says Jet, leaning forward in his chair, I’m wondering if you might have felt
better if you’d gone to your grandma’s funeral with your mum.
I shrug. I dunno. Maybe. I had nothing to wear, though.
I just feel that your grandmother’s death might have dragged up old memories… Jet begins
with his psycho-babble, but I cut in, saying, So did you come here to visit me and see how I
am, or for a counselling session?
You’re right. I can’t help myself. Jet smiles. We can save the counselling thing for later.
Thank god for that, I say. Otherwise I’d have to get nurse to chuck you out.
One more thing though, says Jet. Your mum wants to come and see you in a few days, to
make sure you’re OK. We called her this morning and she’s worried about you.
I look down at my hands lying on the covers. I’m not sure I’m comfortable with that, I say.
You know, it might be a bit distracting. I need to focus on the program.
I think it might be good for you – for both of you, says Jet. To touch base and talk about some
things. Your mum’s grieving right now Frankie, and she could do with your support.
How can I say no when he goes on with emotional blackmail stuff like that? I sigh.
OK, I say. But it’ll have to be a quick visit. Otherwise I might get over tired and have a
relapse.
Well, we can’t have that, says Jet, with his serious look, but I can tell he’s trying not to smile.
He’s so transparent for a counsellor.
So how’s the food in here anyway? Jet asks, leaning back in his chair.
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I sigh. Pretty average. I’d kill for a coffee… Hey, you couldn’t go grab me a coffee now,
could you?
What? And risk the nurse’s wrath? Jet holds up his hands. No way. I value my life too much,
thanks.
I roll my eyes. So let me die of caffeine withdrawal symptoms then!
When Jet says he has to go I almost say, No! Can’t you stay? The words almost slip out of
my mouth! How embarrassing.
But all I do is shrug and say, Well you’re not much use to me anyway if you won’t even get me
coffee.

count down
After Jet goes I lie there staring at the ceiling and doing some counting, Laila-style.
I estimate I’ve been here in this place now for 84 days. If the average duration of stay here is
ten months or so, then I still have around 123 days to go.
That takes me into the middle of summer. I’ll come out of this place when the trees are crazy
with cicadas and the grass crackles under your feet.
In 101 days it’s my sixteenth birthday. When my birthday comes the magpies will have
started to swoop and the air will smell pink with blossom-scent. I like my birthday month.
You get school holidays and a buzzy kind of feeling, like anything is possible.

whispers
When I wake from a mid-afternoon doze, the room shifts for a second. I gasp and blink, until
the walls re-settle themselves and the window eases back into position. Deep breaths deep
breaths. But my breath is not coming out of me easily. There’s a spinning, like my body is
being sucked into some crazy whirlpool.
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While I was asleep Bunny had crept up onto the bed with me. I’d felt her hot breath on the
side of my face and the way her hands patted my hair in soft little movements as she
whispered one of her make-believe stories to me.
I can still feel her breath warm on my cheek. Her whispers streak the air.
Oh god oh god.
My breath drags out of me.
Umm…Frankie?
I swivel my eyes to the side, I can barely move my head. Tai’s standing there by the bed,
looking down at me with a worried frown. She’s holding some books.
Are you OK, Frankie?
I try to smile, but my lips feel cracked, like I’m made of stone.
Can you…can you please tell me that story? I manage to half-whisper. That one about the
two red suns and flying and all that.
I can’t look at her.
And good old Tai, she sits down on the edge of my bed, down near where my feet are, and
she starts to talk in a soft voice, about this place where you can ride on flying horses and there
are warm golden currents of air, and how at night you can fly so close to the moon you feel it
silver-cool on your face.
I close my eyes and her voice leaks into me in little threads, curving round into all my hollow
bits. And after a while I realise my breath is coming out of me easy again.
But I don’t want Tai to stop telling that story.

white sheets
Lying here in bed I get to thinking about those weeks I spent in bed after Bunny’s funeral. I
have the same feeling of lethargy in my limbs, like moving is just too much effort.
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I dunno…after Bunny’s funeral I didn’t think I could face school and people staring at me
…even leaving the house seemed too hard. My dad stayed with us for a few weeks and the air
seemed to soften with his awkward attempts to make himself useful. Like he made big pots
of soup and bought me mugs of hot chocolate in bed. Ellie let me stay home for several
weeks. Even though she told me I couldn’t stay home forever, I hoped I could gradually talk
her out of this. She’d realise that it would be better with me at home all the time. After my
arm healed and the cast came off I could even cook and clean and all that while Ellie worked.
Yeah, it’d work out really well. And maybe dad would stay here with us now. Now that
there was only me and Ellie, just two of us, we weren’t really a family anymore, we needed
dad to stay to make us a proper family.
During those weeks at home all I did was lie in bed and look out the window, watching the
light shift from rose-tinged to lemon to purple. It was somehow very comforting to lie
amongst clean white sheets eating the soup dad made and not thinking about anything much.
I read some books and Ellie let me have the TV in my room. Dad came in and sat on the edge
of my bed and watched TV with me. He cut my food up for me cos I was pretty much useless
with my arm in its cast. I couldn’t get the food down cos my throat felt all tight but dad made
me eat as much as I could. He even did some little drawings on my cast in black texta. I
figured he was back to stay and he’d already told his girlfriend in Italy he wasn’t coming
back.
He slept in Bunny’s room, under her purple quilt with princesses on it. Once I got up in the
middle of the night to go to the loo and walked past Bunny’s room and saw the rounded shape
under the doona. I’d just dreamt that Bunny had walked back into the house with her big
wicked grin saying, Haha, I fooled you all, I wasn’t dead at all! It was all a big joke and
she’d been hiding. When I saw the shape under her doona I thought Bunny was back in bed
asleep, like always.
The kids from my Year Eight class sent me this big card, decorated with glitter and colour. It
made my head hurt looking at it. Some of the kids I used to hang around with came over to
see me one afternoon after school. I heard the doorbell ring, then Ellie popped her head round
the door to tell me I had visitors. I said, Tell them to go away. It made me feel sick, the
thought of those kids crowding into my room, all shuffling and staring.
When dad came into my room and told me he was leaving the next day I stared at him in
shock. I said, No! You have to stay here with us now!
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Dad looked at me and his eyes had sad little crinkles at the corners. I have to go back to Italy
my principessa. I have my work and Ciara is expecting me home and…well, I have to go
back. There were tears in his eyes.
I turned my head away from him.
I wouldn’t say good bye.
While my dad was there it felt like Bunny was just away at school camp or something and
was going to come back. After my dad left to return to Italy I had constant dreams about
Bunny.
It began to set in she wasn’t coming back.
I woke in the night with her whispers still streaking the air around me.

pushing boundaries
I’m in the medical ward for another couple of days. Nurse has adjusted to me and I think she
kind of likes me now, although she doesn’t let on. She lets me lounge around in my pyjamas,
annoying her with various questions like, How can you handle clearing up other people’s
blood and spew and stuff? And What’s it like sticking a needle into someone’s vein? And,
Do you have kids nurse? Are they as cool as me?
Well… Nurse considers this last question. I’d say they’re probably a bit quieter than you,
Frankie.
But I suppose it’s hard to be as cool as me, I say with a dazzling smile.
I’d say it’s virtually impossible, Nurse agrees.
Nurse is really growing on me!
While I’m in the ward I get various people coming in and out to visit. Tai comes with my
clothes and books, and Laila comes bringing more Afghani sweets. We spill sugar
everywhere which I try to hide from nurse. Tai and Laila take me for little walks round the
gardens. They walk slowly, like I’m some sort of invalid who’s been in hospital for months.
It’s OK! I tell them. I won’t collapse if we walk at a normal pace.
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Even Becky comes to visit. She comes bringing homework though, which dulls my
excitement a little. I thought you might want to start thinking about your next assignment, she
says brightly, dumping an armful of books onto my bedside table.
I sigh. Another assignment? Have you forgotten how long it took me to get my last one in?
Which is why you should start thinking about it now! Besides, I think this one is going to
appeal to you. Becky throws me this cheerful smile, but I stare back at her.
Alright…so what’s this new assignment all about then?
Well, this week in class we’ve started looking at various forms of avant garde art. Becky
perches herself on the edge of my bed, and I swear she has this glow about her. How can she
get so excited about trying to get through to a bunch of reluctant teenagers?
So…is that like experimental art or something?
Well yes, pretty much. Becky gives me a raised-eyebrow-impressed kind of look. You do
know your art!
Well Ellie…my mum…she knows some stuff about art, I mutter, like I need some sort of
excuse for my nerdish knowledge of art stuff.
I have this sudden flashback to the school playground with its hot black asphalt and blur of
skipping ropes. And prissy little Lissy Peters holding one end of the skipping rope, staring at
me with one hand on her hip. So is your mum like a lesbian or something? Her voice rang
out into the playground like a bell.
I stared back at her, and the hot asphalt seemed to rise up towards me.
Well, it’s just that she rides a motorbike and stuff and works in a tattoo parlour, Lissy said in
her clear ringing voice. My brother says she must be a dyke.
The group of girls around us giggled, although I bet half of them didn’t even know what a
dyke was.
The last thing I saw was Lissy’s smug little china-doll face before I lunged at her with
clenched fists. It was Ash who came down to the school when the principal called home cos
Ellie was at work. In the car on the way home Ash looked at me seriously and said, Don’t
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ever be ashamed of what your mother does, Frankie. She’s a serious artist and you should be
proud of her. Then he grinned at me. So good on you for punching out that little brat.
I knew then I wasn’t going to get in trouble for attacking Lissy Peters.
Becky’s going on about this old assignment so I try to tune in. In class we’ve been talking
about different forms of avant garde art, she goes, and tracing its history back from Dadaism
through to the postmodernists – I’ve brought you some textbooks so you can catch up on it all.
It’s about pushing the boundaries with your art, making a comment on society. Which is why
I think this could be something you’ll be interested in.
I shrug. Maybe. Pushing boundaries is kind of cool.
Yeah…I noticed that. Becky smiles. So, this time you’ll be doing your assignments in groups
of three. I’m going to get each group to work on producing something in the style of the
avant garde artists, something that puts emphasis on the creative process as well as the end
result.
After Becky leaves me there with the pile of books, I feel kind of restless and almost a little
bit excited. Which is weird cos I don’t usually feel any sort of excitement when it comes to
schoolwork. But for some reason, as I flick through the art books, I feel a stirring of
something in me. Maybe it’s just cos I’ve been cooped up here in bed for several days and
it’s driving me a little loopy.
I start bothering nurse. So as you can see nurse, I’m feeling much better. Can’t you let me
out of here now? I give her a hopeful smile.
Nurse looks at me suspiciously. Just yesterday you were bugging me to let you stay in here
for an extra week, so you could get out of going back to class!
I’ve seen the error of my ways nurse, I say sweetly.
Nurse sighs and shakes her head. I never know what you’re going to say next Frankie. But
the answer is no – I want you to stay here for a few more days, like we discussed. I think you
do need to have a little break. Then when you do go back to your normal routine you’ll feel
much more rested. Now, if you’re bored, why don’t you help me with some cleaning?
Oh, but you just said I had to rest! Cleaning would set me right back nurse.
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Nurse shakes her head and turns away.
Yeah, I reckon she likes me deep down.

some kind of crazy
I’m sitting on a cushion on the floor in a patch of sunlight coming in through the big
windows, wearing my pyjamas and bed socks and reading the art books Becky left me, when
nurse calls out from the other end of the ward, Frankie, you have another visitor!
I glance up from my books, and I swear I almost die when I see Jesse walking towards me, in
his work books and combat pants. Oh god, I’m in my daggy pyjamas! And the fluffy bed
socks! There’s not even any time to run and hide under the bed. If only nurse had given me
some warning, I could’ve at least grabbed the white dressing gown and covered myself up.
But here I am, exposed – again.
I squint up at him. Umm…hi.
Jesse stands there with his hands in his pockets, looking down at me, smiling. He’s probably
trying not to laugh at me. Oh the embarrassment!
So, you OK, mate? Jesse goes.
I nod. Yeah, apart from the crippling embarrassment of him seeing me here in my daggiest
ever night-time apparel.
Watcha reading?
Oh… I look down at the art books scattered around me on the floor. Just reading up about art
stuff, for my assignment. I’m sure it’s not stuff you want to hear about. I look down with a
rueful smile. Yeah, I’ve become a nerd since I’ve been in the medical ward. They must have
done some sort of brain transplant while I was asleep.
Jesse grins and crouches down beside me on the floor. Try me. Maybe I will be interested.
He looks at me with his blue eyes.
I look away, feeling a slight sheen of sweat beginning to form on my upper lip.
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Well, we have to come up with some sort of experimental art work that makes a comment on
society, something that pushes boundaries. You know, like the avant garde movement.
Jesse looks at me like he doesn’t know, so I say, I guess it’s when artists started realising that
art didn’t have to be all about pretty portraits and landscapes. It could have something to
say, showing changes in society and all that. And…the creating of the art work is just as
important as the finished product. Like, some artists actually perform their art, in front of
massive crowds of people, and the event is the art. Like it brings down the barriers between
art and life.
Here we go, I’m babbling again, nervous, waving my hands around like my dad does when
he’s talking, Italian-style. I can feel the sweat forming under my arm-pits. Jesse’s looking at
me all quiet while I rabbit on. He’s probably trying to think of some polite excuse he can use
to get the hell away. Damn it, why can’t I be normal, like other girls? Act all coy and flirty?
Yeah – I know it annoys me when I see chicks like Jems act that way. But right now I could
do with some Jemma-like tactics.
I pause for breath and look down at the books again, scattered round on the floor, open at
various pages showing big coloured photos of artists performing their art. I wait for Jesse to
come up with his get-away line.
There’s a small silence before he goes, So, I reckon this type of art would’ve upset a few
people when it started up, yeah? Like, those artists who are all traditional and that.
I stare at him. I can barely conceal my surprise. He listened and he HEARD me. I don’t
know why I’m surprised. Maybe I didn’t expect him to get it or be interested.
Umm…well, yeah, I say. The avant garde guys went looking for trouble, and they got trouble!
But, you know, the boring old traditionalists worried that they were making art seem sort of
trivial.
Jesse shrugs, leaning back on his hands. But… it’s not always about just some painting
hanging in a gallery, is it?
I stare at Jesse again when he says that, and I can feel my pulse race a little. Exactly! That’s
what so many people don’t get, I reckon. I mean, art can be on the street or in a park or
anywhere! Like Ellie - my mum - her art is doing tattoos. And she always says that part of
the art is the creating of the tattoo.
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I pause, feeling a bit breathless. I’ve never spoken to anyone about this sort of stuff before,
about these ideas that have bubbled round in my head for what seems like forever. I hope I
haven’t gone too far and scared Jesse off.
But he looks at me and goes, So what’s your art all about then? What art do you do?
I can’t believe he’s not running out of here so fast I can see the skid marks.
Well, I suppose you could call me a street artist, I say. You know, I like my art to be seen on
walls – not always public places, sometimes hidden places too, like storm water tunnels.
So…that’s pretty much graffiti?
I smile. I prefer the term ‘street art.’
Illegal art. Jesse raises his eyebrows at me, with mock disapproval.
Yeah…I guess. It’s part of the reason why I’m in this place. But it shouldn’t be illegal!
Wouldn’t you prefer to see bright colour rather than a plain old depressing grey wall? Us
graffiti artists should be commissioned by the government to brighten up the place!
Jesse grins. So, what sort of stuff do you put on these walls? Do you have a tag or
something?
I shake my head. Nah. The boys I met when I was younger put their tags all over everything,
they were really into it. You know, they’d use their tags to mark their territory and all that.
Or they’d put their tags in hard to reach places, they’d climb up onto rooftops and bridges
and put tags there just to show how daring they were.
I carved my name once into one of the wooden seats at church, when I was a kid. Jesse looks
at me with a sideways grin. It said ‘Jesse was here.’ Does that make me a tagger?
Of course! And going for a church seat was very daring!
Yeah…lucky I wasn’t caught. Could have been nasty…So anyway, you still haven’t told me
what sort of graffiti you do?
I shrug. Different things. I slide him a half-guilty look. Most of it was being mean about
other people. You know, getting back at bitches at school, people that hurt me or whatever. I
look down at my hands.
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I’m thinking of Flick and me in the toilets at school. Flick had taken a tube of bright red
lipstick out of her bag. She’d grinned at me wickedly as she handed me the lipstick and said,
Go crazy my friend. I’d taken the lipstick tube and written on the mirror in blood-red letters,
Hi my name is Sarah Kalinsky and I’m a slut who will get on with anyone who looks at me.
Then I’d drawn a pair of boobs underneath the message. Our laughter had bounced around
the walls of the toilet block.
A part of me wants to tell Jesse all this, but I don’t, I stay silent.
Then Jesse goes, still with mock disapproval, So, you used your art for evil instead of good?
Or maybe he really does disapprove. Maybe he reckons only a real bitch would go round
graffitiing mean stuff about other people.
Yeah. I shrug. Yeah, you could definitely say that.

