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Without justice there can be no love.
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Um. Wait. Stop. No. Wiping my bum. Look up. A bark-skinned kid with his eyes bulging out of their sockets. ‘Jeez, that’s the biggest s-word I’ve ever seen!’ he shouts, but he actually says the s-word. Up next to him appears a paper-skinned kid. Eyes bulging. Out of their sockets. Cackling; teeth snipping my flesh as he sniffs the air and scoffs, ‘God, that s-word stinks.’ And he, too, actually uses the s-word.

Both boys slip their heads down from the cubicle, their laughter echoing off the concrete slabs of restroom walls. I’m squatting, heart thudding and hands scrambling to finish wiping myself before they return. I place the tissue in the toilet bowl and, too ashamed to suss out my own waste, which may or may not be any bigger than any other ten-year-old’s waste, turn my head and flush quick; finger tapping down again and again and again and again on the flush handle. It loses all its weight once the water tank is empty, and then it’s just metal on metal and my mouth swallowing my lips.

The water sounds like a stomach-ache as it sucks down the stuff in the bowl — a mixture of gunk and rag and whatever came from the person before me — and then it’s clean again, except for this ring of yellow where the water ends, like pee, but it can’t be my pee, because I didn’t pee. It’s like old pee, like someone else’s pee, like everyone else’s pee. Which reminds me, my dad always said I did a big wee when I was a new baby and the doctor had to cut the skin off my thing. I asked him why, why did you let the doctor cut me, and he said, ‘We don’t call it cut in the mother-tongue, we call it purify.’

I slowly turn the lock on the cubicle door and open it an inch; the bark-skinned boy and paper-skinned boy are gone, but their bulging eyeballs are still in here, taking what’s mine: that secret deal we make with the toilet every day: ‘Hey, toilet, just between you and me, on the inside, we humans are disgusting.’ I am un-purified.

Has it been twenty seconds yet? Maybe eleven seconds? Or ten? Or two? My face between the space between the door and the wall between the other cubicles, and all I see are the metal taps, and the metal tubs beneath the taps that catch the water. Then the grey wall behind the taps, and on the grey wall, words that have been written in six-buck-fifty black texta; the kind of texta that never rubs out: f-word mr brown. Only it actually says the f-word.

Count one more second and I creep out quietly and walk towards the exit, which is an open space in the middle of yet another grey concrete wall. Wait. Stop. Mum says do not forget to wash: ‘No, they don’t rinse their back-sides here, but at least rinse your hand-sides.’ Turn towards the tap, pump the soap pump; and out squirts the sticky white goo that comes in ten-kilo buckets from the No Frills factories that my mother says are cheaper than Woolworths, which is already pretty cheap. I scrub my hands hard, and before me, my flesh turns pink and my nails turn clear, and the dirt between them slowly disappears.

Anyway, I’m washing and staring up at f-word mr brown, and wondering: when they say ‘f-word so-n-so’, does it mean you want to f-word them, or does it mean you want them to f-word someone else, or does it mean you want them to f-word them-self?

F-word so-n-so means this, f-word so-n-so means that, but Mr Brown shouldn’t be f-worded ever. Back when he was my year two teacher, before he became vice principal, he was kind enough to teach me the meaning of the word ‘condom’. It was raining outside so we were all stuck having lunch in the classroom, and Mr Brown was supervising. For the very last time since we got here, I was eating a Nutella sandwich wrapped in the flat circle bread of my mother-land, and my best friend, Thomas Smith, was eating a peanut butter sandwich in the fat square bread of his mother-land while picking at this red pimple on the tip of his nose. ‘The Green Ranger smashes the Red Ranger,’ he slobbered at me, mouth full of brown mulchy goo. ‘He has a gold shield.’ I would never do this, but I swear I swear I swear I wanted to punch him in his freckled face. Green Ranger started off as the evil creation of Rita Repulsa; he’d never ever even have been a real Power Ranger if the Red Ranger hadn’t saved him. ‘You only like Green Ranger because his name is Tommy,’ I spat, bits of chocolate flinging from my mouth. This argument went back and forth for the next twenty minutes; two of us weighing up the Green Ranger dagger versus the Red Ranger sword, the Green Ranger Dragonzord versus the Red Ranger Tyrannosaurus Zord. Thomas finally screamed, ‘Red Ranger is a con!’ and having recently heard the word on an episode of Melrose Place, but not knowing what it meant, I shot back at him, ‘Well, you’re a con-dom!’

