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    CHAPTER 1

    Sandy

    New Year’s Day


    You know, when you walk into a murky river you could step on anything. I’ve never understood how easily some people will just leap on in when they can’t see a thing. I suppose it’s like life; maybe I could do with just stepping in more and looking less.


    We’re staying at Uncle Blakey’s shack. We’ve been coming up here every summer for years. The breeze is baking today but at least the air is moving. It’s too hot to even go for a walk, almost too hot to swim, but the lure of the river is tempting, so I’m thinking about it.


    ‘Sandy, get your arse in here. It’s fine!’ Dad’s yelling from way out in the water.


    He’s bright red. His big bald head bobbing on his big round body. A cheerful, bloody snowman. For a farmer he’s a surprisingly good swimmer. In fact he loves it. When we’re at the shack he gets up early and swims for hours against the flow and then drifts back with the current.


    I decide to go in.


    I wanna be part of the crowd.


    The river is a soft brown colour, a perfect mix of water and mud. There’s absolutely no possibility of seeing anything. The mud squelches between my toes as I inch away from the bank. I’ve deliberately chosen the least reedy stretch but even here I can still feel the slippery stalks stroking my legs. I launch off. I’m not out very deep so the slimy bottom skims my bare chest. Yuck. I kick faster and harder to get away.


    I swim like a dog, my neck stuck out as far from the water as I can manage.


    ‘Put your head in, Sandy!’ I can hear Dad heckling me before he fearlessly ducks down.


    No way. Walking and swimming in this is bad enough without getting my head in.


    I remember when I was learning to swim Dad used to hold me under and I never really got over it. ‘I’m gonna count to three. Here we go. One … two … three.’ His voice was all muffled as he pushed my head down. My body arched hard against his hand, pressing up, praying he wouldn’t mess up the count. So now that I can swim I never put my head in.


    The water is cool and it does feel good. I feel clean, washed free of the summer dust. I roll over onto my back. I’d forgotten, since last summer, how nice it is just to float. To let something else do the work.


    Dad’s shouting for me to swim over to him but I pretend I can’t hear him. I know if I go over he’ll start tossing me around and pulling my legs under. Then my head will be in for sure. I can hear laughing. Uncle Blakey and Big Joe Barrel have jumped in. They’re all splashing and carrying on, three old farmers acting younger than me.


    ‘That boy’s got an old head on young shoulders.’ If I had a dollar every time someone said that about me I’d be pretty cashed up by now. Apparently my mum, Ellie, even said it about me when I was baby. I didn’t have those weird rolling eyes that most babies had. I just looked hard and straight at her with my clear blue ones, which never did turn brown like the rest of them. So, why the bloody hell did they call me Sandy?


    Think of someone called Sandy and I bet they couldn’t look less me. For a start I’m a boy. I was told the name comes from some rellie back in Scotland but secretly I think it comes from Dad’s first dog. So do I have blond or red hair? No. Do I have a big friendly smile? Nah, not really. My eyes are still blue, my hair nearly black and I’m tall but not filled out yet. I do smile but it’s one of those shy, less-teeth-showy smiles. I’ve left that to my older brother Red. His real name is Josh. Imagine him: a big handsome redhead.


    So, un-sandy Sandy I am.


    ‘Get back over here, mate!’ Blakey calls.


    I’m not going over to them. They wanna duck me, for a laugh. I push the back of my head deeper into the water and scull away from them, cocooned in the muffled silence.


    I don’t really think of sculling as swimming. It’s keeping me up but it’s more like flying, using little flaps of my hands as I look at the sky.


    I’ll be sixteen in July, and Year Ten starts in a few weeks. I can’t believe it. This year is a big one, the last before things really change. Our country school is too small to offer much choice in Year Eleven and Twelve. We either have to leave, do some correspondence study—like that’ll ever happen—or go to boarding school in Adelaide or Melbourne.


    I decided long ago I wasn’t going to Melbourne: too many bad memories. I flap out a little further into the river. What the hell am I gonna do next year?


    I quite like school, not that I’d tell anyone, especially Red. He couldn’t wait to get out of the place and caused a lot of trouble on his way through too. But for me it’s been alright, once they realised I was nothing like my brother. I like looking at things, taking them apart, trying to figure out how everything works. It doesn’t seem hard. In a funny kind of way school makes more sense than a lot of outside stuff.


    ‘Sandy!’


    Dad’s yelling at me. Off they go again. I can hear them all through the heavy wet.


    ‘Sandy, shift your arse! Quick! Hurry up!’


    The tone is unusual, not the normal knockabout teasing. There’s a bit more urgency.


    I roll over onto my stomach and then I see it. What the hell?


    ‘Sandy, get out of the way!’ But the warning is too late. The big brown thing is gonna hit me.


    I launch into a pathetic dog paddle trying to get away. My legs kick in a frenzy beneath me and my neck stretches out like a llama. I feel a bash on the back on my head and it pushes me under. All the shouting from the bank softens. My heart is pounding as old memories of being ducked as a kid kick in. I can’t get the thing off me. I can’t see anything. I push up with my hands and they find something soft but really heavy. My head keeps butting up into it, trying to ram a way through. I panic. My brain doesn’t know what to do. My lungs are bursting. I’m desperate for a suck of clean, fresh air but don’t dare open my mouth. The burning is excruciating.


    I can’t believe I’m gonna drown. Not today, surely?


    There’s a jerk on the bottom of my legs. Something is yanking me under. This is too much. I can’t fight it anymore. I surrender with one last kick and then my mouth opens, hungrily gulping in water. My body wants it like air and it pours in.


    Everything pauses.


    There’s a bashing on my back, heavy and urgent, shaking me around. I’m floppy, with no resistance. My body stiffens. Rigid. Then the water comes splaying out of my throat and my chest heaves as it sucks in real air. Too desperate, I cough and splutter. I’ve got no control. My mouth sucking too hard competes against the spasms of my lungs spewing the water out. Eventually the craving and the coughing subsides enough and my heart settles.


    Exhausted, I take a calmer breath. As I open my eyes I see I’m still in the river.


    ‘Ya right? Ya right?’


    It’s Dad. He turns me round to face him, holding me afloat. I see how terrified he is. He hugs me so tight I start coughing again.


    ‘Bloody idiot, I had to bash the crap out of you.’


    But there are tears in his eyes. He just holds me safe and strong till I settle. As his panic and mine begin to subside, he pushes me away slightly. It seems a bit awkward now for a grown lad to be clinging to his wet Dad in the middle of the river. We both get it at the same time and grin.


    ‘You’ve always been a crap swimmer, Sandy. Sometimes you get so lost in your own bloody head you don’t know what’s going on around you.’


    True.


    ‘Was it a log or something?’ I ask. ‘I just didn’t see it coming.’


    ‘No, it was a bloody dead cow! Looks like it died upstream and got washed down.’


    I hear cheers and moos from the bank. Looking down the river I see the dead cow.


    Bloated, floating and limp from trying to kill me.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2

    Red

    Ringer


    Sandy’s a funny kid. I say kid but he’s not that much younger than me. He’s fifteen, I’m eighteen. It’s only three years but sometimes it seems like thirty. Dad said I burst into the world, born effortlessly on the way to the hospital, which for a first baby was something. I screamed my lungs out and the doc told Mum she was a natural. Sandy though was way too early. Born premmie, he had to spend his first few months in hospital. Probably daydreaming in the womb and before he knew it he’d just drifted out.


    Typical. Sandy causing a lot of drama for everyone. They had to get the flying doctors out and all sorts.


    Even though I was only a real little kid, I remember the panic. Mum was screaming and holding her stomach, like she could stop him. Dad called emergency and got us all in the ute. No mobile phones. Coverage was, and still is, crap. We raced into town. It was a Saturday night and the pub was packed. Dad grabbed me out of the ute and rushed in to the front bar. He yelled at Molly and George that the baby was coming. Then he just held me up, like I was some sort of sacrifice and shouted, ‘Take the boy.’


    I look back now and am like, ‘Great. Thanks, Dad.’


    I stayed with Molly and George at the pub for a few days, until Grandma Margy got the bus up from Melbourne. Maybe that beer-mixed-with-deep-fryer smell got into my head because I’ve always liked pubs.


    Sandy came to the farm four months later and stuffed everything up. Our farm is north of the township of Millewa, deep in the heart of the Mallee. When they brought him home I remember having my nose out of joint. He wasn’t a real brother like they’d all promised, he just lay there in his stinky nappies. I’d find myself staring at him in the cot, disappointed. Confiding to Grandma Margy that I didn’t like Sandy.


    When you’re a little kid you can’t explain how you feel, you just feel it. Who am I kidding? I’m still a bit that way. So with Sandy I think I was worried he’d steal my spot or something. No need though. It wasn’t long before I realised he was no competition. He’s brainy and all but not practical and he drifts off. When it comes to real physical work he’s about as useful as a fart in a bottle. Funny, yeah. But he does things weird. Take this bloody cow thing. He has the whole river to swim in. It’s freakin’ enormous. But only Sandy would be the one donged by a dead cow.


    Looking at the river I felt for Dad. Even though everyone thought it was a laugh and not that bad, I could see the horror on his face. The fear he could lose him. I was worried too, not that I’d admit it. He was clinging and bashing Sandy, forcing him to take a breath. Holding him, hugging him with relief when it was over and the worst hadn’t happened. I’ve seen Dad like that a few times with Sandy over the years. For a second, with his black hair swept back, Sandy looked like Mum and Dad was holding her. Holding her, like he had on that Melbourne street. No! I’m not thinking about that.


    ‘Dad! Sandy! Ya right? I’ll get the tinny out and come and get you.’


    I pull out Uncle Blakey’s crappy little boat and make the rescue.


    It was a laugh, later, harpooning the cow. Mickey and I made up these spear things using tent poles, tape and rope. When we pierced it the first time the air hissed out of the cow and it stank something putrid. We’d pulled it back onto the bank because Dad and Blakey reckoned it was dangerous to just leave a dead cow floating around. Then all the little kids started poking it with sticks, trying to make it pop.


    You might think with Sandy being the way he is he might get picked on or something. But it isn’t like that. He’s got good mates who look out for him and he can be bloody funny. When disaster strikes, he seems to be able to sidestep it.


    Grandma Margy said that he was born under a lucky star.


    ‘He’s a thinker, an old soul with things to do.’


    That was after he’d pulled a dresser down on himself and been rescued without a scratch, because he was curled up in the open cupboard.


    Sometimes that does annoy me, because I’m a charger. I can’t be arsed weighing things up and thinking things through. Worse is not making a decision at all. When I jumped off the hay stack it bloody hurt and I broke my arm. But it was my decision to jump and I took that fall. I’ve taken many after and no doubt more to come. So sometimes looking out for Sandy is frustrating.


    Since Mum’s funeral things have been pretty messed up. I still can’t believe it was over a year ago. It seems like only yesterday. Some counsellor kept telling me crap, like it was okay to be angry and to let it work its way out. But all I wanted to do was bash the shit out of everything. I remember Brent Harvey looking at me sideways in maths. I jumped up and started knocking him around, like a psycho. Got suspended again.


    But I didn’t care. The next week I hitched into Mildura, went to the pub and tried to get in another fight. The landlord thought I was some strung out grape picker or something and I got locked up in the cop shop without laying a punch. Fighting was immediate. It took away the numb feeling and the physical pain masked the grief.


    Dad came and got me and we didn’t say one word all the drive home. Seriously, I can’t understand why he’s not as angry as me.


    That all carried on for months. Me fighting and feeling crap and fighting again until I saw this Dogs for Sale sign. We had a dog at home, Muttley, a narky old blue heeler. He’d bite you as soon as look at you, a good farm dog though. But when I saw those little kelpie puppies I had to get one. That sounds soft but there was something about Ringer that got me. Cost me fifty bucks which I thought was quite steep but he’s been worth every penny. Now I’m like one of those old farmers with a dog by my side. Go figure.


    Since I quit school he goes everywhere he can with me. I’m mostly working with Dad but starting to do a bit of shearing on the side and Ringer loves that. He’s grown up to be a cute dog. Sleek black fur, with patches of tan and white, but the best thing about him is his ear. Most kelpies have those stick-up, alert, straight ears, but not Ringer. His right one flops down and it makes him look pretty smart. He always looks like he’s sussing you out. You can see him watching other farm dogs and learning how to work. Clever little bugger.


    Walking back to the shack I see Sandy’s still wrapped in a blanket reading with Ringer by his feet. He’s a bloody good dog, Ringer. He knows Sandy needs watching for a while. Keeping an eye on him, like we all have to.


    ‘You right, moo?’


    Sandy doesn’t respond, just glares at me and gives me the finger. Ah, that’s good. He’s back in the game. I glance over at Dad, sitting on a chair, two empty cans by his feet and a third in his hand. He’s dealing with it. Suddenly, everyone making a fuss about Sandy irritates me.


    ‘Ringer, here boy!’ I whistle and call him down. He comes straight away. Yep, he’s still my dog. ‘Good boy. Back!’


    I point to dopey Sandy and he trots over to his charge.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3

    Sandy

    Millewa


    ‘Hey, Sandy mate, she was checking you out!’


    Chris is elbowing me as we walk through the school gates.


    ‘Rack off, Chris. She was looking over at the bus.’


    I’m embarrassed. He’s talking really loud. I pretend to look over at the battered bus lurching out of the car park.


    ‘Nah, it’s all you, man. Where did you say you went over the break? Bloody boot camp or something? You’re all brown and buffed up and those blue eyes are shining. This is gonna be a good year for the girls, my friend.’ He bashes me on the back then calls after some girls in our year.


    ‘Well hello! Looking good, Stella!’


    ‘Whatever, Chris!’


    Stella’s sour face says it all. She’s so unimpressed.


    We’ve only been back at school for a few days and I can tell Chris is bored already. He’s my best mate. We’ve been friends since primary school. He can be a bit annoying, like now, but he’s solid. Chris is a lot louder and funnier than me which suits me fine. I’m quite happy to be cool by association.


    I’m glad to be back at school. The holidays dragged. Once we got back from the shack I did nothing but gaming and helping Dad. Home is so quiet now, unless Red is on a bender. And at least school is predictable. I like knowing what I’m doing every day. I like seeing my mates and I’m actually looking forward to maths and science.


    God, I’m such a nerd.


    ‘I can’t believe we’re back here again. This place is so lame. I wouldn’t bother coming if it wasn’t for the girls and Mr T.’ Chris really likes Mr Thomson, our PE teacher. Probably because he’s good at sport. ‘Just think mate, one more year and we’re outta here.’


    ‘Yeah, can’t wait,’ I lie.


    It’s alright for Chris. He knows he’s going to some swanky boarding school next year, probably just to run round some footy oval. Chris doesn’t even like school but he’s gonna be able to carry on. His parents have got a huge property up north, about ten thousand acres, and they’re good with their money. Make a lot on the stock market. The internet has been good for the switched-on farmers. I wish Dad would listen to me about that kinda thing and let me help him. He won’t do anything with computers. It’s so frustrating. Even Red gets cross with him. It’s like he’s being stubborn on purpose. We’re a small farm by comparison, only five blocks, about three-and-a-half thousand acres. We do okay, but not much spare cash.


    ‘And when were you gonna tell me about the cow, Sandy? I heard from Matty.’


    Great. I thought I’d escaped Chris finding out. I didn’t see him all holiday as his parents went on this Queensland four-wheel-drive trip. He’d asked me to go but Dad couldn’t spare me from the farm that long.


    ‘What a hilarious story. Sandy, you’re an absolute classic. Face it mate, you need me. Without me you’d be such a loser. Oh, I could really go an ice coffee, anyone got any milk?!’


    ‘Piss off.’ I hit him hard with my bag as we walk down the corridor, thick with school traffic.


    As usual the day goes too quick.


    The bell rings for the end of the last lesson, maths, which is nobody’s favourite but mine. The best thing about Year Ten is that we got to choose a lot more of our own subjects, which means I’m not with Chris and my other mate Matty all the time. I don’t mean that in a bad way, but I can concentrate better when they’re not there. They like to muck up and I get sucked in. When I’m not with them I get into the work. It’s interesting and the teachers seem to notice too. I did well last year.


    ‘Yes! All over!’ I hear Chris call out from the back of the room. We still have maths together, but I sit a bit nearer the front so I can see the board. Dad hasn’t got round to getting my glasses yet.


    Mr Elliot hears him as well.


    ‘Thank you, Chris Turner. I am glad you have found my lesson such a pleasure. As always, I look forward to the rest of the year.’


    ‘Argh! Mr Elliot, maths is too good. If I do it too much I’ll go blind!’


    Everyone laughs as they walk out. Chris has got a smart mouth.


    ‘Sandy, can I have a word?’


    ‘Yeah sure, Mr Elliot, but I need to be quick.’


    I’m torn because I know he can go on and I don’t want to miss the bus. It’s a real pain for Dad or Red to drive into town to get me and I’ll probably have to sit around for hours.


    ‘Of course, this won’t take long. Look, Sandy, the teachers and I have been talking about you and wondered what your plans were for Year Eleven and Twelve? Remember we talked about this with you and your father last year? We wondered what was happening.’


    Uh oh! Mr No-Plans here doesn’t know what to say. I vaguely remember the conversation but it wasn’t long after Mum’s funeral. Everyone was talking at me and about me. Most of that time is a blur and I don’t even wanna think about it.


    ‘We think you should apply for scholarships—to complete Year Eleven and Twelve in Melbourne or Adelaide. Unless you’ve done so already?’ As he asks me I think he knows the answer. Of course I haven’t applied for anything.


    I’m silent and shake my head.


    ‘I thought so. The thing is, Sandy, you need to make a decision and get on with it. Most of the schools close applications by the middle of term, with the exams not long after. We really think you stand a good chance, particularly in the maths and science areas, so I have made a list of possible schools. Take it home, check them out online and have a chat with your father. If you’re interested we need to get moving.’


    ‘Thanks, Mr Elliot.’ He’s a good teacher and I take the paper.


    By the time I get out of school the bus has pulled out of the car park. Chris and Matty are laughing and jeering at me from the backseat as it disappears round the corner. I knew I’d miss it. Andy Johnson, the bus driver, is a miserable bastard and won’t stop the bus for anyone.


    Great! I’ll have to give Red a call.


    Miraculously, he answers. He must be up in Jasper’s Paddock where the reception is better. ‘Hey, can you pick me up?’


    ‘What?!’


    ‘I missed the bus.’


    ‘No way. Already, Sandy? You’ve only just gone back to school!’


    ‘I know.’


    ‘Dad’s up spraying weeds at Tull’s Paddock, so I guess I’ll have to come. I’ll get down when I’ve finished here. This place is shot full of bloody caltrop. Pisses me off. I’ll see you outside the pub in an hour or so.’


    Dad and Red are spraying weeds at the moment. We did it after harvest and need to do it again now. Spraying seems to keep them down but we had quite a bit of summer rain so the weeds are thicker this year. I sound like a greenie but sometimes too much herbicide exposes the soil to wind erosion and the ground gets worse. You can get this GPS system which detects where the weeds are, so you don’t just spray randomly. Records it all. Chris’s old man has got the software in all his machinery. Saves the dirt and money because you’re only using chemicals where you need them. Red and I are trying to convince Dad it’s a good investment, using the money argument rather than the greenie one, but he’s not interested.


    I feel odd walking round town. There’s no one around. It’s really hot, like about a zillion degrees. It always is when we go back to school, summer blazing into autumn as if someone forgot to change the switch. The bright blue of the town pool sparkles and I drift down toward it.


    Sometimes I feel like I’m neither one thing nor another. I live in the Mallee but I don’t like the desert. I live on a farm but I get hay fever and I’m scared of goats. I like school but my best mates don’t. I’m stuck between things. It’s like I’m not meant to be here but I am.


    The sun is reflecting off the water in the pool so it’s hard to see who’s there. Definitely need some sunnies. Hard to hear, too. Just a mixed-up sound of splashing and laughing. I don’t come here much because I don’t like swimming and no one’ll take me into town unless they have to. As my eyes get used to the glare they focus on all the grown-ups and little kids cooling off, squashed in under the tatty shade sail. It reminds me of one time Mum had me down here, putting me into a zip-up sun rashie. She was busy chatting away to Molly and pulled up the zip too fast. My skin got snagged in the zip teeth, which ripped a load off. Ouch, still hurts thinking about it. Left a scar at the top of my back which she used to kiss after a bath, until I got too big. She always felt bad about it.


    Hanging on the pool fence, daydreaming, I realise what I’m doing.


    Yikes.


    I’m staring full-on at Becky Holder swimming laps in the pool. This is awkward. Becky’s in my year and most of my classes. She doesn’t hang round with our group but I’ll often catch myself looking at her, like now. Her dad is the local copper and she started at our school last year. I think they were down in Bendigo before that. She’s a good swimmer, does district swimming carnivals. Watching her slicing through the water she seems totally at odds with the place we’re in, too. Like a penguin in the desert.


    She stops at the end of the lap and looks up at me staring at her through the fence.


    Her sleek and wet to my dry and dusty.


    She smiles slowly.


    I panic and look away.


    Idiot.


    I turn back, but she’s gone, halfway down the pool.


    Embarrassed, I turn away and start another lap of town.


    Millewa is just off the highway. It’s no joke but if you blinked you’d miss it. Like most things in the Mallee the town is functional and predictable. Off the highway is a main street called Main Street. All the shops and a bank are here and, of course, the pub. I say all the shops but there are only five, snuggled in under old rusty verandas. I always feel the Mallee is trying to claim the town back and we’re just a glitch in time. Between the houses are things like the police station, the pool and a lot of churches. Apart from the oldies no one goes to them unless it’s for a wedding or a funeral. The school is at the back end of town which looks out over paddocks. We’re on the verge of being a ghost town, like in American westerns, but without cool cowboys. I’m glad I live out on the farm. It seems more alive than town.


    What the hell am I doing?


    I’ve ended up back near the pool again. This is really bad. I feel like a crazy stalker.


    Beep. Beep.


    It’s Red. The window’s down and he’s yelling.


    ‘Jeez, Sandy. Why aren’t you at the pub? And what the bloody hell are you doing perving round the pool?’


    I can’t answer. The pool noise has gone quiet, all the swimmers are tuning into our conversation.


    ‘Get in.’


    Ringer is cross I’m taking the front seat and sulks into the back of the ute. He gives me a grumpy dog sniff on the way past. Red pats him. ‘Good dog.’


    I don’t look at the pool. How embarrassing to have Red pull up shouting and honking. So I change the subject to weeds.

  


  
    CHAPTER 4

    Red

    Mates


    It bugs me having to pick up Sandy all the time. Every time the phone rings and it’s Dad or Sandy needing me to do something extra, it’s another little kick in the guts. I love the days when I don’t hear anything unexpected. Days when I go to work, do the job and come home. Sometimes I turn off my phone and pretend there’s no reception so they can’t bother me. Sometimes I sit in the ute and listen to music and sometimes I see my mates. Whatever.


    Most kids around here I’ve known since before we could walk—small town, small amount of people—but recently a few more people have moved into the district. Ryan turned up about nine months ago and we’ve been hanging out ever since. He moved here from Mildura with his brother, Pete, who worked picking spuds. The potato farms have brought quite a few new people into the towns. But a lot of people, Dad included, aren’t too happy about it. They don’t reckon people should be farming potatoes here. Spuds suck up a lot of water from the water table and, seriously, this is the Mallee and it’s dry as. But other people think it’s okay, brings business to the towns. Blah, blah, blah.


    It’s been alright for me. I’ve met some new people. I needed to. I needed to meet some people who didn’t treat me like I was damaged.


    I first met Ryan after footy training last year. We were all kicking back in the club room after a pretty tough session. He walked in, cool as. We were all in trackies and beanies but he looked like he’d just turned up from town. Jeans, jacket. He smiled at Lyn who works behind the bar and she blushed. It looked like the footy boys had some competition. Keg, who I’ve known since kindy, had told him to come and meet us.


    ‘Hey Reddy, this is Ryan, he’s down here looking for some more work. Do ya know of anything? His brother Pete is picking spuds for Landers.’


    I’d met Pete. A funny dude always making everyone laugh, but unreliable. Didn’t turn up for jobs and stuff.


    Ryan seemed different. More intense, with an edge that kept you guessing.


    ‘Ryan, this is my mate Red, the one I’ve been telling you about.’


    Ryan nodded indifferently at me, sat down with us then looked away, like we were boring or something. What a tool.