dirty secret art
I lie in bed and watch the long shadows on the ceiling and think about all the art work I’ve
done on other people’s property, and how none of it was the sort of art you’d want to show to
anyone with pride and say, So this is my art, I did this. It was mean dirty secret art.
But at the time the art I was creating seemed so important, so huge, like it was the only way I
could feel OK about the stuff that was going on around me.
I think about what Becky said about my first art assignment, how she said that art can have a
strong message without its intention being to hurt people.
Then I think about Jesse, sitting next to me on the floor in the patch of sunlight, and how I
caught a glimpse of those burn marks on his lower back.
And it got me thinking how pretty much everyone carries their own dirty secret art-work
around with them.
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skirting round the edges
The day before I leave the medical ward to go back out into the real world, Ellie comes to see
me. When she takes off her motorbike jacket I smell cold air and something else: something
salty. I notice the crinkles at the corners of Ellie’s eyes, and feel a surge of something that
tastes like guilt.
When Ellie hugs me she feels cold, like the mountain air has wrapped itself around her like an
icy blanket. Her hair looks a bit choppy and uneven at the ends.
Ash tried to trim my hair for me, says Ellie, with a wry smile. I just wanted it a bit neater for
the funeral. Turns out it made me look like some homeless crazy woman or something.
I imagine Ash’s big clumsy hands trying to be all careful with the scissors, his eyes narrowed
with concentration.
We go and sit outside in the little enclosed garden reserved for ward patients, so Ellie can
have a cigarette. It’s cold and we shuffle our feet and bury our hands in our pockets. A
magpie sits on the low wall and watches us quietly, fluffing its feathers out to keep warm. In
the spring this placid little bird will stare at us aggressively and swoop us if we get too near its
nest.
I know I should ask about the funeral and all that. But I can’t. I mean what are you supposed
to say, do you just go, So how was the funeral? Like you’re asking about how some rocking
party was? It sounds wrong.
Instead I say, So can I have a ciggie?
Ellie looks at me with a half-smile. Nah. Sorry, mate.
I look down at my sneakers, also with a half-smile. Oh well, it was worth a try.
There’s a small silence. Then I say, So…are you…are you OK and everything? I shuffle my
feet.
Ellie blows out cigarette smoke. Then she nods slightly. Yeah. I’m getting there.
I want to say I’m sorry I wasn’t there for her. I want to explain that I just couldn’t do it all
again. The funeral and everything. But I can’t find the words to say it.
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The magpie watches us hopefully. Nurse said that sometimes she throws him some bread or
something, so now he’s always hanging about hoping for food. Greedy little bugger.
Ellie says, So…are you OK?
Yeah, I’m fine. Don’t even know why they made me stay in the medical ward. Turns out I’m
not even sick. I pause. Not physically, anyway.
My voice sounds too bright in the grey air.
You had me worried, mate, says Ellie.
I look at my feet and there’s this part of me that feels glad. Glad that she was worried.
Still looking at my feet, I say, So, remember how when Bunny and I were little, and you and
dad started fighting, how sometimes you’d just take off on your bike and not come back for
several days?
There’s a small silence. Then Ellie goes, Yeah, I remember.
So…I was wondering, where would you go? I mean, we never knew where you were.
I remember dad packing my lunch for me, the usual salami and olives and crusty Italian
bread, even though all the other kids had white bread vegemite sandwiches. And he’d say,
Don’t worry bambina. Your mother will be here when you get home from school.
Ellie blows out smoke. Just different places. I’d go down the coast, or to Aunt Soph’s or
Jimmy’s house. Why…I mean, why are you asking this now?
No reason.
There’s another small silence, before Ellie says, I always tried to do the best I could…you
know, put you and Bunny first. I did the best I could at the time.
Yeah. I know.
But it feels like something has shifted.
Ellie stubs out her ciggie under her shoe. Then she goes, Are you angry with me about that?
I mean, about how I’d take off like that every so often.
I shrug. Nah.
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I stare at the magpie.
I don’t know how to explain to her that I had never been angry about that. But I had been
worried. I’d felt full with worry, just wondering if she was really going to come back. I’d tell
Bunny that maybe Ellie was a spy, off on a secret mission, and she couldn’t tell us cos she’d
put all our lives in danger.
And Bunny loved that. She sat at the kitchen table and drew pictures of Ellie the Spy. Ellie
was her superhero.

too soon
I watch Ellie get ready to leave, zipping up her motorbike jacket, shaking back her long hair,
getting ready for the long ride back down the mountains and along the country roads and then
back into the sparkle of city traffic. I know she’ll be looking forward to the ride, to the focus
on road and wind and traffic.
I remember how, after Bunny died, the first thing I did when my cast and bandages came off
was wheel out my dirt bike. The handlebars were splattered in mud which had dried and
cracked. Ellie came out onto the porch as I wheeled the bike out onto the front drive. I
guessed she’d heard the squeal of the shed door opening.
Frankie, what’re you doing?
I looked at Ellie standing there on the porch, and from that distance she suddenly looked very
small, like a kid, with her messy pony-tail and clasped hands.
Going for a ride, I said.
Oh…do you really think that’s a good idea? I knew Ellie was trying to act cool, not make a
big deal out of it, but I heard the slight tremor in her voice.
Why? I said. I’ve healed now. I’m OK. I turned my face away from her.
I know…it’s just…well, don’t you think it’s still a bit soon? Maybe give it a bit more time…
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Riding’s the only thing that makes me happy, I said, and quickly kick-started the motor, so
that it’s hot roar would drown out any further words. The shuddering motor rattled and
vibrated through my arms and up into my chest, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

you gotta dream big
So what I notice when I get out of the medical ward is how easily Tai, Laila and I slip into
just sort of being around each other. It’s like, nothing is said or anything, we just end up in
each other’s space.
And now that we’re in each other’s space, I figure I may as well find out all the dirt. I find
out that Laila’s parents escaped Afghanistan when she was six because the Taliban were
hunting for her father, that Laila spent her first year in Australia in a detention camp, that her
father was a doctor in Afghanistan and now he works in a hotel, and that as well as being a
maths-nerd old Lails is also pretty whizz-bang on the violin.
Tai is a little quiet on her family and all that but I do find out that before she came in here she
used to keep running away from home to be with her boyfriend Kane, because her dad said
she wasn’t allowed to see him.
Good for you, I say, I never thought you’d be so gutsy! You go girl!
Well, in the end it made things worse, says Tai. My dad was kind of…well, not so nice about
it. She pauses and looks down suddenly and I reckon there’s something big going on in her
head, but Laila and I don’t say anything. Then Tai goes, Well, anyway, it turned out to be
worse for me and Kane, cos they ended up sending me here so that I couldn’t see him at all.
And I’m not even allowed to have contact with him cos they all reckon it was him who was
making me run away and getting me into trouble.
Yeah, but you’ll get out of here at some stage, I say, with Laila sitting beside me nodding in
agreement, you can just run away and be with him again. But this time don’t get caught! Go
and run off to some tropical island or something, where no one would ever find you.
Tai looks down with her soft smile. I wish. But she doesn’t look hopeful, which kind of gets
to me, cos I reckon you have to have dreams, and you gotta dream big, even if you know the
dream may never happen.
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I mean, she’s the one who reads all this fantasy stuff, about fabulous magic places where
anything is possible. So if old fantasy-girl Tai can’t even have hope, where does that leave
the rest of us.

before the storm
Now that I’m out of the white soothing world of the medical ward, with its tea and toast and
warm blankets, well… it’s like a bandaid’s been ripped off or something.
It makes me feel jittery in my bones, like something’s building in me, and it’s ready to
explode.
I've had this feeling before.
Sometimes it was too much even for Flick. Like that time I took her out on the dirt bike.
So why don’t you take me for a ride on your stupid old dirt bike anyway, Flick had said, as we
sprawled across my bed. You’re always going on about it like it’s your boyfriend or
something.
Shut up! I shoved her so hard that she rolled off my bed onto the floor.
Ouch! Flick poked her newly-pierced tongue out at me. The silver stud glistened. She’d tried
to pierce my bellybutton for me weeks ago with a burnt needle-tip, but it got so infected I had
to take the ring back out. Ellie never found out about that one.
Well we’re not exactly busy now, I said, let’s go for a ride then.
Fine, said Flick. She looked at me with her heavy-lidded gaze. Nothing better to do I guess.
We walked through the kitchen where Ellie and Ash were smoking and reading the paper at
the table with cups of coffee.
Hi Ash, hi Ellie, said Flick in her sugary drawl. She’d often come in and give them big hugs.
I thought she was a bit of a suck sometimes.
What you girls up to? said Ash, his tattooed arms resting easy on the table.
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Oh, Frankie’s taking me out for a…began Flick, but I nudged her and cut in with, Just going
for a walk. Fresh air and all that.
God that Ash is dreamy, Flick said as we headed to the shed. Did you notice how his hair
curls at the back of his neck?
Please, shut up about it, I said. You want my mum’s boyfriend to hit on you as well?
I thought he wasn’t her boyfriend.
Well, they say that…but he stays over all the time.
Should we get changed or something? Flick yelled over the throttle of the motor. It was the
beginning of summer holidays and we were in our shorts and t-shirts.
Nah, I said, we’ll be right. Flick was looking less sure about the whole thing.
Once we were out on the dirt tracks I almost forgot Flick was there. The hard throb of the
bike, the splattering dirt and the shadows falling through the trees all made me a little crazy
and I wanted to go faster and faster until the world was a blur. I did a couple of wheelies. I
heard Flick scream and her grip on my waist grow tighter. I laughed and rode the bike hard
over a dirt mound.
Stop! Flick screamed. Let me off! There was genuine fear in her voice.
I spun the bike round to make it stop in a splatter of mud. Flick clambered off the back so fast
she fell backwards into the dirt. She stared up at me her chest heaving, streaks of hair stuck to
her face.
What’s wrong with you? she screamed. Are you crazy?
I shrugged. It’s just a bit of fun. No need to get all worked up. I thought you’d enjoy the rush.
Flick shook her head, still staring at me. No. That was insane. She was furious. She got up
and started wiping at her mud-splattered clothes.
Don’t be a baby, I said.
Flick glared at me.
All I did was laugh as she started to walk off.
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replay
When I go to see Jet, I can’t sit still. I keep getting up from the beanbags and wandering
round the room, touching his ornaments on the windowsill, looking out the window. You
need to dust in here a bit more, I tell Jet, running my finger along the window-sill. Want me
to do it?
What I want you to do is tell me why you can’t sit still for one minute, says Jet.
I lean against the window-sill and sigh. I have too much time to think. It’s driving me crazy.
Thinking can do that to you, says Jet. But it can be good to take some time out to sort through
stuff in your head.
You know what was good? I say. What was really good was when Flick and I used to steal
stuff in shops and sneak hip flasks into school and go out at night with our spray cans.
Why was that good?
I shrug. It was a rush, you know? Everything was so…fast.
And I imagine it left you barely any time to think.
Exactly. But now….now I’m too much in my head.
That can be a good thing, Frankie.
I want to ask Jet how it can be a good thing that I keep remembering that day when Ellie
looked up from her drawings where she sat at the kitchen table, and she was cranky, and she
yelled at me and Bunny. She said, Can you please just look after your sister? Can’t you see
I’m busy? Just go somewhere else!
She’d been up all night trying to get her drawings done on time and Bunny was nagging me
to play stupid games and I wouldn’t, I just wanted to go out on my dirt bike with the boys.
And Bunny went crying to Ellie. Ellie looked up from her drawings and yelled and I felt so
angry with her for making me get lumped with Bunny who was just a little annoying kid.
Other mums took their kids to the shops and the movies and game parlours and all that in the
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holidays, but all Ellie had done so far was work on those stupid drawings. And then I yelled
at Bunny for ruining my day, cos now I was stuck with her and she was such a little brat.
And Bunny sat on the porch holding Trix and trying not to cry.
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TIGER
(The tiger tattoo represents new adventures; an awakening of both your power
and passion.)

outlet
In group this younger girl, her hair pig-tailed in two stiff bunches, talks about how she still
has bad dreams after being expelled from Year Eight. She speaks quietly, looking at the
ground, but I notice when she glances up that her eyes glitter like diamonds.
So what did you do to get expelled? asks Hot Stuff, lounging back in her chair, feet curled
under her. She wears pink fluffy lined boots, bright cherry lipstick and green dangling earrings.
Pig-tail looks at Jet, and he nods at her encouragingly. Well…I was involved in cyberbullying, she says, her eyes flicking downwards again. You know, a group of us started
picking on this girl from school over the Internet, cos she was kind of fat and had messy hair
and no friends. So we started posting mean stuff about her on our blogs, posting pictures of
her with her head on naked bodies and stuff like that. Pig-tail says all this with calm
complacency.
Oh yeah, Hot Stuff nods, that happened to a girl at my school too, she tried to kill herself.
Pig-tail stares at Hot Stuff, and I see genuine horror replace her calm smile.
I can’t help smirking. God, I mutter, whatever happened to old-fashioned bullying people to
their faces?
I feel everyone’s faces turn towards me in the circle.
I don’t think it’s really appropriate to make fun of this, says Jemma, who’s been listening
quietly, hands curled round her coffee mug. She’s wearing a new pink cashmere top and her
fingernails sparkle with polish.
I look down at my own bitten jagged fingernails, then shrug. Just sharing my opinion, Jems.
No need to get all worked up over it.
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Jem casts a quick glance at Jet, then says, It’s just that you don’t share anything with us
during group, then when you do, it’s to make fun of people. We all put ourselves on the line
and open up, and you never do.
There’s a silence: it has the thin feel of crystal. I see Jem glance over at Jet again, as if
seeking approval. Has she been discussing this with Jet in therapy? A hot liquid sensation
rushes to my head.
This is it. This is the moment I’ve felt building in me.
Well what do you expect? I shout, standing up. You’re all so boring with this pathetic
whining about your lives, I have to entertain myself somehow. Fuck you all, I’ve got better
things to do than listen to your crap.
I stuff my hands in my jean pockets so one can see them shaking, and start to walk out.
Frankie, come back please, Jet calls out, but I ignore him.
I’m too far gone to come back.