In my anger, the words came out way louder than I meant them to, and straightaway, all twenty necks in the classroom spun in my direction. Mr Brown said, ‘Hamoodi, go to the corridor now.’ I stood up and walked outside, waiting for sir. I must have said a bad word, but I honestly had no idea what it could mean, and kept thinking through all the words I knew that started with ‘con’: con-dor, pretty sure that was a bird; con-cord, pretty sure that was a plane; con-flict, pretty sure that’s where my dad went; con-fused, knew for sure that was me.

When Mr Brown finally appeared, he had a half-ish smile on his face, like this situation was funnier than I could ever have imagined.

‘Do you know what a condom is, son?’ Mr Brown asked; pinching the plastic tip in the centre of his glasses; holding back a laugh.

‘Is it some kind of scam?’

Without correcting me, sir just straight-up said, ‘Condom is a small balloon that Daddy puts on his penis when he doesn’t want to get Mummy’s vagina pregnant.’

Everyone knows teachers aren’t allowed to curse. Mr Brown would not have put a sentence like that together if ‘condom’ and ‘penis’ and ‘vagina’ were filthy for the sake of filthy — that was the difference between ‘adult words’, which could not help being what they were; and ‘swear words’, which chose to be the worst version of themselves. But the image Mr Brown had just imprinted on me left my skin feeling icky and gross and slimy and gooey and ekh bro. Even ‘adult words’ became too much for me, too much to say out loud, too much to think inside my head. Returning to my desk, rubbernecking the raindrops outside the classroom window as the other kids played thumb wars, I corrected the language: from now on, down there, women and girls would have a ‘v-word’, because it was shaped like a v; men would have a ‘p-word’, because pee came out of it; and we boys would just have a ‘thing’, because what else was it, what else could it be, what else could it become?

Anyway, going back to the bathroom wall, where someone has written f-word mr brown, I remember the hundred-and-four times I’d spotted Mr Brown in the corridor with some other snotty kid; pinching his glasses, explaining the true meaning of some horrific word to them. How ungrateful of us …

By the time I finish washing my hands, there’s all this noise coming from outside the boys’ bathroom, like hyena laughter. I check my hands one more time, inspecting all the spaces under my nails: all the dirt has disappeared and my hands are now red in the flesh space and white in the nail space that’s crooked at every tip. My mum used to be like, ‘stop biting your fingernails’, but not anymore. Now she always inspects my nibbled hands before I go to bed, smiles a sad smile, and says, ‘Your dad’s biting his fingernails right now.’ My toenails, on the other hand, are a no-go: I can’t bend over far enough to bite them, and I’ve heard that piercing scream from my baby sister when Mum cuts the nail too deep and draws blood. No way, just let those claws dig into my shoes!

I walk towards the boys’ bathroom exit — grey stone doorway without a door — staring at the floor — yellow rings of old pee in the concrete — staring at my No Frills black left shoe, which has a tear at the tip where the fabric meets the rubber. My mum has promised she’s gonna buy me a brand-name pair if I can just hang in there until the end of the year. It’s hard to believe her. A month ago, just before her doctor’s appointment, she tried on a woolly blue jumper at Kmart, and decided to buy it. Keeping the jumper on, with the twenty-buck price tag hanging loose at the back, she wandered around the store searching for the counter. Raising her eyebrows and separating her mouth wide open in surprise, Mum suddenly realised that she’d accidentally led both of us at least ten metres beyond the store exit. At this point I expected her to turn back, but instead, she grabbed me by the shoulder and began running, her soft compact body joggling as she scurried with me and all her shopping bags to the other end of the mall, to the first public toilet we could find. ‘Wait here,’ she said, going in then coming out five minutes later, wearing the original old baggy grey jumper she had on. ‘I threw it out,’ she mumbled at me in the mother-tongue, her entire face droopy like a melted pie; so regretful that I genuinely believed it was an accident, and that she’d rather throw out a stolen jumper than keep it. But half an hour later, while we were sitting in the overheated doctor’s waiting room, drops of sweat started appearing on my mum’s forehead. She could take it no more and removed her old grey jumper, revealing the blue jumper she had accidentally stolen underneath, twenty-buck price tag still hanging from the collar. Mum never said anything to me about it, and I never said anything to her; we just stared at each other awkwardly, like I was saying, but you stole that, and she was saying, in pain did your mother bear you, and in pain did she give you birth.