    ‘How do you two know each other?’ I asked Keg.


    ‘We’ve been working together, fencing out at Herbert’s property. But my rellies in Mildura worked with his mum on the orange harvest. That’s right, isn’t it Ryan?’


    ‘Yeah.’ He finally bothered to turn back to us. ‘It’s hard to get work up there that isn’t fruit picking. I’m over it, and spud picking for that matter. There has to be a better way to make some money.’ Keg nodded in agreement.


    I decided to make an effort as Keg obviously liked him.


    ‘How you finding it here?’


    Ryan shrugged and still seemed to ignore me.


    I was about to write him off, because he was an arsehole and up himself, but he spoke up.


    ‘You blokes into speedway? Fancy going to the Riverland on the weekend? My cousin has come down from Queensland to race. I know some people who’ll be there. We can get a spin on the track. Should be a laugh.’


    There was an arrogance and sense of danger to his invitation but I was in. Up himself or not I needed to do something different. Anything to get me away from Millewa. Doing things that give me a rush are good. They block out the crap.


    ‘Yeah, I’ll go.’


    Keg was surprised. ‘Alright then. Me too.’


    We got up to the Renmark speedway track late that Saturday afternoon just as the place was starting to fill up. The sun was almost down and they’d turned on the floodlights. A few bogan-looking people were starting to dribble into the stands. Wearing tight black jeans, clutching tinnies, with their crusty thongs kicking up dust.


    A tractor was smoothing out the dirt of the oval track. Ryan’s cousin had a couple of so-so speedway cars and a dud blue one the drivers practised in. After the tractor finished, he waved us over to the car.


    ‘Hi all. I’m Gary.’ Gary was about forty. He stuck out his hand and me and Keg shook it. ‘You right, Ryan?’


    Ryan seemed surly, even with him. ‘Yeah.’


    ‘How’s your mum?’


    ‘Gone again. Taken off with some new guy. I haven’t seen her since I moved to Millewa with Pete.’


    Gary looked a bit uncomfortable. ‘Oh.’


    ‘Look, don’t worry about it, she’s been doing it since Dad left bloody ten years ago. They come and go. She’ll be back.’


    ‘But what about the house?’


    ‘Dunno.’


    Gary changed the subject. ‘Well, which one of you losers is gonna give this car a burn then?’


    Ryan stared straight at me. ‘Red is.’


    ‘Cheers mate.’ I couldn’t help it and grinned back.


    He laughed. ‘You look like you need to smash something even more than me!’


    He had no idea how true that was. The car was crap but it still had some grunt under the bonnet. I thrashed it, changing up and down gears and drifting round the corners, dirt flying out behind me as I revved the crap out of it. It felt freakin’ wild. I let myself go. Ryan and the other boys were all cheering me on. Gary flagged me in and I skidded to a stop beside them all. ‘You got a death wish or something? Driving like that we may be able to get you a gig.’


    I caught Keg’s look from the corner of my eye. ‘Nah, Red’s just an idiot. Come on mate, let’s get a burger. I’m starving.’


    ‘You always are, Keg.’


    ‘Ha ha.’ But we took off anyway.


    As Keg legged it to the food van, me and Ryan started chatting. ‘You left school then, Red?’


    ‘God yeah. Couldn’t wait to get out of the place.’ I didn’t tell him why. ‘You?’


    ‘Oh yeah. It wasn’t that bad but after Dad walked out Mum just kept hooking up with different blokes and left me and Pete to pretty much fend for ourselves. All got too hard. And we didn’t have a farm to fall back on like you farmer blokes, hey, so been working ever since.’


    Before I could read anything into his comment he stopped and pulled two cans out of his backpack.


    ‘Drink?’


    ‘Yeah.’


    The plan was to roll out the swags in the speedway car park, ’cos no one was driving home. But when the racing was over the security guy told us everyone had to be out of the place by 2.00 am. Instead of sucking it up and finding somewhere else to crash, Ryan took us round to the speedway sheds. He got the jack out of his car and broke open the lock of the smallest one and we all piled in and crashed there.


    Normally that would’ve bothered me, Ryan breaking into a building. Having sheds on the farm it’d be a pain in the arse to have someone break in and trash them. But that night I didn’t care.


    Since then me and Ryan seemed to click. He’s a bit of a loose cannon because he doesn’t care much. I don’t fully trust him but I like the fact he’s new and different. Keg follows him around everywhere, like he’s some sort of pack leader.


    He lives with Pete in a shocking house. The rent is tiny but even that’s too much. It’s this old weatherboard place about three kilometres out of Millewa. No air con or heating and it has an ancient septic tank that on hot days stinks out the whole joint. But at least it’s a place we can all hang out. We call it the Dump House. We chill, listen to music, whatever.


    Dad is dark on Ryan and the Dump House and I don’t know why. Ryan works part-time helping the mechanic at Saddler’s Garage. It’s not an apprenticeship but kinda like that. Then he does odd jobs for farmers and stuff. He works hard. Hard work is usually the mark for Dad, to show if a person is good or useless, but not in Ryan’s case. I think it’s ’cos Dad doesn’t know his full life story.


    I let a lot slide with Ryan though because not once, in all the months I’ve known him, has he asked me about Mum. Even though I know Keg would’ve told him she was dead. I like the fact I met him after she died and he never knew her. Mum talk is off limits between us and that suits me fine.


    I wish it was the same with Mickey. He’s been my best mate since primary school. Mickey’s straight up, a good bloke. He can be a bit boring but he has my back. I grew up with him and his family and our mums were best friends. But now whenever I call round to Mickey’s place it’s always. ‘How are you boys going? It must be so quiet without Ellie. You must miss her so much, Josh. If you need anything we are here for you …’ Blah, blah. It’s like they’re pitying me or something and I can’t stand it. I can’t stand being reminded she’s not here and the truth they don’t know: I’m the reason why.

  


  
    CHAPTER 5

    Sandy

    Decision Time


    As me and Red walk up to the house Dad’s sitting on the veranda with a huge wet towel on his head. It’s a few weeks since Mr Elliot talked to me about the scholarships. I’ve checked out the schools online but haven’t spoken to Dad yet. It feels wrong thinking about leaving, what with Mum gone and Red so strung out. But I’ve been filling out the forms, so what does that tell you?


    ‘Why the hell have you got that thing on your head?’


    ‘I’m hot, Josh.’ Dad’s sipping tea. ‘Kettle has just boiled if you two fancy a cuppa?’


    ‘Why are you drinking tea if you’re so hot? You’re nuts.’ Red’s already pretty narky because he had to pick me up. I missed the bus again. ‘And why isn’t the air conditioner on? It’s about a thousand degrees!’


    The Mallee summer is still putting up a fight and we’re struggling through the final blasts. Our air conditioning unit sits on the roof and should be working flat out.


    ‘I think the Duke is under it again, boys. I heard that scuffling when I went to turn it on.’


    The Duke is an enormous brown snake.


    ‘Oh Dad, this is gettin’ ridiculous! You’ve got to get that snake out of here. It’s gonna kill bloody Sandy or, worse, bite Ringer.’


    ‘Alright, I’ll try again but remember: the sooner he goes, the sooner he comes back. I didn’t want to turn the air conditioner on and stir him up.’


    It’s a lame excuse. The snake has been here on and off all year. We’ve even named him, for God’s sake. And stir him up? I know Dad can’t be bothered going on the roof to deal with him and has decided to keep a sauna house instead. I tramp inside and chuck my bag in my bedroom.


    Our house is pretty old. It’s been on the farm for a hundred years or so, and when you drive up from the track it looks pretty cool sitting on the hilltop. I can see why they built it here. It’s a square shape, with the front door opening into the lounge room, the bedrooms off the central hallway and the kitchen and bathroom at the back. Some of it has been done up—the kitchen is nice and the bathroom renovated—but it all still needs a lot of work. Since Mum died nobody has really had the energy to face it.


    I once read a book about this boat, the Mary Celeste. It was found floating in the middle of the ocean without a trace of the crew. They think it had just drifted through the Bermuda Triangle. It was totally abandoned as if the crew had just been plucked from the ship like cherries. Maybe aliens or something. Nothing was missing and there was no sign of a storm or damage. Even the table was laid out ready for tea. It was a mystery. The people had disappeared but the ship was the same, waiting for them. That’s what our house is like. It’s as if Mum has just been spirited away and we’re waiting for her to return. But, like the crew of the Mary Celeste, I know she won’t be coming back.


    There’s shouting coming from outside. Dad and Red are at it again.


    ‘Sandy, get out here! We’re gonna deal with the Duke now!’


    I kick off my school shoes and they thud against the hollow wall. The inside of our house is lined with pressed tin, which was all the rage years ago. Sheets of tin screwed onto a timber frame. The mice, and then the snakes who like to eat the mice, climb in the cavities between the walls. Once the snakes get in it’s a real pain to get them out. So all summer we’ve lived alongside the Duke. He probably had all his snaky little mates come over while we were at the river. Dad reckons he likes to lie in the roof gutters when it’s hot, then slopes off under the air conditioner when he gets bothered.


    I put on my farm boots. I’ll need them. No one needs a bite on the foot.


    Outside, Red’s finally bullied Dad to go up to the roof. We need the air conditioner on, and he is the dad after all.


    ‘Right you two, hold the ladder steady.’


    Me and Red stand at the bottom. Dad’s way too old and fat to be wearing such tight short shorts but he loves ’em. From down here we’ve both got a pretty nasty view of his package and it cracks us up.


    Red yells at him, ‘You need some new jocks!’


    ‘Piss off you buggers. Less sniggering at my crotch and more watching for the snake. I’m gonna try and flip it down. Josh, you got that shovel? Dong it quick and for Christ’s sake, Sandy, you stay out of the way.’


    The dogs know something is up. Ringer’s gone mad, running round in nervous circles. Muttley’s all aggro and growling at Ringer.


    Now, Dad is shaky on a ladder at the best of times, let alone with a rake in his hand. The Duke is there, lounging in the gutter, but when Dad takes a swipe at him, to flick him out, he loses his balance. Meanwhile the snake comes flying out, hissing and thrashing. Dad grasps out for the roof but the ladder starts to fall to the side. We try to steady it but it has too much speed and he’s way too heavy.


    ‘Argh shit!’ He decides to jump for it. Not an agile man, he lands hard on a wine barrel flower pot. With one arse cheek each side of the edge of the barrel, he’s straddling it hard.


    ‘Ouch, Dad!’


    Meanwhile the Duke has landed right by his feet and Dad is kicking at him but at the same time yelling at everyone to keep still. Red is trying to bash the Duke with the shovel but can’t get a good shot because the dogs are in such a frenzy. I pick up the rake to try and push him away from Dad but that only distracts the dogs. The Duke sees his chance and rushes back under the house.


    We all stop.


    Dad starts to howl, holding his balls.


    Later that evening, I knock on the bathroom door. I’m worried about him.


    ‘You right, Dad?’


    It’s a sight no son should see. The old man is lying in the bath with a face flannel only just covering his bits. He’s swigging from the port bottle. ‘Better now, thanks Sandy. Where’s Josh?’


    ‘Taken off into town to cool off. Says we’re a couple of flaming idiots.’


    I try not to look at him.


    ‘True. But at least the cool change has come through and we don’t need the air conditioner on, eh?’


    We laugh. But unfortunately I can still hear the Duke crawling about in the wall, trying to get back to the roof.


    ‘How’s school going?’


    Uh oh, he’s making conversation. I edge toward the door. It is so like him to want to talk at the strangest times.


    ‘Yeah, good.’


    Oh, what the hell. I let go of the door handle. Now is as good a time as any.


    ‘I need to decide what to do next year, Dad. There are these scholarships and Mr Elliot reckons I have a chance, but I need to apply really soon.’


    ‘Wow. Scholarships, eh? Ah, that’s right. I remember him talking about that last year. Well, do you want to go away to school, Sandy? If the money wasn’t a problem would you like to go?’


    This is so hard. I don’t want to hurt him after everything that’s happened but the words fall out of my mouth.


    ‘Yeah, I think I do. But I don’t want to leave you, not with Red like he is.’


    I’m starting to well up.


    ‘Sandy, look at me.’


    I’d rather not. This is my life: having a deep and meaningful conversation with my dad in the bath while a snake slithers around in the wall.


    ‘If you want to try I’m right behind you. You’re a clever lad, and we both know the farm isn’t your thing. You probably need to get away anyway. Everyone always told me you wouldn’t stay on the farm, that you’d find a life somewhere else.’ He pauses and I focus on the scummy bath ring. ‘I wish she hadn’t been taken so suddenly Sandy, but you need to take your chances when you get them. Ellie would’ve wanted that. Silly young bugger, you shouldn’t let worries about me and Josh stop you. We’re old and ugly enough to sort ourselves out.’


    Silence.


    ‘You’ll apply then?’


    ‘Yeah. I will.’


    ‘Good lad. Night then.’


    ‘Night, Dad.’


    I grimace as I leave and point to the flannel, which is trying to bob away.

  


  
    CHAPTER 6

    Red

    Memories


    Driving up to the house I see Uncle Blakey and Dad on the front veranda. They’re sitting there having a cuppa like a pair of old cockies. Mum was always on at Dad to get some nice outdoor furniture. She said the old sofa looked feral. She was right, it looks terrible, but Dad never bothered. Since she died he’s let himself go.


    I rev the ute as I pull up. A bit of wheel drift to annoy him.


    ‘You trying to make more dust, Josh? Isn’t there enough out here?’


    Dad laughs at his own joke. I ignore him but give Blakey a nod as I stride past them into the house. Blakey is Dad’s cousin but we’ve always called him Uncle Blakey. He and his wife Betsy could never have kids, so he’s always been like a dad to us. When Mum died he helped with the farm, with everything. He even picked me up from Adelaide one time when I’d gone on a bender with Ryan. It was the footy trip, when I got my tattoo. Dad was ropeable.


    Blakey is a good bloke but they’re probably talking about Sandy and what a genius he is. Dad’s taking Sandy down to Adelaide in a month so he can sit those exams. In the end he didn’t apply to any schools in Melbourne, which I can understand. Bad memories of a place can latch on and be hard to shake off. I put the kettle on.


    I don’t know what Dad’s problem is with me. I’m here, aren’t I? Working on the farm, making him some money. He knew I was never gonna stay at school. I remember the end of my first day and Dad just cracking up when I rushed out the gate, saying, ‘School is so boring.’


    I used to love going out with him in the tractor when I was little. We had an old, half-open cabin one, a real rattler. Mum was always stressing out about it damaging my ears. She went on and on so much that in the end Dad got me these earmuff things. Heavy, grey, man-sized ones. The muffs kept Mum quiet and every time we left we made a big show of putting them on. I’d hold my hands up pretending I couldn’t hear her goodbyes. Then as soon as we were out of sight they fell off. They didn’t even fit my head. But it was bloody noisy. So Dad improvised. He took two old sardine tins, filled them with foam from the old sofa and duct-taped them to my head. Bet I looked bloody funny with the two tins strapped over my ears. Every time we got back to Mum she would always say, ‘Why is his head so red, Tom?’ It wasn’t long after those days we got the new tractor, best we could afford. I’ve still got those tins.


    ‘Hey, Josh! Blakey’s leaving!’ Dad wants me to go out but I don’t.


    ‘See ya!’ I call out.


    Moments later Dad stomps into the kitchen and bangs the cups down on sink beside me.


    ‘That was a bit bloody rude, mate. You could’ve come and said g’day.’


    ‘Yeah, and talked about what?’


    ‘I don’t know. Crops or something.’


    ‘Dad, you don’t get it! I don’t want to talk about crops with Blakey. He’s your mate, not mine.’


    ‘Oh. So you’re too good to talk to someone who’s known you all your life, but you’ve got all the time in the world to hang out with that Butler kid you’ve just met.’


    That’s it. Here we go, he’s starting in on Ryan again. He just can’t leave it alone.


    ‘No, Dad. I’ve not just met him; he’s been living here over a year. But sure, now you ask, of course I’d rather hang out with him!’


    I’m shouting, I feel my hands clenched on the rim of the sink. Dad’s staring at me.


    ‘Alright, alright, calm down. I’m going to get Sandy from the bus stop.’


    I find it hard to stop this rage bubbling inside me. It’s always waiting for a chance to spew out. It started last year, just after Sandy’s birthday, with the inquest into Mum’s death. Me and Sandy went down to Melbourne with Dad and Blakey for the hearing. Grandma Margy met us there.


    The courtroom was packed, full of lawyers and busy city people who all knew what they were doing. The kid who’d hit Mum was only twenty. Twenty years old. He’d ruined our lives and all I could think was that I could have had him, if it was just him and me outside for ten minutes. He was charged with involuntary vehicular manslaughter, whatever that means, and death by dangerous driving. Lawyers are slippery bastards though and his family was rich. They told the court it was an unforeseeable accident. Mum had run out in front of him just as the lights were changing. Even if he’d been driving slower there was nothing he could’ve done.


    Bullshit.


    But the judge fell for it and he only got a two-year sentence, fines and a driving ban. We all sat there stunned. Mum’s life had been reduced to a half hour trial and a briefcase full of papers.


    Grandma Margy started crying and Sandy crouched there, rocking, with his hands over his ears. Dad just sat there too, but I lost it. I stood up shouting at the judge and the kid in the dock. I ran up to him and started threatening him. But the bailiffs grabbed me and threw me out of court. The judge let me off with a warning because of all the stress I was under. But they don’t know the half of it, about the reason Mum was running in the first place, and I’m not about to tell any of them.


    Dad’s ute pulls up. He and Sandy come into the kitchen and I step away from the sink, the sweat from my fingers leaving a dissolving stain on the metal. Sandy plonks down his stupidly full schoolbag, opens the cupboard and takes out a packet of biscuits.


    ‘Right, Red?’


    ‘Yeah.’ I grunt and turn on Dad. ‘What’s for tea, then?’


    ‘Chops.’


    ‘Not again! I hate it, having the same food all the time.’


    ‘Well, learn to cook then, Josh.’


    ‘Oh, go on, Dad, like I’ve got time! Fencing all day while you pick up Princess Sandy here. Who does extra revision after school, anyway? That’s just weird! Why don’t you go into Mildura and buy us some decent food?’


    ‘Well, Josh, I don’t have time either! Fencing all day. Why don’t you go and buy some food?’


    ‘Tim Tam, anyone?’ Sandy holds out the half-empty packet.


    Seriously!


    ‘No, I don’t want a freakin’ Tim Tam, Sandy! I want a stew or a curry or God forbid a salad.’


    ‘Well, not tonight, and don’t speak to your brother like that.’


    Sandy takes the biscuits and slips soundlessly into his room. He’s seen this whole performance before.


    ‘Then I’m not staying here tonight, Dad! I’m going to the roadhouse to get a burger, then off to Ryan’s or something.’


    ‘You do what you like, Josh.’


    ‘I hate it when you say that. I know what I like and that is me having a good feed and seeing some normal people, not you two misfits! You two sit here night after night with Mum’s stuff everywhere like nothing has happened. Well, it has. She’s not here anymore. You’ve gotta move on.’


    ‘Josh, you could do with moving on too. We could talk?’


    ‘Talk, yeah right. I’m moving on, Dad. I’m moving on right now in fact, to my mate’s place.’


    I storm down the hall, kicking one of Mum’s boxes that has been there ever since Dad tried to pack up her things. It’s taped shut and just shifts stubbornly closer to my room. One weekend about six months after the accident Dad had started bagging up her clothes and moving some of her things to the spare room, for charity or something, but Sandy cracked it. Me and Dad came in from spraying and he was standing in the hallway with one of the plastic bags in his hand. I’ve never seen him like that. He’s usually pretty calm but he was shaking with rage.


    ‘What the hell are you two doing? Are you trying to get rid of her or something?’ He was holding one of the bags and pulled out a popstick picture frame, with a picture of Mum and him in it. ‘I made this for Mum in Year Two. How could you, how could you just put it in the bin? What else are you throwing away?’


    ‘Nothing Sandy, nothing.’ Dad was freakin’ out. He never talked about losing Mum. Like it was too difficult for him or something. I think he thought the counsellor the school brought in would help, but that was a load of crap. We talked around the funeral time and the court case. But since then less and less.


    Dad edged toward Sandy like he was nuts. ‘I was just tidying up some of her things, that’s all. We’re not throwing anything away, mate.’


    Then Sandy began to cry, a little kid in this teenage body, deep sobs. I looked away. Guilt tightening my throat. ‘Don’t touch her things, Dad! Don’t rub her out. Red, I mean it!’


    ‘Alright mate, alright. We’ll leave it for now.’


    And we’ve left it ever since. Boxes and bags of unsorted memories, constant reminders of what I did, littering our house.


    At the front door I whistle for Ringer. He hurtles round from the back of the house and leaps onto the veranda, wagging in a frenzy. He’s the only normal thing round here.

  


  
    CHAPTER 7

    Sandy

    Lake Bonney


    For the past few weeks it’s only been me and Dad for tea. I crank up the frying pan and turn the chops. Dad and Red have been arguing heaps and it always does my head in. Red’s so angry he wants to drag everyone else down too. He acts hard because it gives him control but I know he’s all mushed up inside. Like a beetle with soft guts crammed in under the shell.


    ‘Sandy, those chops done yet? I’m just putting the sprinklers on.’


    ‘Nearly. Peas or carrots?’


    He doesn’t answer. I hear him tramp off the veranda. Looking at the kitchen table I see a pile of unopened letters. Two are from my school. Dad never reads the notes. If they call, most times, he never even calls them back. Actually, that’s one thing that’s different since Mum died. She’d always fuss, reply to things, organise me. Dad doesn’t care. In fact he didn’t even know I was going on the Year Ten camp. The school had to call him the morning we left to see if it was okay for me to go.


    The teachers like to take the Year Tens on an excursion to help us bond, which is ridiculous. Our school is so small we know everyone anyway. But they insist on doing it. So last week they bussed us all up to Lake Bonney for an overnight camp.


    Lake Bonney is a big freshwater lake that relies on the Murray River to fill it. When the river runs low, the water in the lake huddles to the middle, leaving it fringed with smelly sticky mud. It’s a strange place. Because of the drought a lot of the trees around the edge have died. Bony old river red gums stick in the ground like a perching café for pelicans and kookaburras.


    Mr T ran the camp. He’s short and built like a warlord. His chest is enormous and he has these huge meaty arms, like Popeye straight after spinach. Whenever there’s a tug of war he’s always the anchor. Mr T’s personality is like his body, strong and booming. If you pulled a bulldog up onto its back legs it would look just like Mr T.


    Once he got us all to Lake Bonney we grabbed our packs and shuffled over to the boat house. A collection of beat-up canoes were bobbing around the jetty. Mr T rushed around giving everyone a colour. ‘Yellow. Blue. Yellow. Blue.’ There was the usual backchat but he ignored it. ‘Right you lot, first team to the pontoon wins. Out to the buoy and back. And you need to canoe with your backpacks tucked in behind you. Get you lot of softies used to some real survival work!’


    Now Lake Bonney is hardly a survivalist destination but paddling with the packs was hard. I got on the blue team with Matty, Becky and a few others. I hadn’t told Matty or Chris I liked Becky but they were starting to suspect. Chris had caught me staring at her out the back of the bus a few times.


    I clambered into my canoe, then Matty, already in his canoe, started poking me with his oar.


    ‘Hurry up. She won’t like you if you act like a loser!’


    Bastard, he was so bloody obvious. I’m crap at canoeing and had no intention of falling into the lake. I saw Becky out of the corner of my eye. She was a natural, of course.


    ‘Hey, Sandy mate, you better watch out for cows!’ Chris called from the yellow team. He started slapping his oar on the water and flicking it up at me.


    ‘Piss off!’ I yelled at him, trying to keep my balance.


    ‘Language, Sandy!’ Boomed Mr T.


    ‘What was that all about?’


    It was Becky. I was really surprised. She’d paddled closer to us. I don’t think she’d ever spoken to me before. No, she hadn’t.


    I panicked. ‘Uh, nothing. Just Chris being smart.’


    Matty unhelpfully chipped in. ‘Poor Sandy nearly drowned under a dead cow.’


    I could’ve kill him.


    ‘Oh, how awful.’ She sounded genuinely concerned.


    This was bad. It made me look hopeless.


    I had to do something. ‘Race ya Matty!’ I don’t know where that came from or where I had the strength to race Matty but I took off.


    Everyone was shocked. They knew I was a crap swimmer.