and the gloves are on…
Tai’s just coming into the bedroom as I burst out of it. She looks at me and goes, Are you
OK?
I’m guessing I must look kind of mad, with my jaw clenched and my hands curled into fists
and my hair all streaming behind me. Seen Jems? I say, trying to sound relatively normal.
No point getting Tai into a panic.
Ummm…I think I saw her go into her bedroom, says Tai, with an uncertain sideways glance.
Frankie – you’re not going to do anything…well…stupid, are you?
I ruffle her curly hair. Oh Tai, you know me, I say. I always think before I act.
I continue down the walk-way towards Jem’s room, leaving Tai standing there in the
doorway. I can imagine how she’ll be watching me with her hands twisting together and that
little crease between her eyebrows.
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Jem has this poster taped to her bedroom door with a picture of a white unicorn on it. I pause
and look at the unicorn, which stares back at me with big mournful eyes. Then I burst into the
room without knocking. Jem and Chloe are lounging round on their beds. Chloe, who has
long silky hair like Jems, and wears expensive looking sports gear, is painting her fingernails.
Jem sits cross-legged on her bed relating some anecdote, and they both smile and look
relaxed, like two blonde angels lounging on their clouds.
They don’t even look too worried as I stand there in the doorway all wild-looking, glaring at
them.
So what was all that about in group, Jemma? The words burst out of me like flames that light
the room.
Jems head seems to turn towards me slowly on her slender neck. Why, good afternoon to you
too Frankie, she says. And thanks for knocking. Won’t you come in? I can see her perfect
straight white teeth as she smiles. Chloe giggles behind her hand.
I glare at her with folded arms. I can feel my blood bubbling up into my face. It fizzes inside
me and I can almost hear the rush of it in my ears.
Jems sighs. OK, I’m not sure what you’re getting at Frankie.
Aren’t you the innocent one, I say, trying to sound poised, although secretly I’m struggling
not to hyperventilate. This is not the first time you’ve tried to show me up in group, make me
look bad.
I think you do a pretty good job of that yourself, Jems says, still with that sweet little smile,
flicking back her hair.
And that just about does it. Months and months of pent-up anger and frustration towards her
and all her little jibes just seem to explode up out of the top of my head and I can’t even see
properly anymore, let alone think clearly. I take a lunge at Jem and I hear a satisfying thud as
her head connects with the wall. I’m vaguely aware of Chloe’s squealing.
But it’s over as quickly as it began, I don’t even get to connect my fist with Jem’s face,
because the afternoon corridor warden is in the room and I’m being dragged away from
Jemma and the last thing I see is her hunched there on her bed staring at me with her mouth
hanging open.
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smells like disappointment
I’m very disappointed in you Francesca.
Dr K really does look disappointed too. His face is very serious. He clasps his hands together
on his big wooden desk. A gold Rolex glitters on his hairy wrist.
I look away.
I can hear Jems breathing quietly as she sits there beside me. She sits with her legs carefully
crossed and her hands neatly folded in her lap. Her hair is tied back in a smooth pony-tail. As
I’d entered the office she’d given me a little smile before her eyes shifted back towards Dr
Kenneth. I stared back at her.
Attacking another girl is a serious issue, Dr K continues in his Very Serious tone. We’ve
talked about this before. It’s not something we can condone in here. I’m particularly
disappointed because you’ve been doing so well lately Frankie, and the other staff and I have
been discussing shifting you up to Level Four. But naturally, this cannot happen now after
this incident.
I shrug, but I can’t help feeling disappointed. Level Four comes with all sorts of new cool
things.
Of course there will have to be repercussions for this behaviour, says Dr K, looking at me
expectantly as if waiting for a penitent expression or something. I try to soften my features
into a look of regret.
I’m afraid Frankie we’re going to have to revoke some privileges, says Dr K. You will not be
permitted to attend external outings for the next few weeks, even though at your level this is a
privilege you would have been permitted to engage in. But until you can prove that you can
behave responsibly and with maturity and handle your feelings of anger, I’m afraid we can’t
allow you to attend group excursions. Unfortunately we can no longer trust you to behave
with dignity while out in public and this reflects on all the girls at this centre. One girl
behaving badly makes us all look bad.
I look down at my shoes. This means I’m going to miss out on the upcoming excursion to the
art gallery.
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Instead you will take the opportunity to work on your values program, says Dr K. You’re on
Level Three of the program Frankie, which indicates you should be developing an attitude of
openness to new information about yourself, in particular your self-defeating behaviour. This
afternoon’s incident shows no indication of this. Part of advancing to the next level of the
program is about indicating you can give feedback in respectful ways, and receive it nondefensively, and also showing you can acknowledge your treatment issues.
Jem fidgets a bit in her chair. I sigh quietly.
Is all this making sense Frankie? Dr K says.
I guess so, I say. Jem is probably sitting there all smug in the knowledge that she can be
trusted from her lofty position of Level Six. I’ve seen her stroll over to the phone area to call
whoever she wants whenever she wants. And pull on her coat to go out on her unsupervised
little excursions with her friends or family. I can only imagine how self-righteous she feels
sitting there in her little silver ballet flat shoes.
Then Dr K tells me I have to apologise to Jemma for my terrible behaviour, which I do.
Jems smiles at me kindly. That’s OK Frankie. I know you’ve had a hard time lately. I really
hope you start to feel better soon.
I clench my hands together and glare at her. Thanks for your concern, I say. But I’m fine.
Well that will be all for now then, says Dr K. Off you go to the dining room for dinner. He
still looks at me in that disappointed way, which quite frankly is getting a bit old.
Tai and Laila have saved me a seat in the usual spot.
I laugh at their serious faces. It’s OK, I tell them, I wasn’t eaten alive or anything.
Was it really bad? Tai says in a half-whisper. She’s being a touch dramatic.
Nah, it was fine, I say. No excursions off campus for a few weeks. No big deal.
Oh, but what about the art gallery… Tai begins, but Laila puts a hand on Tai’s arm and says,
You’re right, it’s not that bad. Those few weeks will go quickly.
Oh yes, it’ll fly by! Tai agrees enthusiastically.
Can somebody pass the water? I say.
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So…anyway…how did it feel? Laila leans in close.
How did what feel?
You know…attacking Jemma…
Oh. I look down at my napkin. Well, the best bit was seeing her hair all messed up. And
hearing that little princess Chloe squealing like a kid. But she couldn’t even get up and help
old Jems out cos she’d wreck her nails!
Damn it, I wish I’d been there, says Laila.
I think you’re both being a little bit unkind, says Tai, but Laila and I giggle behind our
napkins and even Tai can’t help crack a bit of a smile.
I look over at Jem as she sits at her table of try-hards and princesses, sucking up to the staff
with their fake smiles, and when I look away I don’t envy Jems her superior old Level Six
status.

psycho-babble
So what was all that about yesterday with Jemma? says Jet.
News sure travels fast in this place, I say. And anyway, I add, turning my head away, I’m not
talking to you, if you must know.
Jet comes and sits down with his coffee. What do you mean you’re not talking to me?
I pick up my sketch book and start drawing.
Come on Frankie, this is going to be a pretty meaningless session if you won’t talk to me, says
Jet.
Fine, I say, but I’m very annoyed.
Good, says Jet.
Good? Why is that good?
Well, it’s an honest emotion. Keep going. Explain why you’re annoyed.
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I shake my head. Now you’re making it difficult for me to maintain being annoyed.
Jet grins, then sips his coffee and tries to look serious. Alright Frankie, let’s hear it, he says.
Well, if you must know, I want to know what all that business is with you and Jemma in group,
I say. I fold my arms and glare at him.
And what business is that?
Well, it’s like you two have some sort of secret thing going where Jems looks to you for
approval every time she has a go at me or something in group. It’s not the first time it’s
happened. It makes me think that you two have been discussing me, planning on trying to
expose me or something.
Oh, I see… Jet leans back and sips his coffee again.
You’re taking too long to defend yourself, I say. So it must be true.
No, actually, I was just thinking about what you said. What Jemma and I talk about is
obviously confidential, but I can reveal that she is concerned about getting you to open up to
her. She does want to be friends with you, Frankie.
I snort. Yeah right. She’s such a fake. That’s what she wants you to believe, but what she
actually wants is to suck up to you and make herself look good so she finishes the program
here and can leave in a blaze of glory. And she’s using me as her charity case. But secretly,
she despises me, because she knows I know she’s a fake, and she’s terrified I’ll blow her
cover.
Wow. Jet raises his eyebrows. You have it all worked out.
Actually, I hadn’t even worked that out until I started talking.
I’m pretty good, I say. I should be the psych.
Again Jet tries to hide his smile.
Look Frankie, I don’t think it’s as black and white as that. I know that Jemma is keen to do
well here and finish the program, but at the same time I believe she’s genuine in wanting you
to do well too, and her attempts to get you to participate in group and open up may be
annoying to you, but…well, I do think she is trying in the best way she knows how.
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Jemma’s such a star here, I mutter, it’s not like I’m ever going to get any of you to see what a
fake she is.
Hey, look, it’s easy to direct your anger at an external target, says Jet. But have you thought
about looking inside yourself and identifying what it is you’re really angry about?
Here he goes with his psycho-babble again, using his ‘therapist’ voice.
I shrug, and keep doodling in my sketch book. I find that I’ve been sketching rows and rows
of lilies, their faces turned towards the sun.
I pause in my sketching, then say, I couldn’t even manage to keep those stupid flowers alive.
I start scribbling over my pictures, pressing my pen hard into the paper.

anger
Later in the Common Room I sit there while the evening news is on, and while I’m jotting
down ideas for the art project in my notebook, there’s this story on the news about some guy
who shot his flat mate, just after sharing a beer with him in front of the telly. As soon as his
flat mate went to leave the room, this guy whipped out a gun and shot him in the back of the
head. All because the flat mate had refused to move out.
I guess politely asking the flat mate to move out didn’t work out, I comment to Laila, who sits
beside me doing a crossword puzzle. She snorts and nods in agreement, still staring down at
her crossword. She likes the counting of the letters more than the actual coming up with the
words. She says it’s a soothing kind of activity to do at night.
Anyway, these guys had been in the same Architecture class at uni. I imagined the two of
them sitting there on their dodgy couch with stuffing bursting out of the arms, in their t-shirts
and boxer shorts, legs stretched out, packets of two-minute noodles on the coffee table.
Drinking beer and laughing at some dumb comedy on the telly. Little did the unwanted flat
mate know he’d soon be the face flashed up on the TV screen.
And now the guy who shot him has pretty much stuffed up his entire life. A prison sentence
instead of sleeping in late, missed uni lectures, and afternoon drinks at the uni bar.
I chew on a nail as this weird feeling prickles at me.
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I turn to Laila. Hey Lails – do you reckon I’m angry?
Laila looks at me consideringly. Ummm…not right now.
But do you think that in general I’m an angry person?
Laila smiles. You ask funny questions Frankie.
No really – I want to know.
Well… Laila hesitates.
Oh god. You do. You think I’m one of those angry people who’s going to go psycho and kill
someone one day.
No, no. Laila smiles. You’re being very dramatic. But I think you are sometimes angry with
yourself.
I frown at her. I wish I hadn’t asked.
Laila’s gone back to looking down at her crossword and counting. I see her lips move, her
hair falling down across the page of the book. She gets a bit trance-like when she’s counting.
Not big on talking.
I sigh and look back at the TV.
OK, so now Jet and Dr K and Laila have all told me I have anger issues.
Thinking about that makes me start to feel angry.
Until I realise how funny that is and laugh instead.
Laila looks at me with a quizzical smile.
Don’t worry Lails, I say. As well as being angry I’m also a little bit crazy.
But of course, says Laila matter-of-factly. This is why I like being your friend.
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becoming a nerd
Alright girls, listen up, I say, as we lie about on Laila’s bed on Sunday afternoon. Let’s get
thinking about our art project.
Oh – we’re doing it together? says Laila.
I roll my eyes.
Frankie did mention it last night, Tai tells Laila, who gives her a blank stare. Remember,
after dinner, in the Common Room? Tai prompts her.
Oh…I guess I was thinking about something else, Laila goes with a shrug.
Let me guess, I say. You were busy solving a complicated maths equation in your head.
No need to get personal, goes Laila, all snooty.
OK, let’s just get on with it, says Tai, looking anxiously from me to Laila. I need to go phone
my parents soon.
I remember my conversation with Ellie earlier that afternoon. How she’d said to me, just
randomly in the middle of our stilted conversation, Frankie, I just want you to know
that…well, adults can make mistakes too, you know.
And how I got that flashback of Ellie’s anger that day in the kitchen when she was trying to
concentrate on her drawings and how it seemed to curve into me like red streaks, and how I
yelled at Bunny.
That was the day my face changed forever.
I try to clear my head of these thoughts that are crowding in like pesky flies. I shake my head
and take a breath.
So, we have to think about our individual talents, I say, leaning against the wall with my
notebook and pen.
This is weird, says Laila, staring at my open notebook.
What? I frown at her.
This…I mean you being so organised and so… I don’t know…interested in doing work.
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Oh. I shrug. I’m not interested, actually. Don’t worry, I haven’t gone all nerdy on you. All I
want is to finish the dumb assignment and get out of this place, if you must know.
If you say so, says Laila, and even Tai gives me a doubtful glance.
Anyway, I say, resuming my organiser’s role, pen poised over the blank paper, let’s just focus
and get some ideas rolling. The sooner we do it the sooner we can just get on with more
important things. Like doing nothing.
Well, I don’t have any talents, Tai says. So I can’t help you with that one.
I frown at her. That’s not the right attitude Tai. All of us have talents.
You sound like a Christian youth-group leader, says Laila’s roommate Stacey. She’s been
lying on her bed reading. I glare at her. I’ve never liked her.
Anyway, you’re wrong about that, I tell Tai. You’re into all this reading and writing and
fantasy and stuff.
How’s that going to help with the art project, says Tai. This isn’t English class.
I know that Tai, I say patiently, as if I’m speaking to a small child. But remember this is
avant garde art. This is art that has no boundaries or rules. It can be anything we want it to
be.
Umm…so what’s your idea? Laila goes. The looks she and Tai are giving me are not
encouraging. It’s like they have no faith in me or something. Or no imagination.
I sigh. It looks like I’m going to have to come up with everything.
OK, I say. Tai – you’re good at writing and stuff. Laila, you’re heaps smart and good at
acting.
But I don’t do drama class, I’ve never even acted… Laila begins.
Shh! I interrupt her. Let me finish. And I’m OK at painting.
On walls, Tai says with a smirk.
How did you know? I say.
We all know, Laila shrugs. You used to graffiti on people’s property.
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It wasn’t graffiti, it was street art, I say.
Laila shrugs. Whatever. It was illegal, anyway.
Anyway, we can combine all our talents, I continue, and come up with something original and
mind-blowing. Something no one else will think of.
Like what? Laila and Tai chorus together.
Well, give me a chance! I say impatiently. An excellent idea takes time. Let me at least think.
We sit there for a minute or two in silence.
Lame, says Stacey from across the room.
Well I can’t think with you all sitting there staring! I snap. I’m going to the library to think in
peace.
As I leave the room I hear Laila say quietly, I knew it. She has become a nerd.

good instead of evil
So, I’ve got this great idea for our art assignment!
Becky turns to face me from the sink where she’s washing paintbrushes. Her eyebrows are
raised. Really?
So cynical, I sigh.
Becky smiles. Well, you can hardly blame me Frankie. I had to practically drag your last art
assignment out of you…and now here you are coming up with ideas before any of the other
girls have even thought about it. But don’t get me wrong – I’m impressed!
Well…don’t get too impressed, I say. You might not like what I have to say…
Uh oh. Becky’s smile starts to fade. She leans against the art-room sink. She’s wearing
these overalls which on anyone else would look completely daggy, but on her look arty and
cool.
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It’s just…I’ve been reading heaps of stuff about avant garde art and all that, I say. And how
art isn’t just about the finished object, you know? How it can be some sort of event in itself.
Becky nods. I can tell that she’s worried about what sort of crazy event I’m going to come up
with.
So I was thinking about that patch of grey wall near the library, I say slowly. You know, how
it’s all bare and boring looking?
I know the one, says Becky, with the beginnings of a small smile. She’s onto me now.
Well, I was thinking that I might come up with something to paint on that old wall, I say,
speaking quickly now, so that Becky doesn’t have time to come up with any counterarguments. You know, something to make people take notice of the wall, so they don’t just
walk past it. Something to cheer it up a bit, you know? I was thinking me, Laila and Tai
would come up with something, and then we’d have an unveiling once it was done. And we’d
make an event of it. Like Tai’s really good at writing and stuff, so she’d write a poem or
something, or we’d spray paint the poem on the wall and Lails would read it out or perform
it. So that it’s not just some art painted on a wall, we’d make it mean something to everyone.
I pause, and I’m breathing a bit more heavily than usual, like I’ve run a marathon or
something.
Becky looks back at me and her face gives nothing away. I feel the stirrings of
disappointment. She probably doesn’t trust me to come up with something that won’t offend
people.
Guess I can’t blame her.
I casually chew my gum and look over Becky’s head at the paintings stuck to the wall, bright
splashes of colour on the pale bricks.
Then Becky goes, Well, I’ll have to check with Dr Kenneth of course in regard to the
wall…but that sounds like a great idea, Frankie.
What? I almost swallow my gum.
Becky smiles. You thought I’d say no?
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Well…yeah. I mean, most people say no to my ideas. Sorry…I’m just not used to people
agreeing with me.
Well, when you use your talents for good instead of evil, you can come up with some pretty
powerful ideas Frankie, says Becky, and she turns back to the sink to wash the brushes.
I’m halfway out the door when Becky calls out, Hey Frankie, I have some pamphlets in my
desk drawer you might want to take a look at. Information about applying to art school and
scholarships.
I pause in the doorway. Nah. It’s cool, I say.
But back out in the corridor I feel almost giddy with possibilities.

