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Praise for Grace Notes

‘Heart and soul triumph over Covid lockdowns and restrictions in Karen Comer’s debut verse novel. Art and music both soar, tremble, then take steadfast hold of the lives of Grace and Crux as they chart restrictions at home, in friendships and in lockdowns. Karen has used the verse novel to beguile, dance and demand layers of emotion and depth that only poetry can sustain. A masterful debut!’

Lorraine Marwood, author of Footprints on the Moon and Leave Taking

‘Like the grace note of the title, this beautiful story strikes the perfect tone – mixing colour, light and music at a time when we needed it most.’

Nicole Hayes, author of One True Thing and A Shadow’s Breath

‘Poetry, music and art, woven together in an uplifting story about endless lockdowns and first love … Just wonderful.’

Nova Weetman, author of The Jammer and Sick Bay

‘Karen Comer in Grace Notes has written something truly extraordinary. An honest and bruising mapping of Melbourne’s pandemic year, that transcends and uplifts in verse form – like a symphonic crescendo – into an examination and rumination on the power of art. The creative outlet of two teenagers is beautifully celebrated here, as they persevere and hope through a gruelling year; daring to create and share their art, to let light in, and just connect – with themselves, each other, a ghost city, and a stopped world. A classic in the making; Grace Notes is a vital balm of a book, a story to press into everybody’s hands.’

Danielle Binks, author of The Year the Maps Changed and The Monster of Her Age




for Brett,

Tom, Annalise and Joe,

who shared

all six of Melbourne’s lockdowns with me –

together we experienced all 52 shades of the cyanometer





I get most joy in life out of music.

Albert Einstein

Imagine a city where graffiti wasn’t illegal, a city where everybody could draw whatever they liked. Where every street was awash with a million colours and little phrases. Where standing at a bus stop was never boring. A city that felt like a party where everyone was invited, not just the estate agents and barons of big business. Imagine a city like that and stop leaning against the wall – it’s wet.

Banksy
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This wall by the Yarra River is overflowing

with art and opinions and tags

so thick, the loudness of

the images and words

threaten me

with their confidence

and I wonder whether there’ll

ever

  be space

    for me.

Colours, mixed up with

political messages, lettering at least

half a metre high, sharp stencil

lines alongside eggshell stickers of

swirly shapes, tags with no

refined technique, letters so

unrecognisable the names aren’t

clear, pieces fading near the top of the wall where

the artists couldn’t reach.

There’s a guy,

baggy shorts, paint-stained shirt,

at the other end of the wall, pulling out

spray cans from a backpack.

I stand by my skateboard,

looking at him and his cans.

He sprays a few sharp black lines

in a diamond pattern on the wall,

then goes over it

with a silhouette of a man parachuting.

He reaches for a couple of bright-coloured cans.

It’s the clinking sound of the marbles shaking

within the can, mixing up paint,

that edges me closer to him.

Hey,

your lines, how’d you get them so thin?

Even with a skinny cap?

He stops shaking his can, grins.

Thanks, mate, he says.

You gotta get up close to the wall,

almost scrape the can against it.

You paint?

Yeah, nah, kinda.

My contradictory words are entirely true.

Yeah,

I paint.

I paint with cans

on cardboard, canvas,

the walls of our garage.

Nah,

I’m not

even legally

allowed to buy cans

until I reach eighteen.

Kinda,

Dad buys

spray cans for me,

I’ve painted the garage

twenty-three times in five years.

Just at home, I tell him.

Mate, you’re missing the thrill.

He holds out his hand.

I’m Mack.

Crux. I shake his hand.

Wait, you’re Mack?

I saw his latest on Instagram –

overscale dark figures,

diamond-bright background,

all angles and sharp geometric lines.

Made me feel confused,

like I was in the dark with his characters,

unaware of the brilliance behind them.

That’s me.

He grabs a can,

tests the thickness of the paint

on the ground,

fills in a few diamond shapes with orange. The can

is covered with smears of paint,

expertise and creativity.

Then he sprays yellow;

the donut on the top of the can

– the ring of colour around the nozzle –

is a murky yellow

beneath the splotches of other colours.

He nods at my phone

sticking out of my pocket.

Show me your stuff,

before I do the next layer.

Your owl’s good.

Great feathers, lots of movement.

But the eyes, they need more depth.

See, like Bindy’s.

He points to the wall,

to a realistic koala clinging to a tree

in front of a raging inferno.

You know Bindy?

I’m doing my goldfish gaping mouth –

my sister Molly’s description.

Quick snap shut.

Yeah,

done some work together.

Abbotsford, Fitzroy, the city.

Bindy’s work is realistic.

But I like to add something different to my eyes.

See? He shows me on his phone.

There’s an old man with oversized eyes,

and within the eyes is a reflection.

But it’s an internal reflection,

a tiny picture of a younger man dancing.

Mind. Blown.

Mack uses green

to sign his name,

finish his piece.

Done.

Hey, shoot me a message later?

I’ll let you know when we’re meeting next.