    Water splashed everywhere and Mr T started heckling from his giant red kayak. ‘Great job, Sandy! Good to see some competitive spirit! Well done. See, you lot, even Sandy’s racing!’


    Matty and Chris started cracking up, because I looked like an idiot, but at least it got me away from Becky and that awkward cow conversation. Then everyone took off in a frenzy. Lake Bonney went crazy, heaps of splashing and screaming. Much to my surprise our team won and I wasn’t last.


    Someone on Chris’s team capsized, so Mr T had to streak across the lake to rescue them, in his slightly too tight wetsuit. He dived in like a shiny, slick sausage. He bloody loved it.


    Mr T is such a drama. He’s in the Millewa Dramatic Society with Dad and embraces outdoor ed with the same passion he embraces the stage. Every match or task is there to be won and while he won’t tolerate a poor performance, he will accept a glorious defeat.


    After the race we all had to carry our backpacks from the lake to the riverside campsite and it was a good two-kilometre hike. Some of the girls had brought way too many things and their packs were massive. One girl even had a suitcase filled with water bottles.


    Matty tried to impress Stella on the walk. ‘Can I carry your pack for you?’ He’s had a crush on her for ages.


    ‘Yeah, thanks Matt. That’d be nice.’ He loved it and went all macho, making a big show of how strong he was. I think Stella quite liked it too.


    There was a bit of free time after we’d set up camp and everyone sat around chatting. Chris started telling some of the boys about the cow thing, so I took myself off for a walk. I didn’t really care. It was a good story, but I couldn’t be bothered talking about it.


    I’m a bit like Dad, in that I like being on my own. It helps me think. Mum would’ve freaked if she’d seen the cow thing. Probably good she hasn’t seen a lot of what’s been going on, particularly Red. I picked up a big stick and started shifting the leaves and twigs from underneath the trees. I was looking for goat moth holes. Goat moths are massive, with grey brown wings, and can be as big as a small mouse. The larvae tunnel into the trees and roots. Sometimes they burrow as deep as a metre down. When we were little, me and Red used to hunt for the holes and try and pull the moths out. The grubs are huge. People eat them but they stink. That’s why they’re called goat moths: the grubs reek like feral goats.


    ‘Sandy, you right mate?’ Chris had tracked me down. ‘You didn’t mind me telling the boys, did ya?’


    ‘Nah, that’s fine. I’m surprised they didn’t know already. Just needed a bit of time out. What’s going on?’


    ‘Mr T has fired up the barbie and started cooking. Smells good. I’m starving. Matt’s flirting with Stella, keeps taking his shirt on and off.’


    ‘He’s such a poser.’


    ‘I know. You sure you’re right? You seem a bit quiet.’


    ‘Yeah, just thinking, that’s all.’ I pointed my stick at a goat moth hole. ‘She used to stop me and Red catching ’em. Instead she made us stand still and watch ’em. Said if we weren’t gonna eat them we should leave them be.’


    Chris clapped me on the back. He knew who I was talking about. We never talk about Mum, but he understood.


    ‘We’d better hurry up or there’ll be nothing left with some of those guts around.’


    I tossed my stick on the ground and followed him, leaving the goat grubs undiscovered.


    Mr T had keenly organised one more activity before bed. ‘Right you lot, you’re going to make rafts from these crates and planks. They need to hold four people and we’ll test them in the morning.’


    ‘Isn’t it a bit late to be doing this, Mr T?’ Chris piped up.


    ‘Nonsense, Chris. If you were deep in the piranha-infested Amazon you’d be making rafts by moonlight if need be. No reason we Mallee folk can’t master such important skills.’


    At first everyone groaned. It did seem pretty late, but we were used to his mad teaching. So we grabbed the planks and started tossing them in the water. It was still stinking hot so we all jumped in the lake to cool off, mucking around, splashing. Everyone had a bit of a flirt. Becky chucked a big handful of water in my face and I chucked one right back. It was really good fun until a disgusting kid, called Max, took a whiz in the lake and told everyone. Then all the boys pretended to do it. Well, not all. I didn’t, but Chris and Matty did. It gave Matty another chance to show off a bit more than his chest. The girls got hysterical. Whenever any of them felt a warm patch they screamed and ran out of the lake thinking it was pee. By the time we got to bed, the boys and girls had to be separated. Mr T had lost control and had to patrol the tents all night.


    The next morning he messed up the buses. One minibus left with too few kids on and the other was too full. Me, Matty and Chris had to squeeze onto the last bus. It was totally packed and I was last on.


    ‘Squash up you lot. Chris, Matt, up the back. Sandy, you sit in there with Nancy and Becky. Girls make some room for him.’


    ‘You sure? I think it’s gonna be a bit tight, Mr T.’


    ‘Nonsense, Sandy.’


    Nancy was by the window and shuffled along so I had to sit next to Becky. Awkward. ‘Sorry, Becky. Sorry, Nancy.’


    ‘Oh hurry up, Sandy. Look on it as an opportunity to get to know each other better.’


    ‘Oh, he’ll enjoy that, sir!’


    Thanks a lot, Chris. I glared at him. He was making pervy gestures from the back of the bus. Smart-arse. I squeezed myself onto the seat.


    ‘Sorry about this, Becky. You know Mr T is crazy.’


    ‘I know, right? Totally nuts.’


    We all groaned as he sped round to the driver’s seat and put on his eighties music.


    ‘You liking Millewa?’ I asked.


    ‘Yeah, it’s okay.’


    ‘Bit boring?’


    She nodded. Nancy put her headphones on and ignored us.


    ‘What about you?’


    ‘Oh, its home, but I’m looking forward to leaving.’


    ‘Where are you going?’


    ‘Adelaide, I hope.’ There, I said it.


    We chatted a bit more but I sat rigid for the whole journey. My legs were thrust down the aisle, so I touched her as little as possible. It was a long trip home and no one noticed, but Becky fell asleep with her head resting against my shoulder. I couldn’t wake her and I sat frozen, my heart thumping. When we got into town she woke up and realised what had happened. She seemed really flustered, which I thought was nice.


    ‘Oh sorry, Sandy. I must have dozed off. I hope I didn’t bother you too much.’


    I shook out my legs, which had gone numb. ‘Not at all. I didn’t even notice.’


    And since the camp Becky has been talking to me more.

  


  
    CHAPTER 8

    Red

    The Dump House


    The old weatherboard shack is humming tonight. I rang Keg from the servo to say I’d be calling in and apparently a few others are rocking up as well. Like me, Keg stays at Ryan’s a lot. Pulling up I see a few vehicles I don’t recognise, which is odd because living out here you get to know what most people drive. I pat Ringer and let him finish his bone. Reckon I’ll lock him up in the ute tonight, so he doesn’t get into any mischief or nick off with any other dogs. The front door is propped open with a bucket but I can’t see anyone in the lounge room. Just Keg’s laptop streaming some good music. The bare light bulb is harsh, showing up the stains on the curtains and sofa.


    ‘Hey! Anyone home?’ The old brown lino is peeling up from the floor and my boot gets snagged in it. ‘Shit.’


    ‘You right, mate?’ I spin round and it’s Mickey. He looks around him. ‘Jeez, I can see why you all call it the Dump House.’


    I’m surprised to see him. ‘Mickey? What are you doing here? Didn’t think you liked Ryan.’


    ‘I don’t, but I came to drop these off to Keg.’ He holds out a cardboard box full of tools. ‘We’re doing up a go-kart for a laugh and he left these at my place. Saw your ute and thought I’d say g’day.’ Sometimes Mickey can’t help himself and he talks like the old fellas. ‘Is this where you two hang out?’


    ‘Sometimes.’


    ‘It’s a bit rough.’


    Keg calls out from the back kitchen. ‘Grab a can! We’re out here.’


    An esky is open beside the sofa and we both grab a drink. The walk to the kitchen is down a dark smelly corridor. The light bulb has blown and the wallpaper is peeling.


    ‘Nice!’ Mickey says as he nudges me in the back, but the kitchen’s lit up like a festival. As we walk in we notice two girls are standing over by the sink talking to Keg. They’ve got their backs to us and I don’t think I recognise either of them. Maybe the cars belong to them. It’s stupid, but all of a sudden I feel a bit nervous.


    The shortest girl turns round and opens up the room. She smiles and comes toward us. ‘Hi, I’m Taylor.’ She gestures to her mate. ‘This is Lisa.’


    Well hello, Lisa! She’s just like I imagined the girl from that old Jet song, Long brown hair and a get back stare.


    ‘You probably don’t remember me,’ Taylor continues, ‘But I’m Keg’s cousin. I came to his Mum’s fortieth.’


    I can’t say I do. Keg’s got that many rellies that they’re all a bit of a blur.


    ‘Well, I’m Mickey and this is Josh, but we all call him Red.’ Mickey is seriously stepping up. Taylor is his dream, blonde and curvy. He’s gone very polite. ‘Can I get you girls anything to drink?’ Smooth, mate.


    ‘What? You staying, Mickey?’ Keg knows how Mickey feels about Ryan.


    ‘For one. Thought you’d be happy, I brought you these.’ And he plonks down the box.


    ‘Yeah, a drink would be good.’ Taylor smiles at Mickey. He blushes.


    ‘Would you like one?’ He asks Lisa but she shakes her head.


    ‘No thanks, I’m driving.’


    Mickey races back down the corridor to the esky like a hundred-metre sprinter and comes back in a flash. He gives Taylor her drink. ‘Here you go.’


    ‘Where’s Ryan?’ I ask. It’s weird he’s not around.


    ‘Dunno. Shed, I reckon. He’s got a mate up, Ned. I’ll get ’em.’ Keg walks outside as Mickey and Taylor sit at the table. Lisa comes over. She’s hot. Get a grip. I take another swig. I can’t help but smile at her.


    ‘Do you live near here, Josh?’


    Now, why is she calling me Josh? No one does that. Well, apart from Mum and Dad. I ignore that thought and I answer her casually, sounding a lot more confident than I feel. ‘No, not really. I’m out on a farm.’


    ‘Oh, a farmer?’ She has a soft, buttery voice.


    ‘Yeah, sort of.’


    I feel weird saying that. She’s got me ticking. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve had girlfriends in the past but I’d known ’em all through school. This is something different. I feel out of my depth. That usually means I’ll say something stupid. ‘How come you girls are here?’


    ‘Oh, I’m good friends with Taylor and I got to know Ryan when he was living in Mildura. We came up today so Taylor could give Keg’s mum a box of wine from her dad. It was something different to do.’


    ‘You live in Mildura then?’


    ‘Uh huh, but I’ve got to drive back tonight. Got a shift tomorrow.’


    She’s cool, chatty. I’m pissed at Ryan and Keg that they didn’t call me round earlier. I feel excluded, like when Brent Harvey didn’t invite me to his birthday party. ‘What’s your shift for?’


    ‘At the hospital. I’m on a clinical placement. I’m doing my nursing through La Trobe University.’


    Great. Mum was a nurse.


    ‘Ryan mentioned you. I don’t know why you’re called Red. You’re not a typical redhead; you’re sandier.’


    Oh God, don’t mention sand. It makes me think of Dopey. ‘Suppose Red just stuck from when I was a little kid. It’s odd you say that though because my brother is called Sandy and he’s got black hair!’


    She laughs. Good sign.


    ‘I know, it’s funny things like that. My dad still calls me Bucky. I used to have big stick-out teeth.’ She takes me by surprise and makes a mad buck teeth face. I laugh; she laughs. Her teeth look great to me. I turn away. I don’t wanna be too obvious.


    When I glance back she’s still watching me


    ‘Ah, Reddy mate, I see you’ve met Lisa.’ Ryan’s swaggered in, Keg close behind him. He’s made an effort. He’s got on a new shirt. I see what’s going on here. He moves closer to Lisa. She glances up at him, smiles but stiffens just a bit.


    ‘Yeah, we were just talking about teeth.’ As I say that it sounds stupid and everyone cracks up.


    Ryan looks over at Mickey who forces a smile.


    ‘Right, Mickey?’


    ‘Right.’ Mickey is not going to miss out chatting up Taylor no matter how much he hates Ryan, and Ryan’s not making a fuss because of Lisa.


    I change the subject. ‘Where’s your mate gone?’


    ‘Oh, Ned. He had to nick off. Do some stuff. But he’ll be back later.’


    ‘Do what?’ I’ve got no idea what anyone would have to do on a night out in Millewa.


    ‘Stuff Red, just stuff.’ There’s a sting in his voice and it bugs me. ‘Anyway, let’s go in the lounge room. I’ll get a fire going.’


    He’s right. There’s a definite bit of autumn in the air and the kitchen is cold.


    By ten o’clock I’m sick of it. Sick of small talk, watching Mickey flirt with Taylor, Keg playing on the PlayStation and Ryan trying to hit on Lisa. Even though we’re all carrying on chatting, boundaries are definitely drawn.


    ‘Taylor,’ Lisa says, ‘We need to go.’


    ‘Now?’


    ‘Uh huh. We better, it’s a long drive.’


    Mickey and Taylor are very cosy on the sofa and I see them exchange numbers. My boy is in.


    We all walk outside to wave the girls off but Ryan makes sure he strides behind Lisa. Once she’s in the car he leans in close as she winds down the window. ‘Thanks for tonight.’ She says politely.


    ‘No drama. Been good to catch up. Been too long.’


    ‘Yeah, it has!’


    Keg is glaring at Mickey who looks like he’s about to jump in the front seat with Taylor.


    ‘See ya then.’ Lisa looks past Ryan to me, standing like a dork behind him.


    As she closes the window and starts to drive off Ryan hits the car roof. ‘I’ll call you!’


    I notice that there was no kiss or anything and we all head back into the house. Mickey bashes Keg on the back. ‘What’s the deal with them, Keg? When were you gonna tell us about your super-hot cousin and her glam mate?’


    ‘Because you buggers would behave like this. Mickey, you treat Taylor nice. She’s like a sister to me. I don’t want you messing her around. You understand? And anyway Ryan knows Lisa from school.’


    It’s funny seeing Keg cross like this. Usually he doesn’t seem to care about anything, but now he’s gone all dad-like.


    Mickey gives Keg a drink to calm him down. ‘It’s alright mate, we just swapped numbers. We’re not getting married or anything. I’ll call her tomorrow and we’ll take it from there. Chill, it’s fine.’


    I walk over to Ryan who’s mucking around on the laptop. ‘Well, what’s the deal with Lisa then? Why didn’t you tell me they were here?’


    ‘We knew you were busy, Red, fencing and stuff. I didn’t want to bother you.’ Sure, like hell you didn’t. ‘Anyway, you’re a bit late, mate. I’ve known her on and off for years. I’m seeing her.’


    Keg glances over at Ryan and looks a bit confused but doesn’t say anything.


    This gets me. There’s not a lot I can do. I mean, you can’t hit on your mate’s girl. But it bugs me. I thought I got a good vibe from her, but if she’s seeing Ryan then flirting with me isn’t on either. I can feel myself getting rattled. Mickey walks to the door, with Taylor gone he’s not staying any longer.


    ‘I’m gonna head off. See ya Keg … Ryan.’ Ryan doesn’t respond, with Lisa gone he’s not making any effort. Mickey rolls his eyes. ‘You coming, Red, or what?’


    ‘Nah. I think I might swag it outside by the ute tonight, had too many.’


    ‘Alright.’


    Mickey takes off and I wander over to the esky. ‘Another, boys?’ I hope my pretend enthusiasm isn’t that obvious. We all grab another drink and talk about motorbikes and no one mentions Lisa.


    But by the time I get out to my ute all I can think about is her. I get Ringer out of the cab for company and he curls up on the swag beside me. I pat him. Why is it that I know heaps of girls, go on dates, but it’s not quite right? Then all of a sudden, I meet a girl who feels right and she’s with my mate. She was edgy and confident but she was funny. I like that. I know there was something. I can’t believe she’s going out with Ryan. Now this is another thing that’s gonna make me narky. Bloody typical. I forget about Mum for a second then another disappointment slaps me down again. Ringer knows something’s wrong and snuffles in, licking my neck. I push him away but ruffle his head. Stupid dog. He licks me again on the face.


    ‘Ah Ringer, yuck!’


    But I let him curl up beside me.

  


  
    CHAPTER 9

    Sandy

    Exams


    Dad’s a mad swimmer and loves the ocean. He always makes us stay at the Seavista Apartments when we come to Adelaide. There’s not much of a sea view but we’re pretty close to the beach. He’s always nicking off in his tight little black speedos for a swim. Me and Red have been on at him for years to get some boardies but he says they’re too airy. So instead his big stomach sticks out over the top of his tiny trunks like our veranda. It’s too bloody cold to be swimming, if you ask me, but he doesn’t care. Luckily no one knows me so when we’re on the beach I pretend he’s not with me.


    When we first got to Adelaide I had to buy some new clothes. I needed them for the interviews. All my other clothes were either too small or were only good for school or the farm. Shopping was a nightmare. I ended up with some smart tan pants and a blue collared shirt. They make me look like a flight attendant. The shop assistant said the shirt brought out the lovely colour of my eyes. Odd. Cougar action. I sent Red a picture of my new outfit. He texted me back.


    You look like a dork.


    Nice!


    Dad, on the other hand, said I looked smart, which worries me. He hates shopping and could only bear to take me into two shops, so my choices were limited. I wish Chris had been here. He would’ve helped me get the right vibe. I definitely won’t send him a picture.


    Dad likes a big horizon, either over the land or over the sea. He goes funny when he’s in the middle of town, all caged in. On Monday when he was driving me to Gladstone College, for the first lot of exams, he was swearing and cursing city drivers.


    ‘Jeez, Dad, you’re meant to be calming me down!’


    It must’ve been a bad omen because it didn’t go too well at that school. We were late getting there and I totally mucked up the maths exam. I knew it all, but got myself so wound up I couldn’t think straight.


    Then on Thursday we went to St Paul’s School and that was really hard. I froze up in the interview but I think I went okay in the exams, so who knows? I may stand a chance because they like country kids, who do a lot of sport. Since applying for the scholarships, I’ve been doing heaps of revision with Mr Elliot. We’ve been talking a lot about engineering and the more physics and maths I do, the more I reckon I’d like that. Going to a bigger school would be good. They can push you and they’ve got better facilities. If I stay in Millewa I’m gonna have to do most of my study via online classes. That really stinks because they never work properly and most of the teachers are too old to sort out the technology.


    Today we’re off to Adelaide City Grammar, ACG, the last of the schools. Pulling up into the car park I’m amazed how many kids are here, a lot more than I thought. I’ve got subject tests in the morning then an interview with a school panel and Dad this afternoon.


    ‘Sandy, you hop out mate. I’m gonna find a park under a tree.’ The grounds are beautiful.


    ‘Alright, see ya.’


    He yells out, ‘Good luck mate!’ as a posh dude in a Volvo beeps him. It’s like he’s just remembered why we’re here. I wave him a tight goodbye and follow the stream of kids into the hall foyer.


    ‘Name?’


    ‘Sandy Douglas.’


    The efficient bored woman doesn’t smile and hands me a candidate number. ‘Find your seat and please complete your details on the exam front cover.’


    The familiar panicky feeling sweeps over me as I take the card and step into the cool disinfectant-smelling hall. You know what? No matter how fancy the school, the exam rooms all look the same. Lonely little desks, perfectly spaced out with hard plastic chairs. For all our internet, smart phones and tablets, coming in here is like going back in time. I see a pencil, calculator, pen and eraser laid out at my numbered desk. Sandy Douglas. Yep, that’s me. Let the brain onslaught begin.


    The first two tests go okay. Maths and science. All the practice me and Mr Elliot have been doing really pays off. There are even some agricultural science questions I can answer easily. I reckon they chucked them in for us country kids.


    Then the third test paper comes out. Written Expression.


    My worst.


    I hate English.


    I like to read but hate having to talk and write about it. I mean, if you’ve written a book you want people to enjoy the story or if you’ve written a manual on fixing a bike you’re quite happy for people just to fix the bike. But no, not at school. They want our opinions about everything. I’m worried because this last test seems a lot like that. I was hoping I’d just have to read something and answer questions but they want me to write.


    The stern supervisor lady waves the timer. ‘Candidates you have forty minutes to complete this test. Please write to only one question. Your time starts now.’


    Beep.


    Choose from one of the following questions and write a response.


    ‘For some, school is a happy place and for others it is imprisonment. What memories do you have of your school days?’ Or ‘Some people believe we live in a very materialistic society with too much emphasis placed on material possessions. What are your thoughts on possessions?’


    I’ve absolutely no idea what to write for either of them.


    My mind is blank.


    I look at the clock and five minutes have gone already. I see the other kids beginning to write and I’m just staring into space like an idiot. I’ve got that horrible, sick, muddled brain feeling. Ideas are coming into my head but slipping through like water and I can’t grasp them.


    Idiot Sandy! Why was I even thinking I was smart enough to do this?


    This is all rubbish. I’ll be back on the farm, maybe finish school or do something crap. Bloody Mr Elliot trying to make me think I could be an engineer. Bloody Dad, what the hell was he thinking encouraging me? This is too embarrassing. I feel like I wanna cry. Cry like a little kid. Mum flashes into my head. Shit, why now? I can’t bear to think about losing her. I have to concentrate.


    But she won’t go away. That ache of her not being around hits me. The actual physical pain of it. Then I get it.


    She was the possession I most wanted to keep. I couldn’t give a toss about material things. Losing her was losing one of the only things of true value in my life. Now I know what to write. I pick the second question and begin.


    Melbourne


    When I read this question it frustrated me because it is not just things that are possessions, people and places are too. If someone values something no matter what it is, it becomes a possession and is worth something. So for some people it may be a new telly, for some farmers I know, a stud ram, but for me it was my mother. I know she was my most prized possession because when I lost her everything I knew crumbled and my world changed forever.


    I was fourteen and we were down in Melbourne visiting Grandma Margy.


    Dad, Mum and Red had gone to St Kilda to do some shopping. I stayed with Gran because I had a bit of a cold and I was playing Call of Duty.


    The thing about losing something truly special is that you are full of regrets about how you could have changed things. So for me, I always think if I’d gone with them, would it have happened?


    Dad called Grandma Margy from the hospital. You know it’s bad when the grown-ups go all serious and fake calm. ‘Sandy, get your shoes darling. We have to go to the hospital.’


    ‘What’s the matter? Gran, why are you crying?’


    ‘It’s Ellie, love. There’s been an accident.’


    ‘What kind of an accident?’


    ‘She’s been hit by a car, Sandy.’


    Walking along a hospital corridor when something bad is at the end is unreal and lonely. I couldn’t hear anything, all the talking was muffled, only the clip of my feet on the tiles.


    When we got to the ward Gran gave up. The power of her grief overwhelmed her. She lay over my mum crying and we just stood there watching. It was all too much. My heart was pounding and silent little tears were dripping out of my eyes. I couldn’t believe it was real. Dad just found my hand and squeezed it. Red stood silent at the door wincing as the nurse peeled Gran off Mum.


    She never woke up.


    We did have a chance to say goodbye. She was on a life support machine for a while, until Dad and Gran could bear to turn it off.


    That was the worst day.


    You know they turn the sound off on the machines, so you don’t hear that horrible long beep, like in the movies. I was scared about that.


    When I kissed her and said goodbye that last time, I knew I had lost something irreplaceable. My best possession had been stolen from me.


    So it’s alright to value things but the real test of a true possession is when that ripped and gutted feeling consumes you when it’s gone.


    ‘Time’s up. Please close your test papers. Leave them on the desks and exit via the back doors.’


    I can feel myself shaking. Head down, I storm out of the hall.


    I rush out to find Dad in the car park. He’s got the driver’s door open and he’s leaning against the ute reading the paper. As I get close he can see I’m wound up. ‘Are you alright?’


    ‘Nah, not really. I don’t know why I’m even bothering. What chance do I have? It’s rubbish me even trying. I couldn’t write anything in that last bit.’


    ‘I’m sure it wasn’t that bad.’


    ‘Yes, it was that bad! It was crap. I wrote about Mum.’


    ‘You wrote about Ellie?’


    I know we’re in the middle of the car park but I can’t stop myself. ‘Yes, Dad! I wrote about the hospital, how I wish I’d gone to St Kilda with you all. If I’d gone with you she wouldn’t be dead.’


    Embarrassed, I run round and scramble into the passenger seat, slamming the door. I start to cry. Bloody start to cry, like an idiot. God, I hope none of the other kids can see me. They’ll think I’m crying because I messed up the exam.