cinderella
Don’t worry Frankie, we’ll bring you back a postcard, says Tai, passing me in the walk-way
as I head towards the library.
Thanks mate, I say, and throw her a smile, but it’s a bit too bright. We both know a trip into
the city to see the Art Gallery is something to look forward to in this place, where excursions
are not exactly frequent. I mean, it’s not like we’re a normal high school or anything, where
all you need to do to go on an excursion is bring a signed note from your parents. Instead
we’re a bunch of girls under surveillance.
We also both know that out of all of us, going to the Art Gallery is my thing. I mean, I’m the
one who’s come up with the ideas for our art project and done all this research on avant garde
art. And I’m the one who has to miss out.
And of course it’s one of those great days outside, the clouds are high in a bright sky, and you
can smell blossoms and cut grass. It’s been a while since we’ve seen the sun, what with all
these charcoal winter days. Even old Metallica looked less threatening than usual at the
breakfast table this morning.
I imagine the girls on the bus with Becky, leaning out the windows and feeling the wind in
their hair and smiling and telling jokes. Tai and Laila clutching their sketchpads ready to be
inspired for our art assignment. Jem Jem will be there too, of course, probably sitting there in
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her silver ballet flats with her hands neatly folded in her lap, sucking up to Becky and telling
her how excited she is about seeing all this great art.
I sigh, and keep walking towards the library. An hour or two later I’ve written in my journal
about how I can work on my values and be a better person blah blah blah, and it’s time to
report to old Shelton, who’s supervising me on this joyous occasion. I’m sure she considers
herself as lucky as I feel.
So what next, I say. Do I need to do some chores now? Should I clean the gutters? Wash the
dishes? Scrub the floors til my hands bleed?
Old Shelton gives me her non-impressed smile, the one where she doesn’t show any teeth.
Well, I feel like Cinderella, I mutter.
Might I remind you Francesca, that this is self-imposed, old Shelton goes, not budging, and I
sigh.
Why don’t you go outside, seeing as it’s a nice day today, says old Shelton then, surprising
me. Maybe Jesse has some outdoor tasks you can help him with.
I hesitate, looking at Shelton to make sure she means it and won’t get cranky if I just take off
outside.
Well, what are you waiting for, old Shelton goes, and I don’t bother waiting round for a handwritten invitation.
I grab my coat and head outside. The sun feels like treacle, I’m not kidding. It’s all warm
and trickling on my face and I have to stop there on the footpath on the way to the stables and
lift my face up for a bit with my eyes closed.
Bunny did that, the day she died. She was sitting outside on the back porch, holding Trix, and
her face was turned up to the sun, but it was cos she was crying and trying not to. I could see
the tears drip off the end of her nose. Just cos I’d told her to go away and leave me alone and
stop bothering me to play stupid games. It had become more and more like that, I was
becoming more secretive and wanting to spend all my time with the boys down the road,
while Bunny, who was only nine, was still wanting us to play all these kids games, like
dressing up and dolls and stuff.
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Thinking about that day now makes the sun suddenly feel less like warm treacle and more like
cool water trickling through my blood. If only I hadn’t been so mean to her that day…
Stop it, I say aloud, and open my eyes and keep walking down towards the stables. I find
Jesse down there, scattering straw and stuff.
He looks up as I approach and goes, Are you OK?
I must still be looking a bit grim after thinking about Bunny and that day my whole world
changed.
Yeah, great, I get to be Cinderella while the other girls go to the Art Gallery, I say, leaning
against the stable doors.
Oh yeah…bummer, says Jesse.
Anyway, old Shelton sent me out here to help you. I raise my hands and smile. So here I am,
at your service.
Jesse grins. So being stuck with me is your punishment, hey?
Yeah…poor me, I sigh, and Jesse shakes his head, still smiling.
Alright then, give us a hand scattering this straw.
I take an armful of straw from Jesse and as I do our hands touch. I pull my hands away
quickly, but I’d felt the warmth of his fingers, the blunt roughness of them, and my fingertips
seem to tingle or something. Jesse calmly scatters straw as if he hasn’t even noticed.
I breathe out and do the same.
So, how much longer do you have to…you know…do your community service here? I ask.
You must be hanging for it to end.
Actually, I’m gonna hang around here for a bit, Jesse says. They’ve offered me a job here,
still doing the same stuff I’m doing now. Before…before I went to gaol, I used to do this sort
of work with my dad. I like it, fixing stuff and looking after the animals. And I reckon it’s
great out here, peaceful and that. Everyone’s so nice to me…I dunno. Got nowhere else to
go, I guess, and this place has given me a chance, you know?
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I pause, watching him speak, his hands still scattering the straw. His boots shuffle in the
straw, a warm comforting kind of sound, and for a few seconds I’m almost hypnotised, just
watching him scatter the straw, his sleeves pushed up and the tattoos on his arms, and the
relaxed way he moves, like he really belongs here or something. Like he’s most at ease out
here in these smelly dark old stables.
That’s really cool, I say, as Jesse pauses and looks at me. I turn away, feeling a bit stupid to
be caught standing there just staring at him and saying nothing. You’ve found something you
really want to do, I add. You know, somewhere you feel you want to be.
Yeah. I never even thought of it like that, but that’s how it is, Jesse goes. We keep scattering
straw. Then Jesse goes, So, what’s your thing? I mean, where do you really want to be?
And when he asks that question, I feel light-headed. Cos I realise I don’t even know the
answer. For so long, the only place I’ve wanted to be is anywhere I can get away from my
own head. And that place is nowhere.
I only realise this when Jesse asks that casual question, still scattering straw, like it’s no big
deal. When to me it’s this sudden shock of realising the only place I want to be is somewhere
I can never be. And it makes me feel all displaced. Like I can’t be OK at home anymore, or
at school, with everyone always staring at my face and knowing what I’ve done.
I wish I could just go some place where I could get a brain transplant or something and forget
everything, forget that day when Bunny sat on the back porch crying.
That day when the last I saw of Bunny was her head all floppy on the white stretcher and her
arms flung outwards. And how I saw the shock in Ellie’s eyes, the way she came and stood
by my bed in the hospital and stared at me without speaking.
And the way I closed my eyes against her staring and hoped I’d never wake up.
I figure there’s probably nowhere I can go that will make me forget that.
I look up and Jesse’s looking at me with a bit of a frown. Are you OK? he goes. It’s the
second time he’s had to ask me that today.
Oh …yeah, sorry. I force a smile. I dunno…I never thought about it, I suppose.
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Yeah, I used to feel like that, says Jesse. You know, I had no idea what I wanted to do, or
where I wanted to go or anything.
I look down at my hands cradling the straw. So…so when did it all start to make sense? I ask
quietly.
Jesse shrugs. It just did. You know, coming here and everything, and being with the horses
and people being nice to me. It just started to feel good.
I drop the straw and kick it round with my feet a bit, like Jesse’s doing. I breathe in and my
lungs expand again and fill with air.
I might go say hi to Sugar, I say.
Jesse grins. Yeah, I knew it. I’m gonna make a horse rider out of you yet.
Dream on, I flash back at him, and as I walk over to the old grey-speckled horse, I keep on
taking those big breaths of air.
Sugar turns her patient head at the sound of my voice.

lady in the glass case
So how was the art gallery? I ask, reaching across Laila for the bread basket.
Laila looks at Tai and shrugs. Oh…you know, it was OK I suppose.
Tai pours herself some water. Nothing special, she adds. Just some old gallery.
There’s a silence.
Tai and Laila chew their bread.
I can’t help it, I crack a smile, then I laugh. These girls are priceless, I swear.
What? says Tai, looking at me like I’ve gone crazy.
Come on, I say. The gallery was awesome, wasn’t it.
Tai looks at Laila. Laila looks at Tai.
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Then Tai bursts out, It was amazing!
Oh Frankie, you would have loved it! Laila goes at almost exactly the same time.
Their eyes are lit up with all the excitement they’ve been holding in. It’s obvious they’ve had
the best day ever.
So tell me, I say, smiling at them. What did you see?
And there’s no stopping them then, I mean talk about one extreme to the other. They tell me
everything, both of them shouting and interrupting each other to be the first to tell me.
The most amazing thing we saw was this performance artist, Laila says. This girl, she was
living inside a glass case in the gallery. I mean, she sleeps there overnight and everything,
she was there all day, she’s been there for weeks! She never leaves. And people just stand
there and watch her. It’s amazing!
So…what about if she has to go to the toilet? I say.
Well, she has this separate little compartment for that, says Tai. But everything else, you can
watch. Like you can watch her sleeping or reading, or making a cup of tea. And she just
does it all like no one’s even watching.
So, she never even looked? How could you not look when people are watching you? Or even
look self-conscious?
That was the amazing thing! goes Laila, waving her hands around. I swear she’s used the
word amazing more in this conversation than I’ve ever used in my entire life-time. It was like
she just didn’t care that we were even there. She just went about her business so calm and
peaceful. Like us watching her was almost soothing.
Becky said that us watching her was part of the art too, says Tai. Like she needed the
audience to observe her to make the performance work.
The girls then start telling me about some other art-work they saw as well, something about
old cans with decaying labels stacked on shelves, and as they speak I feel really bummed I
missed out. But I also feel excited about the endless possibilities of art. And I wonder how
that girl in the glass case does it: how she manages to be OK with people looking at her and
wondering about her and all that.
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How she manages to simply go about her business like she doesn’t even notice.

frenemies
Jems tries to catch my eye as we file into the Common Room for the Saturday pizza and
movie night. I refuse to look at her, brushing past like I haven’t even registered her presence.
Hey…Frankie, Jem goes.
I stop and sigh loudly. What?
It’s just…I’m sorry. That you had to miss out on the art gallery.
I roll my eyes. Is that all?
Well…I suppose I was hoping we might try to put everything behind us now.
I look at Jems as she says this, trying to look all sincere and that, with her wide-spaced eyes
and hands clasped in front of her.
I think we’re both ready to move on, Jem goes.
I blow a bubble with my bubblegum. Jem waits patiently.
Then I say, Speak for yourself Jem Jem.
Jem’s pretty little forehead gets some creases in it. What is it you actually have a problem
with Frankie?
I shrug. Umm…just you in general, I guess.
Well, you’re not exactly very easy to like either, Jems says. You’re so prickly, it’s impossible
trying to be friends with you.
When Jems says this, I feel this weird kind of uncertainty. It must be cos she used the word
friends in conversation with me.
Well, who said anything about wanting to be friends with you anyway, I say, which sounds a
bit lame, like a primary-school come-back, but she’s thrown me a bit, and it’s all I can come
up with.
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Fine, says Jemma.
Fine, I say, and walk off with a casual saunter, blowing another strawberry-flavoured bubble.

valiant defender
Half-way during the movie I decide to duck outside and visit Sugar. I tell Tai and Laila to
cover for me, and duck out the back door. I figure that Jesse will be out there too with the
dogs and cats and chooks, getting them all comfortable for the night. Like children being
tucked in when the lights go out.
The air outside smells heavy and purple, like violets.
I can almost hear flowers unfolding in the dark.
I see Jesse down at the kennels, giving the dogs water. They all squirm and wriggle around
him, tails high, trying to get his attention. The old blue heeler stands a bit separate, watching
with her sad eyes. Oh yeah, she’s jealous alright. These younger dogs are complete show
ponies with all their leaping in the air and glossy coats.
The old dog turns her head as I approach, then turns with disinterest, looking back to Jesse
playing with the younger dogs. I smile and pat her head. Cheer up old girl, I whisper. He
loves you best.
I don’t even get a tail wag for my efforts.
Jesse turns and rubs his sleeve across his forehead. I see cuts on his hand. I think about
offering him a bandaid. I imagine him holding out his hand to me as I lightly touch the
bandaid to his skin.
You manage to escape Shelton?
I nod, with a finger to my lips.
Your secret’s safe with me. The dogs leap around Jesse, watching him with their shiny
adoring doggy eyes.
Need a hand with anything? I ask, leaning against the wire fencing that keeps the dogs in at
night.
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Nah, pretty much finished up here, says Jesse.
Great, I sigh. That means I’m going to have to go back in and watch that boring old movie.
Jesse grins. Well we can’t have that. He locks the gate up behind the dogs, then turns and
beckons. Come on, follow me. The dogs crowd and pant at the gate. The blue heeler watches
them from the other side of the fence. Her raised head says, Now look who has the upper
hand!
Where am I following you, I say, squinting at Jesse with mock suspicion. Secretly, I feel a
little glow in me. I’d probably follow him pretty much anywhere at this point, if you really
want to know.
Reckon it’s time for riding lesson number two, Jesse goes, and starts walking up towards the
stables.
I stand there for a few seconds watching him, the way he walks so casual but with such selfassurance, like there’s no rush but he has a sense of purpose. One hand in his pocket, the
other clicking down by his side to the blue heeler. His face turned down toward the old dog,
the sharp profile of him.
He turns back and raises an eyebrow at me. Coming?
My hands reach up to pull my beanie down further over my face. Old habits.
Outside the stable doors Jesse pauses and stares upwards at the sky. I stop next to him and tilt
my head back and stare upwards too. Dark clouds ride low in a sky smeared purple like a
child’s finger-painting.
Umm…worried about rain? I say.
Wait, says Jesse, putting one hand up, which I assume is a sign I should just shut up.
So we stand there side by side looking upwards, and then I see what Jesse’s looking at. A
bird circles above us, high up, on huge outstretched wings, drifting lazy as a kite. I can make
out the curve of its beak even from this distance away.
Wedge-tailed eagle, Jesse says quietly.
Wow, I whisper, cos there’s something majestic about this bird, the way it drifts, so effortless.
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Wait, Jesse goes, again, keep looking.
And as he says that, another bird seems to drop out of the sky towards the first bird, and I
mean really dropping out of the sky, like a stone, heading so fast towards the first bird I gasp
and almost cover my eyes. At the last minute the bird pulls itself up to avoid hitting the first
bird and drifts above it, talons outstretched.
That’s the male, Jesse says, speaking quietly. It’s heading to breeding season. I‘ve seen
these two out here at around this time every night for the last few weeks. The male always
comes towards the female like that.
The male’s smaller than the female, I say. I’m not sure why I feel the need to say this, but it’s
true, the first bird is quite a lot bigger. She doesn’t react much to the male bird swooping
down towards her so dramatically like that, but she does do what looks like a loop around
him. Then both of them just seem to drift off together, flying parallel, heads pointed in the
same direction.
They’re probably nesting up there in the trees near the mountains. I follow Jesse’s
outstretched hand, as the birds disappear on the horizon. The sky is suddenly ink-splashed and
I can barely see Jesse when I look back at him.
He’s already turned and is opening the stable doors, so I follow him. I feel a spark in me, an
electric charge, like someone’s holding a spark plug to my heart or something.
Jesse shows me how to saddle up old Sugar, and I fumble a bit, while Sugar turns her head
and watches me patiently.
Then I’m up in the saddle and Jesse’s reminding me how to get Sugar going and how to make
her stop and all that, and I’m realising I don’t feel as nervous as last time, I actually feel OK.
Maybe cos it’s dark out here and the dark is soothing, it hides things.
We start trotting round the paddocks, but this time Jesse isn’t riding in front of me, he rides
right by my side, sitting easy in the saddle, one hand loose on the reins. You’re looking like a
bit of a professional now, he goes, looking over at me. I see the quick flash of his teeth in the
dark.
I look down at Sugar’s head bobbing gently in front of me, ears twitching at insects. The
shadows and the breeze sit soft on my face, I can smell the earth cooling after the warmth of
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the day, and I can feel Sugar moving steady underneath me and it’s me who has control, my
hands holding the reins, loose like Jesse does. At the same time as having the control, I’m
surrendering myself to the old horse, we’re trusting in each other. I can almost feel her
heartbeat matching my own.
Now I’m starting to get it.
Soon I’ll be jumping fences, I say, just to keep the conversation going.
Forget that, Jesse says, soon you’ll be jumping tall buildings!
OK, now you’re mocking me. I toss my head, pretending to be offended.
Jesse laughs and we ride in silence for a bit. I’ve noted he’s not big on general chit-chat.
Beetles click and whirr into the silence.
I sneak a look over at Jesse, and even in the dark I can see the tattoo shapes on his arm.
So…what’s with all the tatts? I say.
Jesse shrugs. Prison tatts.
I can’t help staring at him. Really?
Nah. I get that quick flash of teeth again. Had ya going, but.
I smile too. OK. You did. But prison tatts sound so…impressive. Very tough. You know,
you get this image of some guy carving the tatts into your arm with a knife in a dark cell.
I can imagine Jesse’s still smiling in the dark at my idiocy. Nah, I got most of these ones
before gaol, he goes. All of us guys in my gang got them. We all got the serpent.
I’d seen the blue snake twisting round his upper arm, tongue flickering out from a mean blunt
head.
I also got one for my sister, Jesse says then, after a small pause. It’s her initials with a dragon
curved round them. He lifts his arm to show me where the tatt is and the skin under his arm
in the dark looks soft and exposed. Keeping her safe, he goes, dropping his arm back down
by his side, looking away from me.
Ellie had told me that the dragon tattoo symbolised protection. The dragon was a valiant
defender. I wondered what Jesse was defending his sister against.
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So…so where’s your sister now? I ask, speaking quietly, looking down at Sugar’s silky mane
and hoping he doesn’t think I’m being too forward.
Jesse shrugs. She’s with her foster parents. She’s OK now. He looks straight ahead and
doesn’t say anything more.
I suddenly hear myself saying, I’m going to get a tatt for my sister too.
I hadn’t even ever consciously thought this until I heard my voice saying it aloud in the dark.
Yeah? Jesse’s looking at me now. Watcha gonna get?
It’s my turn to shrug and look away. Dunno yet. Maybe…maybe I’ll get Ellie to design it.
Yeah? That’s really cool.
I can hear the softness of bats wings in the dark.
Then Jesse goes, So…where’s your sister then?
I look down at my hands, the way they loosely hold the reins, the way the slightest pressure
on the reins sends a signal straight down to Sugar, the way the reins connect me to the huge
pumping muscle of her heart.
She’s dead, I say.
My voice sits feathery and dark in the shadows.
I imagine my words huddling up in the trees with the bats, hanging there still and secret.
My heart quickens. Sugar turns her head slightly.
I’m sorry, Jesse goes, looking away.
I shrug. Yeah.
We ride on in silence. My heart slowly begins to quiet.
Sugar moves easy beneath me.
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HEART WITH DAGGER
(The heart with dagger tattoo symbolises courage in the face of misfortune).

