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      For my parents

   
      
      

      From childhood’s hour I have not been

      As others were; I have not seen

      As others saw; I could not bring

      My passions from a common spring.

      From the same source I have not taken

      My sorrow; I could not awaken

      My heart to joy at the same tone;

      And all I loved, I loved alone.

      Extract from ‘Alone’ by Edgar Allan Poe
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I missed home, that Australian heat, the laid-back people, the peace and quiet. Here, it was colder than I’d thought possible and everyone was in a hurry.
         Back home, I knew my mates would be hanging out at backyard barbies and playing cricket in the street, laughing and joking
         and vying to get each other out.
      

      Maybe with time I’d get used to this place – who knows? All I know is that Manhattan is vast, too big for me to ever really
         feel comfortable in. It’s as if the city has an entire country stuffed into it and is slowly being swallowed up, like that
         snake that eats itself. Ouroboros? I think that’s what it’s called. If I had to sum this place up for someone I’d say: New York City, home to millions of people, endless city blocks, snow dump’n clouds, crowds that never stay still, consuming itself. Too busy, too lonely, too much for me.
      

      ‘What’s the matter, Jesse? Never been on a subway before?’ Dave asked. He was a big guy for sixteen, or at least big compared
         to the rest of us. His name might have been David but next to me he was more like Goliath. Dave and I had got on okay at the
         start of the camp, but right now I wished he’d put his foot in his mouth and start chomping, like Ouroboros.
      

      ‘No, why do you say that?’ I shifted my focus away from the guys in the middle of the carriage, who may or may not have been
         wearing gang colours and may or may not have been packing heat. I tried to look more confident, and smiled at the thought
         of Dave eating one of his stupid running shoes.
      

      ‘You look a little nervous,’ Dave said. ‘Don’t they have subways where you’re from?’

      ‘Yeah, but we don’t call it that,’ I replied. ‘It’s small – just a few stops in the city.’

      ‘Everything must be small where you’re from, huh?’ Dave said, grinning. His perfect teeth were blindingly white against his
         dark skin.
      

      ‘Where’s that again?’ Anna asked. She turned to look at me, flicking her shiny black hair over her shoulder. Anna’s English
         but her parents are from India, and for a moment I was lost in her long eyelashes and bright red mouth.
      

      ‘Melbourne …’ I said. Dave’s comment had just hit me – he thought I was small. I was kinda tall for my age back home, but
         yeah, I’m slight. It’s just that I haven’t quite filled out yet. I was torn between launching a comeback and trying to look
         unfazed in front of Anna. We’re all sixteen, but she seems older, more sure of herself. I stood up a little straighter and
         tried to push my chest out.
      

      ‘So, what is it then, Jesse? Never been on the subway without your mom?’ Dave pushed. I wondered what his problem was. We’d
         been getting along so well until today. Maybe we were just getting cabin fever, which always seemed to happen on camps – sooner
         or later you’d get sick of your friends.
      

      ‘Leave it,’ Mini said in her quiet voice.

      He looked from me to her, annoyed.

      ‘I don’t have a mum,’ I said. The three of them stood in silence then. Looked at each other and then at the wet floor. That
         was always a conversation stopper. And it was mostly true. Okay, I did have a mum out there somewhere. And a step-mum back in Melbourne. But Barbara was a dragon and for all I knew my real mother
         might be dead.
      

      ‘I’ve got two,’ Anna said, like it was as natural as saying I’ve got a mum.
      

      ‘Huh?’ Mini asked.

      ‘Carol and Megan.’

      ‘How does that work?’ I asked, then realised as soon as the words were out of my mouth. ‘Oh, right, I get it. That’s cool,
         I guess.’
      

      ‘Trust me, you’re not missing out on much.’

      ‘Not at all,’ Mini added.

      There was a bit of an awkward beat and I wondered if maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. I tried to think of a joke to lighten
         the mood, but I didn’t know any where having a mum was the punch line.
      

      ‘Check out the others,’ Dave said. He was at least a head taller than us and had a clear view. The rest of our group were
         packed like sardines in the next subway carriage, a sea of light-blue parkas. As I looked, I tried not to make eye contact
         with the guys who may have been gang members. They were already on the subway when we’d got on at Grand Central, near our
         hotel and the UN, but I doubted they were headed to the 9/11 Memorial like us.
      

      ‘They definitely don’t look like the brightest sixteen-year-olds from around the world,’ Anna said dryly. She was right. Like
         the four of us, they looked like total geeks, wearing blue plastic parkas with white UN lettering on the back, and UN Youth Ambassadors on the front left pocket. They stood out about as much as the gang members closer to us, as if we all wore colours as labels
         of who we were.
      

      ‘Guess they won’t get lost in a crowd,’ I said. Mini laughed. She had this quiet, deep laugh that seemed odd coming from such
         a small package – the kind of laugh that was contagious. ‘They’re really getting into the spirit of togetherness.’
      