Bindy, Uni-girl, Fendix …

You can come,

I’ll show you how to paint eyes.

Mack picks up his backpack,

flicks his hand goodbye,

walks away.

I’m in!

If I could paint

on this wall right now

I’d spray an arc of blue

so wide it could capture

all possibilities –

Sign my name.
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Don’t even have to change

my name for my art –

it already works.

I’m really James Michael Crux

but only Mum calls me that, sometimes.

I’m Crux,

Dad’s called Cruxy.

I’m like Dad, everyone says –

creative hands, shaggy brown hair, tall.

You’d think with my name and height

I’d play a brilliant game of footy.

Centre half-forward or ruck

in the middle of the pack,

heart of the goal square.

Crux of the team.

I do play footy,

make the C team – just.

Ascend into the pack for a couple of marks,

kick the odd goal.

But usually,

I paint oversized birds,

spray-paint them into existence

on one side of Dad’s garage.
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Before I skate home,

I take my cyanometer out, hold it

up to the sky.

A solid 12 now.

I know it’s weird

that I love

this acrylic ring so much.

I know blueness can’t really be measured,

that no-one can really gauge the blueness of the sky.

But one scientist tried.

Horace Bénédict de Saussure created a paper circle

painted with fifty-two grades of blue –

a cyanometer.

You hold it up to the sky and

with your eye

find the closest match.

There’s a cyanometer app,

but I prefer this model

Dad gave me four years ago.

I wrap my cyanometer back in its soft pouch,

skate home through

the solid blueness

of Mack’s invite,

as if the sky had wrapped

all its possibilities around me.
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Ettie’s tram glows yellow and green,

sturdy among the late summer leafiness

in the park opposite her nursing home.

Her tram is always available,

open,

ready for anyone to come in,

sit, think, play a while

in this stationary tram

that once trundled along city tracks.

I slide into a curved wooden seat,

touch the oak leaves from a branch

that has grown through the glassless window,

flick a few cigarette butts into the corner with my foot

and check Rani’s text again.


I’m singing in Jay’s bar,

need a violinist.

Thursdays, 5.30–7.

Interested?

This would be so good for you, Grace!



I know Jay’s bar.

Been there a few times with Rani,

sitting in front of the stage, watching

her and her muso friends perform.

Jay runs around,

organises the events,

plays the piano.

My real-life thumb hovers over

the thumbs-up icon.

Maybe together the physical and virtual thumbs

are strong enough to overcome

Mum’s inevitable objection.

Probably not.

I turn my phone off.

I leave Ettie’s tram,

cross the road

to her aged care home.

The welcome sign, ever cheerful,

shows no signs

of the despair that seeps

from under the front door.

There’s a little posse of residents

clustered in the foyer.

Helena reaches out to touch my cheek.

Creepy the first time she did it

but now I lean in toward her.

Dad told me once

that these faded women,

with their corrugated skin and trembling limbs,

wait at the front door for the children

around 3.30 every afternoon.

Whose children? I asked.

Their children.

Their internal clock

tells them

when it’s time for the kids

to come home from school.

Sometimes, Helena’s waiting

for her little boy, now an adult son, to visit.

She is so beautifully heartbreaking I can’t bear it,

like a high note on the E string

played after a long

pause.
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Ettie’s in her room, sitting

in her favourite floral-covered armchair,

the one she brought from home,

reading her book.

She could be the poster girl

for the nursing home –

See how content she looks!

Darling!

she calls, all elegance as she airily waves an arm

in my direction.

I lean over, kiss her red-capillaried cheek,

breathe in Ettieness.

‘Essence of Ettie’, my family calls it.

I take out my violin,

rub rosin along the hair of the bow,

open up the tuning app on my phone.

Another graceful arm movement from Ettie,

her right arm only.

Put that thing away.

She mocks me with a smile.

I’ll tell you.

I run my bow along each string,

listen to the open chord, to Ettie’s direction,

then adjust the fine tuners

with micro movements,

until her sensitive ear and my violin are aligned.

Now, play for me.

The Verve would never have envisioned

their ‘Bitter Sweet Symphony’

played in a nursing home

by a granddaughter for her Ettie,

who taps the beat on her book with her one good hand.

I’d usually play for an hour,

with Ettie correcting my bowing –

gently, gently –

or reminding me of my intonation –

softly, softly.

But she seems tired today, even though

she looks at me

as if I am the most important thing in the world.

I hug her frail self goodbye,

promise to visit again next week,

leave early.
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When I was little-little –

pumpkin on my face,

afternoon nap little –

I used to twirl, dance, sing my way

to the park, the library,

to bath, to bed.

My older sisters Liv and Sam

would sometimes follow me,

sometimes shush me.

And I would sing a little louder.

But when Dad showed me

Ettie’s violin

resting in its case,

I was silent.

I plucked a string

with a gentle finger.

The tone filled the kitchen,

filled me.

I didn’t choose to play the violin.

The violin chose me.

Not Liv, not Sam.

Me.
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