unclean
I burst into the bedroom on a Saturday afternoon after lunch, where Tai’s mooning over her
photo of Kane. Hey, we have to get started on our art assignment now! I yell. Where’s
Laila?
Tai blinks up at me. I don’t know. And why are you yelling?
Cos I’m inspired my girl! And I’m trying to inspire you too! Come on…put down that photo
and get moving!
What are you…a boot camp instructor? Tai grumbles.
Sometimes I think I liked her better when she was too scared to speak a word to me.
But I get her off the bed and we go looking for Laila, who of course is not making herself
easy to find, and I’m in that crazy inspired mood where I need things to get done quickly,
right now, before I lose the spark!
I think I saw her head to the bathroom…again, mutters Laila’s roommate Stacey. Bet she
was always the last to be picked on sports teams at school. Figures, with an attitude like hers.
I’m guessing her tendency towards kleptomania didn’t make her too popular, either.
I drag Tai off towards the bathroom, and right before we swing open the door I get that
feeling you get when something’s a bit off.
And there’s old Lails, crouched on the floor of the bathroom in front of the sink, and I see her
dark hair stuck to her cheeks in wet strands, and she looks up at me and Tai with her eyes all
running and her hands are holding the soap and they’re shaking.
Oh my god…Laila… says Tai, and rushes forward towards her.
I stand there stupidly staring at her hands, which are red and raw and peeling. How had I not
noticed that before? I’m a bad friend.
Lails…have you gone off your meds? I ask quietly.
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Laila nods, sinking down onto the tiles. The soap slithers from her hands.
How long has it been? I ask.
She’s crying and her head is lowered over her raw hands. About four weeks.
Tai drops down beside Laila, trying to hug her, but Laila twists her body away. Don’t touch
me, she says through clenched teeth. I’m…I’m not clean. She’s shaking all over now, like
she’s holding it in: all her fear and disgust and loathing. I stare at her. Laila, always so calm
and contained. Sitting there on the bathroom floor, rocking back and forth.
Tai looks up at me. You’d better get someone Frankie.

yellow roses
I just wish we’d noticed it earlier, whispers Tai, as we watch Laila walking to the car with her
parents. They walk with her slowly, like she’s an invalid. Her mother wears a pale green
scarf on her dark hair and amber beads round her neck. In the medical ward, she’d looked at
me and Tai with her eyes which were green-flecked like Laila’s. You must be Laila’s friends,
she’d said, and she spoke kind of hesitantly in that slightly lilting way Lails spoke, except her
mum had this heavy accent. Laila has told me all about you, her mother said. You are very
good friends to her.
I’d looked at the floor then, cos I didn’t feel like a really good friend right then. I hadn’t even
looked at Laila’s hands properly.
Laila’s dad hugged her as she sat up in bed in her pj’s, and his beard brushed her cheek. I
imagined how it would feel on my own skin, like the bristles of a paintbrush. I saw how her
arms went easily round his neck, and I felt this pang. She was so happy to see her parents and
they were all so kind to each other.
I didn’t want Lails to leave. Dr K spoke to me and Tai about it in his office and said it was
probably best she go get some proper treatment for a while, somewhere where there were
better facilities to deal with her ‘condition.’
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Can’t she just stay in the medical ward here and take her meds? Tai asked, and I was
impressed by her braveness. She never asks questions like that. But Dr K reckoned the
medical ward was only for short-term stays and mild illnesses.
I guessed Laila had more than a mild illness.
And that made me feel bad.
There’s no reason why Laila can’t come back and re-join the program here after she’s
received some proper treatment, Dr K added, but I got the feeling he was only trying to make
us feel better. At least he tried.
In the medical ward I needed to ask Laila why she’d gone off her meds in the first place. I
mean, I thought the meds were working and everything, I said. I thought they were keeping
everything under control.
Laila sighed and looked down at her hands, which were all red and sore-looking. You don’t
get it, Frankie. I felt like a zombie on those meds. I don’t know…like I was just this imitation
of myself. I can’t explain it. I just wanted to see what would happen…like maybe I’d kicked
the illness and didn’t need the meds anymore. I guess I was testing myself. She smiled dryly.
I suppose I failed that test.
Her fingers restlessly picked at threads on the bed covers. I couldn’t help staring at them. I
couldn’t meet her eyes. I don’t want you to go, I muttered.
Laila leaned forward and hugged me. Her hair had the faint scent of yellow roses. Don’t
think you’ve seen the last of me Frankie. And don’t forget to take photos of the art project
when you finish and send them to me. I know it’s going to be amazing.
Less amazing without you working on it.
No. Laila looked at me seriously then. You’re amazing on your own Frankie.
When she said that I felt a small ripple in my blood.
I thrust my fingerless gloves at her. Here, I said. You should keep these.
And now Tai and I stand there out in the driveway and watch old Lails leaving us.
As she stoops to climb into the back seat, she turns and raises one gloved hand.
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I can’t bear to wave goodbye to her, Tai mutters, looking away.
My throat hurts.
But we both wave anyway and smile and try to look encouraging.

halfway
I pass Jemma in the dining room at lunch time.
I’m sorry to hear about Laila, Jems goes. If you wanted to talk about it or anything…
I stop and look at her. Then I shrug. Yeah. Whatever. Probably not.
I see how Jem’s eyes flicker downwards.
I start to walk away, then turn back. Well...thanks anyway, I say roughly.
I don’t wait to hear her response.

boys and girls come out to play, the moon is shining bright as day
Want to go play a game or something in the Common Room? Tai asks that night after dinner.
I shake my head. Nah. I might sneak out to the stables and see Sugar. Cover for me?
I see how Tai quickly looks down at her hands. Oh, OK.
Thanks anyway, mate, I say, briefly grabbing her hand.
I can’t explain to her that I don’t really feel like talking tonight. I feel all empty without old
Lails there, heading to the Common Room to do her crossword, her quick glances about her
and quiet counting under her breath, like a constant sort of pulsing beside me.
That’s kind of weird, hey. I miss listening to someone counting. I reckon this place is
making me more loopy than I ever was.
All I want to do tonight is be around the horses and smell their solid smell and listen to their
horsey snuffling sounds.
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As I head outside I notice how the air is less sharp than it has been at nights. The orange
moon is hanging there low and swollen in the sky, like a big juicy melon. I’m not supposed
to go down to the stables at night without permission, but I don’t care.
I make my way straight to Sugar’s stall, clicking my tongue at her like I’ve heard Jesse do. I
see her lean head turn towards me, ears pricked up, shaped like two autumn leaves in the dark.
Hey old girl, I say, rubbing her nose. She stands there quietly accepting my attention, like a
weary princess.
I get this amazed feeling, that this horse is so trusting, like she stands there with her head
towards me, accepting my caresses all quiet, when in fact I could be some awful person who
hates horses and wants to hurt her. I mean, of course I’m not, but what if I was? She’d
probably still just go on trusting me anyway. That’s where animals can be great. They like
you even if you’re awful.
Even if you’ve done something pretty bad.
I stand out there for a while with Sugar. I’m hoping Jesse’s going to come out to the stables.
But he’s probably in his room keeping warm and doing whatever private thing he does in his
own time. I don’t even know what that would be, to be quite honest. I only ever see him in
the garden or with the animals. That’s where he seems comfortable. I’ve never asked him
what else he likes doing.
After a bit I get stiff and cold standing out there in the dark, so I say goodnight to Sugar, and
head up towards the house. As I do, I see these two dark shapes sitting out there on the grass
a little way from the house. Moths flutter around them. I pause, trying to make out who it is.
I make out work boots and a blunt haircut. It can only be Jesse. My heart quickens a little.
Whoever he’s with has her head on his shoulder and his arm is resting round her shoulder.
I get a flashback of those annoying girls approaching me in the gardens that day, their smug
smiles as they told me Jesse had a crush on Jemma.
And then the girl turns her head to say something to Jesse, and even though it’s dark, I can see
Jemma’s hair and the perfect outline of her nose and chin. And then, like she knows I’m
there, old Jem turns and looks straight at me.
She’s seen me now, seen me standing there staring at her and Jesse.
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I’ll never live this one down.
I feel a bit sick, as I turn and keep walking back up to the house.

pretending
I pass Jet in the corridor on my way back to my bedroom. He’s got his coat on, ready to head
home for the night. He smiles at me, all cheerful. Hey Frankie, what’s up?
I shrug. Not much.
He pauses then and gives me a bit of a frown. Have you been outside?
I’m in my outdoor coat, so I can’t really lie about it. Yeah, I mutter.
Should you have been outside unsupervised this time of night?
I sigh. Probably not.
Old Jet’s watching me, still with that frown. I wish he wouldn’t. He watches too closely, that
one. He notices too much.
What’s wrong Frankie? he goes.
I look back at him then, see how he looks like he genuinely wants to know, he wants me to
open up to him, and that makes me feel bad. Cos I can’t.
Not now. Not ever.
Although what I really want to do is fling myself in his arms and howl like a kid.
But how can I tell him I feel bad cos I saw Jesse with Jemma, even though Jesse isn’t even
my boyfriend or anything? I mean, it’s ridiculous. Jesse is nothing to me. How could I even
imagine for one minute he’d look at me, with my messed up face, in the same way he’d look
at porcelain smooth Jemma? It’s laughable. Just cos he listened to me that night when we
were out on the horses and I told him about Bunny and getting a tattoo for her… Well, he was
just being nice.
I’m alright, I tell Jet. Just tired. You know.
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OK, says Jet. You’d better get ready for bed then.
Well, that was the plan, I say cheerfully.
Jet gives me this suspicious look before he keeps walking.
Yeah, he knows too much, that one. But for the first time, I feel like I want to tell him, you
know. I just want to tell someone I feel bad.
It makes you tired, just pretending nothing’s wrong.

ink-soaked confessions
Ellie has this way of getting people to open up to her. Even when I was very young I’d watch
the way people came into the parlour to get their tattoos and by the time they left they’d
spilled their guts to Ellie about pretty much everything from the time they were born onwards.
The tattoos they were getting triggered memories that seemed to spill from them as the ink
soaked into their skin.
There was the young girl who’d had her heart broken, so she got a tatt of a lizard, which
symbolised letting go, cos lizards drop their tail to escape danger. There was the guy who’d
beaten cancer, and he came in and got Ellie to design this tatt of him underneath a towering
bear, which represented health and healing. Ellie heard all these stories as she leant in close
to their skin with her tattoo gun. Her careful attention was like the buzz of the gun and it
unlocked something in these people. They were her blank canvas and she was creating
something significant. She didn’t even say much or ask these people many questions, but
from the way she listened quietly and nodded from time to time, you could tell she really got
it.
Ellie came home with these people’s confessions and confidences inscribed in her heart.
The only confessions she hasn’t been able to unlock seem to be mine.
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fresh page
I’ve arranged to meet Tai in the library in our study time to work on our art project. I have a
notebook full of scribbles and slivers of ideas. As I slide into the seat bedside Tai she gives
me a worried look.
What? I say, dumping my books on the desk.
Well…Lizzie told Stacey who told Rachel that Jemma and Jesse were…well, you know…were
outside together last night. Tai still looks at me with that worried little squint she gets.
So? I say, opening my notebook.
Well…you know. They were seen kissing! Tai leans close and whispers this last bit.
Ummm…whatever. Are we like in primary school or something?
Oh…well…you know, it’s just that I thought you might be upset, Tai goes, leaning back in her
chair and fiddling with her pen.
Why would I be? I say. Why would that possibly interest me?
Tai looks at me sideways. Well…it’s just that everyone sort of thinks that you…and
Jesse…you know…
No. I don’t know. I stare at Tai. In fact I find all this quite boring, if you must know. Can we
just talk about our art project or something?
Oh…OK. I can tell Tai’s making this effort not to keep on asking me about the whole thing.
She pretends to look interestedly at my notes.
Anyway, I say, smoothing out the paper, business-like, I thought we should come up with a
theme for the project. Something that means something to people, that mostly everyone can
relate to. So I thought we’d do something about loss.
Umm…loss? Tai echoes me. I can tell she’s not really with it and her mind is still on all that
childish gossip.
I sigh. Looks like I’m going to have to run with this one myself and just tell Tai what to do.
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Yes, I say impatiently. Loss. Like everyone knows how it feels to lose something, right?
Becky told me today that Dr K says it’s OK to use that wall for our art project, as long as its
tasteful and all that. So I’ll come up a design and you’ll come up with a poem, and then we’ll
have an unveiling.
What? Tai snaps to attention at the mere mention of her having to do anything in public.
Unveiling?
Yeah. You’ll read out the poem and I’ll explain the idea behind the design and we’ll do
something really cool like…well, I don’t know exactly what yet.
I’m not sure, Tai goes. I mean…I don’t think I could read my own writing out. That was
going to be Laila’s thing. Maybe you can read it.
Well, we’ll work out the logistics later, I say, realising I’m still speaking impatiently, but
unable to help it. I just want to shake Tai sometimes.
Tai looks at me doubtfully.
Anyway, we’d better get working on some ideas, I say, turning over to a fresh page of my
notebook.
So…you’re sure you’re OK with this whole Jesse thing… Tai begins.
Yes! I almost yell, and the librarian on duty gives me this frown cos you’re not supposed to
yell in the library.
All I want to do is get into this project and not sit around mooning over some boy who
happens to like looking at pretty sparkly things. I mean, who can blame him really. Looking
at Jems would be like looking at ripe peaches and butterfly wings.
While looking at me would be like looking at dried autumn leaves and shadows.

cold feet
I spend pretty much the whole of that next week working flat out on ideas for the art project.
My head’s so full I think it might burst with all the stardust ideas floating in there. I think
about Ellie and the way she uses people’s skin as a canvas for telling a story.
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A few times a day I go and stand outside in front of the wall outside the library and it sits
there blank, clean. The thought of making it come alive with my story makes my hands shake
and my insides churn.
I dunno…maybe this wasn’t such a great idea after all.

the persistence of memory
A card comes for me in the mail from Laila. On the front is a photo of Salvador Dali’s ‘The
Persistence of Memory’, the painting with the melting pocket watches, which we’d looked at
in art class during our Surrealism discussions with Becky. Inside the card Laila writes:
Remember how Tai and I told you about that woman in the art gallery living inside a glass
case, so everyone could watch her? That’s how I feel in this hospital at the moment.
I grab a piece of paper and scribble on it: That’s how I feel every single day of my life when
people look at my face. We need to learn to be like that woman in the glass case and not even
care.

tooth-paste commercial
Jemma’s making this big deal cos she gets to go home with her parents for the weekend. She
puts on her suede soft-grey jacket and acts like she’s about to go off on a big holiday or
something, all happy smiles and blowing kisses, carrying her neat little weekend bag. Her
marshmallow-brained roommate Chloe is all, Oh I hope you have a WONDERFUL time Jem,
I hope your parents take you somewhere amazing!
Dad’s promised to take me out on the boat, Jems goes, I’ll tell you all about it and show you
photos, promise!
Try not to fall overboard and drown in your own self-satisfaction, I mutter.
Jems swings around and catches my eye. Have a good weekend Frankie, she says quietly.
Without you here it will be, I say, with a big smile. Don’t hurry back now, will you!
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How will I cope this weekend without your heart-warming sentiments Frankie, Jem sighs, and
I have to turn away so she can’t see the beginnings of a smile on my face. I have to admit, old
Jem Jem is getting quite good with the comebacks!
On my way to the library to work on the art project I pass Jesse and his constant shadow, the
blue heeler.
Hey…what you up to? Jesse pauses on the path, one hand shielding his eyes from the sun. A
magpie watches us warily from the tree nearby.
Oh, just off to the library, I say, speaking with an exaggerated breeziness and carefree smile,
like I’m in a toothpaste commercial. You know, so much work to do this time of year.
Jesse wrinkles his nose slightly, like I smell a bit off.
Anyway, can’t stand around chatting, I say, with a casual wave of my hand, and keep walking
up the path towards the library, without looking back.

anti-art
I have to practically force Tai to work on the art project with me all that weekend. All she
seems to want to do is sit about under trees mooning over her books and Kane photos. Must
be the new pink blossom-smell in the air, the fragrance soft-edged as a promise.
I tell Tai about how Dadaism was an ‘anti-art’ movement, it rejected everything that was
traditional about art, it was a movement protesting the outbreak of World War 1. I tell Tai,
waving my hands around excitedly, how society resisted this new art, seeing it as a protest
against society, as a breaking down of everything ordered and traditional.
Imagine how brave these artists were, I say, knowing they were going to offend people. But
what they were doing was real! They used all sort of stuff in their art – train tickets,
programs, plastic wrappings…everyday stuff that made their art more real to people, you
know? They also started using music and sound and literature and theatre…
Tai gazes at me while I speak. So what we’re going to do for our project is kind of anti-art?
I grin at her. You got it, mate.
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We continue working, Tai muttering over her poetry, me scribbling designs and ideas.
At one stage I glance across at Tai and she’s chewing on the end of her pencil, and her eye
catches mine, and she smiles, and when I smile back I realise that for the first day in a really
long time I haven’t thought about Flick and how much I miss her.
Not once.