    I hear Dad shuffle into the driver’s seat beside me. I know this makes him uncomfortable. ‘Sandy, stop. You mustn’t blame yourself for not being there. No one could’ve seen it coming. It wasn’t your fault, I can promise you that.’ He swallows hard, gripping the steering wheel. ‘And look, don’t worry about the exam. You can’t help it when you remember the people you’ve loved. They have a habit of sneaking up on you.’


    He hands me an old oil rag, lying on the dash, to wipe my face.


    Nice.


    ‘Why don’t we go and get something to eat and relax a bit, eh? You’ve got a couple of hours till the interview. I could go a burger. I think some food will make you feel better.’


    He gives me a hard rub on the back which is his sign of affection and I feel myself slow down. Then, quite surprisingly, he gives me an embarrassed hug.


    I acknowledge his gesture. ‘Yeah, a burger sounds good.’


    I must admit, I feel heaps better after something to eat. Sitting outside the interview room, ready to face the panel, my nerves are finally starting to settle. Until I look over at Dad. He’s got a big lump of sauce on his shirt.


    ‘Dad.’ I hiss at him, pointing at it from the seat opposite.


    ‘What? What is it, mate?’ He’s talking really loudly.


    He sees it. ‘Oh no!’ And of course Dad being Dad he doesn’t go to the toilets to wash it off; he starts rubbing it and making it worse. At that moment the door opens. Classy.


    ‘Ah hum.’ It’s some smart teacher. Well, there we are in all our glory. The chaotic Douglas bumpkins have arrived. The lady is polite and waits a moment for Dad to finish with his shirt, before offering her hand to shake. ‘Pleased to meet you. Carol Johnson, Head of Maths.’


    ‘Err hello, Tom Douglas. And this is my boy, Sandy.’


    ‘Hello, Sandy.’ She turns and offers me her hand and I shake it too. Wow, this is full-on. Dad and I glance across at each other as we follow her into the smart clean office.


    The panel seem nice. Carol introduces us to the boarding house director, Lee something and the principal, Derek Adams. Dad has stopped rubbing at the sauce on his shirt and puts everyone at ease by telling them how delicious and juicy the burgers are in Adelaide.


    They all seem to know a lot about me, my grades and references from teachers. It doesn’t sound like me at all. Principal Derek leads the conversation. ‘So Sandy, can you tell us why you would like to attend ACG?’


    ‘Well, I … Well. Well, to be honest I like studying. I love my school and the community and everything, but I want to be an engineer. And I don’t think my school will prepare me for that. You have more to offer me. You have an excellent reputation for teaching and good results. Believe me, I’ll work very hard to make the most of any opportunity to attend here.’


    I’ve practised this speech with Mr Elliot. It sounds really good. Dad and the panel seem very impressed.


    ‘I see, and what else can you bring to ACG, Sandy?’


    ‘As you know from my application, I’m a keen footballer and cricketer and play both for local clubs. I have a keen interest in agriculture and sustainable farming.’ That bit’s from Mr Elliot again and Dad winces at the sustainable part. ‘I also volunteer with the SES and do lots of training with them.’


    ‘Like what, Sandy?’ Carol sounds interested.


    ‘Well, the last one I did was how to do an abseiling rescue into a grain silo. In case someone had fallen in, which isn’t very likely in my opinion.’


    ‘Why not?’


    ‘Silos have got a lot of health and safety rules. Actually, we were probably all more likely to fall in doing the training, but it was good fun.’ They all smile so I carry on. ‘I also like helping out with our local dramatic society. We do a play before harvest, and I do the sound and lights.’ I don’t tell them it’s because Dad and Old Lance make me.


    ‘It certainly sounds as if you have a lot you could bring to our school. Tom, what are your thoughts on Sandy coming to board and attend school in Adelaide?’


    Uh oh, Dad hasn’t practised.


    He’s not ready for the Principal’s questions. We’ve blown it now.


    ‘Well Derek, I can only say you’d be incredibly lucky to have my boy come here. Our family has been through a lot over the past eighteen months and throughout it all Sandy has worked hard, not only at school but on the farm too. If he can maintain his grades and do his sport, while still spending hours a night on a tractor, I’ve no doubt he’ll do the same here. He’s had to be independent: cleans and cooks, looks after himself.’ I have a vision of chops and boiled spuds. He’s making me sound like a soldier. ‘Yet he still has good friends. He’s a fine lad, and if he comes here I’ll really miss him.’


    Steady on, Dad. You’re gushing, but thanks.


    ‘Thank you, Tom. Sandy, any other reasons you chose to apply here?’ Carol is winding it up.


    ‘Well, the education is good but I’ve heard you also have excellent food, which is important to me in a school.’ They all laugh.


    But then the principal breaks the mood. ‘Sandy and Tom, there is something else you need to be aware of. We are advising all the applicants that, this year, we have had a record number of applications. In light of this, we have decided to conduct a second round of exams. Following your results today, we will be advising you if you have made this final stage. If you’re unsuccessful we would like to thank you for your efforts today and it has been a pleasure to meet you both.’


    We nod in reply. I mean, what can you say to that? We shake hands and walk politely out. Although now I don’t hold out any hope, especially after the essay and the sauce.

  


  
    CHAPTER 10

    Red

    Shopping


    ‘Sandy, get up or you’ll miss the bus! I can’t take you to school today. Hurry up!’


    Dad’s yelling at Sandy. They got back from Adelaide a while ago now but he still hasn’t heard back from any of those schools. Dad’s mad because he caught him gaming at about two last night.


    ‘Hurry up, Sandy! I mean it. I want you gone or I’m turning off the internet!’ That always gets Sandy. Any threat against his technology and he crumbles.


    ‘You can’t turn it off, Dad!’


    ‘Well, I’ll do something to it!’


    ‘No you won’t!’


    ‘What did you say?’


    ‘Nothing.’


    He doesn’t have the same fight in him as I do. And I’m glad they’re at it and it’s not me and Dad bashing heads. I get a whiff of his bedroom before he shuts the door. Arghh, it stinks in there. Mum would’ve been straight in with the vacuum. As he shoves past me I can tell he’s sprayed something over himself. ‘What, Red?’


    ‘Who are you all dolled up for?’


    He brushes his black hair in the hall mirror and glares at me with his blue eyes. Could we look any different? ‘Bugger off!’


    ‘Happy now?’ Dad snaps at me like Sandy being late is somehow my fault. I can’t win. He’s always late. ‘Want any brekkie, Sandy?’


    ‘Nah. I’ll grab something at the deli.’


    ‘Okay. Ride safe and put that bloody helmet on!’


    He doesn’t reply and bangs the back door.


    I hear the old Ag bike crank up. The Ag bike is a 125 cc farm motorbike which we’ve had for years. You can’t take it on the road but it’s great to get around the farm. The key’s jammed in it so it’s always ready to go. Saved Mum and Dad having to drive us to and from the school bus stop all the time. Most mornings Sandy rides it down our track to the highway, then he parks it behind the mail shed, out of sight. The mail shed acts as a bus stop, and all the families have a key. Bet Sandy’s been checking it a lot recently, waiting for a letter from one of those fancy schools.


    ‘Josh, you ready? I want to get going!’ Dad’s gone out the back, near the sheds. I’m used to our yelled conversations bouncing through the flywire.


    ‘Yeah, comin’!’


    I don’t bother locking the door. Who’s going to pinch anything from our house? Ringer greets me and I tie him up at his kennel.


    ‘What time do you reckon we’ll be back?’


    ‘Dunno, before tea? Why?’


    ‘I wanna catch up with Mickey. Maybe go for a ride.’ Me and Mickey got newish dirt bikes last year and now the weather is cooler we’ve been riding a bit more.


    ‘Oh.’ Dad smiles in a smug way. He’s noticed I haven’t been hanging out with Ryan as much and he’s happy about it. That bugs me.


    ‘What?’


    ‘Nothing.’


    ‘Ryan doesn’t have a decent bike, that’s all.’ Don’t get me wrong, me and Ryan are still mates but he’s been off with this Ned bloke a fair bit and looking for work in the Riverland. At first it threw me. I’d called round after the night Mickey hooked up with Taylor and he wasn’t there. He didn’t respond to my texts or messages, nothing. I thought he was pissed at me because of Lisa or something but when I did see him the next week at footy training he was fine. I suppose he’s just more used to passing through places than me.


    ‘I’m leaving, Josh. Takes a while to get to Mildura, remember?’


    I walk over to Dad’s ute slow enough to annoy him. ‘Chill. I’m coming.’


    ‘Yeah, and so is next week!’


    I hop in the cab and we head off. Cropping is about to start and we need to get chemicals, machine parts, food; all the things we need so we can concentrate on getting the seeding done as soon as there’s some decent rain. I put my headphones on and settle back for the boring, boring, boring two-hour drive. Nothing but straight highway and bleached green trees. Neither of us are big talkers at the best of times, let alone on a drive through the mallee scrub to Mildura. Mildura is a good place, small by city standards but huge compared to Millewa. The main road through is lined with these massive palms, which seem way too tropical for the muddy Murray River that borders the town.


    ‘I’ve got some money for you.’


    ‘What?’ Dad’s trying to talk through my favourite song. I have to turn it down.


    ‘For your birthday. I know it’s early but we won’t get back here before cropping.’


    ‘Oh.’ I hate my birthday. Last year, my eighteenth, was only months after Mum died. I got fully wasted. I spent two days recovering at a motel in Mildura. Don’t even remember what happened. Well, I do; I went nuts so I didn’t have to think about Mum. It didn’t work. Guilt has a nasty habit of creeping back in. Dad hands me a wad of cash. Maybe I should tell him what really happened?


    ‘Cheers, Dad.’ I don’t.


    ‘No worries. I’ll drop you and head out to Elders then see you for lunch in the mall. Jingo’s Cafe? About one?’


    ‘Sure.’ I turn my music up and stare out the window.


    Dad’s late.


    What the …?


    It’s Lisa.


    She hasn’t seen me. I turn and look at my reflection in the Jingo’s window behind me. Jeans, t-shirt, jacket. I look alright. Hopefully though she won’t recognise me and will keep walking.


    ‘Josh?’


    Too late.


    I turn round and try to act casual. I smile but it’s more of a snarl, like I’ve got meat in my teeth.


    ‘I thought it was you. How are you?’


    ‘Yeah … good.’ I nod. I remember every little thing about her. But mostly, I remember she’s going out with Ryan. ‘How are you?’


    ‘Not too bad. Managed to escape from the hospital for a bit. What are you doing in Mildura?’


    ‘Uh, come with Dad to get some things before we start cropping.’


    ‘Oh.’ Why is she still talking to me?


    ‘How’s Taylor?’ I know she and Mickey have started seeing each other.


    ‘Good. Going back to Millewa a fair bit, to see people. Well, Mickey.’


    I smile and fidget, shoving my hands in my pockets. ‘Like you are I suppose?’


    She seems surprised by my question. ‘No, why would I be going to Millewa?’


    ‘Oh, dunno. Seeing people and that …’ But before I can dig myself any further in I spot Dad. He’s lurking behind an umbrella like a pervert. I know what he’s doing. He’s seen me talking to a good-looking girl and doesn’t want to come over but he looks really suspicious. Lisa turns and stares at him too.


    ‘Who’s that man?’


    He knows we’ve seen him. ‘Ah … that’s my dad.’ I wave him over. Now I’ll have to introduce him. He almost trips on a chair as he rushes toward us, trying to be on his best behaviour, beaming.


    ‘Dad, this is Lisa.’ I say casually.


    He shakes her hand and she smiles at him, a nice warm smile. ‘Hello, Lisa. I’m Tom. Nice to meet you.’


    ‘It’s nice to meet you, Tom. Josh was telling me you’re up here to get supplies and things.’


    ‘Yeah, bits and pieces. We’re going to be pretty busy cropping soon and we need to get organised. Do you live in Mildura, Lisa?’


    ‘Yes, I’m living with my aunt, doing my nursing training here actually.’


    ‘Well there you go. Did Josh tell you his mum was a nurse?’


    Seriously, Dad. I glare at him, my fists clench in my pockets.


    ‘Oh no, he didn’t. How interesting, is she still nursing?’


    It’s too late. What can he say? He tells her the truth. ‘Oh, she’s not anymore. Ellie passed away well over a year ago now. Been a hard time for us but we’re getting through it.’


    ‘Oh, I’m so sorry. That must have been awful for all of you.’


    I shrug. I don’t want her pity and I don’t want to get into it. I’m winding this up. I glare at the ground.


    ‘Well, lovely to meet you, Tom.’ She says warmly to Dad.


    ‘And you, Lisa.’


    ‘And good to see you again, Josh.’


    This is shameful. ‘Yeah well, it’s been good to see you too. Say hello to Taylor, eh.’


    Dad plonks himself down at one of the outside tables and picks up a menu. He’s trying to be discreet but knocks over the salt and pepper and they crash to the floor. ‘Oops!’ He bends down to get them.


    ‘Well, bye. Maybe see you around?’


    ‘Yeah, maybe. See ya.’


    She walks off and doesn’t look back and I turn on Dad. ‘Thanks a lot! You had to mention Mum. Now she must think I’m some pathetic tragic!’


    ‘No she won’t and, Josh, it’s the truth. I don’t know why you’re so narky at me anyway. She obviously liked you and you didn’t ask to see her again or anything. Why was that? She seemed lovely, a nice girl for you.’


    ‘Oh, what would you know? She’s seeing Ryan!’


    It threw me meeting Lisa in Mildura. I mean, how bad was it that she had to meet Dad and then he told her about Mum? And thinking about Lisa gets me onto Ryan. Last few times I’ve been round at the Dump House he’s been smoking a bit of weed and that’s so not my scene. In a way it’s good it started raining as soon as we got back and I’ve been able to throw myself into work. I don’t want to think about either of them.


    ‘Ten minutes, Josh. Seed won’t sow itself!’


    ‘Alright, alright! Just let me finish my cuppa.’


    I know I’m being an arsehole. Going slow on purpose. Dad wants me—no, needs me—out on the tractor cropping. But I’m being just irritating enough to get a rise out of him. Niggling like an itch he can’t scratch. He’s spot on, the nuggetty old bugger. Once the season breaks, be it early or late, we have to be ready to go for cropping. Last year, our wheat harvest was way down and that’s because we didn’t get any decent rain till pretty much the end of May, but this year it poured.


    Just after the rain, when it’s been stinking hot and dry, the ground smells so good. The deep, earthy smell of refreshed dirt. I love it. Out here you can smell rain coming, before you even see the fat grey clouds rolling in. The big balls of the sky, wanting to drop their load. Rain has the power to become your master. We need rain to get the crop in, then more, later in the year, to plump up the grain. But rain close to harvest time is a disaster because it can destroy a crop. So this is how we live. In a constant balancing act with the rain, always checking the boring weather reports.


    Drought affects us hard in the Mallee. It can make or break you. Once during a real big dry a load of local ladies all stripped off and did a naked dance to make it rain. I remember it because I was about nine and it was on the news. It all came about because some lady in Caldertown, about a hundred clicks from here, had heard about some women in Nepal. The Nepal girls had taken all their gear off and done a big, nudie, rain dance. Don’t ask me why, but some of the women out here decided it would be a good idea to try it in the Mallee.


    Dad was asked to help out by his mate, Gummy, who has a farm not far out of there. Me and Sandy had to spend the day with George at the pub, which was odd, and Dad took Mum and Molly off with him. I think they were in on it, although they never fessed up. The coppers had asked the locals to man the perimeter so no pervs could watch or take pictures. There were heaps of women, about five hundred. They all met on Caldertown Trotting Track and were then bussed out to a secret location, where they all nuded up. All the local farmers had to drive the buses and trucks but weren’t allowed to look. Like hell they didn’t.


    Apparently there were heaps of girls out there, bouncing around in the cold paddock. Some hitting sticks and others just leaping and dancing around in thin, pink, ponchos. Mad. Unfortunately, it didn’t rain but everyone had a good laugh.


    Now why does that happen? I’m thinking about all those old ladies in the paddock and Lisa pops into my mind.


    ‘How long does a cuppa take, Josh? I’ll drop you at Smiler’s Paddock.’


    ‘Whatever, Dad.’ I throw my mug in the sink and forget about her.


    Well, sort of.

  


  
    CHAPTER 11

    Sandy

    Arguing


    When I first got back to school, after the exams and interviews, everyone was on at me about where I’d been. I’m not very good at making things up so I just told them. Chris was pumped, he wants me to come to Adelaide with him and Matty. ‘When will you find out if you’ve got in? I bloody hope you do mate. It’ll be cool if we’re all down there together.’


    ‘I dunno. Soon I reckon, but it may be as late as the middle of the year.’


    ‘Yeah, but you’re a cert, super nerd like you. They’ll want you.’


    That was ages ago now and since then they’ve given up asking. The first few weeks, I was checking the mail all the time but I’ve tried to stop thinking about it. You know, getting excited and all that.


    When I was little I used to get excited about things a lot. Mum used to encourage me and we’d make plans, little adventures. I’d talk to her about things I wanted to make and she’d help me find what I needed. She knew all about my Lego collections and made sure she always got me the next set, not some random one I already had. She was always the optimistic one. When she died the optimism seemed to drift out of the house after her.


    I’m not complaining. It’s just the way things are now. It’s not worth the risk of disappointment getting too excited about things. So deep down, although I really want to get into a school in Adelaide, I don’t want to risk hoping too much. Not getting in will be crap and will mean I have to rethink everything. The prospect of staying here, with no escape, does my head in.


    School’s busy today. It’s near the end of term and everyone is thinking about the holidays. The lockers are really crowded. It always amazes me why they put them so close together. It’s a recipe for disaster, with everyone all squashed up and only having a few minutes to get their kit.


    I meet Chris. ‘Sand, have you seen Matty? Haven’t seen him since the bus and he owes me ten bucks.’


    ‘Dunno, mate. He’s probably pimping for Stella, doing some extra chin ups after PE. Any excuse to show off his guns.’ Matty comes toward us from the gym. I wave him over but he looks straight past me. As we turn we see Stella coming down the corridor, from the opposite direction. Chris and I grin at each other and step back allowing Matty space to make his big move.


    Subtle. Not.


    Her locker is on the bottom and his is on the top. As she bends down to get her bag out, Matty goes and stands over her, pretending to open up his locker. She bobs up to go and turns round, facing him. He’s got her trapped. ‘Oh, sorry Stella. I didn’t see you there.’ Sure you didn’t, Matty. He’s such a crap actor.


    Then Chris steps forward and bumps him, accidently-on-purpose, and pushes him into her. Poor girl, her head is forced into Matt’s hairy armpit and he hasn’t changed out of his basketball vest. It’d be horrible having your face in there. Chris is cracking up.


    She pushes him away. ‘Oh Matt, that’s disgusting! Do you mind? Out of the way. I’ve gotta get to class.’


    ‘Nice one, Matty. She’ll never forget your scent!’ Chris disses him.


    ‘Piss off!’ Matt shoves his bag at Chris and storms off to the changing rooms.


    I shouldn’t be laughing but it was funny as. ‘Chris, you can be a bit of an idiot. You know he likes her.’


    ‘Ah, don’t stress it, Sandy. I’ve done him a favour. At least she knows he really likes her.’


    ‘What, ’cos he rubbed his armpits in her face? That’s a bit caveman, even for you.’


    ‘Nah mate, girls like that. They’re always smelling men on telly.’


    ‘Err yeah, ’cos they smell nice. I don’t know about you, Chris. You’re not exactly seeing anyone yourself.’


    ‘And that, Sandy my man, is because I haven’t yet picked out the lucky girl who’ll get to sample this.’ He gestures down over his body.


    ‘You’re so up yourself.’


    ‘Have to be, Sandy. Aim high my friend. I’m eyeing off Cathy B.’


    ‘Pig’s arse, she’s a Year Twelve, and going out with that footballer from Adelaide.’


    ‘Never say never, Sandy. Everyone has a chance. Look, you may even get a scholarship!’


    He’s teasing but that hurts. I shrug it off, and we head to English. We walk past Becky on the way to class. Chris is such a tosser and he pushes me into her.


    ‘Oh sorry, Beck. You okay?’ I glare back at Chris.


    ‘Yeah, no problems Sandy.’ She smiles at me. A really nice smile.


    I think I should say something, but can’t think of anything.


    It’s like the pool and Lake Bonney all over again.


    She rushes into the classroom and I just stand there, like a big silent lemon. Chris notices her look and nudges me as we get our seats, just behind her. ‘She likes you …’ He mouths and lifts his arm, points to his armpits, and pretends to rub them on Becky. Disgusting. Thank God she can’t see him.


    It’s actually very hard to concentrate with her so close. Her hair is up in a ponytail and the loose bits are curling around her neck. I’ve absolutely no idea what Mr Evans is talking about or what we have to do. I just doodle my way through class until the bell. Thinking of something to say to Becky.


    As the bell rings for us to leave, I jump up and tap her on the shoulder. She spins round to face me. ‘You’ve got a really nice neck.’ She looks confused, waits for me to say more, but I don’t, so she walks out.


    Even Chris is shocked. ‘What the?! Is that the best you’ve got? Jeez mate, you sound like a freakin’ vampire. No chance now.’


    I’ve blown it again.


    After school me, Chris and Matty have a footy training session. Rather than catch the bus and come back into town, we wander down to the deli. Matty has never been one to hold a grudge and has forgiven Chris for the armpit incident. In fact, he even teased Stella as she walked home saying she was a ‘marked woman’. She laughed and flirted back and said he was a ‘marked man’. This was a bit creepy for me and Chris.


    A few other kids are in the deli, hanging round after school. We order some chips and a milkshake and sit down. Chris starts checking his phone.


    ‘How did your brother pull up, Sandy?’


    ‘What, Matt?’ Becky’s still in my head. ‘What are you talking about?’


    ‘Don’t look blank, mate. You know, Saturday night, after that race thing. The go-kart race, out past the Dump House.’


    Red’s birthday tea was last Saturday night. It didn’t go well and he went out afterwards. Maybe that’s what Matty’s talking about.


    Dad and I had made a bit of an effort. We’d cooked him a roast and got in a frozen ice cream cake. It was nothing special compared to the birthday parties we used to have but at least we’d tried. Now, most times me and Red get on alright. We’re pretty different so don’t compete that much, not like a lot of brothers I know. Since Mum though he’s been so unpredictable and fires up really quick. It’s hard. I try and let it go, because we’re all only just coping.


    But on Saturday, I kinda snapped. Red is pretty mouthy and you always know when he’s in a mood. He stomps around, swearing and grumping. Not that he’ll ever tell me what it’s about. And that birthday night he was really bad.


    ‘Why don’t you go and see Ryan or Mickey after tea, Josh? I can pick you up later if you fancy a few drinks.’ It was kind of Dad to offer because he hates Ryan.


    ‘And do what? Sit around talking about nothing? There’s nothing to do here, Dad, and I know all the people. I see Mickey all the time and don’t fancy hanging round at Ryan’s. Anyone could be at his place.’


    For some reason Red blocking everything all the time got to me. We’d tried hard to make it a nice night. Dad especially, and I was sick of him treating Dad like nothing.


    ‘Is that ’cos you fancy Ryan’s girlfriend?’ I couldn’t believe I said that to him. Goading him. This is a small town and you hear rumours. I’d heard about Lisa. Even Dad had told me how he’d met her in Mildura. But I’ve never said anything like that to Red before.


    As soon as I said it he went crazy, and even Dad knew I’d gone a bit too far. Red stormed round the table and pushed me hard on the shoulder. ‘Ya what? Suddenly, Sandy, you’re an expert on my love life? What you, Mr Nerd, too scared to talk to girls? Rather sit around reading books or waiting for me or Dad to save you?’


    He was standing over me shaking. I thought he was gonna smack me again but I didn’t care. I wanted to smack him. I’d no idea I’d cut such a nerve but I kept slicing. I stood up and pushed him back. ‘No one needs to save me.’


    ‘Yeah, right. What about the river and the treehouse collapse and Blakey’s bull? Shall I go on, Dopey?’


    ‘Sure, but in case you hadn’t noticed we all feel bad! We just don’t take it out on everyone else. You’re not the only one who lost Mum, Red. We all did. You make it really clear how much we annoy you. But you know what? You can be just as annoying. Stop acting like an arsehole!’


    I was shaking too. All I wanted to do was hit him.


    Dad stepped in. ‘Right, boys, that is enough! Ellie would never put up with this, let alone on a birthday night. Settle it right down.’