Now, stepping out into the quadrangle, sunlight hits my face, squint. The hyena laughter is loud. Stings my ears. Open my eyes. The bark-skinned boy and the paper-skinned boy are in front of me, looking down at me — they’re a stack of ten chicken nuggets taller than me. They’re pointing, and saying, ‘This kid. This kid.’

Behind the two boys are four other pupils, three more paper-skinned boys, two I don’t know because they’re in the bigger years, and one I do because he’s my best friend, Thomas, whose nose is sun burned. Wait, I mean, sunburnt. The fourth kid is this girl from my class named Martina who everyone calls Miss Piggy, because she’s chubby and always wears pink hairclips. At the beginning of the year, she spent a full lunchtime trying to teach me to fold my tongue so I could whistle. ‘Like this, like this, like this,’ she kept on saying, but all I did was make spit-sounds at her, until finally she said, ‘I don’t think your kind of people can do it.’

So all six of these kids are cracking up really hard at me, showing me the gaps between their old baby teeth and their new grown-up teeth, and Thomas bellows, ‘Huh-ha. Skid-mark!’ Then Martina jumps in, her hands folding over her basketball belly, as she squeals, ‘Skid-mark!’ The paper-skinned boys from the older years, and the bark-skinned boy, begin chanting, ‘Skid-mark! Skid-mark! Skid-mark!’

It’s like pins, like they’re poking pins in my skin, and it hurts, it hurts a lot, it hurts outside like pins, and it hurts inside like my blood is being sizzled, and suddenly I’m screaming, ‘But why? Why are you calling me Skid-mark?’ It doesn’t even make sense; I thought ‘skid-mark’ is what you name someone when there’s poo left on their undies, but they haven’t seen my undies, and if they had, they’d know I wiped really well; we even wipe with water at home, and the only reason I don’t wash in school is ’cause my mum says, ‘I don’t think their kind of people can do it.’

The six ain’t stopping, they just keep shouting; actually, singing, ‘Skid-mark!’ I start to breathe in these Big Bad Wolf kind of snuffles — the kind that get louder and louder as my chest beats harder and harder. The six kids turn into a swarm of cracked lips and rotten teeth and thirsty tongues, hot breaths in my face, hot dogs for lunch, which my mum says are forbidden because we don’t eat pork. My legs start to judder and my lungs are pounding loose as one of those fingers between the thumb and the rude one lands straight in front of my nose. The paper-skinned kid who started all this is pointing at me, a mound of solid black dirt under his fingernail. In a Chief Wiggum voice, he snorts, ‘Skid-marks for breakfast, no bacon for you, don’t eat pig ’cause your god’s a pig.’

Heart drumming so hard it’s gonna burst from my rib cage, legs jittering so much I’m gonna launch up into that thousand-year-old gum tree. Out beyond the playground. I’m clenching my fists tight, and I’m screaming ‘eeekkkh’, whacking the finger from my face. They keep laughing and chanting ‘skid … mark … skid … mark’, as I start chasing them. Spread out like marbles. First paper-skinned kid turns and chants ‘Skid-mark’, and I run in his direction. Second paper-skinned kid turns and chants ‘Skid-mark’, and I run in his direction. Third paper-skinned kid turns and chants ‘Skid-mark’, and I run in his direction. Bark-skinned kid turns and chants ‘Skid-mark’, and I run in his direction. Miss Piggy turns and sings ‘Skid-mark’, and I run in her direction. Thomas turns and chants ‘Skid-mark’, and I run in his direction. And even though I can now hear ‘Skid-mark’ from every corner of the quadrangle, pricking me like acid falling from the sky, I stay on Thomas, chasing him as fast and as hard as possible. My sharp toenails are stabbing into the front of my ragged tattered shoes, pinching me, stinging me. Thomas barrels like a Discovery Channel baboon, arms and legs all over the place, as he zips through students playing handball and hopscotch all around us. He has these really baggy navy green school pants, which he starts pulling up as he tumbles. The pants have black and blue pen marks all over them, and the green is different colours in different places because they’re fading (in the washing machine). I know they’re his older brother’s from last year; I know because he told me, but told me don’t tell anyone because best friends don’t dog.