eye of the serpent
We’re sitting bleary-eyed at the breakfast tables in typical Monday-morning fashion, shuffling
our feet and reaching for coffee, when there’s a sudden stirring in the room, and everyone’s
looking up towards the front where Dr K is standing, clearing his throat and holding up his
hands.
A few of the girls hiss and mutter, Shut up! at those girls still talking among themselves. This
is kind of weird. Dr K never makes announcements at breakfast time. The one time he did
was when some girls got busted for smuggling drugs into the house and were sent home. Dr
K thought it best to explain to us all what had happened and why the girls were sent home. It
was all Very Serious Business.
So when everyone starts to notice Dr K standing up the front this morning, there’s a ripple of
interest round the room. Girls sit up straighter, anticipating more gossip material. This could
keep us going for weeks if we were lucky!
Girls, I’m sorry for the interruption to our breakfast, and I’m sorry to have to start the week
off on this note, Dr K goes, and he sounds Very Very Serious. I almost feel my heart skip a
beat. However, I have some bad news, Dr K continues. The room is silent now, with barely a
shuffle.
I’m very sad to inform you that Jemma Parker will not be rejoining us at our Mountain Valley
home. Dr K clears his throat and adds, Jemma unfortunately passed away on the weekend.
The room seems to shift and I feel suddenly light-headed. I hear Chloe cry out from the Level
Six table. The girl sitting on my left leans over and whispers, I was outside Dr Kenneth’s
office this morning and I heard that Jemma actually killed herself! She took her own life!
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Her whisper curves around me fork-tongued as the serpent on Jesse’s arm. I look over at
Jesse. He’s staring at Dr K white-faced.
I can’t breathe, as if the serpent is curling round my neck.
I told Jemma before she left that the weekend would be better without her around.
And she killed herself.
I did this.
I did it again.
My chair scrapes back almost of its own accord and I’m running, I’m pushing past chairs and
tables and people’s arms and all the colours around me are one crazy blur. I don’t know
where I’m running until I find I’m outside the stables, and the sky is pale and empty and
whirling above me. I go into the stables where it’s warm and dark and drop to my knees in
the straw. The horses in their stalls turn their heads towards me in surprise. I can’t look at
them, I can’t handle them looking at me. I cover my eyes with my hands and hunch forward
in the straw, trying to breathe.
It’s Jesse who finds me. I don’t hear him come in, but I feel his arms go round me. He kneels
beside me in the straw and dirt and holds me. The serpent’s head on his arm gazes at me with
empty eyes.
I can’t handle this, I can’t handle Jesse’s sympathy, after what I’ve done. I pull away from
him.
You don’t get it, I say.
I do. I do get it, he says.
No. I look up at him and say flatly, Do you have any idea how it feels to kill your own sister?

101 ways to kill yourself
All that week fragments of gossip float about the place, wherever I go, in the classroom,
outside in the garden, in the Common Room, in the showers…girls are whispering and
speculating and coming up with theories about Jemma’s death.
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The main rumour going round is that Jemma had jumped from the top floor of her parents’
holiday apartment. The other is that she had been found floating in the bathtub with slashed
wrists. I let all this wash over me. I can barely speak, I don’t know how everyone can go on
and on about it, like it’s just some story to fuel their gossip.
I start my work on the wall outside the library. I get my spray paints from Becky in the art
room and the cool hardness of the spray can in my hand makes my heart feel calmer. Tai
comes out to the wall with me and sometimes we exchange a few words, but mostly we work
in silence. I know that Tai gets it. She doesn’t mention Jemma at all, and I’m grateful. Tai
does little things to try and make me feel better. She picks some flowers from the gardens
and leaves them on my pillow. She brings little offerings of birds’ feathers, lollies wrapped in
bright candy colours, bits of poetry written on paper scraps. Anything that she thinks might
bring me back. I accept these little things offered like silent prayers.
When I go to my therapy session Jet says, So do you want to talk about what happened to
Jemma?
I shrug and let my gaze drift out the window. Why would I? It’s not like I even liked her or
anything.
I do my best to avoid Jesse during that week. I just can’t handle him looking at me now.
Now that he knows the truth. When we pass I lower my face and avoid eye contact. I stay
away from the stables and the animals and the gardens and keep hidden behind the library
wall, a snail curling in its shell.

floodgates
In group that week all anyone wants to talk about is Jemma. So Jet just lets everyone vent
their feelings.
I just don’t get it, says Hot Stuff, cradling her coffee mug. Her fingernails are painted sunsetorange. I mean, Jemma had everything going for her, you know what I mean?
Jet leans back in his chair. Yeah. That’s how it can seem. But sometimes people don’t let us
know what’s really going on in here. He taps his chest.
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But…you know…she’d almost finished the program here, goes some girl I’ve seen sitting with
the other Level Six girls. I mean, she was on her way out of this place, she’d come so far.
She seemed to be doing so well with her parents now and all that…I don’t know. The girl
blinks and looks down.
She seemed really happy, like it was all coming together, Hot Stuff adds. Her mascara is
starting to run again.
Sometimes that’s what people want us to see, says Jet.
I just don’t get it. The Level Six girl shakes her head. She was so close to achieving what she
wanted…so close.
I hear sniffles from Chloe. She’s staring down at the carpet and sitting on her hands, as if
she’s afraid they will just start doing stuff of their own free will if she doesn’t control them.
We’d seen people coming in and out of the room Chloe shared with Jemma, carrying Jem’s
stuff out in boxes and bags, packing up her life and carrying it away.
I look down at my hands curled around my coffee mug. I don’t know why I feel this lump in
my throat. I mean, I didn’t even like Jemma or anything. She was my nemesis, I couldn’t
stand her.
Why didn’t somebody help Jem… give her some medication or something, Hot Stuff goes,
almost accusingly, staring at Jet.
Jemma was on medication, Jet says quietly.
There’s a silence.
More sniffles from Chloe.
I feel something bubbling up in my throat.
Suddenly my voice is falling into the circle, seeping me out of me.
I killed my sister, I say. I was supposed to be watching her, we were outside, she was bugging
me to take her out on the dirt bike, she kept on and on at me, crying and saying I’d promised.
She got me so mad, the way she was bugging me.
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I pause and I can’t look up, I can’t bear to see the looks on people’s faces, the shock of
hearing me speak in group for the first time, the repulsion at what I’m saying. But I have to
keep going, I have to say it, all the dark dirty secret words that have been hidden in me for so
long have to come out.
There’s a silence, so I continue. I took her out on the bike, but I was mad cos I wanted to
hang with the boys down the road. Ellie said you should never get on a bike when you’re
mad, but I did, cos I just wanted to shut Bunny up, I mean she’d kept on and on at me. So we
went out onto the dirt tracks, and I was riding fast. I’d ridden that track like a million times, I
could do it with my eyes shut, but with the extra weight on the back and me going so fast, I
lost control, there was this tree branch on the track and I didn’t avoid it quick enough. Next
thing I knew we’d ploughed into a tree and Bunny went under the wheels, I’m not sure exactly
what happened. I went over the handlebars into the tree. I don’t remember much after that.
There was a lot of blood everywhere, my face was split open.
I close my eyes. I see Bunny lying on the dirt track behind me, her head at a weird angle.
Her new pink sneakers covered in mud. I remember the blood stinging my eyes and the pain
in my arm making me vomit. I remember the way Bunny’s body was all floppy when the
men who came to rescue her lifted her, and how a crow stared down from the tree above us. I
remember the antiseptic smell of the hospital and Ellie’s face floating above my hospital bed
and the way she held my hand and her tears fell on my lips and I tasted the salt. The way I
couldn’t meet her eye.
I killed my sister, I say quietly.
I still can’t look up, can’t face all those staring accusing eyes. I can only look down at my
white fingers clutching the coffee mug.
Then out of the silence, comes a voice, and it’s a firm and solid voice that somehow makes its
way into my great well of pain. The voice says, Frankie, you did not kill your sister. It was
an accident.
I look up then and realise it’s Tai’s voice, she’s looking at me with a determined frown. I’ve
never heard her speak like that before. In fact, none of us have heard her speak in group
before. Everyone is staring at Tai, and she’s not even flinching.
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But…I was the one riding the bike, I say. I was responsible for Bunny. Ellie asked me to
watch her. And instead…instead she died.
But it was an accident, says Tai. Accidents can happen to anyone. It was really bad luck that
it happened. You can’t blame yourself for something that wasn’t your fault. You didn’t know
there was going to be a tree branch on the track.
I shake my head. But if I hadn’t taken her on the bike in the first place…
You can’t do this to yourself, Hot Stuff interrupts. I see fresh tears running down her cheeks.
It was an accident, like Tai says. You didn’t mean it to happen. You can’t torture yourself
forever.
I don’t know how to stop, I say quietly.
God, you poor thing, goes Hot Stuff, staring at me with her cheeks smeared with tears and
mascara, and she reaches across and hugs me. I smell her vanilla perfume and the crisp scent
of her hairspray.
Jet clears his throat. Frankie, I’m so sorry about your sister, he says quietly. I look at his
face. It makes my throat ache just looking at him.
You need to begin to forgive yourself, says Tai.
I look down at my hands again. They’re clenched so tight I reckon I’m going to break the
coffee mug. But…but I did it again. With Jemma. I was kind of mean to her and that…before
she left that weekend I said something really bitchy to her…
No, it wasn’t your fault what happened, says Chloe, and she’s leaning forward in her chair
with her tissues scrunched up in her hands. Everyone looks at her then too, cos she hasn’t
spoken all week, and no one’s really known what to say to her. Jem was unhappy for a long
time…I knew she was…I never knew how to help her feel better, because she seemed to have
it all…you know, she was so smart and her parents gave her everything and she could have
done anything with her life.
Chloe stops and wipes her eyes with the back of her hand. Then she goes, It had nothing to
do with you, Frankie. She probably enjoyed the confrontations with you, if anything. At least
someone was challenging her.
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It’s easy to blame ourselves, Jet says quietly. You ask yourself if it was something you did or
didn’t do…you blame yourself for not seeing the signs. But in the end, you can’t carry guilt
around with you forever. Think about what the person who has died has meant to you…and
ask yourself if they would have wanted you to punish yourself forever.
Jet’s speaking generally to the group, but I know it’s me he’s really speaking to. I feel his
words go straight into me, into all the achey hollow bits, and the words sit in there and sting,
but in a good way, like when Ellie used to put antiseptic on my cuts and scrapes after riding
my dirt bike. It hurts, but you know you’re going to heal quicker because of it.
I sigh and when I look down at my hands again I notice that they’ve started to unclench.

composed
I get a letter that week from Laila. She writes: Tai told me about Jemma and about what
happened in group this week, how you spoke about what happened to your sister. I’ve been
doing lots of therapy as part of my treatment at the hospital, and one thing I’ve started to
learn is this: Sometimes when you start to expose the inner darkest parts of yourself you begin
to realise that nothing terrible is going to happen. That it can actually bring on a certain
calm because everything is out there. And people are going to feel some sort of connection
with you.
I think that’s why that woman in the glass case at the Art Gallery was so composed.
She felt it too.

small steps
Out in the gardens during Phys Ed, while we’re all doing some sort of lame aerobics class
under the Phys Ed teacher’s watchful eye, Jesse walks past carrying gardening tools. He
walks with his head lowered and without his usual relaxed stride. The blue heeler looks up at
him, waiting for acknowledgement or something. And it’s then I realise Jesse’s probably
feeling pretty depressed. All this time I’ve been thinking about myself and how it’s all
making me feel, but Jesse’s gotta be feeling it too.
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I’d seen him the day of Jem’s funeral. Some of the staff and Level Six girls were waiting for
the bus to take them into the city for the funeral. They stood around in a little quiet bunch
with neat hair and black ribbons. Jesse had hung around near-by smoking his ciggie, still
wearing his work clothes, so I’d gathered he wasn’t going to the funeral. He’d looked all
lonely and sad standing there by himself, staring at the ground, his boot scuffing at the dirt.
I’d watched the group of Level Six girls standing there waiting for the bus and imagined Jem
standing there amongst them. She’d be wearing a charcoal pencil skirt and black soft-knit
cardigan. Her hair would be pulled back in a sleek pony-tail. She’d be standing there with
her hands clasped and you’d look at her, you wouldn’t be able to help it, cos she’d look so
elegant and she’d stand out straight away. Like she always did.
I’ve spent a couple of sessions already talking to Jet about some things. Sometimes he still
gets this look like getting me to tell him anything is like pulling teeth, but I’m finding that
opening up a little bit isn’t as bad as I’d thought. I mean Jet doesn’t look at me like I’m some
sort of axe murderer or anything. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not like it’s suddenly easy to
speak about what happened with Bunny and everything after holding it all in for so long.
Some days I get all closed up and cranky and just don’t want to talk at all and tell Jet to back
off. But I’m starting in small steps and Jet’s being patient.
It makes me suddenly realise that Jesse probably hasn’t even got anyone he can talk to about
stuff like that.
But I’m not ready to talk to him.
I look away and continue doing star jumps with the others.
Tai pauses mid-jump and gives me this sideways glance, cos she’s sharp as a hawk sometimes
that one, despite all her day dreaming, and she’s seen me looking over at Jesse. But I keep
jumping and refuse to meet her eye.

breaking the spell
Sunday afternoon: and my hands are shaking as I pick up the phone to call Ellie. I don’t
know why, I mean I call her every single Sunday, how is this Sunday any different? But I
feel my heart pumping blood quicker all through my body, it gives me a light headed feeling.
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Even though it’s a warm day, with all the windows wide open to let in air that smells like cut
grass and sun-warmed leaves, I need to wear a jacket.
Old Shelton sits there nearby with her knitting, her head bent, baby blue knitwear unfolding
under her fingers, which move so quick it’s like they’re not even connected to her, like they
have a life of their own.
I think of Ellie’s fingers holding the tattoo gun, the way images form on skin like she’s some
sort of magician.
Old Shelton looks up then while I stand there staring at her fingers. Well…what are you
waiting for? she goes, frowning. Other girls need to use the phone too Frankie.
I was just admiring your handy work, Miss, I say.
She grunts and looks down to her knitting again.
I wonder who she’s knitting for. It looks like baby clothes, maybe some little booties or
something.
I sigh and dial the familiar number.
It’s Ash who answers the phone. Hey mate, he goes, your mum’s working out in the studio,
I’ll just go grab her for you.
Oh no…that’s OK, I say quickly. If she’s busy don’t interrupt her or anything.
Nah it’s cool mate, she asked me to get her when you called. Ash hesitates for a second then
goes, Everything OK?
Yes. Of course. Why wouldn’t it be? I realise how defensive this sounds and quietly clap a
hand to my forehead. Mental note: learn the art of subtlety.
You just sound kind of…I dunno, stressed out or something, Ash goes. Damn it, for someone
so chilled this guy is remarkably observant.
I’m fine, I say, waving my hand in a chilled-out gesture. Which of course Ash can’t see. But
I’m hoping it somehow translates over the phone.
When I hear Ellie’s voice on the phone, she sounds pleased to hear from me, but in that laidback way of hers. It’s like, if you didn’t speak to her often you’d think she sounded off-hand,
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but if you knew her well you’d hear the quiet pleasure adding warmth to her words. She
doesn’t talk much, but she listens, and you know she’s taking it all in. Like what you’re
saying matters.
And for some reason when I hear her voice on the phone, I just have to blurt out the first thing
in my head. It’s been a week for blurting things out. I may as well keep going.
I’m sorry, I say. I’m sorry I took Bunny out on the dirt bike, even though you said she was too
little to go on the bike. I’m sorry I did that. My voice comes out all tight, like it’s being
forced out from some dark closed in place. My heart’s racing real fast now.
There’s a small silence. I can’t read what Ellie’s thinking. We’ve never spoken about that
day…not ever. Not even in the days after the accident, not during that week I spent in
hospital after the surgery on my face, not the day of Bunny’s funeral, not even in the days
when I came home from hospital and lay in bed for weeks on end. We never spoke about any
of it, we never mentioned that day at all. It’s like if one of us even said anything we’d break
some sort of spell.
I’m guessing Ellie’s feeling some sort of shock at my words. I’m guessing all those slithery
dark feelings are uncurling in her like sea-snakes. I close my eyes.
And then Ellie says, Why are you…I mean, you don’t need to say sorry. I hear the slight
tremor in her words.
I keep my eyes closed. Yes I do. I do need to say sorry. Bunny died because of what I did.
And you…you have every right to blame me.
Frankie I don’t… Ellie starts to say, but I interrupt her.
Don’t pretend you don’t think about what I did every time you look at my face, I say, my
voice getting louder. I see old Shelton glance over, but she quickly bends her head to her
knitting when her eyes meet mine. Don’t pretend you don’t think about it all the time, that
I’m the one who killed her, that it’s my fault. Please don’t pretend you don’t hate me for it.
I feel something huge welling in me, something enormous and salty and ugly rising up like a
tidal wave or something, I mean I can’t control this feeling, that’s what scares me, I’m losing
control. I’ve prided myself on being the Master of Control since Bunny died. I don’t know