    I felt like crap. Totally wound up. Red took a step back and slowed down. He could see I was about to lose it. Then to my surprise, instead of storming off, he spoke really calmly. ‘You’re right. You’re right. Sorry, Sand. Look, I reckon I will go to Ryan’s. No need to pick me up tonight. I’ll crash wherever. And thanks for tea, Dad.’


    He gestured at the messy kitchen table. For a moment we all stared at the pathetic ice-cream cake that was starting to melt.


    Then Red grabbed his keys and walked out. ‘Ringer!’


    Matty pulls me back to the present. ‘If you’re bloody daydreaming, mate, I’m taking your chips.’ He grabs a big handful of squishy, saucy ones. ‘So how was Red, after he stacked it?’


    ‘I still don’t know what you’re talking about. There was a bit of an argument at home and he walked out. We didn’t see him for two days, but when he got back on Tuesday he seemed okay.’


    ‘Well, hate to break it to you mate but Keg told my sister something different. On Saturday night Red turned up at Ryan’s place. Keg, Ryan and some of the spud pickers were all drinking. Red joined in. They all got pretty full, then decided to do time trials in Keg’s old go-kart. Out in the scrub, past the Dump House. He and Mickey had been doing it up and it ran pretty quick. When your brother had a shot he floored it, and stacked it into a tree. The kart was trashed and Red knocked himself out. They were all too smashed to call the ambos and left him to sleep it off. I’m surprised he didn’t tell you.’


    I’m not.

  


  
    CHAPTER 12

    Red

    Secrets


    It’s amazing but for once Dad and me finished fencing early. Probably ’cos he didn’t bring out enough wire. So I’m on my way to meet Mickey for a ride out at Crafers Paddock. All the paddocks out here are named after the old guys who first farmed them. Crafers Paddock, say, belongs to Mickey’s uncle. Almost everyone out here is related to someone. Crafers is a good one to ride. It’s got a lot of sand hills and blow outs. Sand dunes, carved out by the wind, make excellent jumps. Who needs fancy artificial ones when you’ve got the bush?


    Recently I’ve been taking off on the bike a lot more. Me and Mickey got our bikes last year—the same ones, Yamaha 400 dirt bikes. Mine cost over two thousand bucks. Too dear, Blakey reckoned, but I was happy with it. They’re pretty good bikes and we swap parts and share a bit on the maintenance gear.


    Most times I don’t even know where I’m going till I get there. It’s my place to unwind. I don’t think about anything. I look at things, try tricks and come back when I’m ready, usually ’cos I’m hungry. The bike gets me away from the house and all Mum’s stuff. Sometimes it feels so long since she was around. My head’s still sore after the go-kart stack. Not my coolest ride. It was bloody Keg’s fault. He got me at a weak moment. I’d just gone to the Dump House for a birthday drink. But it ended up being ten thousand. Even though I hadn’t been seeing much of Ryan we had a laugh. He’d been working out at the Herbert’s farm, fencing and applying for jobs and stuff. He seemed alright. I felt like we were back on track again.


    After a lot of cans I finally got my nerve up to ask him about his love life. ‘So, how’s Lisa?’


    Ryan stopped mid sip. ‘Yeah … not too bad.’


    ‘Oh, you’re such a liar!’


    ‘Shut it, Keg.’


    I was confused. ‘What do you mean?’


    Keg had had a few to many. ‘He’s not seeing her. He’d like to. Oh, yes he would. Been hot for her since they went out in Year Nine or Ten or something. Even stayed at her aunt’s one time when his mum had taken off. ‘


    ‘Shut it, Keg!’


    ‘Alright, alright, sorry. Calm down, man.’ Keg giggled.


    Ryan fumbled, ‘Sure, we’re not seeing each other exactly, but it’s on.’


    I was still confused. ‘But you’ve been telling me you’re seeing her.’


    ‘I am, Red, just casual though. Believe me, we’re on.’ I was kinda used to the Ryan and Lisa thing. What was going on? I banged my drink down on the table. It annoyed me he couldn’t be honest. It’s not like I’d do anything.


    Keg grabbed my arm and pulled me up. ‘Chill, mate. Anyway, are we gonna race my go-kart or what, birthday boy?’


    I still don’t know why I raced; thrill, escape, adrenaline. It was all those things, but mainly it was just another way to block things out for a bit. Ryan and Lisa. Sandy. I wasn’t used to him arcing up like he had. Watching Sandy and Dad trying so hard without Mum was pathetic in that sad way. Making an effort for my birthday. Why can’t I just tell them about the day of the accident? Instead of doing stupid crap.


    I’m running late by the time I get out to Crafers.


    What the? Uh oh. Keg is there on some knackered old Ag bike and Ryan’s come on his crappy old Suzuki, the one with a dodgy clutch cable. How come they’re here? As I pull up Keg chugs over. ‘You gonna let me have go on that bike, Red, or what?’


    ‘Nah, mate. You’re too fat to get over the jumps! Anyway, what are you doing?’


    ‘Mickey called. Said he was going out for a burn. Thought we’d come too.’ Mickey is being way too nice to Keg and by default to Ryan. I know why. He’s sucking up ’cos of Taylor. I see him burning about near the big sandhill.


    Ryan’s taken off his helmet. He’s brought up a joint. I hate smoking. It’ll mess with you. ‘Reddy, mate, fancy a toke?’


    ‘Nah, those things make me feel like shit.’


    ‘Suit yourself.’


    Mickey beeps and waves at us from the side of the hill then rides his bike up round the back. You can hear him revving and he has a crack at the jump. He races up to the rise and gets some good air. He nails it. Nice one.


    I turn my bike hard on the rear wheel and ride round to have a shot myself. I give it some serious gas and take off up the blow out. But just at the top, bloody Ryan and Keg jump out at me. They’d run up the hill to give me a scare for a laugh but they throw me off balance.


    I swerve my bike, knifing it as I come squealing down the hill side. The bike falls on my leg and bloody hurts. I push it off, fuming. ‘What the hell do ya think you’re doing?’ Tearing off my helmet I storm up the hill and square onto Ryan. Even Keg wouldn’t have thought up such a stupid prank.


    ‘Relax, Red, just having a laugh. Fancy bike like that, you should be able to handle a bit of a nudge.’ He’s smirking and has another puff. Smug arsehole. I know he’s winding me up but I can’t help myself.


    ‘What’s up? Don’t push me, Ryan. I swear …’


    ‘Or what, mate? What are you gonna do?’ He has an arrogant look on his face and I can tell he won’t back down. I thought we were mates. Something else is going on.


    We stare hard at each other.


    Mickey gets off his bike but his phone starts ringing. Ryan and I stand off, surprised he can get any reception. We take a moment as he answers it.


    ‘Yeah, yeah. No worries. I’ll tell ’im.’ Mickey turns to me. ‘That was your old man, Red. Sandy hasn’t made it back from the bus. No one knows where he is. The Ag bike’s gone and he wants you to go have a look up at Tull’s Paddock.’


    Ryan starts laughing. Keg and Mickey look nervous. ‘Oh, blah, blah, you’d better go and babysit your nerdy little brother! Such a shame we can’t finish this now, Red, but we can do it another time.’ Ryan finishes chuffing on the joint then flicks it at my feet.


    ‘Nah, mate, let’s do this now.’


    I push him hard on the shoulder.


    ‘Hey, hey. Steady, boys. Red, you gotta go. Let’s calm it down. We can deal with this another time.’ Good old Mickey pulls me back.


    Ryan shrugs it off. ‘Yeah, later, Red. Chill. I’m only messing with you. Joking. You get along and be a good big brother.’


    I want to smack him but Mickey peels me away.


    ‘Leave it, Red. He’s a loser.’


    ‘Later, arsehole!’ I yell out as Mickey and I pull on our helmets and ride off.


    Sandy, bloody Sandy!


    What the hell is he doing taking off on that old piece of crap? The Ag bike only just makes it to the house and back.


    I ride up to Tull’s on the old lease road. Out here farmers lease roads but don’t maintain them, usually only fencing down one side. They end up making good bike and 4WD tracks, full of rabbit burrows and uneven ground. This is a good one and, for a second as I get a good jump, I forget I’m on a rescue mission.


    Tull’s Paddock rises up a bit so you can get a clear view of the land. Well, as good a view as you can in the Mallee.


    It’s nearly sunset and the sky is starting to bleed that burnt orange colour. Trees and fences start to make their silhouettes. I see a figure near the top rise of the paddock and know its Sandy. He’s sitting with his head on his hands, staring out at the sky, like I’ve seen him do a million times.


    I pull up and do a bit of a sand skid.


    I take off my helmet and sit beside him.


    ‘You right?’ I try and sound casual.


    I see the old Ag bike lying on the ground. It doesn’t look like he stacked it.


    ‘Nah, not really. Came out here to think and ran out of fuel. Bloody reserve tank was empty.’


    I start laughing—typical Sandy—but by the look on his face I know this isn’t the time. ‘Dad’s tripping. Called Chris and Mickey. He’s worried about ya, mate. He’s wound up. Go figure.’


    We both smile thinking about Dad.


    ‘I wish he hadn’t called you. I’m fine. I just wanted to be on my own.’


    He sounds really flat. I don’t say the obvious, that we don’t exactly live with a thousand people and he’s on his own most of the time. ‘What’s up then?’


    He tosses me two envelopes. I open them and as soon as I start reading I know why he’s here.


    Dear Mr Douglas,


    Thank you for your interest in applying to our scholarship program at Gladstone College. While your exam results were excellent we regret to inform you that on this occasion your application has been unsuccessful …


    There are two of them.


    Dear Sandy,


    Thank you for applying to our scholarship program at Adelaide City Grammar. The academic standard of applicants this year was extremely high, and we regret to inform you that on this occasion your exam results did not meet our required minimum. We will not be asking you to move forward to our second round of assessments …


    Both schools saying they don’t want him.


    Shit.


    I really thought he’d get in. Everyone did. I feel really angry on his behalf. Why wouldn’t they want him? He’s smart, good at sport; everything those toffee-nosed places are after.


    ‘What am I gonna do, Red? I’d got myself thinking I was going away to school. Gonna be an engineer or something and now I’m stuck here. No offence, but I don’t love the farm like you do. The thought of living here, doing the same thing year after year does my head in.’


    No offence taken.


    I can’t think of anything worse than living in a city, studying. But I do get disappointment and I get how easily you can give in. ‘Look, Sandy, I don’t know what those schools were after, some super-nerd no doubt, but it’ll be their loss. Mr Elliot and Dad won’t let you waste your life away here. Even if we have to sell some stuff or you have to live with Aunt Brenda, you’re gonna be an engineer or whatever you wanna to be.’


    Sandy punches me in the side. ‘I’m not living with Aunt Brenda, crazy cat woman!’


    ‘Yeah, you’re right. No one can live with her, but something else will happen.’


    ‘I dunno, Red. This was my chance to get away. I didn’t just want to go away to school for the work, but because I needed to be away from here. I know you don’t think I miss Mum because I’m not angry all the time like you, but I do.’


    I hadn’t thought about that before. I’d always assumed Sandy wanted to leave because he was following some super-nerd dream. Perhaps me being angry all time is as irritating to him, as he is to me. ‘Look, it’s just hard for me to talk about her, so I deal with it my way. All I know is that right now things are pretty shit, but it’ll be okay mate. We’ll be right.’ Maybe I should tell him the real reason I don’t talk about Mum? No. I swallow and let it fester some more.


    ‘I’m just really disappointed, Red, that’s all.’


    He’s pretty bummed so I do something I’ve never done before. ‘Do you wanna ride my bike home? You can get a good run down from here.’


    Sandy realises the enormity of my gesture and looks up at me, eyes a bit damp. ‘Nah, mate, ’cos I’d show you up!’


    This time I punch him and we have a bit of a wrestle.


    Sometimes it’s easier to wrestle with affection than use words.


    I think he feels better. The sun is getting lower in the sky and the shadows are longer. Looks like we may have to miss an early start tomorrow.


    ‘What were those schools like, anyway?’ I realise I hadn’t asked him anything about them.


    ‘Crap. No girls.’


    ‘Then what the bloody hell would you wanna go there for? Right, hop on, Dopey. We’ll come back tomorrow with the ute to pick up the bike.’

  


  
    CHAPTER 13

    Sandy

    Netball


    The weather is cooler now. The crops are well and truly in and footy and netball are back on. The year is very predictable out here and the Mallee is slipping into its winter rhythms. It was always Mum’s favourite time of year. She said she had more time to catch up with people in winter, and sport brings everyone from the district into town. You can start to smell wood smoke in the evenings as people put their fires on and everyone slips into jackets and ugg boots. Mum used to make up the fire in the morning, so by the time we got home from school the house was cosy. I miss that, the warmth she gave the house.


    To be honest I’m still pretty upset about not getting into Gladstone College and ACG. I pretended I was cool with it, especially to Dad who kept staring at me like I was going to have a breakdown. But driving around on the tractor for hours only gave me more time to think about it. Apparently, there’d been hundreds of applicants, but that doesn’t make it any better. The truth is, I’m gutted about not getting into the schools and even more gutted because my good mates are leaving. I’ll feel pathetic being stuck here. Dad keeps telling me not to give up because I haven’t heard from St Paul’s. He keeps saying how strong I am, that I’ve coped with much worse and I’ll cope with this. But what does he know? I mean, does he really reckon I’ve coped with losing Mum?


    School is the only thing that takes my mind off the grim prospect of having to live with cat lady Brenda. Mr T is late for our PE lesson and the boys in our year are getting restless. Matt hand-balls me a footy and I pass it back. The doors of the hall swing open and Mr T bounds in and changes it up.


    ‘Right you lot. Miss Pringle has been taken ill. A violent chicken virus.’ He’s quite red and sweaty, which means he’s not happy. ‘With Miss Pringle struck down …’ He pauses and glares at Chris because he’s started smirking and making a chewing sound. Matty and I try not to laugh.


    ‘Sorry, sir, who’s away?’ Chris knows full well but is being a smart-arse.


    ‘Miss Pr … in … gle is away, Chris Turner!’


    The big fish is starting to bite and Chris is reeling him in. It’s silly but whenever we hear the lady PE teacher’s name, Miss Pringle, Chris always makes a munching sound, like he’s eating Pringles. It cracks us up. We try and stop laughing but we can’t.


    ‘As I said boys, with Miss Pringle away …’ Mr T is talking so slowly and stressing her name so much, that Chris can’t help it and he lets out a loud fart noise.


    Mr T ignores him but Chris has lost it and does it again. Everyone is starting to crack up, especially as Matty starts making the munching sound.


    Mr T can’t take it anymore, like a beetroot about to burst, he starts yelling. ‘Chris Turner, you are wasting everyone’s time. Get out and come back in when you’re calm!’


    ‘But they’re all laughing—’


    ‘Get out!’


    Chris stomps out of the hall sticking his finger up at Matty. Totally fuming because he got in trouble and we didn’t. We all try and calm down but it’s hard as Mr T starts up again. ‘With Miss Pringle away … there is no one to take the Year Ten girls for PE, so they will be joining us for a game of mixed netball. I will be expecting you gentlemen to remember your manners.’


    Uh oh. Now this will be interesting.


    Right on cue, the girls walk in. Chris will be spewing that he missed it. The atmosphere has really changed. A minute ago we were all laughing and joking and now we’ve gone all serious and jock-like. Me as well.


    Matty starts nudging me as Becky comes in. ‘Rack off, mate,’ I hiss at him but it’s hard to ignore his elbow in my ribs. Then he stops and stands taller. I see why. Stella has just trotted into the hall wearing a really short netball skirt. I elbow him back but he steps away from me. I think they’re pretty close to going out.


    Now I can see why boys and girls don’t do much sport together. It’s gonna be hard to concentrate on the game, what with this person liking that person and all that. But Mr T seems oblivious to the shifting dynamic and gives us our positions. Netball positions mean nothing to me. I’ve seen the game played a thousand times. Mum used to play, but I never really stopped to understand it. Apparently, I’m goal defence and need to stop the goal shooter and goal attack scoring goals. Kinda like basketball, but not. Mr T has put us into teams and I’m against Matty and Becky. ‘Right you lot, there are too many of you to play for the whole game. So this group, from Sandy on, you’re benched for now and I’ll swap you in next quarter.’


    I don’t mind being benched straight up. I’m quite happy sitting out. I like watching how things have changed now the girls are here. The boys are either trying to be cool or being stupid and disgusting. I hear Max making jokes about camel toes. The girls are all being a bit giggly and self-conscious, or full-on competitive. It’s starting to get a bit rough. The game is a disaster and Mr T is in an umpiring frenzy, rushing up and down the court, blowing his whistle and shouting. I can tell Matty is showing off. He’s got his shoulders back and is strutting up and down the court like he’s some AFL star. He’s trying not to act too keen, which is rubbish because he loves to win anything. I can see Stella likes him because she keeps looking at him and he keeps passing her the ball, even when other kids are in a better position. The whistle blows.


    ‘Sandy. Sandy! Sandy!’ I focus, a bit startled. I was enjoying watching. Mr T is yelling at me. ‘Swap in for Luke, goal defence. Hurry up!’


    Walking up to the court, I realise Becky is my opponent. This is odd and a bit scary as she’s one of the competitive girls. Must be all that swimming. It soon becomes clear that, basically, I have to stop her scoring goals. At first I don’t mark her too closely, because I’m a lot taller than her, but after two goals I realise she wants to win. I find that attractive, so I get my game face on. As we’re playing, I seem to end up facing her a fair bit, trying to block her passing the ball. I feel a bit of a rush. I feel like Matty must have, when he was showing off for Stella. With all the throwing and passing the ball is whipping between us.


    She’s a lot shorter close up and her hair, in a ponytail, keeps flicking me in the face. Sometimes she does a dummy pass and gives a triumphant laugh as I fumble for it. She really has the biggest brown eyes. God, I’m staring at her again. I look away and hope she hasn’t noticed.


    Mr T yells, ‘Ten, eight! Sandy, concentrate!’ We reposition after the last goal against my team. To be honest it was my fault. I basically gave the ball to Becky. I stand close behind her, waiting for the whistle. She’s red from the running or something. Netball is meant to be a non-contact sport so I’m really near her, but not touching her. It’s pretty intense. Then she surprises me and deliberately looks back up at me over her shoulder.


    She’s thrown me. Mr T blows his trumpet of a whistle and launches us off. I’m slow to turn toward the ball and kinda stumble to the side. My legs feel gangly, like I can’t control them and I stick my foot out for balance. Becky spins round and trips over my foot. I realise we’re both going down and without thinking I stick out my arm to hold her as we fall. It’s like everything is happening in slow motion. Somehow we’re both lying on the floor, all tangled up, and I’m spooning her. Everyone is cheering and clapping but they sound muffled, I’m only aware of Becky.


    Mr T is out of control, blowing his whistle like a life boat operator on the Titanic. ‘Sandy! Sandy! What on earth are you doing? I told you we were playing like gentlemen not hooligans!’


    ‘Sorry, Becky. You right?’ I mumble. She’s wrapped up in my arms.


    ‘Yeah, fine. You?’ She whispers and I nod in reply.


    Mr T is upon us. I carefully untangle myself and help her up. But everyone is cracking up. ‘On ya, Sandy!’ I hear Matty calling out. God, how embarrassing. The world I was in a moment before cracks. Becky rushes over to her mates, who give her a hug and help her with her bruised elbow. I’m standing there in the middle of the court looking like a total idiot, so I pretend I’ve hurt my knee and limp to the bench. She hasn’t looked at me once.


    ‘Well, that was freakin’ hilarious mate! Wait till I tell Chris, lover boy!’ Matty’s come over and sits beside me, hitting me in the guts. ‘She must know you like her by now.’


    ‘I don’t.’


    ‘Bullshit!’


    It’s been a couple of weeks since the netball thing and besides Chris and Matty teasing me for a few days, I think everyone has forgotten about it. I kinda bluffed it off, pretending I’m into the Year Eleven and Twelve girls like Chris is. Secretly I can’t stop thinking about Becky. We’ve had a few classes together since but seem to avoid each other. I always sit behind her in English and get to look at her. Some days her hair is down, sometimes up. I like it up and the way it bounces on her shoulders. I’ve never really noticed before how different a girl’s shoulders are to a boy’s, so much littler. I want to smile and say something but don’t want to in case she blanks me. Then I’ll feel like a total loser. So, classic me, I’m not doing anything about it. Not doing anything is easier than knowing she’s not interested. And I ignore her. When I think about it, I’m actually quite good at ignoring things. Take Mum, Red, Dad. Ignoring memories is probably a good way to get through them.


    But after school, lazing on the bus, I often watch Becky walking home. Sometimes she’s with her mates and Matty and Chris bash on the window to get their attention. They do it to wind me up, so I just turn the other way. I don’t think the girls ever look up or if they do they probably just give Chris and Matty the finger.


    Today, she’s walking on her own. I forget I’m trying to ignore her and am staring at her as we drive by. She glances up as we pass her and that catches me out. I’m shocked but I reckon she waved at me. Chris saw it too. ‘See mate, someone likes you. Told ya right at the start of the year.’


    ‘Nah, don’t think so. Anyway, I don’t really care. How did you get on with Cathy B after footy training?’ I want him to talk, to change the subject away from me and Becky. But inside I’m pumped.


    ‘Mate, Cathy B is totally into me …’ He keeps yakking on and on and on. Did Becky wave? ‘So, what do you think about that? Stumping at my place … Are you even listening to me or are you drooling over Becky?’


    Shit. ‘I’m listening, I’m listening. I was just thinking about maths, that’s all.’


    I’m such a nerd that I know he’ll believe me.


    ‘Sandy! Maths, really? Let school go, man. It’s the weekend.’

  


  
    CHAPTER 14

    Red

    SES


    This house is bloody freezing. There’s a serious lack of insulation and the tin walls give us no protection from the nearby desert. We get the boiling summer days and the brutal cold winter nights. Mum was always on about getting proper heating. Now, whoever’s home first does the fire. Dad’s left a note on top of the wood burner.


    Gone out on an SES job with Blakey and John Holder. Car accident. Be home late.


    My phone rings. ‘Hey, Red. Can you tell Dad I’m staying up at Chris’s place tonight? His Mum’ll take me in to footy.’


    We’ve both got home games tomorrow. Dad always comes to watch us and has a big feed after at the clubhouse. ‘Alright, Dopey. See ya there.’


    The early evening has darkened the house. I could turn on the lights but I like how the end of day lingers, softening the edges. As I’m laying the fire, I hear a vehicle pull up. The thin car door slams shut. I know who it is as soon as I hear the puffed up stride on the veranda. I take a deep breath.


    ‘Red? You home?’


    ‘What do you want, Ryan?’


    ‘Talk.’


    ‘Whatever, come in.’


    He makes an attempt to take off his boots. ‘Don’t bother, mate. You won’t be here long.’


    I wait for him to start. He looks a bit nervous. He bloody well should be. We haven’t spoken since the motorbike stack.


    ‘What do you want?’


    ‘I was out of line the other day. Sorry.’ I say nothing, watching him squirm. ‘Look, it’s no excuse but I was off my face. I shouldn’t have pushed it. I don’t know what got into me.’


    I turn on the light. The glare shines right on him. He’s standing under the bulb like we’re in some heavy psycho Quentin Tarantino film. ‘Is this a bloody interrogation, Red, or what?’ I half smile at his joke.


    ‘You’re shitting me off. That’s what’s going on. Every time I see you you’re stoned or going on about this and that. Or no one sees you for ages, then you just rock up.’


    He shuffles his feet and looks down at the worn brown carpet. Another thing Mum wanted to replace. ‘It’s just some stuff has been going down with my Mum. She’s packed up her place for good and is moving up to Cairns with some truck driver. You remember she had that crappy old Ford GT at her place?’ I’d seen it once when me and Ryan were on a bender in Mildura. ‘My old man had left it for me. It was only the body and stuff, but I’d always wanted to do it up, buy it off her if needed. But that day on the bikes, I found out she’d gone and sold it. I couldn’t believe it. It was the only thing I had left of Dad’s. Sorry. I just lost it. I was spewin’.’


    There’s a long silence. I kinda get it. I mean it’s why I liked Ryan in the first place. He’s adrift, got nothing but the Dump House. I relax a bit. ‘What are you gonna do?’


    ‘Well, nothing about that, but I’m gonna stay round here for a bit till the lease runs out.’


