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I pedal fast. Down Rose Drive, where houses swim in pools of orange streetlight. Where people sit on verandas, hoping to catch a breeze. Let me make it in time. Please let me make it in time.

Just arrived at the studio. Your graffiti guys Shadow and Poet are here, Al texted, and I took off across the night. Took off under a sky bleeding out and turning black. Left Dad sitting outside his shed yelling, “I thought you weren’t meeting Jazz till later. Where’s the fire, Lucy Dervish?”

In me. Under my skin.

Let me make it in time. Let me meet Shadow. Poet too but mainly Shadow. The guy who paints in the dark. Paints birds trapped on brick walls and people lost in ghost forests. Paints guys with grass growing from their hearts and girls with buzzing lawn mowers. An artist who paints things like that is someone I could fall for. Really fall for.

I’m so close to meeting him, and I want it so bad. Mum says when wanting collides with getting, that’s the moment of truth. I want to collide. I want to run right into Shadow and let the force spill our thoughts so we can pick each other up and pass each other back like piles of shiny stones.

At the top of Singer Street I see the city, neon blue and rising. There’s lightning deep in the sky, working its way through the heat to the surface. There’s laughter somewhere far away. There’s one of Shadow’s pieces, a painting on a crumbling wall of a heart cracked by earthquake with the words Beyond the Richter scale written underneath. It’s not a heart like you see on a Valentine’s Day card. It’s the heart how it really is: fine veins and atriums and arteries. A fist-size forest in our chest.

I take my hands off the brakes and let go. The trees and the fences mess together and the concrete could be the sky and the sky could be the concrete and the factories spread out before me like a light-scattered dream.

I turn a corner and fly down Al’s street. Toward his studio, toward him sitting on the steps, little moths above him, playing in the light. Toward a shadow in the distance. A shadow of Shadow. There’s collision up ahead.

I spin the last stretch and slide to a stop. “I’m here. I made it. Do I look okay? How do I look?”

Al drains his coffee and puts the cup on the step beside him. “Like a girl who missed them by about five minutes.”
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It’s a sweating hot night for October. More people are out than usual, so I spray the sky fast. Eyes ahead and behind. Looking for cops. Looking for anyone I don’t want to be here. Paint sails and the things that kick in my head scream from can to brick. See this, see this, see this. See me emptied onto a wall.

First thing I ever painted was a girl. Second thing I ever painted was a doorway on a brick wall. Went on to paint huge doorways. Moved on to skies. Open skies painted above painted doorways and painted birds skimming across bricks trying to fly away. Little bird, what are you thinking? You come from a can.

Tonight I’m doing this bird that’s been in my head all day. He’s a little yellow guy lying on sweet green grass. Belly to clouds, legs facing the same direction. He could be sleeping. He could be dead. The yellow’s right. The green too. The sky’s all wrong. I need the sort of blue that rips your inside out. You don’t see blue like that round here.

Bert was always trying to find it for me. Every week or so at the paint store he’d show me a blue he’d special-ordered. “Close, boss,” I’d say. “But not close enough.”

He still hadn’t found it when he died two months ago. He got all the other colors I wanted. The green this bird’s lying on is a shade he found over two years back, after I quit school and went to work for him. I made it to the end of June in year ten, and then I couldn’t make it any longer.

“You had a good first day,” Bert told me when he handed the green over. “Real good.”

“This is very fucking nice,” I said, spraying some on a card and taking it as a sign that leaving school was the right thing to do. That Mum was wrong about wanting me to stay on.

“It is very fucking nice.” Bert looked over his shoulder. “But don’t say ‘fuck’ when my wife Valerie’s around.” Bert always swore like a kid scared of getting caught. I laughed about it till Val heard me swearing. Bert had the last chuckle that day.

“What’s so funny?” a voice behind me asks.

“Shit, Leo.” A line of blue goes into the grass on the wall. “Don’t sneak up.”

“I’ve been calling your name since the top of the hill. And the council made this place legal, remember?” He finishes the last bit of his sausage roll. “I like the rush of working where we might get caught.”

“I like the rush of painting,” I tell him.

He watches me for a bit. “So I called your mobile earlier. It’s disconnected.”

“Uh-huh. Didn’t pay the bill.” I hand him the can. “I’m hungry. Write the words.”

Leo looks at my picture of a wide sky hanging over that yellow bird. He points at the kid on the wall. “Nice touch.”

While he thinks a bit longer, I look around. The old guy who works at the glass studio across the road is on the steps, texting and staring at us. At least I know he’s not calling the cops.