324

what’s happening to me and I feel like my face has split open again, like there’s blood spilling
everywhere and I can hardly see.
I hear a jumble of sounds in my head: the throb of the dirt bike, the bone-jolting thud of body
hitting tree, and the sudden white empty silence under a melting sun and shifting shadows. A
silence stretching on for eternity. But through all the noise in my head I hear Ellie’s voice.
And she’s saying, I can’t believe you even think that…that all this time you’ve thought that.
I’m…I mean...I’m the one…
And then I feel some sort of jolting shock cos Ellie’s crying, I can hear her voice come from
somewhere that’s full of the dark purple colour of bruises.
I’m the one who told you girls to leave me alone and look after yourselves for once, Ellie
says. If I hadn’t been so…so self-absorbed…if I’d paid more attention…I’ve never thought
this was your fault Frankie. I can’t believe you’ve thought that all this time.
I can’t even stand up anymore, my legs won’t support me, and I sink to the ground, clutching
the phone, and when I put my fingers to my face my cheeks feel warm and wet. I’m like
some god damn tree bleeding sap, I mean, the wetness just keeps on and on sliding out of me,
like it’s never going to stop.
I crouch there on the floor, one hand still cradling the phone, and rock myself back and forth.
On the other end of the phone I can hear Ellie’s quiet crying, and I let it seep into me, like
salty waves heaving through me. For the first time Ellie and I cry together and I remember
that day in the garden when we looked at the white lilies and Ellie’s tears fell on my hands.
The way I couldn’t cry and I didn’t think I’d ever be able to again.
And now I’m sitting here on the floor with Shelton hovering nearby twisting her hands
together, and my tears are making the phone wet.
And I notice that old Shelton has dropped her knitting on the floor, and it’s a baby’s bootie
she’s been knitting.
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KOI FISH
(The koi fish tattoo represents starting over; when the koi fish reaches upstream
it turns into a dragon, representing a new stage of its life).

meditation
I spend the next week working on the art project in all my spare time. After I finish painting
for the day I cover the wall in a sheet. It feels kind of scary putting your own art work out
there on display like that. I mean, I used to graffiti on walls all the time, but that was
different, that was done in shadows and darkness and torch light. Sometimes I get this edgy
feeling, like I’m looking around waiting for someone to spring me, for the cops, for Flick to
give her low whistle of warning.
Now here I am painting under a huge blue sky with lemon sunlight falling all around me. I
paint with slow curving arm movements, like a meditation. I don’t think too much about
anything. Jet wants to talk about my phone conversation with Ellie, but I can’t right now, I
hold it in me like something still waiting to be unwrapped.
A few times I’ve seen a couple of rabbits. Sometimes when it’s all quiet they lope out and sit
there in the grass nearby, like they’re soaking up some sun, and they look at me with their
round bunny eyes, and I hold my breath just so I don’t scare them or anything. But they keep
on sitting there, ears folded back politely, like they know it’s OK to be there, it’s safe. And
the grass ripples around them and the air smells of sun and paint and green apples.

tiger eye
After a week or so I find I’m missing the animals, especially Sugar, with her patient head
turned towards me, ears flicking at flies, the hair on her nose that’s going a bit white. I
wonder if she cares that I haven’t been around for a bit, to give her carrots and sugar cubes, to
annoy her with my nonsense-talk.
I wait until our free time after classes and then pull on my boots and wander down to the
stables.
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My hands are a bit sweaty and I wipe them on my jeans. I know Jesse will probably be down
there, giving the horses a rub-down and some food after afternoon riding classes. I don’t
know how I feel about seeing him again. I haven’t talked to him since that day he came to
find me in the stables.
The day we found out Jemma died. My stomach feels knotted when I think about that day.
Usually I can hear Jesse’s low whistling as I approach the stables, the shuffling of his feet in
the straw. But today it’s all quiet in there, except for the snorting and shuffling of the horses.
I guess Jesse has finished up early this afternoon. I feel a sharp twist of relief and something
else…something strangely like disappointment. I wander down to see Sugar, smelling the
warm horsey sweaty smell of the stables. I could be imagining it, but Sugar does look extra
pleased to see me. She nuzzles my open palm in quite an affectionate way.
After a bit, I walk back towards the house to get washed before dinner. And as I walk up the
path that cuts through the gardens, it’s then that I see Jesse, kneeling over there in the dirt
where the rose beds are. The roses I helped him mulch before winter set in. The day I wasn’t
careful enough and let him see too much of my scar. I hesitate on the path, and then Jesse
turns his head and he’s seen me, so I guess I can’t keep on walking after he’s spotted me
standing there watching him. So I wander over to him, heart thudding and hands in pockets,
chewing my gum and doing my best to look casual.
Looks like they’re finally starting to come through. I nod towards the spiky rose bushes.
Yeah. The first buds are coming through. Jesse doesn’t look at me directly. One hand
shields his eyes from the sun.
So…did you need a hand or anything? I hear myself saying this and as I say it I wish I
hadn’t. I mean, Jesse doesn’t look extremely thrilled to see me or anything. He probably just
wants to be left alone. And here I am invading his personal space. My boot scuffs at the
grass.
Then Jesse goes, all casual, Yeah you can help if you like. I’m just doing some pruning and
fertilising, getting them ready for spring. There’s some gloves in the wheelbarrow if you
want. He turns back to the rose bushes and I put the gloves on. My hands look awkward and
bulky, like a boxer’s.
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I kneel in the dirt beside Jesse and he shows me how to prune back the dead wood and apply
fertiliser. As he leans in towards me he smells sun-warmed and slightly sweaty but in a clean
way. He’s unshaven and his jaw looks sharp. He looks a bit like a fugitive, hard-edged.
We talk a bit about the roses and then this silence falls. It’s a silence that feels brittle, waiting
to be broken. I start to speak, then cough, then start again. I’m…I’m sorry about that day…in
the stables…you know, for saying that thing about my sister, for laying that on you. You
didn’t need to hear that.
I keep my face averted from his. My blood pulses. I press my fingers into the soil.
Jesse leans back on his heels. I can feel him looking at me. I force myself to look up and our
eyes meet. His skin is gold in this light. I’m glad you told me…about your sister, he says. I
feel something ease in me.
I just feel bad…that I didn’t check that you were OK, I mutter. My fingers knead the soil over
and over. A worm is suddenly exposed, wriggling desperately, glistening in the sunlight. I
know how hard Jem’s death must have been for you. It must have been a shock.
Yeah. Jesse looks down and squints at the rose beds, like he’s looking for something in the
soil. Yeah, it’s been really hard…for everyone.
But…especially for you. I mean…she was your girlfriend…I can’t even imagine how you
must be feeling. I feel ashamed, that I hadn’t come to him earlier and checked to see how he
was doing. I look down again, at the worm all wriggly and awkward in the sun.
What d’ya mean…girlfriend? Jesse sounds perplexed or something. He’s giving me that
raised eyebrow look.
Oh…umm…all I’m saying is, that it must be extra hard for you cos of you and Jem…you
know…
Jesse shakes his head slightly. No, I don’t know. Jemma wasn’t my girlfriend.
Oh… it’s just that people were saying…I mean I saw you guys sitting out here one night…
Yeah? And what exactly did you see? Jesse’s still giving me that look, he doesn’t sound
angry or anything, but I feel my face flushing.
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Well…I saw you with your arm round Jemma, you were sitting out here on the grass. I
mean…she had her head on your shoulder and everything…
And? Jesse shrugs, waiting for more.
Well…it just looked like you were together…or something... I mumble, beginning to realise
I’ve made some sort of mistake. I look at the worm trying to burrow down into the warm
moist soil.
Jesse’s not saying anything, so I feel I have to keep blundering on like some idiot. It’s just
you looked close…and people were saying stuff, you know…that you’d been seen kissing and
that you liked Jem and all that…
Jesse sits back and wipes his arm across his forehead. There’s dirt on his pants. He looks at
me for a second and then sighs. And you believed that?
I guess so. I’m sorry. I look back down at my big white-gloved, awkward hands.
Jesse turns his attention back to the rose beds and keeps pruning. I sit there for a second
feeling like maybe I’ve offended him or something. I don’t know whether I should just get up
and go. I feel like the biggest idiot ever. Then Jesse goes, Jemma used to come and confide
in me. She’d been feeling pretty low in the past few months. She reckoned that she didn’t
think she’d be OK once she left here and went back home. I used to listen to her and that, but
I never knew how to make her feel better about stuff, you know? It was hard.
I nod, even though Jesse isn’t looking at me. I don’t want to speak and say anything stupid.
A few years ago, before she came here, Jem used to have a habit. Jesse gives me this
sideways look, like maybe he isn’t sure he should be telling me this. I sit still and silent,
watching him. He says, She kicked the habit, she’d been clean for a year or so…but, I
dunno…I guess the scars were still there or something. She was always so scared she
wouldn’t be strong enough to stay clean. He shrugs. Guess she’ll never know now if she
could have made it.
I feel a bit light-headed hearing all this stuff about Jems. I remember that day in the shower
block, when I surprised her while she was washing her hands, and how she quickly pulled her
sleeves back down, and looked at me as if I was intruding just by looking at her.
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She really liked the horse riding, Jesse says. She reckoned it made her feel in control and
free. It made her feel strong.
Jesse fumbles in his jeans pocket for his ciggies. His hands look less sure than usual as he
flicks the lighter. He inhales and slowly blows out smoke, which drifts above the rose beds.
I’m sorry, I say quietly. I’m sorry about Jemma. And I’m sorry that I thought you guys
were…you know…together…When all you were doing was being a good mate. I guess I’ve
been a bit…well, you know, caught up in my own stuff. Kind of self-absorbed.
Jesse shrugs and looks at me. We’ve all got our own stuff going on. That’s just how it is. He
pauses. Anyway, even if I had liked Jem like that, I’d never have been able to do anything
about it, not while I’m working here. I’d get chucked out if there was anything like that going
on.
Of course, I say. I don’t know how I feel after hearing all this. Just kind of flat and still
inside. Some kind of nothing.
Jesse looks away from me and says, Anyway, there’s another girl I kind of like.
Yeah? I try to keep my tone light. Of course there’s another girl. I don’t know why I feel
that little stabbing at my heart. It’s ridiculous. So, what’s she like? I ask.
Well… Jesse pauses and blows out smoke rings. She’s got this long dark hair. She’s pretty
funny… sometimes. She says what she thinks. She reckons she doesn’t like horses but that’s
starting to change, like I told her it would. But sometimes she’s a bit on the stubborn side.
I look up then and meet Jesse’s eyes, and the sky is full of orange light, with the sun sinking
in it.
What else? I say. My voice comes out in this half-whisper.
Jesse shrugs, his ciggie loose in his fingers. Well, she’s pretty good at drawing. He pauses
and grins. She does a mean portrait.
I feel myself grinning a bit too, even though my throat’s feeling all dry and raspy and I can
hardly talk.
There’s another silence, but this one feels silky. The late sun is slanting across the grass and
the dirt.
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So…so why do you like this girl? I say, and I have to clear my throat a bit. I mean, she sounds
like trouble. She sounds like she might say dumb things sometimes without thinking. There’s
probably heaps better girls than her around.
Nah. Jesse stubs his ciggie out in the dirt. This one’s pretty cool. She’s different to the other
girls. She wears this beanie everywhere and chews a lot of gum. I like that. He grins then,
and my heart does this huge fish-flop thing. I look down at my dirt-smeared glove hands.
Jesse reaches across and tugs at my knitted beanie plaits. So what are you hiding from under
there?
I half-smile and don’t look up. Surely you can see what I’m hiding. None of the other girls
around here have a face like mine. You can’t try to tell me you haven’t noticed or anything. I
mean, come on. Have you seen this face? I try to talk in my jokey-comedian voice but it
sounds forced.
Yeah, says Jesse quietly. I’ve seen your face. And I’ve seen that you have these amazing
eyes. I mean, they’re kind of brown and gold like tiger eye.
When Jesse says that I look up at him again and the way he looks at my face…I dunno, it’s
like he’s reached out and touched my face with his fingertips, and I can feel the warmth of
him starting to spread through me. I can feel everything suddenly: the moist soil under me,
the orange light on my arms, even the way my clothes sit on me.
Then suddenly we both look away. Jesse fingers his gardening tools and I stare at the rose
trees, the way they’re starting to swell with new buds.
Birds’ voices flutter from the trees like streams of light.
I know I should say something. So… I guess I kind of like you too. A little. Don’t get a big
head or anything.
You know how to make a guy feel good, don’t ya.
I smile. So…I ‘m guessing we can’t really…well, you know. Do anything.
Jesse raises an eyebrow slightly. What did you have in mind?
No…I didn’t mean anything like that…Talk about one-track mind! I give him a playful
punch. I mean, we can’t really take this anywhere…we’d get in trouble…you know.
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Not to mention the gossip-mill would go into over-drive, Jesse adds.
I sigh. You speak the truth. I pause, then say, I just wish…I’d just really like to kiss you…or
something…
I can’t believe I’m saying this. My cheeks feel hot. But I keep looking at him to see his
reaction.
We’re sitting there next to each other in the dirt and there’s dirt stains on our skin and clothes
and Jesse edges closer to me, and we’re looking into each other’s faces. He’s so close I can
feel the warmth off him. I mean, his mouth is inches away from mine. I want to kiss him, I
want it so much, just to feel him pressed against me, to feel his hands on my arms. It hurts,
all this wanting.
Then Jesse wrinkles up his nose and goes, Damn.
And I know he wants to kiss me too, but I also know that he can’t. Being here means too
much to him. He can’t risk that. I get it. But it’s frustrating.
Hey…you’ll be out of here soon, Jesse says then. And…you know, things will be different
then. You don’t know what might happen.
I nod. Yeah. That’s true. Anything might happen then.
According to my calculations there’s probably about four months to go. Roll on summer.
I sigh and pick up my gardening tools and Jesse does the same and we keep on clipping back
that dead wood as the sun flattens out on the skyline and the light turns blue and the new buds
swell in the cooling air.
And I think of those two wedge-tailed eagles, flying along side by side, heading in the same
direction, but keeping their distance.

metamorphosis
I’ve told you before, that Tai can be as sharp as a tack. I mean, I’m a bit late to dinner after
helping Jesse with the rose gardens, and Shelton has a go at me about it as I slide into my seat
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next to Tai. And old Tai, she gives me this sideways look. She says, So what’s with the dirt
on your t-shirt?
I shake my hair back and reach for the water. Oh…you know, I was just mucking about in the
garden.
Tai’s still staring at me, like she’s analysing my clothes, my face, my hair, for signs.
I ignore her and chew on a crust of bread.
Then Tai goes all calmly, So are things OK with Jesse now?
I narrow my eyes at her.
Well, it’s obvious you were with him. Tai shrugs. I tell you, this girl isn’t the Tai I met on my
first day here. Mostly that’s a good thing, but she’s getting way too sharp, this one.
I sigh. Yeah, things are OK with Jesse now. Then I smile slightly as I pick up my glass of
water, thinking about his blue eyes watching me and the way I didn’t flinch, even though he
was inches from my face.
Hmmm…more than OK it seems, Tai says in her best detective voice-over.
I smile secretively. Maybe.
I would say definitely. Tai reaches across me for the bread. Don’t you worry my girl, she
says. I’ll get to the bottom of this. Don’t underestimate me.
I wouldn’t do that, I say, watching the way she reaches across me with such a relaxed
confidence, and Tai glances quickly at me, surprised by my serious tone.

crossed arrows
During this week something else kind of big happens: Tai gets promoted to Level Six. My
little Tai is in the top program. When Tai wanders out to the wall to tell me, I’m kneeling in
the grass staring up at the wall and my head is full of red-splashed spray-paint. I jump up and
hug Tai when she tells me.
Tai, that’s awesome, I say. But Tai hangs her head and stares down at her twisting hands.
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What’s wrong? I say. You should be jumping for joy, my girl! Soon you’ll be out of this
place. And closer to seeing lover boy!
Yeah…I know…Tai doesn’t look up. I guess I’m just worried, you know…about me
leaving…and us…and what will happen to us. You know, I won’t get to see you anymore.
I put down my spray-can and put both hands on her shoulders. Tai, no matter what, we’re
going to be friends, OK?
Tai looks up. Really?
I nod. Really.
And I mean it, you know, it’s not just some line I’ve come up with to brush her off and make
her feel better. I’ve never even used the word ‘friend’ in conversation with her. I mean, I
didn’t come to this place to make friends or anything.
But I guess it just kind of happened, if you must know.