    ‘Alright, fair enough mate, but you were a tosser. I’m just not into all that smoking and stuff. You’re an arsehole when you’re doing it. And look, I’ve had footy and spraying. It’s okay. I’m busy too that’s all.’


    He nods. ‘I shouldn’t have dissed your brother.’ I shrug. ‘We cool?’


    ‘S’pose. How’s Ned?’


    ‘Yeah, he’s right.’


    ‘Lisa?’


    He stares hard at me, frowning. I know he’s thinking whether to tell me the truth or not. His eyes look beady like Ringer’s when he’s deciding whether or not to do what you’ve asked.


    ‘It’s over.’


    ‘Oh.’


    And thank you for being honest.


    He shrugs and changes the subject. ‘Look, I’ve got a bit of a storage problem, Red. I need to get my gear out of Mum’s and store it somewhere. Her landlord has given me a week.’


    ‘What about your brother? What’s he doing?’


    ‘He’s moved in with his girlfriend in Melbourne.’ I’m surprised anyone would take Pete. ‘It’s left me at a bit of a loose end. The Dump House is pretty rough. I can’t lock it.’ He pauses and rubs his foot on a stain. ‘So I was hoping I could just leave a few boxes of things—machinery parts, bits and pieces—here at your place? They’re all taped up, so they shouldn’t bother your old man. Maybe up in your back shed out of the way? It won’t be for long. Ned is gonna come and pick ’em up and take them to Pete’s next time he goes.’


    In spite of all that has gone down between us, Ryan is still my mate and I couldn’t have got through those months after Mum died without him. ‘Yeah, shouldn’t be a problem. There’s a bit of space in the shed near the fuel pump. Let’s take a look.’


    Ryan ends up hanging around all night. We cook up some chops, play on the PlayStation and talk a lot of nothing. About midnight we hear the SES four-wheel drive round the back.


    Ryan gets off the couch. ‘Uh oh, I’d better go, mate. Your dad thinks I’m a dropkick.’


    There’s no point denying it. ‘Yeah.’ I laugh.


    ‘Thanks for the shed space, eh.’


    ‘No worries.’


    Ryan sneaks out the front door and I hear his car start up just as Dad and Blakey walk in the lounge. Dad looks terrible.


    ‘What was he doing here? His bloody car was in my spot.’


    ‘Nothing. Just hanging out, that’s all.’


    Dad grunts and plonks himself down on a chair. Blakey sits down beside him. It must’ve been a shocking accident. They’re both silent and exhausted.


    ‘Do you two want a cuppa?’ They both shake their heads. ‘Well, I’m off to bed then. See ya, Blakey. Night, Dad.’


    ‘Night, Josh.’ The expression on Uncle Blakey’s face is terrible but the look on Dad’s is worse. He sighs and closes his eyes. I can tell he isn’t even that mad about Ryan being here. I go to my room but leave the door open just a bit. Something bad has happened.


    Dad has been in the State Emergency Service for years. Helping out in the community, or with the cops and ambos at road accidents. Living in small communities you get to know most folk, so car crashes are hard as there’s a good chance you could know people involved. I know they hadn’t asked Dad to go to a crash since Mum died but tonight they must’ve been desperate.


    Blakey sounds uncomfortable. ‘Look, Tom, I’m sorry about tonight. The others had gone to that stock show in Bordertown, I should’ve thought.’ Standing next to the door crack, I strain to hear. ‘I knew it was a P-plate speeding crash. But we had no idea the kid’s mother was even in the car.’


    ‘It’s alright. You weren’t to know.’ Dad’s voice sounds dull, numb.


    Blakey keeps on going. ‘I mean, I didn’t know she’d look so like Ellie, Tom. It threw me too.’


    Mum.


    ‘I don’t want to remember Ellie like that.’ Dad sounds close to tears.


    ‘It’s alright, mate. These things blindside you.’ Blakey has no idea how right he is. ‘Do you want to talk about it? You never really told me everything that happened, Tom.’ I lean against the door frame. Not wanting to listen, to be reminded of what I’d done to my family, but I can’t move.


    I hear Dad sigh but he starts to mumble. ‘We’d left Sandy with Margy. He’d been wrestling with a cold, and we headed down to St Kilda to get Josh his new footy boots.’ He pauses. ‘But you know what Josh is like. He was determined not to be seen with us on the tram ride and sat at the far end of the carriage. When we got to the tram stop Ellie stood up slowly to give him time to catch on. She was always kind like that.’ Dad swallows. ‘St Kilda is a nightmare and that Friday the traffic was so busy. It all happened so fast. We got off the tram at the Acland and Belford Street junction and started to walk up toward the Esplanade. Ellie was talking to Josh but he wasn’t listening to her. I couldn’t be bothered with either of them and turned to look in a shop window.’


    ‘It’s not your fault, Tom. You weren’t to know what would happen.’


    But I did know. I caused her death.


    ‘Then I heard the brakes. I spun round to see Ellie, lying like a ragdoll on the edge of the road. Josh was staring from across the street and then we both started running to her. It wasn’t like a movie where everything goes silent. It was all noisy. Horns blaring, people everywhere, shouting advice and phoning for help. The kid driving the car leapt out, panicking and swearing. Josh got to Ellie first and crouched beside her. I pushed through the crowd and knelt down, cradling her thin little body. She was barely breathing and blood was seeping from her head. I rocked her and Josh held her hand.’


    I remember that moment as if it was happening now. Raw. Time frozen. Dad and me on the ground, strangers standing over us, moving so fast and crowding in to see if they could help. After that it was a blur. Like it was all happening to someone else, not me.


    ‘She never regained consciousness.’


    ‘I’m sorry, Tom, I didn’t know. I thought that happened later.’


    ‘When we got to the hospital they worked on her for a long, long, time. After the surgery they put her in an induced coma. Poor Josh was pleading for her to open her eyes but I knew that was never going to happen. When Margy and Sandy got to the hospital the doctors pulled me aside and told me how bad things were. Her head injuries were so severe they couldn’t save her.’ Dad stops. He’s pulling himself back together. He puts his I’m-alright-voice back on. ‘Sorry Blakey. Anyway, that’s all in the past now.’


    ‘No worries.’ Blakey sounds relieved Dad has finished. ‘Cuppa?’


    ‘Yeah.’ I crawl away from the door, slumping on the floor. Dad didn’t tell him the rest. The part of intensive care I do remember.


    Mum was only being kept alive through life support machines. They wanted to know if she was an organ donor or if she’d consider it. Of course she was an organ donor, but it was hard for Dad to say yes. In the end they took from her what they needed but he wouldn’t let them take her eyes. I remember him telling Grandma Margy, ‘They can’t have her eyes. I see them every time I look at Sandy.’ And I see them too.

  


  
    CHAPTER 15

    Sandy

    Stumping


    I’ve never been on holiday to anywhere other than Melbourne, Adelaide or the Murray River. One day I’d like to travel. When I was little, I memorised the capital cities of every country in the world. I had my favourites like Paris and Prague and decided I’d like to go there one day. But who knows when that might happen? If I can’t get into a school, I’m hardly likely to win a round-the-world trip, am I?


    Driving up to Chris’s gets me thinking about all the places I’ve never been. The paddocks are all full of fresh shoots and rolling green fields, like the ones you read about and see on telly in England. Fields, full of juicy new life. The middle of winter in the Mallee always looks like this: green, but cold and frosty.


    Even though it’s my birthday we’re still going stumping. All the paddocks close to home have been stumped out and you’re not allowed to collect wood in the National Parks, as some old tree could be the home of a tiny endangered marsupial. So Chris and his old man let us come and find stumps on some of their back blocks of land. It’s a win-win. We get firewood and they get the paddocks cleared.


    I know Red really doesn’t want to be stumping today. After he gave me a gift voucher for my present he headed straight for the door. I heard him and Dad both muttering at the sink. ‘Dad, why do we have to go stumping today? You and Sandy do something else nice. I’ve got some stuff to do in town.’ It was just like Dad to organise to do stumping on my birthday. He probably just forgot.


    ‘Sorry mate, but we all need to pitch in and with Sandy at school in the week we have to do it on the weekend. Besides, it’s Sandy’s birthday and you know Lily will do a spread.’ Lily is Chris’s mum. She always looks out for me, especially since Mum died. I know she’ll cook a beautiful tea which will make the hard work bearable.


    In the end Red caved. ‘Alright, alright, but I’m taking my ute, and Ringer, in case I need to nick off!’


    As we pull up at the paddock Chris and his dad are both there. Red parks beside Dad and takes his jacket off. Everyone’s gonna pitch in. Walking over the dirt it strikes me how this is actually quite a tough way to get firewood. No quick trip to the shop to buy it. Mallee wood is fantastic for fires. It burns slow and gives off a heap of heat. Not like that fast-grown pine which burns really quick. But you don’t get mallee for nothing.


    Watching them work you could forget it’s Australia in the twenty-first century. They could be men from any time, bent over, working the land, lifting and moving the logs, against a clear blue sky. They’re like stumpy mallee trees: nuggetty and resilient. A heritage of hard work.


    As we get close Chris hurls a hard lump of dirt at me and they all laugh. ‘Hey, Sandy, it may be your birthday but stop daydreaming and give us a hand!’ Chris has grown a lot. He now plays A-grade footy with Red. Dad and Bill are both solid men. Their bodies have been doing this for years. It’s second nature to them.


    The stumps are scattered over the paddock like moon rocks. Some of them we can pick up by hand and hurl into the trailer. Others are wedged stubbornly into the ground, rooted in. With these big ones, we wrap chains around them, and use the vehicles to pull ’em out. They put up a good fight, determined not to give up their spot in the rubbly land. Once we pop ’em out, like big zits, Red takes an axe or chain saw to them, dicing them into pieces small enough to pick up. I go and grab the chainsaw to have a go myself but everyone yells, ‘No, Sandy!’


    It’s a bit of a standing joke but last year I had a crack with the chainsaw at home and lost control of it. I dropped it and the trigger got stuck. It took off, jiggling across the path, like a manic devil machine, until it got itself wedged in the house block. I totally wrecked it and Dad was spewin’ because he had to buy a new one. They don’t like me using power tools.


    It doesn’t take us long at all to get the wood loaded and by six we’re heading down to Chris’s house for a wash up and tea. It’s starting to get dark and I can see fairy lights on and a fire sparking up.


    Chris nudges me. ‘Fancy a bit of a party, mate?’


    ‘What? No way. Jeez, that’s a bit much!’


    ‘Ah, you’re worth it. Mum must love you because she said yes straight away.’


    ‘When?’


    ‘Straight after tea, in the shearing shed.’


    I haven’t had a birthday party for years. When I was ten I got all freaked out from the attention and stopped having them. So it’s been a long time.


    As soon as we pull up to the house Chris and I duck in via the laundry and have a quick wash. I look down at my filthy hoody. ‘I haven’t got anything else to wear.’


    He throws me a nice-looking shirt hanging from the ironing board. ‘My aunt got it for me last year. I hate it. Have it.’ He goes into his bedroom to get changed then we both head outside. Dad and Red are already sitting down having a beer. Looks like half the town are here.


    A big fat lamb is cooking on the spit. Nearly done, and it smells bloody beautiful. A heap of salads and hot spuds are laid out on the trestle. Lily comes over to me and gives me a huge hug.


    ‘Happy Birthday, Sandy.’


    ‘Thanks … you shouldn’t …’ I swallow, a bit choked up. She pats my hand.


    ‘Don’t be so silly. You’re only sixteen once. We’ve all got you something.’


    It’s an iPad. What the? Everyone has put in money.


    ‘Thanks.’ I mumble.


    ‘They can’t hear ya!’ Rack off, Chris.


    I raise my hand and shout out. ‘Cheers everyone!’ Then Molly, Liz Herbert, Mickey’s mum—heaps of them—come over. I think all the mums like to hug me because it reminds them they still have their boys and they’re gonna be able to watch them grow up. I don’t mind. I can understand that.


    Tea is bloody beautiful. Me and Red have seconds and Dad has thirds. Lily and Molly whisper to him, ‘We’ll wrap up the leftovers, Tom. You and the boys take them home.’ When I see everyone being so nice to us I realise just how special Mum was to them.


    ‘Thanks, Lily.’ Dad mumbles. He’s always found accepting things hard.


    ‘Now, who’s for a cuppa?’


    As the oldies gather round the fire pit Chris grabs me.


    ‘Time to party, mate!’


    Lily warns him, ‘Not too wild up there, Chris!’


    ‘Yeah, Mum.’


    As we start heading up to the shearing shed Red pulls me aside. ‘Hey Sand, do you mind if I nick off now? Dad’s busy chatting and I feel a bit weird hanging with you lot.’


    ‘Nah, but only if you tell me what you’re up to. It is my birthday.’


    ‘Alright, but keep it quiet.’ Red shoots a look at Chris, who’s walked on ahead and is out of earshot. ‘You remember that girl Ryan was seeing, Lisa? You were right. I do like her.’


    ‘Isn’t she going out with Ryan?’


    ‘Not anymore. He told me. She messaged me a couple of weeks ago and we’ve been chatting a bit. Nothing’s going on.’


    ‘Sure!’


    ‘It isn’t. I just wanna get home so I can talk to her in peace.’


    ‘What does Ryan think about it?’ He goes quiet and frowns with his I-don’t-care look. ‘You haven’t told him have you? You need to tell him. I know he can go off but it’ll be better coming from you.’


    ‘I would but he’s not around at the moment. He’s gone to Melbourne with that Ned bloke. I’ll tell him when he gets back.’


    ‘Err—your phone?’


    ‘Nah, I need to talk to him about it face to face.’


    I feel nervous about it all but Red will always do what he wants, no matter what anyone says. ‘Shaky ground, mate. Be careful.’


    ‘Course. See ya, Dopey.’ He cracks me on the head and jogs off.


    By the time I get up to the shearing shed I realise Chris has outdone himself. Heaps of kids are arriving; well actually most of the kids from school. The shed has that faint sweaty animal smell that you can never quite get out of farm buildings but other than that it’s scrubbed up well.


    I pull Chris aside. ‘Wow, this is amazing.’ The shed is filling up. Music, drinks, low lights; it’s a proper sixteenth birthday party. He shrugs and smiles. ‘No, honestly, thanks a lot, mate.’


    ‘Oh, no worries. Time we had a party and this was as good an excuse as any. It also gave me a chance to ask Cathy B.’


    ‘You’re dreaming.’


    ‘Whatever, but it’ll at least give you a crack with Becky.’


    ‘Nah!’ I shove him jokingly. ‘But is she coming?’


    ‘Err—yeah!’ And he laughs. I wonder sometimes why we’re friends. I think it’s because he doesn’t have to pretend to be anything with me and I know he’s got my back. He likes to run things past me, trusts that I won’t judge him. In a funny way he’s a lot like Red. For all the outside bravado inside they can both doubt themselves.


    ‘Right you two, less talking and more dancing,’ Matty comes up and challenges us. He likes to think he’s a bit of a dancer. ‘Come on!’ He shoves Chris to the middle of the shed to dance, where he does a very bad worm for a laugh. Everyone cheers and more kids go up. Matty goes and tries to dance near Stella. I stand back, watching and laughing. There’s a tap on my shoulder.


    It’s Becky.


    Last football home game was the first time I’d really got to speak to her since the netball incident. Since then we’ve chatted at school and sort of hung round together, but only in a big group. I don’t want to talk about it with Matty and Chris because, to be honest, they think they know a lot more about girls than they actually do. So Becky and I have been kind of circling each other, in a holding pattern, waiting for a moment to land.


    ‘Happy birthday, Sandy,’ she yells at me through the music. It’s pretty loud and I feel like I’m in that netball bubble.


    ‘Thanks, Beck.’


    ‘Do you dance?’


    ‘God no! You?’


    ‘Not really.’


    ‘Swim instead, eh?’


    She laughs. ‘Something like that.’


    It’s hard to hear. ‘Hey, do you wanna go outside? It’s a bit quieter.’ I don’t know where that smooth line came from.


    ‘Yeah, that’d be nice.’ Holy crap, here we go.


    We find a spot on the steps of the shearing shed. Too shy with each other to go too far away, but ready to break from the party herd.


    ‘It’s a good party, Sandy.’ She sounds nervous too and that makes me feel better.


    ‘I know, right? I haven’t had a party for years. I wouldn’t have done anything it if it hadn’t’ve been for Chris.’


    ‘He seems a good friend. Wish I had an old friend like him. I think because we’ve moved a lot I’ve missed out on that.’


    ‘But you’ve got mates—friends?’


    ‘Oh yeah, don’t get me wrong, I’ve made friends here and in Bendigo and Melbourne before that. We even lived in Canada for a while. Just not that long-term thing. Bit more of a gypsy.’ She looks at her hands. Her nails are a bright pink colour, her wrists jingly with bangles. How funny, that ability to fit in so easily is exactly the thing I like about her. In fact, it’s exactly what I wanna do. Make a fresh start. I never thought of it having a down side.


    ‘Is it hard? You know, making new friends?’


    ‘Well, the first day at a new school I always feel sick, but I don’t let it show. I smile a lot and let people ask me questions. Most times kids are interested in someone new, but some kids feel threatened, so I keep a low profile.’ She pauses. I wonder if she’s thinking about all the schools she’s been to. ‘It’s made me stronger in a way. I’m quite good at reading people now. But it would be nice to have friends who know me really well, kids I’d grown up with. You’re lucky.’


    I’ve never thought about that before. ‘Funny, I think you’re lucky getting away from things.’ We sit in silence for a minute.


    ‘Actually, I’m going away again soon.’


    ‘No way! Not to live I hope?’ I realise I don’t want her to go. I want to get to know her.


    ‘No, just for a holiday.’


    ‘Oh, that’s good. I’d miss you.’


    Maybe I shouldn’t have said that. Too much too soon. But I can feel the tension growing in my body. My breathing and hers becomes more noticeable. Our hands touch. I know this is the perfect time to kiss her but I’m scared as. I’ve never kissed a girl before and don’t want to mess it up. I move my hand away from hers and put my arm around her. She seems okay with that and leans onto my shoulder. I can hear the music thumping behind us. She feels soft, like I thought she would. I try and steady my nerves by breathing in her perfume but she casually puts her hand on my leg. Without thinking I turn to look at her and she’s looking at me. I move my head down to kiss her but she moves hers the same way and our noses collide. Our lips smack in a hard, heavy, awkward way.


    We both pull back and she looks as uncomfortable as me.


    That intense feeling of a second ago has melted into embarrassment. I didn’t think kissing would be hard. It always looked so easy. Frustrated, I pull my arm away from her shoulders and run my hand through my hair. As I bring it down I sneak a look across at her but she’s turned away. I put my head in my hands and mumble ‘Sorry.’ She doesn’t say anything but she takes my hand. Is she offering me a second chance or telling me it’s over?


    It’s too late to find out.


    ‘Sandy! Sandy! Birthday cake!’ Lily calls from the house.


    The door of the shearing shed flies open behind us and we spring apart as everyone tumbles out.

  


  
    CHAPTER 16

    Red

    Surprised


    Heading off from Chris’s farm the chat with Sandy has got me thinking. I wonder if Ryan knows Lisa got in touch. Last time I saw him was just before he left for Melbourne, at the Dump House, and he’d been really weird. We were all watching some movie, having a few cans. I’d looked up and seen him staring at me. Almost sizing me up from the sofa. ‘You right, Ryan?’ He didn’t answer. ‘You right mate? What ya looking at?’


    ‘Nothing, Red. You’re a lucky bastard, that’s all.’


    ‘Yeah, how did you figure that?’


    ‘You’ve got it all.’


    Was he winding me up? ‘Whatever, mate.’


    He leaned forward. ‘It’s funny how quick things can change though, eh.’ Was that some sort of threat? But he was smiling. I just shrugged at him. What can you say? Keg caught my look and rolled his eyes.


    Shaking him off I put my foot down. To get back to the highway from Chris’s place takes forever so I head back home on the dirt roads. It’s dark as. Just that thin glaze of grey mist skimming the paddocks. I think that’s why the glare of lights coming from the Herbert’s place takes me by surprise.


    Everyone from the district is at Sandy’s party so it’s odd to see all the lights on: the sheds, house, all lit up. In fact I just left the Herberts chatting with Dad over a piece of cake. I pull over and try and call them in case they want me to check it out. Things have been going missing from the farms and it could be suss. No reception. Typical! I’d better check it out.


    The drive to their house block is long like ours and you get a good view of the place. There are no vehicles anywhere and it looks like they’ve left the kitchen light on, which makes sense. They’ll need it when they get back. But why the machinery shed? As I drive closer it goes dark. Now, that is weird. Parking at the house I get Ringer out. ‘Anyone home?’ I knock on the back door. Nothing. ‘Hello!’


    Maybe a rat or something hit the shed lights? Unlikely. Dunno?


    I can’t hear a thing except the wind and the flapping of a loose piece of tin. Just the other day Mickey was telling me how Old Lance swears he had a new angle grinder taken when he was at footy. A few weeks back Blakey reckons someone took his new socket set. This is pretty bad because things like that don’t happen much out here. I mean, nobody locks a shed. All the farms are so spread out that only someone who knew the area would know where they were.


    The shed door is open a fraction. I’d better check it out. Ringer stays close beside me. He’s not running about. He knows something isn’t quite right. It’s dark in here and I’ve no idea where the freakin’ light switch is so I go slow. Something’s definitely moving near the back of the shed and it sounds a lot bigger than a rat. I pat Ringer to reassure him but his fur is up. The moon shining through the door gives me some light and I decide to pick up a fence post lying against the wall. Just in case. I edge round the tractor toward the noise. There’s not much room in here and I have to squash past a load of tools and buckets. As my eyes get used to the dark I make out a shadow, near the harvester.


    ‘Who’s there?’ I call out but my voice sounds tight and tense. ‘Who’s there?’


    Nothing.


    Then with no warning there’s a banging, scraping sound, followed by dust and commotion. Whatever is at the back of the shed is coming our way, fast. Ringer starts to bark as I get pushed over onto the ground. But as soon as I’m down there in the dirt I smell ’em and I know.


    A heavy, thick urine smell.


    It’s bloody sheep. Ringer is nipping at them as they bulldoze their way through.


    He chases them out of the door, barking his head off. I stand, pulling myself up on Terry’s dirt bike.


    What a bloody fool I am. Three stupid old sheep had me terrified. They must’ve snuck in to get out of the wind. I walk out of the shed and pull the door closed behind me. I head for the ute and whistle for Ringer who’s run the sheep off.


    All sorted, but it was funny about that light though.

  


  
    CHAPTER 17

    Sandy

    Confused


    The last thing I wanted to do after Saturday night was go to school but Dad made me. ‘You’re not bloody sick, Sandy. You were up till three on Saturday night. Now get that bloody helmet on and catch that bus!’


    Becky avoided me for the rest of my birthday party and I avoided her. I’m such a loser. Sweet sixteen turned into crap sixteen. It’d been going so well and then I’d ruined it. She took off home pretty soon after the kissing disaster and I didn’t get a chance to speak to her.


    The bus is packed and everyone’s talking about the party and Matty’s bad dancing. He doesn’t care and does his moves on the back seat. Disgusting. But Chris knows something is up. ‘You’re pretty quiet, mate. Everything okay?’


    I’m in two minds whether to tell him or not. I decide to. ‘Look, don’t say anything, Chris. But you know Becky and I went off for a while?’


    ‘Err … yep. Sandy, the whole school knows.’


    Fantastic, that makes it even worse. ‘Well, nothing happened. I mean I wanted it to. We talked heaps, then I tried to kiss her and totally stuffed it up. Then she didn’t speak to me and I’ve heard nothing from her since.’


    ‘What do you mean stuffed it up?’ I can tell Chris is smirking, bastard. He’s trying to sound concerned but it isn’t working. I elbow him hard in the guts.


    ‘It’s not funny. When I made my move to kiss her we bashed lips and then she turned away. It was bad, man.’


    ‘Look, don’t worry about it, mate. She’s totally into you. Believe me, I can read women. When we get to school say hello and arrange to meet her. Don’t do your weird ignoring thing or that’ll make it worse. Next time you’ll know what to do. Just go slower. I remember my first kiss with Stella in Year Eight. It was a freakin’ disaster, bashed our teeth and everything.’


    ‘I didn’t know you kissed Stella.’


    ‘Yeah, keep it quiet. Matty will be spewin’!’


    ‘Hey, what are you two laughing at?’


    ‘Nothing Matt!’ Chris chucks a chip packet at him. I feel a bit better. At least I have a plan.