Leo always makes his writing suit the piece. Sometimes he uses fonts he finds online. Sometimes he makes up his own and names them. Tonight he smokes the word Peace across the clouds, letters drifting and curling. It’s funny how two guys can look at the same thing and see it differently. I don’t see peace when I look at that bird. I see my future. I hope it’s only sleeping.

His hand moves across the wall, signing our names. He always writes them the same way. His, then mine, in a font he calls Phantasm.

Poet.

Shadow.

We leave the old guy on the steps with his coffee and head up Vine Street. It’s a fifteen-minute walk to my place if you take the main roads, but Leo and me never do. We take the side streets and alleys.

I live on the other side of the train yard, so we jump the fence and cut through, looking out for people working as we walk. I like seeing their thoughts hit the carriages. Makes the city as much ours as someone else’s.

“So I saw Beth today,” Leo says. “She asked me how you were doing.” He throws stones at the dead trains. “It sounded like she wants you back.”

I stop and take out a can and spray a greeting-card heart with a gun pointed at it. “We’ve been over almost three months.” Since August first, not that I’m counting.

“You mind if I ask her out, then?”

“You mind if I spray a piece on the side of your gran’s house?”

He chuckles. “Yeah, right. You’re over.”

“I like her, just not anything more than that. She used to do this thing where she’d lean over and kiss me and then take a break to whisper hilarious stuff in my ear and then kiss me again. I’d be screaming, What’s wrong with you? Fall in love with her, you dick.”

“She didn’t think that was weird?”

“Inside. I was screaming on the inside. Anyway, I never fell in love with her so I guess the part of the brain that controls love doesn’t respond to being called a dick.”

“For your sake, I’m hoping no part of your brain responds to being called a dick.”

“Fair point.” I wish I hadn’t thought about Beth doing that thing because now I can feel her at my ear, warm breath and sweet tickling and her voice sounding like that blue I’ve been searching for.

“Were you in love with Emma?” I ask.

“I was hard-core obsessed,” he says without thinking about it. “Not in love.”

“What’s the difference?”

He’s about to throw a stone at a yard light but stops. “Prison,” he says, and puts the stone in his pocket.

Emma dumped him at the end of year eleven. I wasn’t at school then so the first I heard of it was when he came into the shop yelling that he needed me to paint a wall on the side of Emma’s house.

“She doesn’t know I’m Poet,” he said. “If she knows she’ll take me back.”

Emma lived in the good part of town in a three-story terrace. We weren’t painting anything on that and getting away with it. The night’d end badly and I knew it but there was no talking Leo down so I told him I’d get the paint and meet him there at ten.

Bert saw my backpack full of cans as I was leaving. He’d known I was Shadow since my first week working for him. His rule was that I painted on things that didn’t belong to anyone, so most of the time that’s what I did. “Be careful,” he said.

“ ‘No guts, no glory,’ isn’t that what you’re always saying?” I asked.

His shaggy old face stared me down. “Don’t go confusing stupidity with guts.”

He had a point but I sprayed what Leo wanted anyway: a guy with the word love cut out of his chest and a girl next to him holding some scissors. Emma came out and saw it and he got on his knees in front of that wall, a love-cut guy begging her to take him back.

She pulled out her mobile phone and called the cops. Leo wouldn’t leave and I wouldn’t leave without him and about ten minutes later we were in the back of a police van headed for fingerprinting. “It’s lucky we didn’t sign our names, hey?” Leo asked. “We’d be in trouble if she’d told them we were Poet and Shadow.”

“Uh-huh,” I said while the drunk guy opposite yelled he’d fucking kill everyone when the cuffs came off. “Good thing you were thinking tonight or we’d really be in trouble.”

We gave our statements and Leo told the cops everything, about being dumped, about wanting Emma back. They must have thought she was pretty cold because they called my mum and Leo’s gran and let us off with a warning and on the understanding that we’d clean up the mess we’d made. I never heard Leo’s gran yell so much as when she was dragging him toward the car. He’s been mowing lawns on Saturdays for her friends ever since.

Mum was quiet when they brought me out of the holding cell. She still had her supermarket uniform on, her badge telling everyone her name was Maddie: she hoped they had a nice day. I always hated that badge because she looked so tired when she was wearing it.

“How mad are you?” I asked after we got in the car.

She started the engine and her Smashing Pumpkins CD screamed out of the player.

“Question answered.”

After driving awhile, she turned down the music. “Is this what you and Leo get up to, now that I’m back at school and working nights?”

If she’d been looking right at me and not at the road I would have told her the truth. “It was this one time. Emma dumped Leo and he wanted her back.”

“So, of course, he vandalized her house. I love Leo like a son but he’s got to grow up sometime. So do you.”

“I’m grown up. I’m sixteen. I’ve got a job.”

“I had a baby and a job at sixteen. I wasn’t grown up.”