      Beside the gang members there were only half a dozen other people in our carriage, the last of the train. It was just before
         midday and in between rush hours, so there were more tourists on the subway than commuters.
      

      ‘Bet it really stinks in their carriage,’ Anna said, her eyes fixed on the glass doors ahead. Mr Lawson, one of our UN minders,
         clocked us and started to head for the interconnecting doors. ‘Like my brothers’ rooms with all their dirty wet socks after
         football.’
      

      ‘I don’t know about you guys, but I’m gonna commute to work via helicopter when I’m older,’ Dave said.

      ‘What, are you gonna be a traffic reporter?’ I said. The girls laughed.

      ‘Nah, I wanna work for the UN,’ he said, ‘like my grandpa.’

      ‘They had the UN back then?’
      

      ‘Only I want to be out in the field,’ he said, ignoring my remark. ‘The front lines, relief work, disaster zones. Really get
         things done. What about you guys?’
      

      ‘Teacher,’ Anna said straightaway. ‘In India. Start up a school for kids in poverty. There’s millions and millions of them
         and they have nothing, nothing at all.’
      

      I’m sixteen; I had no idea what I wanted to be, and I certainly didn’t have a prepackaged beauty-pageant answer ready. Dave
         and Anna looked at me but I just shrugged. They turned to Min Pei.
      

      ‘I don’t know either,’ Mini said. ‘Maybe a doctor or a vet. Or an artist. Or maybe I’ll marry money and do nothing. That would
         be cool.’
      

      ‘I’m not sure if that’s how it works, Min,’ I said. I could see Mr Lawson was almost at the interconnecting doors, but to
         get to us he’d have to push through the gang members and half a dozen tourists; we were right at the back of the carriage.
         Beyond the door at our end was the darkness of the tracks as we rattled south towards Lower Manhattan. Mini looked through
         the window in silence. I saw her face reflected in the glass and realised she wasn’t watching the tunnel disappear behind
         us – she was watching me. We locked eyes for a second and I felt myself going red.
      

      ‘Think they live by the Golden Rule?’ Mini asked, nodding towards the gang members.
      

      ‘Sorry, Min?’ Anna said.

      ‘You know, that graffiti we saw when we did the city tour?’ Mini said. ‘You think those guys live by that?’

      ‘Yeah, sure,’ Dave said. ‘Treat others how you want to be treated. Yep, I’m real sure that’s their creed.’
      

      ‘Did we see that on some graffiti, or a mural at the UN?’ Anna asked. We all thought about it and shrugged – even Dave, who
         had a memory like a bank vault.
      

      ‘Let’s just not bother them and they won’t bother us,’ I said. I noticed one of the guys had a massive gold crucifix hanging
         around his neck. Maybe they did have rules – maybe they were some kind of cool hip-hop priests? I doubted it, but I hoped
         they weren’t as much of a threat as we were making them out to be.
      

      ‘So, I got a joke,’ Dave said. ‘What do you get when you get a teenager from Australia, England, China and the US, and put
         them in a subway?’
      

      Anna rolled her eyes.

      ‘I’m not Chinese, I’m Taiwanese,’ Mini said.

      ‘What’s the difference?’

      ‘What’s the difference between you and a Canadian?’

      ‘Ouch, all right,’ Dave said. ‘Taiwanese, then. Okay, what do you get?’

      ‘A boring trip?’
      

      ‘Sore feet?’

      ‘A growing contempt for American humour?’

      Dave didn’t seem put off.

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘You get—’

      There was a loud noise and our train shook so violently that we had to reach out to grab the handrails. Before I could say
         anything it happened again, the carriage tilting wildly sideways, creating sparks in the darkness outside. Mini fell next
         to me and I crouched down to help her up. We heard screams and shouts from the other end of the carriage as people spilled
         from their seats.
      

      Mini and I stood up slowly. I must have hit my head on something when the train jolted because when I touched my eyebrow my
         hand came away covered in blood.
      

      ‘Oh my god, are you okay?’ Mini asked.

      Anna pulled tissues from her backpack and told me to keep pressure on the cut. In the flickering lights of the carriage the
         gang guys didn’t look so scary anymore. In fact, they were wide-eyed as they helped a tourist to his feet and stared back
         at us – no, behind us.
      

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickled as I turned around and looked out the back window.

      A massive fireball was chasing the train – it was only twenty metres behind us and closing fast. I yelled at the others to
         get down and reached out to Anna. By the time the four of us were on the floor, the subway carriage was rocked again, this
         time going off its rails and tipping on its side. There was a tearing screech of steel on steel and squealing and screaming
         and a whoosh of fire, and everything went from hot to black in a second.
      

   OEBPS/images/9780748124237.jpg
Outnumbered. No sign of life.
’4 K Just them. And You.

d. AMES PHELAN





OEBPS/images/Art_1.jpg