    I get to maths early, hoping to catch Becky before everyone else comes in. I stand behind her chair, leaning casually back on my desk. She’ll have to push past me to sit down and then she’ll have to talk to me.


    Mr Elliot is late. The kids are dribbling in but there’s no sign of Becky. Her mate Nancy wanders in and sits down next to the empty chair.


    ‘Hey, Nancy.’ I try and sound casual. ‘Where’s Becky?’


    ‘She’s away.’


    ‘Oh, is she sick or something?’


    She spins round. ‘Look, to be honest, Sandy, she was a bit freaked out by what happened at the party. One minute you were all into her and the next you just ignored her.’ I probably should’ve messaged her or something. But it was all so embarrassing and she didn’t get in touch with me either.


    ‘But it wasn’t like that. I … err …’


    ‘Well anyway, she left yesterday for about three weeks.’


    Now I remember her saying she was going away. ‘Yesterday?’


    ‘Her father’s got some job interview in Townsville and then they were doing some family stuff, a holiday I think.’ I must look really shocked. ‘Yeah I know, it’s bad, eh. I’ll really miss her if she moves, but her dad isn’t into small town policing and her mother’s from up that way. He wants the job. You should contact her.’


    ‘Thanks, Nance. I will.’


    I do the maths and realise I won’t see her for ages, which is crazy.


    How can I sort this out?


    I don’t.


    It’s funny, you know, bothering to like someone. When I think about Becky being away it stirs up bad feelings and that throws me. It gets me thinking how complicated it is to like someone and, once you do, how it can just be pulled away from you. Before Mum died I could never even imagine her not being there. I mean, what kid could? Then just like that she’s gone. Really, why care about anyone if they’re just gonna leave you?


    For a minute I sound like Red. Bitter.


    It’s all too hard to think about. Dad’s banging around in the kitchen.


    ‘Sandy, you get out of that footy gear. I’ll make you a cuppa with a Tim Tam.’


    ‘Alright, Dad.’ He’s being odd.


    My bedroom’s a mess. I’ve been letting the clothes and rubbish pile up. Yanking off my boots I just chuck them on the floor. But Becky has been on my mind since talking to Nancy. I don’t know why I decide to message her now, just like that, after doing nothing, but I do.


    Hi Beck, Sorry about last Saturday. I felt bad cos I didn’t know what to say after … you know. Townsville, wow. That’s a shock. Hope your dad gets the job. Not. School boring. Get back to me if you want. Sandy


    ‘Kettle’s on!’


    ‘Alright.’ I stare at my phone. Nothing. I kinda hoped she’d get back to me straight away.


    ‘Oh, and I put a letter on your desk, mate!’ Dad must’ve called by the mail shed to pick up the post. I knew something was up. He’s got his fake cheerful voice on. Yep, it’s from St Paul’s School. It’s really thin, always a bad sign. Before I even open it I know what it’s going to say.


    Dear Sandy,


    Thank you for applying to the St Paul’s School Rural Scholarship Program. We regret to inform you that on this occasion you have been unsuccessful. However, you were an extremely strong applicant and we encourage you to apply next year …


    Like hell I will.


    ‘You right, Sandy?’ He’s banging on the door.


    ‘Go away, Dad!’


    ‘Sandy. It doesn’t matter what they think. I know—’


    ‘I said go away!’


    I don’t need to hear his crappy positivity. It’s shit. It means nothing. Becky thinks I’m a loser and I didn’t get into any of the Adelaide schools. I pull out the desk drawer and rip out the other two rejection letters. I hold the three letters shaking in my hand. I honestly can’t believe it. I really thought after Mum—everything—the universe would throw me a bone. I really thought I’d get into one of them. I tear them into tiny pieces. I can’t even bear to have them near me and chuck them at the bin. I miss and they scatter like my disappointment all over the floor. That’d be right. I kick the bin really hard and it flies across the room, then crank up my music as loud as I can.

  


  
    CHAPTER 18

    Red

    Footy


    Walking from the club rooms to the oval I see Sandy standing over by the netball courts talking with his mates. He’s grown up a lot this year. Still dopey though. Got a bandage on his knee from when he cut it up on some wire in the chicken coop. He was meant to be re-fencing it and was bent over when Lester, our cockerel, ran at him and pecked his arse. Sandy jumped up and got caught in the barbed wire we use to keep the foxes out. Ripped it up pretty bad, but it was funny as. I shouldn’t tease him though. He’s still pretty cut up about that scholarship stuff, especially since that last rejection. Dad’s trying to organise something with mad Aunt Brenda but Sandy’s over it.


    At least I knew school wasn’t for me—well, apart from sport. I’ve always been a pretty good footballer and had wanted to do something with it. I had the chance last season when some scouts from Melbourne came up. They were interested in me for some city teams but it was a bad time. Mum had died the October before and I’d just started knocking around with Ryan. I was really aggro, mucked around all that season. I didn’t take notice of anything the coaches said. It’s funny, but I’m a lot more into it this year. Who knows, I may get another shot.


    There’s a deep, instinctive feeling that comes when you are doing something physical. There are moments when I’m playing footy that my mind and body weld together. I don’t think about anything else. It doesn’t happen all the time and it’s usually the difference between me playing well or not. Winning is important to me. I hate it when people say, ‘Just take part, do your best, it doesn’t matter if you win’. It does matter, and when you lose you feel like shit. Sandy feels like that now. School is his thing like sport is mine.


    I was hoping Lisa would be here. I’ve just done a quick scan round the oval but no sign yet. She’s got a weekend off and said she’d come down for today’s game with Taylor. We’ve been chatting most days and every time Sandy catches me talking to her he hassles me about telling Ryan. He’s got those boxes at our place too so I really must call him to shift ’em out. Dad’s getting twitchy.


    By the third quarter we’re up by twenty points. As I look up toward the goal I see Lisa. She’s arrived and is sitting on a car bonnet with Taylor, at the edge of the oval. It throws me for a minute and I miss a mark. Coach yells at me. ‘Wake up, Red. Get your head out your arse!’ I can’t play well if other stuff is on my mind. ‘Stop pissing about!’


    ‘Yeah, okay.’


    Shit. I’m gonna have to try and block her out, otherwise Coach and the boys will kill me. I focus. I like how my body feels when I’m playing at my best. When you get a hard knock the good feeling is stripped away. But you want it back, like a junky, so you try harder to find that sweet spot again. Adrenaline kick, sports high, whatever you call it—it feels right.


    On the final siren we know we’ve won and the boys and I charge into each other, hugging and shoving. Then we fan out and shake hands with the losers. The handshaking is so much better from the winning side of the fence.


    ‘Red!’ Taylor calls out to me and I jog over to the car.


    ‘Hi, Taylor. Lisa. Glad you came. It’s bloody freezing today.’ I try and sound casual. I know I’m sweaty and muddy.


    ‘Good game.’ Lisa says politely but doesn’t really look at me.


    Taylor does the talking. ‘Why’s Keg playing?’ Why indeed. He’s about as fit as a slug but we needed him to make up the team. ‘And where’s Mickey?’


    ‘Oh, he got a bung ankle first quarter. He’s sitting over in the shed.’


    Taylor walks off to find Mickey, leaving me and Lisa alone.


    ‘Did you get to see much of the match today?’ I hope she watched me in that last quarter. I played really well.


    ‘Yeah, looks like you all had a good game.’ She says this self-consciously. Not her usual confident self that I’ve got used to in our talks on the phone. I rub my arm trying to brush off the mud. ‘I didn’t know you had a tattoo.’


    It’s funny, I forget all about it until someone mentions it. I had it done last year when I was on the footy trip in Adelaide. We’d been having some drinks at lunchtime and for some reason I really missed Mum. So that’s what I had tattooed, Mum, in an arrow heart. Nicely inked at the top of my forearm. Classic me, just did it. Most people who know me think it’s alright and I’m happy with it.


    ‘I like it. Suits you.’


    ‘Thanks … Well, I’d better go take a shower. Are you gonna hang around for a while after? Maybe we could catch up.’


    ‘Yeah, that’d be great.’


    ‘Okay, see you in a bit then.’ I try and look cool as I jog to the changing room. I can feel her watching me.


    After a quick shower I look in the mirror on my way out. I put a bit of gel in my hair to keep it under control. What the hell am I doing? Settle down, Josh. Maybe this isn’t gonna go any further. She could’ve changed her mind, dumped me before it started.


    In the club rooms Keg calls out to me from the bar. ‘Hey Red, drink?’


    ‘Cheers. Good game today, eh.’ No sign of Lisa.


    The club rooms are busy, with heaps of people ordering food and drinks. It’s tea time and they’re streaming in from outside. I like looking down and seeing all the little kids chatting under the tables, eating hot chips. The older guys are catching up and remembering what it was like when they were at the top of the league. The best thing about the country is how the old ones and the young ones mix. It’s nothing for me to have a chat to Blakey, or for Dad to chat to Mickey. That’s something I notice when I’m out in the city; people stick to their age bracket. In Sandy’s B-grade footy team, the older guys play alongside the younger ones. Mostly the young ones do the running and the big, fat, old ones do the tackling and squashing. It’s a different game.


    Keg breaks my train of thought. ‘Let’s go outside. There’s a fire going.’


    Forty-four gallon drums have been set up near the oval and people have already lit fires in them. There’s that heavy wood-smoke-against-fresh-air smell. We stand around and chat as the evening gets cooler and the dark closes in. Tonight there’s quite a crowd, even though it’s threatening to rain. Then I see Lisa with Taylor’s parents, walking toward us from the shed. She smiles across at me and I grin back.


    I make small talk with some of the guys from my team but I’m itching to get over to her. She’s wearing a coat with a furry collar and tight jeans. Keg’s staring at me. ‘Be careful, mate.’


    ‘Why? Ryan told me he wasn’t seeing her.’


    ‘That doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to.’


    ‘Does he still like her?’


    ‘Yeah, mate, ’fraid so.’


    This is a hard one.


    Keg shrugs. This is not his problem to sort out. I stare over at Lisa. She smiles, waving me over. Rightly or wrongly, I do what I do.


    It’s getting pretty late and people are starting to head off. I’ve been with Lisa all night. I hadn’t even noticed how many people had drifted away until Taylor interrupts us. ‘Lisa, we’ve got to go. I’ll meet you at the car in a bit. I’m just going to find Mickey.’


    With that she disappears, leaving just Lisa and me and a couple of really drunk spud pickers.


    ‘I’ll walk you to the car.’ The politeness sounds funny coming from me.


    The evening’s gone too quick. It’s been such a laugh. Talking with everyone but sharing private jokes. I’ve never had this type of connection with a girl. Standing beside her, giving her my jacket to keep her warm, just felt right.


    As we walk across the oval to the car we both go silent. They’ve turned the floodlights off and it’s very dark, no moon and the hum from the clubhouse grows fainter. The mallee scrub around the edge of the oval frames it with tree shadows. I can vaguely make out a vehicle thrashing around out in the scrub, doing burnouts.


    I reach for her hand. There’s no one waiting at Taylor’s car. She turns to face me resting against the bonnet.


    ‘Lisa, I have to ask. Are you and Ryan—’


    ‘Are me and Ryan over? Yes, absolutely. We went out when I was in Year Ten but he hasn’t been able to let it go. I never would’ve contacted you if I was seeing him. And, if this is weird for you because you’re mates I understand. We can just be friends.’


    No, I most definitely don’t want to be friends. Very slowly, not even thinking about what I’m doing, I reach my hand up behind her head and undo the clip holding her hair. My fingers start to play in it. I can feel her relax into me as we lean against the car. I place both my hands on the sides of her face, tilt her head up and kiss her.


    Beep. Beep. Beep.


    What the?


    A horn is blaring. Over and over. A car lit up on full beam is screeching and squealing through the scrub toward us. We break apart and stare like rabbits into the headlights. The car comes to a halt right by us. I recognise the driver. Shit. It’s Ryan. He stares at us from the window. He clocks us up and down but says nothing. Sitting next to him is Ned, leering at us.


    I feel myself tense. If this is our showdown, I’m ready.


    Then as soon as he arrives, he floors it and skids the car away. We can hear the car revving and tearing around in the bush. It’s so loud people are coming out of the shed and clubhouse.


    I put my arm around Lisa. ‘Don’t worry about him. He’s a hot head. I’ll talk to him and it’ll be fine.’


    She moves in closer. ‘I’m not worried about me. I’m worried about you.’

  


  
    CHAPTER 19

    Sandy

    Play Practice


    ‘Sandy! Sandy! Get some chairs!’


    Mr T is yelling at everyone. He’s director of the play this year and the power has gone to his head. Red would probably tell him to piss off. ‘You alright to take it from scene one, Tom?’


    Dad nods.


    The play is one of the social highlights of the year and the Millewa Dramatic Society is thriving. The town hall comes alive for the show and people come from all over the district. We always do a comedy, and this year is no exception. The play is some mad church farce. It’s not hard to get a part in the show, because it’s the same people every year.


    ‘Sandy, put some chairs out for Margot and Old Lance.’ I can’t actually believe I’m here. It’s so lame. I wasn’t gonna help this year, after the rejections, but Dad seemed really disappointed when I said I couldn’t. So, yup, here I am. I had the feeling if I wasn’t going to be involved he wouldn’t bother either and I want him to do more.


    ‘Alright. Will do, Tony.’ This is the one and only time I get to call Mr T by his first name. He doesn’t like it and glares at me.


    Old Lance is actually Lance Armstrong. Not the famous druggy cyclist but another one. He’s one of those people who can make anything. He never wanted to be on stage but he makes all the sets and props for the play. Been doing it for years. I think he sees me as his apprentice. He goes all Jedi master on me when he shows me the things he’s made.


    One of the good things about living in the middle of nowhere is you can try out new inventions. That’s what Old Lance does. He’ll make anything from fireworks to trapdoors, anything you like really, and as long as no one gets hurt, nobody is too bothered. There was one time when he rigged out a crossbow to fire water bombs from the back of the hall onto the stage. It fell short of the target and speared the back of Mrs Herbert’s chair. Luckily she wasn’t spiked but the copper said we couldn’t use a crossbow anymore as they’re illegal. So we had to throw the water bombs onto the stage by hand. Not nearly as good.


    People invent and do a lot of things out here that you couldn’t do in the city. You can try anything here from Keg’s customised go-karts, like the one Red knocked himself out in, to bush medicine.


    Old Margot Carmichael has an aromatherapy and massage thing going. Well, it’s in her garage really and basically she gives foot rubs. I don’t think she’s actually qualified in anything, maybe some internet course or something, but she’s a nice lady. She insisted on treating Dad after the funeral and made him come in for a stress relief massage. He only agreed to it because she got him in a weak moment, but when he came home he was in a terrible state, all rashy from the tea tree oil. His left big toe has never been the same.


    The play is full of oldies and teachers. Red’s never been interested in doing it. But he always used to come and watch it with Mum. It was kind of a family tradition, me and Dad doing the play and them in the audience watching.


    Dad didn’t do the play last year. Actually, he doesn’t do half the things he used to. Not because he doesn’t get asked, but because he won’t go to things on his own. I asked him about it one day and he said it just wasn’t the same without her.


    So here I am. A Sunday afternoon in the freezing town hall with a bunch of old drama queens. But I can see Dad’s glad he’s here. He’s laughing with his friends. He only has a small part but it’s funny as. Once Mr T has given me the lighting rundown and Old Lance has shown me how to work out the rain machine, which is basically the hose from the fire truck tied to the lights, I’ll head off.


    Millewa is probably at its most depressing on a winter Sunday afternoon. It’s about as lively as a dead cat but at least I’ve managed to get out of the hall for a while. I’ve sat myself down on a bench outside the deli eating some hot chips and gravy. Bloody beautiful. The clouds hang like a saggy grey net, and the light behind them hurts my eyes, making me squint. I hear a bark and look over at the park. It’s so cold I’m surprised anyone’s around. Then I see her.


    Becky is standing with her back to me, watching her dog.


    So she’s home then.


    I’m really pissed she didn’t let me know.


    She hasn’t seen me yet. Thank God.


    Why the hell didn’t she message me or call?


    That’s it. Another thing cocked up.


    Just like the schools.


    I’m not hungry anymore and chuck my chips and can in the bin. The clatter of the rubbish shatters the boring quiet and everything jumps. Becky, startled, turns round and stares over at me. I shrug indifferently at her, turn my back and storm toward the highway.


    There’s no way I’m going back to the hall now. Mr T or no Mr T.


    I don’t even bother looking for cars and trucks as I cross. The afternoon is so quiet you’d hear them a mile off anyway.


    On one side of the highway is the township and on the other, the train tracks. The trains roll into town to take away the grain, which is stored in giant silos. They look like massive scuba tanks, pressed against the sky.


    I can’t believe she didn’t let me know she was back.


    I stumble over the train lines and keep walking, out past the footy oval and the rubbish tip. I’m headed for the cemetery. My head is full of Becky. She didn’t even yell out to me. I bet she’s been home for ages and is just avoiding me, although I haven’t seen her at school.


    There was a party last night. Max had his sixteenth out at his farm. I was invited and Chris and Matty were on at me all week to go, but I couldn’t face it. I’d finally told them about not getting the scholarships and they were pretty surprised. Everyone was, I think. They all just assumed I’d get in, so it’s been pretty embarrassing. Also, Chris and Matty know they’re going to board in Adelaide. I can hear them making plans and talking about it. I’m happy for them but if I’m really honest, I’m jealous as well.


    So what with that, and the Becky kiss thing, I just couldn’t cope with the party and everyone being all happy. But seeing Becky has got me thinking. I wonder if she was there.


    Chris will be out of bed by now, so I text him for the party details. Good man, he gets back to me straight away.


    Hey Sand. Yep good party. Matty got off with Stella. Check out pics.


    I scroll through the pictures of everyone carrying on. Gross, a picture of Matty pashing Stella. Then a picture of Nancy and Becky chatting with some Year Eleven boys.


    Well, that’s it then. She’s not interested.


    I put my phone away.


    I’m nearly at the cemetery, which sits at the crossroads of two unsealed roads. The cemetery is for everyone, although it’s split into different sections for different faiths, the Catholics in one spot, the Anglicans in another and so on. It’s fenced off from the nearby paddocks by a black old iron fence. You go in through a fancy Victorian gate that’s starting to rust. The whole place feels heavy, trapped. I want to knock the fences down. Who’d wanna be dead in here?


    I don’t come out here very often.


    Only when I feel crap. Like now.


    Mum’s funeral was horrible. Me, Red, Dad and Grandma Margy sat on chairs by the grave and everyone else stood up, gathered around. All of us were uncomfortable with the attention and the stares. I just focused on the ground for the whole thing, listening to the muffled crying of our friends. It was a bleak day, overcast, not like I remembered her at all. She was a sunny-day person. Looking at the coffin, in that deep hole, I knew she’d gone. She must have because she never would’ve put up with such a miserable send off.


    I try and imagine what she’d say to me about Red, and the scholarships, and Becky. Probably nothing, because I wouldn’t tell her how I felt, but she’d know. She always knew. She may not say anything, but she’d give me a hug, cook me a roast, and do things to let me know how much I was loved. I can’t believe it’s nearly two years since she died.


    It’s freakin’ unfair. It sounds bad but I wish it had’ve been someone else’s mum who was killed.


    I hear a vehicle.


    Dad.


    How the hell did he find me? He’s like a bloody sniffer dog.


    I don’t bother looking up as he parks the ute and walks across the crispy gravel to sit beside me. We sit in silence, on a long forgotten head stone, staring at her grave. A breeze has come up and has whipped up some roly-polies. The twiggy balls have drifted across from the next-door paddock. The wind has pulled the spindly little bushes off their stalks and is blowing them around, spreading their seeds. A roly-poly is bobbing hopelessly around in front of us. Mum and I used to chase them when I was little. Dad must be remembering the same thing and pats my hand. We don’t talk.


    When she first died, I was surprised he didn’t seem more upset. He just seemed to get on with things, even during the inquest into her death. But gradually I realised that was the only way he could cope. By going through the practicalities of looking after me, Red and the farm.


    The wind picks up and the sad roly-poly drifts off.


    This is very depressing.


    It’s time to go and leave her be.


    Dad and I smile at each other like we did that day in the river. We can both see the funny side of this miserable scene. I pull out some dead flowers, sitting grimly in a jar on her grave. I wonder who put them there.


    Probably Red.

  


  
    CHAPTER 20

    Red

    Lisa


    The day after footy I went straight to the Dump House but Ryan wasn’t there. Word had spread around Millewa about his burnout. Well, it’s a very small town and news travels fast. Sandy was right, I had to talk to him about Lisa. I tried the next day and the next but he was never home. I called, I messaged, but he didn’t reply. It’s funny though, as soon as I stopped trying to contact him he just turned up.


    Keg and me had finished footy training and wandered over to the pub for a quick game of pool when Ryan rocked in. He came straight over to our table.


    ‘Hi, Red. Alright, Keg?’ He said flatly.


    Keg nodded. ‘Fancy a drink?’


    ‘Yeah.’ Keg got up and went to the bar, leaving us alone.


    ‘How you going?’ My small talk voice sounded out of place.


    ‘Not bad.’ He wasn’t going to mention the oval. ‘I saw your ute outside and wondered if I could swing by tomorrow to pick up that gear in your shed. Ned’s brought his van up from Melbourne. Will you be round?’


    I knew I wouldn’t be. I was seeing Lisa. We’d arranged to meet up. ‘Err … Look, I won’t, mate. I’m going away.’


    ‘Oh, right.’


    ‘But it’s no bother. Dad and Sandy won’t be in either; they’ve got play practice. But you just swing by, whenever. It’s not locked.’


    ‘Okay.’ I knew he suspected. His eyes had that icy look in them, cool and hard. ‘What you doing then?’


    ‘I’m going to Mildura.’ For a second he was crushed but then the weakness was gone. Like what he dreaded couldn’t have come true. I knew how that felt.


    ‘Oh.’ He was gonna make me suffer. ‘Why?’


    It was as good a time as any. ‘Mate, I’m meeting Lisa.’


    There was a long silence. ‘Thought so.’


    ‘Yeah. I’m sorry, Ryan. It just kinda happened.’


    He banged his hand down hard on the table. Loud enough so everybody turned. Old Lance jumped. ‘Oh, I get it alright.’ He hissed, sarcastic, mocking me. ‘These things just kinda happen.’


    I gritted my teeth. Keg bumbled over to the table and put down a glass for Ryan who ignored it. He stiffened and stood up taller, determined not to lose face. ‘Well, no worries, Red. I dumped her ages ago. Not my type. Didn’t take you long, though. But I never took you to be the rebound type of guy. Sloppy seconds. See her if you want.’


    Things were getting tense. Keg jumped in. ‘Well, now that’s all out in the open let’s have a drink.’


    I could tell Ryan was aggro and I was ready to take it outside but he took this as a chance to get going. ‘Not for me, Keg. Got some things to do.’ He gave me a stinking look. ‘Thought you were a mate, Red. Don’t worry, my gear will be out of your shed tomorrow!’ And he stormed toward the door.


    I called out after him. ‘I’m sorry about all this, eh.’ I felt guilty.


    But he just stuck up his finger and slammed the bar door.


    That did not go down well.


    ‘Should I go after him, Keg?’


    ‘Are you an idiot? Leave things be for a while. He’ll come round. And if he doesn’t … well, you both made a choice.’


    Dad had always said Ryan was a loose cannon and even though I was starting to see it, I was still torn. Being mates with Ryan hadn’t been all bad. He’d helped me get through a lot by not helping. And there could be no denying that if he hadn’t been in town, I never would’ve met Lisa in the first place. Why do things have to get so bloody complicated?


    Heading off to meet Lisa had me feeling like I did when I was fourteen and had my first date with Melody Harris. I couldn’t even decide what to wear. Sandy pissed me off. ‘Where you going, Red? Off to see your girlfriend? Or should I say Ryan’s ex-girlfriend?’


    ‘Oh, rack off Sandy, you little shit!’


    When I finally picked out a red-checked shirt, Sandy told me I looked like a bogan. So I smacked him hard on the back of the head. That really got Dad. ‘Oh for Christ’s sake, Josh! Put something on and get going. The poor girl will be starved by the time you get there. Will you be back tonight?’


    ‘I hope not.’


    I was nervous as, driving the two hours up to Lisa’s aunt’s place, and was freakin’ out by the time I got there. What if she wasn’t into me anymore? And Sandy’s comment about Ryan had got under my skin.