She parked in front of our flat block, which is shoved into the end of Pitt Street. We stared at the four floors of orange brick and the balconies growing washing-line gardens. “Maybe I should quit nursing school and go back to working days until you’re eighteen.”

It’d taken me a year to talk her into applying for nursing school. She got in and I started paying half the rent so she could cut her shifts and work nights. “If you quit, then you’ll always be here,” I told her.

“And where will you be, Ed?”

I didn’t answer.

“That’s what I’m worried about.”

She didn’t quit but I knew she would if I got caught again so for a week I didn’t do any walls. But they were all I thought about and by Friday I was painting again. I worked inside the old caravan near the skate park so no one would see.

I told Leo what she’d said about us growing up while we were sweating and cleaning off paint. Emma walked past us with her friends. “No offense to your mum, but fuck growing up,” he said, staring at her till she disappeared.

•   •   •

Leo and I jump the train yard fence and cut down the last alley that leads to Pitt Street. People’s windows are open in our flat block, letting out heat and the sound of music and TVs. Mum and me have been here since I was eight. She wanted me to have my own room and this was all we could afford.

Before Pitt Street we were in a one-bedroom place. Gran had moved into a home after Granddad died so we had to go out on our own. The flat had orange carpet and floral wallpaper but Mum looked at it and said, “It’s ugly but it’s bigger than the others. And ugly I can do something about.”

We didn’t have the money for bookshelves so Mum used two old ladders she’d found in the street. She set them up at either end of the lounge room and filled them with stuff like her collection of snow globes and vinyl albums and the Pez collection Grandma had left me. I got the bedroom, and to make herself a place to sleep, Mum tied string between the ladders and ran a silk curtain across. Around the kitchen window she strung fairy lights and together we put stick-on stars all over my ceiling. When the main lights were off, I couldn’t see the stains on the carpet and the walls.

The first poem Leo wrote was about night at our place. Our year-four teacher didn’t put it on the wall because he wouldn’t change it like she wanted. Mum framed his words and hung them in the lounge room without him changing a thing.

The stars are inside. It’s very fucking beautiful.

When we moved into Pitt Street it was ugly like the last place but Mum made it okay. She had enough money for real bookshelves and we didn’t need the silk across the lounge anymore. She bought a lamp on a long base with a red shade because I liked it. My room had a spare bed in it for Leo.

“What do you think?” she asked the day we moved in.

“Feels like home,” I said. It didn’t feel so small or gray back then.

I flick on the light and Leo looks in the fridge for food. Comes up empty. I flick the air-con switch. Nothing happens. I smack it. Leo smacks it. He almost knocks it off the wall but it still doesn’t give any air. “We’re not meant to get hot days like this in October,” I say, standing in front of the open freezer.

“Don’t start. Gran’s been complaining about Melbourne weather all day. I told her, ‘You live in Australia, that’s what you get.’ ”

“What’d she say?”

“She made me clean out the shed.”

“That’s what I thought.” Leo’s one of the toughest guys around, but his gran’s tougher.

“Is your mum at work?” he asks.

“It’s her night off. She’s out at some big deal hocus-pocus night at the casino. Getting her fortune read. It’s an all-night thing because ‘magic’ happens in the early hours.”

He chuckles.

“Not that sort of magic.”

I shut the freezer and watch him lean against the bench; his legs almost reach the other side of the kitchen. This place feels even smaller than it did when we moved in, but it isn’t the size that bothers me. It’s the gray that’s worked its way into the walls over the years. It’s the stains on the carpet from some other life that came and left before ours. After I’d been working at the store for a month, Bert said he’d give me a good deal on paint. Mum would have used it if I’d told her but I knew it’d be a waste of time. Some places take burning down and rebuilding to make them shiny.

“So, I finished year twelve today,” Leo says. “How about we go out, have some food at Feast, meet some girls?”

“I got exactly fifteen dollars left in the world.”

He looks past me at the calendar and the circle around rent day. “No luck getting another job?”

“Negative luck. People don’t even return my calls.”

“I’m helping Jake this morning if you’re interested. We can get five hundred bucks each for two hours’ work starting at three a.m. All we have to do is pick up the van, load it, drive it away.”

“Are you stupid?” I ask.

“That’s what it says on my report cards.”

“Don’t even joke about this. Your brother gets caught every single time.” Right back to when he was fifteen and he talked some guy at a car dealership into letting him take a Jag for a test-drive. He’s even taller than Leo, so the guy believed his fake license. Plus, Jake’s got a way of talking that makes people believe.

Instead of driving the Jag somewhere no one knew him, he rolled around the block near his house, music vibrating through the windows. His gran pulled him out by the ear in front of everyone on the street.