Toenails. Stabbing, pinching, searing. I feel my legs aching and stretching as I stay focused on Thomas’s navy green pants. He is an inch taller than me, but a lot skinnier, and a lot slower, because he doesn’t practise running to the maple tree on my street; that’s where we first met, under the maple tree. I was running back and forth from the front yard of our apartment block to that tree, which I’d counted was a total of two hundred steps. Imagining myself as the Red Ranger charging at Rita Repulsa’s hundred-eyed monster, and there he appeared, this burnt nose, freckle-faced kid with sunshine-yellow hair sitting with his back against the trunk … crying.

Now I’m chasing him as though he’s that hundred-eyed monster, and I catch him, catch him easy at the entrance to the school oval, where he halts under that thousand-year-old gum tree. Thomas twists towards me out of breath and dopey smiling. I haven’t thought far enough to know what to do beyond this point, so I just stop, right there, in front of my best friend. Both of us shrink and expand as we spit and swallow the air. Thomas is staring at me with his eyes wide open, like he’s feeling sorry for himself — like the coyote just before he realises his own rocket is about to explode in his face — and he says, ‘What?’

Why are people so opposite? No one owes you nice, but why do they always act so surprised when the person they’re hurting doesn’t like it? I don’t even know what to say to a ‘what’, what do you mean ‘what’, why are you calling me skid-mark is ‘what’, we’re supposed to be best friends is ‘what’.

‘Just, just,’ I stutter, and by the time the question finally comes to me, tears have formed in my eyeballs. ‘Just why?’

Thomas shakes his sunshine-yellow hair at me, and his cheesy breath hits my face. ‘What?’ he says again, grunting this time, like the answer is common sense. ‘It’s fun.’

Walking past, back in the direction from which we came, Thomas leaves me where the fruit falls, these furry green oval-shaped things that ooze of sap and pink puff on the inside. The echoes of ‘skid-mark’ are gone for now, and all that’s left is me staring at the dirt, as though I am nothing, less than nothing; the stink you flush down the toilet as quickly as possible. Ants swarm one of the pieces of fruit, a half-open kind; black faceless dots with no purpose beyond this millimetre and that centimetre, except for one particular ant that I spot all alone on a browning leaf. I take the ant and his leaf out into the sunlight, and plop myself onto the grass, resting them both in the diamond-shaped space between my crossed legs. The heat burns the back of my neck as I watch the black faceless dot scramble to the end of the leaf, and then tickle the frond’s earthly edge. I mean, I think I mean ‘tickle’ — not sure how else to describe it; but even though the ant is no bigger than a drop of soil, I can see, or at least sense, its mouth parts moving, testing, examining, questioning — as though ants can actually ask questions! And then, for a second, it seems as though the ant might walk off the leaf and into the grass, but instead it turns and scrambles to the other end of the blade. It stops, and tickles the edge once again, asking questions once again, thinking. And then black faceless dot turns, and stops in the middle of the leaf, as though the gum lines are roads and rivers and human veins guiding its path. It moves its mouth parts, and then its legs, and then its mouth parts, and then its legs, and I’m like: black faceless dot — are you something really stupid, or something really smart? I lie down before black faceless dot and its endless leaf, feeling the sun on my closed eyelids, which turns everything bright red. The wind ruffles my earlobes, and all I hear are the sounds of flushing toilets. Not sure how much time has passed by the time the teachers start screaming ‘lunch time is over!’ and ‘back to class time!’ I spring up quick. The leaf is still here, but black faceless dot is long gone. Maybe it has returned to the army swarming the sap and pink puff of fallen fruit, or maybe it has fallen from the leaf. Fallen through the grass, down into the soil, sinking. Sinking forever and forever sinking into the dirt and dust of the earth. The earth; earth that gave birth, gave birth; birth to us.
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