swimming upstream
It’s time for Ellie to come up for another visit. Jet surprises me by suggesting Ellie and I go
sit outside in the little courtyard garden reserved for visitors. You probably don’t need me
hanging about, he says, looking at me with this smile that seems innocent enough but I know
what he’s thinking and I know he wants me to talk to Ellie about some of the stuff I’ve been
talking to him about. Stuff about Bunny.
But as we sit outside in the plastic chairs, shuffling our feet, Ellie lighting up her ciggie, I
can’t think about how to start talking about our conversation on the phone a few weeks back.
Instead I say, So, any chance of a ciggie?
Ellie gives me a sideways look. Then she says, Just this once. But consider this a one-off.
Otherwise I won’t exactly make parent of the year.
There’s a small silence while I light up one of Ellie’s cigarettes. I almost say, That’s OK. I
guess I won’t exactly make daughter of the year either. But I don’t say anything.
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We inhale and blow out smoke. This feels weird but kind of peaceful, smoking a ciggie with
my mum, sitting in plastic chairs with the metallic sky above us. Clouds are swollen and the
air smells watery grey. Looks like Ellie might be riding back home in the rain.
The silence curls around us, but it has a softness. I’d been silent a lot in Ellie’s presence in
the time leading up to coming away. But it was the sort of silence you feel after a door is
slammed shut.
Before that silence the space between us had been filled with lots of noise and shouting that
echoed back and forth. The air between us was never still. I needed the constant pulsing
waves of anger and yelling so that I didn’t have to think about what I might have to confront
in any sort of calm or silence. The anger and shouting curled through me like a red snake and
left no room for anything else.
But the silence outside in the little garden now is an OK sort of silence, it’s softened by the
sound of birds voices falling through tree branches and leaves lying quietly on grass.
And what happens is that we start to talk a bit about stuff that has nothing to do with what has
happened between us, and all that went on before I came in here. We just start talking about
little bits and pieces of things.
Ellie slips off her shoe to show me the new tattoo that Ash did for her on her foot. It’s a
tattoo of a koi fish, swimming upstream. Ellie’s feet out of their shoes are long and higharched.
Like Bunny’s feet.
Did it hurt? I ask. I mean, the foot is kind of bony.
Ellie pauses and taps cigarette ash on the ground. Then she goes, When Ash was in the middle
of the tattoo I realised I could hardly feel the needle. It was like…I dunno, like I was in the
middle of some sort of meditation.
I imagine Ash softly dabbing at the drops of blood on Ellie’s pale skin, like wiping away teardrops.
I tell Ellie how I’m spray-painting a wall for my art project. But don’t worry, I say. I’m not
going to get arrested for this graffiti.
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Ellie smiles. Cool. That’ll make a nice change.
I smile down at my swinging feet. Hey, at least you got to see what the inside of a police
station is like. I bet that’s an experience you never thought you’d have.
Thanks mate, says Ellie. I’ll treasure it always.
I blow out cigarette smoke and smile.
A group of cockatoos drift above us like white kites. They fly so close I can almost feel the
wind from their wings on my face. Their cries tremble on the air after they’ve gone.

hands
Washing my hands in the art room after working on the Wall, scrubbing away at the smudges
of colour that have stained my skin, bright as the ink on Ellie’s tattoos, I look at my long thin
fingers under the splash of water, and I remember how Ellie always said that I looked like my
dad in every possible way, and nothing like her.
But…you know what, standing there in that art room scrubbing at my hands, with only Becky
at the back of the room working at her desk, I realise that Ellie and I were wrong, that we are
alike in a way that’s suddenly really obvious.
Ellie and I have exactly the same hands.
And I don’t know why, but realising that makes me feel suddenly really good.
Thinking of something nice over there Frankie?
I look up and see Becky looking over at me with a smile.
I shrug and look down and say, Sort of, nothing special.
But I can’t keep the grin off my face.
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open canvas
Becky’s allowed me to borrow one of the cameras from the art room to go and take some
photos of the Wall to send to Laila. Tai and I have finished up our art project and the
Unveiling’s going to be in a week. Old Lails will be on my case if I don’t get some photos to
her.
Oh yeah…and Ellie and Ash might want to see some photos too.
On my way out to the Wall I take a detour past the stables. I have the camera round my neck
on this big thick strap and I feel very professional, like I’m some photographer for a
newspaper or something. The camera, even though it’s a bit retro looking, all big and bulky,
feels good in my hands. Solid and real.
I stop to say hi to Sugar and then look around for Jesse. I find him inside the stables with this
big shovel. There’s a strong smell of manure.
Ooh. I wrinkle up my nose. That smells bad.
Jesse turns. Nice to see you too.
He wears these dirt-splattered old combat-style pants. I look at his mouth as he smiles, the
slow curve of his lips. The way his eyes are on my face and he doesn’t look away.
He points to the pile of manure he’s been shovelling. Someone has to do it.
Rather you than me! I say.
Thanks for your compassion.
I smile and look down at my camera. Well, I was going to ask you if you wanted a private
viewing.
Jesse raises one eyebrow and leans on his shovel.
Oh…that sounds a bit dodgy. I feel my cheeks flush a bit. I mean, I’m going to take some
photos of The Wall…my art project, to send to Lails...and my mum. Thought you might want
to come and have a look. A preview, I guess. Before the official opening. If you wanted.
I stop blabbing. I bet Jesse’s secretly wishing he never said anything to me in the rose
gardens a few days ago.
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Jesse smiles. I like the sound of a private viewing.
I swear my heart skips a beat. I mean, the way he says that, it’s so…so sexy, or something.
The way he looks at me… I dunno, it makes me feel different to how I’ve felt before. Like
maybe I could be a little bit sexy too. Despite the beanie and…well, you know what I mean.
Despite everything.
It’s like I’m feeling this new awareness…of myself, the way my body looks in jeans, the way
they hug my waist. The way my white t-shirt curves soft over my breasts. The way a slip of
hair hangs over one shoulder. It’s like I’m suddenly seeing myself through his eyes.
And maybe I’m not that bad after all.
Anyway…I’ll go wait outside, I say, looking away from those blue eyes.
Sure. Jesse looks away too. I’ll just go to my room and clean up a bit. Be out in a sec.
Outside I shuffle my feet in the dirt and look at the way the horses in their paddock look
dazzling in the sun as they bend their heads to the grass. Everything looks clean, whitebleached by sunlight.
And then Jesse comes out of his room and he’s washed his hands and done his best to look
clean and he smells like soap and sun and his eyes look so blue, I swear I just wanna…I
dunno, put my hands on his skin. Press myself against him.
We walk over to the Wall and I take the sheet down, and I’m feeling all shy and my hands
shake a bit and I don’t know where to look, cos I’m sharing this thing I’ve created with Jesse,
you know, I mean he’s the first person to see it.
And the way he looks at the Wall, well it’s like he’s looking at me, it feels like his eyes are
staring straight into me, I don’t mean at my face or my body, I mean right inside of me, right
past all the skin and cells and bone to the bits that matter. It’s like he can really see me now.
And for a split second I wonder if this is how that woman in the glass box in the Art Gallery
felt.
The Wall that had once been grey now leaps with colour. It looks like one huge coloured
tattoo splashed on this big stretch of skin. I can’t help it, I have to watch Jesse watching the
wall. I watch the way his eyes move from the watery greens and greys of the weeping willow
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tree to the fiery red flames of anger, to the turtle curled in its shell with the soft pink of cherry
blossom falling around it, to the sunflower gently lifting its yellow head to follow the dripping
sun, and finally to the phoenix flying over the sunrise in a blaze of colour so bright it makes
my eyes hurt just looking at it. Around and through all of this are the words of Tai’s poem,
black letters curving through the images gentle as a heart-beat.
My heart is racing. I mean, this is my story, splashed out here on this old Wall. It’s for
Grandma Possum…for me and Ellie…for Bunny. What if Jesse thinks all this is just a bunch
of random pictures? What if he doesn’t get it? Then all this would have been for nothing.
I can’t look at the Wall anymore, the way it’s so exposed without that old shroud covering it.
I’m shaking, I feel sick. I stare down at my feet.
And then suddenly I feel Jesse’s little finger link itself through mine. I look up at him but
he’s not looking at me, he’s still looking at the Wall.
I wonder if he’s thinking about Jemma. And maybe his sister. I think of the dragon curled
there in that secret safe spot under his arm.
We stand there in silence for what feels like ages, side-by-side and not touching except for
our fingers linked like that down by our sides.
And it’s like…well, I know he gets it.

warmer waters
I’m on the phone to Ellie and I can hear Ash whistling in the background.
I say: So…are you and Ash back together or something? I mean…he’s always around these
days. More than usual.
There’s a small silence. I imagine Ellie looking down with her secret smile and her hair
falling against her cheek.
Then she goes, I dunno. Maybe. Would you be OK…if we were?
I shrug. Yeah. Ash is alright.
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I remember how Ash would lift me and Bunny onto the back of his motorbike, his hands
careful and strong under our arms. The way he pretended to be scared when Bunny hid and
jumped out at him pulling her scary monster face. The way he made Bunny roll around on
the floor squealing when he tickled her.
I clear my throat. Anyway…Bunny really liked him, I say. My voice is a bit husky.
Yeah, Ellie says quietly. Yeah, she did.

flying parallel
Waiting for Jet to find some book he’s been going on about, I sit back in the beanbag in his
office while he rummages round on the shelves. Books fall from the shelves and he swears. I
tell you, Jet’s one pretty disorganised counsellor.
I’m sketching in my notebook with my black felt-tip pen. I bite my lip and my hair falls
across the paper. I’ve seen Ellie sitting like that at the kitchen table working on designs, her
hand falling across the paper.
Jet comes and sits down in the beanbag opposite me, holding out the book. Got it, he says,
shaking hair out of his eyes. You might find this one helpful. It’s got writing exercises and
meditation and…
I blink up at him. Uh…sorry?
Jet smiles his patient smile. Have I been talking to myself again?
I smile too. Yeah. Sorry about that. Sometimes I’m not very good at listening.
Jet raises his eyebrows. Hmmm….I get that a lot. So…watcha drawing that’s so absorbing?
Oh… nothing really. I look back down at my notebook. An eagle soars across the page,
wings outstretched, head pointed determinedly ahead.
Then I suddenly hear myself saying, That’s the tattoo I’m gonna get. An eagle. It’s for
Bunny.
Yeah? Jet leans back in his beanbag. Why the eagle?
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I shrug. I dunno.
If you really want to know, I DO know, but I don’t feel like talking about it right now. All I
know is that the eagle soars in my head on its effortless wings in a sky that goes on forever
and forever.

the ties that bind
So the Unveiling of our art project is only a few days away. Tai and I have been working on
invitations to the Unveiling. Pretty much everyone’s going to be there, Dr K, Jet, most of the
girls, and even old Shelton. I’m hoping Jesse might come by and have a look too. I get the
feeling that if I do a good job in front of Dr K he might consider putting me up a Level. Well,
Jet kind of mentioned that to me “off the record.” Can you imagine me in Level Four! Hope
it doesn’t mean I have to become a serious suckface or anything.
So, anyway, there’s a lot riding on this Unveiling thing.
Even old Laila’s getting in on the act, she sent me and Tai a CD of her playing the violin and
we’re going to play it throughout the whole Unveiling. So the three of us really are doing this
thing together: me, Lails and Tai. There’s some of all of us in it.
Tai’s kind of terrified about reading out her poem, but it’s a fantastic poem, about having to
learn to live without the thing you want and miss the most…but mostly it’s about hope. And
about the bonds with people you love…and how distance and even death can’t break them.
I know Tai was thinking about lover boy Kane when she wrote the poem. I also know it’s
him she thinks of when she looks at the Wall. I imagine how her fluttery little Tai heart will
fill with blood when she reads that poem, cos every word is for him.
Just think how proud Kane will be when you get outta here and tell him you read this poem
out in front of everyone, I say, giving Tai a friendly poke in the ribs, trying to get her to
lighten up a bit.
Tai smiles. Yeah I guess so.
But somehow the smile doesn’t quite reach her eyes.
Hey – you can read the poem to him, I say. What a romantic reunion it will be!
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Tai shrugs. If my dad ever lets me see him again.
I frown at her. C’mon, Tai. We talked about this. Your dad can’t exactly lock you up or
anything can he. You’re a strong independent woman now. OK?
Tai nods. OK.
But she won’t meet my eye.

warm gusts of air
Tai and I are getting changed in our room for our Phys Ed class.
I glance out the window. It looks pretty sunny out there. The mornings are still cold but the
days are full of warm gusts of air and swooping magpies. I put my hand to my head and my
fingers feel the warm wool of Bunny’s beanie. I dunno…it might be kind of warm for a
beanie today.
I go to take it off, but it doesn’t quite feel right to do that.
Not yet.

whenever…
The day before the Unveiling, I hang around at the end of art class until everyone’s packed up
and washed their brushes and all that, and then go up to Becky, chewing my gum. So…I was
thinking, I say.
Yeah? Becky leans against her desk, matching my casual pose.
Well, I thought I might have a quick look at those pamphlets you were talking about. You
know, about the scholarships and art school and all that. If you still have them. Otherwise it
doesn’t matter. No big deal.
Oh yeah, Becky goes, as if she’d forgotten she’d ever even mentioned it. She rummages in
her drawer. Yeah, they’re still in here somewhere.
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I only want a quick look, I say. You know, I haven’t even made a decision about whether I
want to go back to school when I leave here.
Becky shrugs. Sure.
She hands me the pamphlets. On the front of one of them is a photo of a girl with short
cropped hair and a purple t-shirt and jeans, holding what looks like an art portfolio or
something. She’s standing on a green lawn outside a building and there’s trees and grass and
sun and students sitting about in little groups and everyone looks happy and relaxed.
Well, of course the pamphlet’s going to publish photos like that, isn’t it. The art school’s
publicists aren’t going to show us photos of students stressed out of their brain, sitting by
themselves with their head in their hands.
I’ll get these back to you soon, anyway, I say, turning the pamphlet over so I don’t have to
look at the happy smiling girl standing there on that green lawn.
Becky turns away with a shrug. Nah, don’t worry, you can keep those. I’ve got more.

butterfly wings
On the day of the Unveiling I have this buzz in my stomach. Maybe it’s because I can’t help
thinking about that day Ellie took me to the hospital to get the bandages off my face. But…I
dunno, this feels kind of different. The buzz in my stomach is less like small dark spiders
crawling round in there leaving cobwebby trails and more like… birds fluttering. Tiny
hummingbirds or something. Like the hummingbird on Ellie’s hip-bone, all buzzy wings and
anticipation.
I wonder if this is how Ellie felt when she saw those sunflower fields in Italy and felt like
she’d been waiting all her life to see them.
I open my wardrobe and look for something to wear. What does one wear to an Unveiling
these days? Standing there looking at my clothes all bundled up in typical messy-Frankie
style, I get this sudden sharp pain right in the middle of my gut. I have to rest my hand on my
stomach and lean against the wardrobe door. I’m thinking of Bunny and how much she’d
have loved all this Unveiling stuff, how she’d have insisted on dressing up for such an
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occasion. She’d most likely have insisted on her ballet dress with all its lacy frills and her
sparkly silver sandals and butterfly wings.
The pain of knowing I’m never going to see her like that again, twirling round in the middle
of the bedroom floor, wearing her butterfly wings, twirling until she was dizzy…well, it hits
me with a punch.
But it passes just as quickly. Like it always does, it passes.
I pull out my brightest coloured t-shirt. It’s not quite the same as a lacy dress, but it’ll have to
do. Besides, I know this particular t-shirt reveals a tiny bit of skin where it doesn’t quite meet
the top of my jeans. Well, give me a break. Jesse’s going to be there, watching, isn’t he.
And then Tai comes running in, looking pink-flushed and excited. Hurry up and get dressed!
she goes, staring at me, bouncing on her heels.
Alright, alright, I mutter. Don’t burst a blood vessel over it.
Tai’s clasping her hands together, rolling her eyes. Urrgghh…you’re so annoyingly slow!
And she runs out of the room again.
I sigh. I swear I can’t figure that one out. One minute she’s pale and stricken and speechless
at the thought of reading out that old poem of hers in public. The next she’s bouncing round
all excited like it’s someone’s birthday or something and she’s overdosed on red cordial.
I pull my t-shirt on and reach into the wardrobe for my faded denim jeans, and as I do my eye
catches something black and shiny on the wardrobe floor, bundled up like a parcel waiting to
be unwrapped.
I reach into the back of the wardrobe and pull out Ellie’s jacket. I press it to my face and it
smells less like Ellie and more like old wardrobe now, but I still catch it…that faint whiff, of
sun and smoke. Of everything I know and everything I’m still waiting to know.
I slowly pull the jacket on and check myself out in the mirror.
Frankie! Tai yells from outside the door. Hurry up!
Take a chill pill! I yell back.
I can’t help taking another peek at myself in the jacket before I head out.
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It looks pretty damn good on me, if you really want to know.
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