Leo reaches over and hits the air-con again. “I owe some money.”

He looks worried, which gets me worried because a team of footballers coming at him in a dark alley doesn’t bother him too much. That leaves one person. “Tell me you don’t owe money to Malcolm Dove.”

He looks out the window.

“Shit, Leo. Shit. The guy’s crazy.”

“Define crazy.”

“Eating a cockroach for a dare,” I say.

Leo shrugs. “Okay, so he’s crazy. All the more reason to give him his money.”

I fish in the back of the cupboard for some chips and think about the seriousness of the situation. Malcolm’s about the same age as Jake but they’re not friends. Malcolm doesn’t have friends. He has a group of thugs who hang around, doing him favors.

“Why’d you need five hundred dollars that bad?” I ask. “You mow lawns every Saturday.”

“Yeah, well, old ladies mostly pay in food. And my gran needed some things.” He taps on the counter. “Malcolm’s coming for me tonight. I’m two months late with the payment.”

For Leo’s sake I try not to look worried.

“Look. All I need to do is dodge him till three o’clock and I’ll have the money.”

“You can’t ask Jake for an advance?”

“I don’t want him knowing I owe Malcolm.”

“Has he been round to your house?” I ask.

“No. But I’m guessing he’ll pay Gran a visit if he doesn’t get what he’s owed tonight. Dylan said he’d help. One job and we all start the month even. We’ve got at least a first offense before the cops even think about putting us in jail.”

“That’s one bright future up ahead.” I think about Mum adding bleak numbers in the night, about her seeing psychics and looking for happy endings.

“My son needs a job,” the new owner of the paint store said when he sacked me six weeks ago. “It’s nothing personal.” Funny. Our landlord is taking it real personal.

Dylan calls Leo and while they’re talking I flick through Bert’s little sketchbook. Valerie gave it to me at the funeral. “You’re his wife, it belongs to you,” I told her. She held it out in the space between us till I took it.

During our lunch breaks at the shop Bert’d sit there talking and drawing these pictures. Each one was on a different page, drawn almost the same as the one before. His old hands moved while he talked and by the end of lunch he’d always finished a new series. I’d flick the pages and the thing he’d drawn moved like a cartoon.

I look at one he drew of me while I wait for Leo. I watch myself eat sandwiches and talk to Bert while the clouds roll over my head, backward and forward.

Leo hangs up and writes something down. I never could get my handwriting to look like his. Sundays after football in year five he’d take my hand and move it across the page for me till I got so mad I’d snap the pencil. Leo’d laugh and pull out another pencil. “My handwriting should be better than yours,” I’d tell him. “You can’t even draw.” He’d shrug. You get what you get.

“I told Dylan we’d meet him at the school on the way to Feast. We’ll get some food and stick together till it’s time,” he says. “So?”

So I want to go back to when I had enough money to pay the rent without stealing. I want to go back to when Bert was alive and telling me to do my own thinking. I want to fast-forward to when Mum’s a nurse and earning a full wage. “I’m in,” I say, and close the book on the picture of me sitting with Bert, eating lunch and talking under those rolling clouds.

The school’s only a few streets away from my place, in the opposite direction to the train yard. I hate that it’s so close because there’s no way to avoid the kids in uniforms.

I sketched a picture of it one day while I was sitting with Bert. Buildings surrounded by wire and a little guy caught in the barbs. Bert looked at it over my shoulder. “Is he trying to get in or get out?” he asked. I wasn’t exactly sure.

Dylan’s waiting for us, sitting in front of a wall that says Dylan loves Daisy in big red letters. Leo looks at it for a while. “We’re robbing this place later and you’re signing your name on the wall? Did you remember to leave the art-wing window open this afternoon?”

“Of course I did.”

“Robbing the art wing? That’s mean,” I say.

“It’s where they keep the computers. What do you care anyway? They kicked you out,” Dylan says.

“Shut up,” Leo tells him. “Ed left because he wanted to leave.”

And they start arguing about whether graffiti’s admissible evidence in court. Dylan tells him there’s nothing to connect him, not even paint on his hands. “I wore rubber gloves.” He points at the pink pair next to him on the seat. “That paint is toxic.”

“How about we don’t make ourselves memorable in any way tonight,” Leo says. I watch him sweating and I plan a piece I could paint, a guy with his back to the wall, crowded by dollar signs that are about to kick the life out of him. The cops won’t care why Leo, Dylan, and I need the money. All they’ll care about is that we’re filling the van with things that aren’t ours.

While they’re yelling I spray every corner of the wall so there’s nothing to say I was ever here, and as I’m doing it a siren goes off not far away. “I got a bad feeling,” I tell them, but my voice gets lost in the mix of the city.
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