    For some reason I thought we’d be going out for tea or something but as Lisa opened the door I could smell cooking. She was wearing jeans and a soft-looking jumper. I tried to sound casual. ‘Hi. Good to see ya.’


    ‘Come in,’ she smiled. I followed her to the kitchen at the back of the house. A big pot of spaghetti was bubbling in the pan. ‘Good drive up?’


    ‘Yeah, not too bad.’ The table was set for two. ‘Sorry Lisa, I didn’t bring anything.’


    ‘Don’t worry. I thought I’d cook tea. My aunt is out at some party planning thing and won’t be back till late. It’s nice to have the place to myself. Grab us a drink.’


    I took two cans from the fridge and placed one beside her. I leaned against the counter as she stirred the saucepan trying to think of something good to say. But me, bloody tough-nut Josh, was still nervous as. ‘Is it just you two living here?’


    ‘Yeah, Mum and Dad are away till next year on a giant caravan trip. They rented out our house so I’m here with Dad’s sister. Did you get all that fencing done for your Dad?’


    ‘Yep, all good. He’s not as fit as he was. Takes him a lot longer.’


    ‘No, I suppose that kind of work is hard.’


    ‘Yeah, the old blokes like him aren’t as careful with their bodies.’


    Why did I say that? No one wants to talk about old dudes’ bodies. She changed the subject. ‘Do you like pasta?’


    ‘Yeah, love it. Do you want any help?’ She grinned over at me and shook her head. I sounded way too keen but it broke the ice. And once we’d broken it we talked about all sorts.


    After tea she went to the sink and I got up to help her with the dishes. As I walked behind her I startled her and she dropped a plate into the soapy water. I couldn’t stand it any longer and put my hands on her waist. She turned round to face me. But her phone started ringing. I groaned as she pulled away from me to answer it. ‘Leave it. Leave it.’ I mumbled.


    ‘I can’t. It may be my aunt. Hello? Hello?’ She looked confused.


    ‘What is it?’


    She held out the phone. ‘That’s weird. They just hung up.’


    ‘Do you recognise the number?’


    She checked. ‘No caller ID.’


    I moved closer to her. ‘They’ll call back if it’s important.’ I whispered.


    She put her phone down, reaching her arms around my neck. ‘Yes, they will.’


    For the next month all I could think of was Lisa. The days working on the farm were endless. She had to do night shifts and it felt like ages between the times I could see her.


    Last trip up we went out for a pizza and afterwards we’d walked down to the park that overlooks the river. Across from us the muddy bank was high and water lapped against it. Sporadic cars drove over the old iron bridge which spanned the river, connecting one state to the next. Rattling and humming, then silent. It was pretty cold so Lisa was all wrapped up like a present. She cuddled up to me as we sat at a picnic table and watched the lights on the houseboats floating by. ‘Do you miss your mother?’ Her voice was quiet and uncertain.


    The question threw me. I couldn’t think why she’d ask it. No one asked me about Mum. I pulled away. Not because I was cross but because I needed to think. I leant forward and stared at the polished water. I surprised myself. Lisa wasn’t just anyone and I didn’t shut down. ‘All the time and at the same time not much, if you get what I mean. I try not to think about her, and Sandy and Dad deal with it their way.’


    She took my hand, her fingers playing with mine. ‘But you all seem to get on well, support each other.’


    We do, sort of, function well enough. But there’s the phrase, about the elephant in the room; something really massive and so important that no one mentions it. Mum had become one of those elephants and I was the one keeping her there. I’ve never let Sandy have the chance to share his stories. Never given Dad the space to grieve. At the funeral I was asked if I wanted to say something but I couldn’t. We all looked ridiculous, out of place, cheap in our old-fashioned suits. I was angry at her for being dead, angry at the tool who killed her, but mostly angry at myself. A boat beeped its horn.


    ‘Josh, are you alright?’ She squeezed my arm. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.’


    ‘No, it’s okay. I’m fine. Thinking, that’s all. It’s just I don’t talk about her much because I don’t know what to say.’


    ‘I can understand that.’


    I didn’t really think she could but she let go of my hand and hugged knees. Her mood had changed. ‘What do ya mean?’


    ‘I lost someone I loved once too.’ She paused. I was shocked. I realised I didn’t know much about her at all. I waited for her to find her words. ‘My little brother. We were only young. He was born with a congenital heart defect. He was always at the doctor, having operations and treatments. The hospital was such a big part of my early life, I think maybe that’s why I went into nursing. He had a massive heart attack just after his fourth birthday. They had him in hospital for weeks but he never recovered. It destroyed my parents. I was only nine but I still miss him. Every time I visit his grave I wish he’d had the chance to grow up.’


    ‘What was his name?’


    ‘Benjamin.’


    ‘I’m sorry.’


    ‘Oh, it was a long time ago now.’ She wiped her eyes. ‘But I get it. I do get your sadness, Josh.’


    We stared at the water lights. For a brief moment the elephant in the room was free and it felt nice to give in.

  


  
    CHAPTER 21

    Sandy

    Advice


    Having Red cheerful is as annoying as having him in a bad mood. He’s bouncing round the kitchen like a roo.


    ‘Stop whistling!’


    ‘Why, Dopey?’


    ‘Because you’re crap at it!’


    Ever since he’s been seeing Lisa he’s been a lot nicer. Helping Dad without a fight, cooking, even doing some of my chores. It’s not natural.


    ‘Peas or beans?’


    ‘Don’t care.’ I know he and Dad are trying to cheer me up. I heard them talking about me the other night. Dad stressing because I’m not going out, panicking I’m depressed because of the rejection letters. We’ve got a meeting with Mr Elliot next week to talk about options. I know they’re worried about me but it’ll be alright.


    Red flips a chop with way too much enthusiasm and Dad passes him the beans from the freezer.


    ‘Josh?’


    ‘Yeah, Dad.’


    ‘John Holder called into play practice tonight to see any of us had seen anything suspicious going on.’ Red is quiet. I know Dad’s thinking about Ryan but no one mentions his name. Since Red started going out with Lisa he’s a subject well off-limits.


    ‘Like what exactly?’


    ‘Strange cars, new people drifting through town.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘Because a lot of gear has started to go missing and it’s looking less and less like a coincidence. The Herbert’s dirt bike is gone now and some of Andy Johnson’s tools. Things are starting to mount up. Have you seen anything?’


    ‘Nah, nothing, but I’ll keep my eyes open. But, look, if you think it may be Ryan?’ Dad looks sheepish. ‘Keg told me he went to see Pete a week ago. The Dump House is deserted. ’


    Satisfied, Dad heads off to change into his trackies, but I can’t help myself. ‘Have you heard from him?’


    Red turns round to me with the spatula in his hand. ‘No, but …’


    ‘But what?’


    ‘Look, don’t say anything to Dad—he’ll only freak out—but I think he was calling Lisa.’


    ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘Oh, prank calls, hanging up. All private number shit.’


    ‘That’s bad.’


    ‘I know, but she got a new number and since then it all stopped. So if it was him I hope he’s got bored and taken off with Ned to Melbourne.’


    He doesn’t seem totally convinced.


    ‘I think you’re right. I won’t tell Dad.’


    Back in my room I switch on my computer. The world’s most boring English assignment is sitting there waiting for me to start it. Another writing response. I mean, what does it matter what I think?


    Hang on a minute. A message has popped up. It’s Becky.


    I click on it. What the?


    Hi Sandy, Sorry not to get back to you before. I thought you’d be at Max’s party. Then you ignored me in the park. I wanted to say something at school. I’d like to catch up some time. If you still want to? Beck xx


    Wow. Since the park thing I’d seen her at school but thought we were ignoring each other. I type a reply.


    Hi Beck how bout tomorrow after school?


    Oh crap, hope that wasn’t too keen.


    She replies straight away.


    Yeah sounds good c u then xx


    Yes.


    Should I reply? I start to type, but, nah, play it cool.


    I’d been so upset about Becky and that kiss, I’d convinced myself she wasn’t interested. Well, maybe something was going to go right for a change.


    The next day, I see Becky but we don’t get a chance to talk until English, the last lesson of the day. She comes in late and sits in front of me. Chris notices her stare at me on the way in and nudges me, but I just hit him in the guts and ignore him. It’s very hard to concentrate with her so close. She has her hair up in that ponytail again.


    At the end of the lesson everyone races to get out of there but I hang around and pretend I’m still taking notes. Becky does the same. It must be pretty obvious because as Chris takes off to get the bus he mouths to me, ‘I know what you’re up to!’


    Eventually, even the teacher walks out, and we’re left in the empty classroom.


    ‘What about your bus?’ Becky asks me in her quiet voice.


    ‘Oh, it’s fine. I’ll pretend I missed it. I do it all the time. Dad gets angry but it’s no surprise.’ She laughs and we collect our things.


    At the door, I let her walk out in front of me. We don’t talk in the corridor and when we get to the gates Nancy and her friends are waiting. They see us together, giggle, wave and head off.


    ‘Can I walk you home?’ That sounds so strange but I don’t know what else to say.


    ‘Of course.’


    ‘I’d better call my dad.’


    He picks up straight away. ‘What’s up?’


    ‘I’ve missed the bus.’


    ‘Oh for Christ’s sake, Sandy, not again.’


    ‘Sorry.’


    ‘Alright, I’ll come and get you. See ya outside the pub in an hour or so.’


    I put my phone away. ‘Does he mind?’


    ‘Nah, he’s used to it.’


    ‘If you don’t have to get picked up for a while why don’t you come back to my house? We can hang out.’


    ‘Sure.’


    Becky’s place is empty. Her parents are out doing some police thing in Caldertown. We grab a juice and some chips and talk about her dog. We don’t stay in the lounge room as it’s full of all these boxes of police papers, which Becky says are private, so we go to her room and sit on the bed. It’s very odd being in someone else’s house, particularly the policeman’s. And even stranger being in a girl’s bedroom. Her room is totally different to mine: white bed, flowery doona and yellow walls covered with pictures of bands, swimmers and puppies.


    My bed was once part of a bunk set and my room is still painted bright blue from when I was little. There are posters of space and dirt bikes, but they’re heaps old.


    Her house is quiet, like ours.


    ‘What was Townsville like?’


    ‘Oh, fun. I like it up there and all my mum’s family are around. I’ve got heaps of cousins and rellies all up in Queensland.’


    Apart from Grandma Margy and cat woman Brenda, everyone I know is here. God, my world is pretty small. We’ve got Blakey and that, but with Dad’s parents dead no one else.


    ‘Would you like to live up there?’


    ‘I kinda like it here.’ Does she like it ’cos she’s met me? ‘But my mum finds it too remote and there’s not enough action for Dad.’


    ‘Will he take that job?’


    ‘Not sure, but he’s definitely thinking about it. Then I’ll have to leave everything and move again.’


    ‘It must be hard, the shifting all the time.’ She shrugs so I change the subject to funny YouTube clips and we switch on her computer. We start laughing and as she talks I’m happy to listen because I can watch her close up.


    ‘Oh, it’s four, Sandy. Do you think you should go?’


    I’d totally forgotten I need to get picked up. ‘Oh yeah, I’d better.’ We pack up the chips and head downstairs. ‘It was good to hang out, Beck.’ I pause, not sure what to say next. I take a chance. ‘Can I see you again?’


    ‘Yeah, that’d be good.’ As we walk to the door I drape my arm around her. I don’t try to kiss her. I’m not quite ready for that yet and, to be honest, I don’t think she is either.

  


  
    CHAPTER 22

    Red

    Seriously


    When I think about it I knew something was wrong way before Lisa came to our house that Sunday. For the past few weeks she’s been more and more distant, less chatty, making excuses not to talk, blah, blah. I’m not an idiot, but sometimes you can’t believe shit happens until it does. And I’m a freakin’ master at being hit by things I didn’t see coming.


    Josh. Are you round Sunday afternoon?


    Sure. Of course I’m around. What time? x


    2


    Great can’t wait.


    It was pathetic that I was rapt she wanted to see me. I made sure I got rid of Sandy and Dad. I drove Dopey to Chris’s place to hang out and thankfully the old man had play practice. The house looked terrible, so I tidied my bedroom and the kitchen. If I could keep her in those rooms she wouldn’t have to see how feral we were. As she pulled up I thought about the toilet and how disgusting it was. But it was too late now. If she needed to go I’d just have to run in with the bleach.


    I watched her as she got out of the car. The afternoon sun lit her up as she came along the path. When she stepped onto the veranda I couldn’t help it and went to give her a massive hug. ‘Well, you’ve certainly cheered up my afternoon.’ I tried to kiss her on the cheek but she just turned away. I stood back. ‘Do you want a cuppa or something?’


    She didn’t say anything.


    ‘Lisa, are you alright? What’s the matter?’


    ‘Josh, we need to talk.’


    My heart started racing. What was going on? Her voice had that serious tone to it. The tone when it’s always bad news.


    ‘Do you want to come in the house?’


    ‘No, let’s sit out here.’


    We sat down on the smelly old sofa. I didn’t try to take her hand because I knew she’d pull it away. So we just sat in silence staring at the paddocks.


    ‘I didn’t realise you had such a beautiful view from up here.’


    ‘Yeah, it’s okay …’ No, I couldn’t do the small talk thing. ‘What’s up? Why are you really here?’


    ‘I needed to tell you something and I wanted to do it face to face.’ No way. Her voice had a finality to it. She couldn’t be breaking up with me.


    ‘I can’t see you anymore.’


    She was.


    Seriously? No. Not after all the fun we’d had, all the things we’d talked about. She’d told me about her brother; I was starting to talk about Mum. I lost it. I felt like I was going to be sick or something. ‘What do you mean you can’t see me anymore? What’s happened? Have I done something? Let me know and I’ll sort it out.’


    I was pleading. It was pathetic. I stood up and started pacing back and forth like a nervous dog.


    ‘No, Josh, you haven’t done anything. It’s me.’


    Bullshit!


    I’ve heard that one before, even used it myself. I could hardly even look at her. I was shaking. My heart was pounding.


    She stood up and she came over to me. ‘Josh, stop! I really like you. I really do, but this isn’t working for me anymore. You understand: the back and forth, our jobs, you know.’


    ‘No, I don’t understand! I’ll move to Mildura and commute back here if that’s what it takes. We were doing so well.’ I couldn’t make sense of it. ‘Is it me? Am I coming on too strong? I can pull it back. I’ll do whatever you want me to do.’


    She started crying like it was as difficult for her. I didn’t understand. Then it hit me. I said something I could barely even think about. ‘Is there someone else?’


    She stopped crying and glowered at me. ‘No, of course not! How could you say that? I just can’t see you anymore. What we had was great but we’ve got no future.’ Then she turned and started running back to the car.


    ‘Hey, you’re not just leaving like this!’ I yelled at her back.


    ‘I am, Josh!’


    And I knew at that moment how I felt about her.


    I stood there as she got in her car and drove away. I had nothing left. The sun had hidden behind the clouds and everything looked dull again. Lisa had dumped me just when things were starting to make sense. Another kick in the guts.


    Lisa what’s going on?


    Nothing Josh it’s over.


    Let me come up. Talk about it.


    Stop messaging me Josh.


    We should talk. Pick up the phone.


    Stop calling me.


    And so she’s left me hanging, like a daggy bit of wool caught on a fence. Knotted in with no way to break free.


    Dad knows something’s wrong. His knock on my door isn’t the usual bang. ‘Josh? We need to get going, eh. We’ve got to head up to Tull’s to finish that spraying.’ The drizzly rain mirrors my mood. Weeds are starting to shoot. ‘I know something’s up but I need your help, mate. We’ve got a lot to do.’


    ‘We’ve always got a lot to do!’ I shout back. ‘Every freakin’ day there’s something. As soon as we finish this we’ll have to get ready for harvest. Then there’ll be something else.’


    I throw on some clothes and storm out the back.


    ‘Ringer. Ringer!’ Good dog, he jumps into the trailer Dad is loading.


    For the first part of the drive up north we sit in silence, listening to the badly tuned local channel where Old Lance is going on about some horny ram. In spite of myself I can’t help noticing the crops are looking pretty good.


    But Dad is so bloody predictable. He can’t help himself. ‘It’s been two weeks, Josh.’ Has he been counting?


    ‘What are you talking about?’


    ‘I’m not a fool. Lisa came up that Sunday and you’ve been rotten ever since.’


    ‘Oh, cheers!’


    ‘I’m worried about you, mate. I don’t want to see you spiral down like you did after Mum.’


    He’s right. I can feel the anger about her and Lisa boiling up together. Why? I mean, why does this keep happening? I can hardly even look at Sandy since he’s been seeing John Holder’s girl. I don’t wanna see Mickey or Keg. Don’t wanna do anything to make me feel worse. I try and explain. ‘Dad, Lisa and me had been getting on really well. Like, really well.’


    ‘I know.’


    ‘Yeah, but she just finished it. I know something’s wrong.’


    ‘What do you mean something’s wrong?’


    ‘After she ended it I called her again and again to find out why. She just kept saying it was over and I was not the guy she thought I was. She said I could never contact her again. So I haven’t.’


    ‘Oh. You should try again.’


    Is he even listening to me? I bang my fist on the armrest. ‘Nah, Dad! I’ve got my freakin’ pride. I’m not gonna beg!’

  


  
    CHAPTER 23

    Sandy

    Smiler’s Paddock


    You’d think Red would be raging from the break-up with Lisa but instead he’s gone all quiet. Even Mickey and Keg can’t get him out. The only thing he’s doing is footy. Millewa, don’t ask me how, got into the grand final and he’s out training for that. Chris and I reckon it’s so he can take it out on the opposition. Which is pretty him.


    Dad’s been trying but it’s painful. Making jokes and cooking more. Telling him to go see her, get some closure. It amazes me that Dad has lived with Red forever but still doesn’t get him. Even after Mum. Surely he knows by now that Red will do what he wants because he always does. Actually, it’s not just Red. We all do, don’t we?


    When I got home from school tonight there was a letter propped up on my desk. Another letter from one of the Adelaide schools. I haven’t opened it. I’m eyeing it off. I can hear Dad hovering around in the kitchen. Waiting for me to read it. Listening for the sounds of more disappointment. I can feel him panicking. It hurts him to see me and Red going through all this kind of thing. Especially since Mum. But unfortunately the hard things don’t stop coming for any of us.


    Pushing back my chair I pick up the letter. It’s thin.


    I open it.


    What the?


    Holding it tight I head straight for the kitchen. Dad’s alert and ready for me. Still in his work clothes with a potato masher in his hand, he’s poised like a full back.


    ‘Well, what does it say? Why not just chuck it in the bin, eh?’


    But I ignore him. I shove the letter in my pocket and grab the jacket and beanie hanging on the hook. I need to think. I put my hand on his arm. ‘I’m just going out for a walk. Need some air. I’ll be back in a bit.’


    ‘Sandy, wait. It’s dark. Are you okay, mate?’


    But I close the back door without replying.


    ‘Wait!’ But I don’t. ‘Tea’s ready.’


    Poor Dad. But I can’t talk to him right now.


    It’s freezing cold and I pull my beanie tight over my head. Red didn’t take Ringer with him to footy so I untie him and let him tag along. Sometimes it’s nice to have company. But not Dad, because he’d be bombarding me with questions by now.


    It’s a clear night, no moon but light from all the stars. No clouds, which is why it’s so cold. Nothing between me and space. I know where I’m headed, my favourite spot. There’s a frost sprouting over the dirt. It feels crispy and cracks as we walk over it. You’d think a late frost would damage the crop, but one now, at this time of year, is alright. Ringer and I walk for about ten minutes across the back paddock closest to the house, then over the unsealed road. It would make sense for a farmer to have all his land in one place, centralised around him, but it hasn’t worked out like that. Over the years, farmers sell and buy land, so it becomes a patchwork of ownership. Right now, I’m crossing one of Uncle Blakey’s blocks to get out to Smiler’s Paddock.


    Smiler’s Paddock belongs to us and is where Mum and I would walk to when I was little. For some reason Dad has always left a clump of mallee trees standing here. He never cleared them and sometime, way before Red and me were born, I think this was a special place for them. There’s a makeshift bench made of mallee stumps and planks. Sitting here you get a beautiful view of the land. Like the sea, it makes you realise how small you are in a world that’s so big.


    Ringer pushes against me. Stroking him, I reckon he’d rather be in his nice warm kennel than out here.


    The night has freeze-framed the land. Nothing is moving, not a whisper of a sound, and a mist is forming. It’s like the witch in the Sleeping Beauty story has cast her spell and we’re all gonna sleep for a hundred years.


    I’ll miss this stillness when I go.


    As soon as I think this, I know. I’ve made a decision without even trying.


    The realisation I got into ACG hits home. The letter explained how they’d made a mistake in the first-round mail-out, and sent me a rejection by accident. My exam results had been excellent and they’d loved my written piece, the one about Mum. They wanted to offer me a place without more tests. I’d given up hope, decided I was going to have to stay with mad Aunt Brenda, or here, forever. And now everything’s changed. In less than four months I’ll be boarding in Adelaide, away from everything I know.


    Looking up at the sky, I feel Mum is watching and she’s proud of me.

  


  
    CHAPTER 24

    Red

    Reckoning


    ‘Sandy. Coach wants to talk to me about a couple of things before the grand final. You right to hang round town for a bit?’ Footy training’s just finished and I usually drive him home straight after.


    ‘Sure, no probs. You gonna be right for Saturday? It’s a big game.’


    ‘Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?’


    ‘Dunno. You just seemed a bit wild out there.’


    ‘Well, I’ve got a lot on my mind. Where will you be?’


    ‘Becky’s. Take as long as you like.’


    He’s been hanging around with Becky for a while now. They seem pretty into each other. Funny seeing Sandy like that. All loved up. All pumped up too because of ACG. I asked him what Chris and all his mates think about him getting into that fancy school but he hasn’t told them yet. Seems odd to me, but he’s odd anyway. Suppose it’s his news to tell.


    But Sandy’s right about footy. I’m doing stupid stuff and getting hurt a fair bit. I know why I’m doing it: to forget about Lisa. Bloody Lisa. I know she’s alright. I’ve checked in with Mickey who checked in with Taylor. And even though I’ve stopped trying to get hold of her, she gnaws away at me, deep in my gut.


    The changing room is empty. A few forgotten socks and water bottles lie scattered on the bench. Coach sits down next to me. ‘Red.’


    ‘Coach.’


    ‘Know what I wanna talk about, mate?’


    ‘Yeah, I reckon.’


    ‘Good. It’s just we can’t have you being some loose cannon that the rest of the boys can’t trust.’ I don’t like to think of myself as someone who lets themselves get carried away, but my head’s full of trash. ‘I’m worried you’re losing it again. Like you did after your mum. You’re playing too hard and that makes it easy to bring you down. I need you to focus. The whole team does, mate. Get some rest before Saturday, eh? Bring your best game, not this suicide-mission nonsense. I mean it, Red. If the boys and I can’t trust you to be part of the team, you won’t get a game.’


    ‘Will do, Coach.’


    He shuffles out. I grab my phone—maybe one more try—but her number rings out. I know full well what’s making me narky. Dad’s right; Coach is right; even Sandy. I need some closure. I never got any with Mum, so I’m bloody well gonna get some with Lisa. I’m gonna find out exactly why she dumped me. I dial Sandy’s number.


    ‘I’m coming now.’


    ‘Argh, I’ve only just got here.’


    ‘Bad luck.’


    ‘You’re all over the place, mate.’


    ‘Do you want anything from Mildura? I’m going tomorrow.’


    ‘What? Why the hell are you going there? You’ve got the grand final. Shouldn’t you be resting or something?’


    ‘Nah, not this time. I’ve got stuff to sort out. See ya out the front of the pub.’ Subject closed. First thing in the morning, I’m going to Mildura. I’m ready to get this me-and-Lisa mess sorted. Anyway, I can always take my anger out on Patchewollock if I’m too stirred up. Coach will at least let me play a quarter.


    I hate hospitals. Too many bad memories. The lady at reception told me Lisa was working in the geriatrics ward. I gave her some rubbish about a family emergency and took the lift straight here. The whole place has that deep, disinfected smell that seeps into your clothes the longer you stay. It reminds me of the hospital in Melbourne, where Mum was. By the time I’d walked out of the place I was soaked in the sterilised scent. I threw those clothes away.


    ‘Excuse me, are you coming out?’ The lift doors are open.


    ‘Sorry, yeah.’ I step out into the ward and let the pushy couple in.


    What the hell am I doing? I realise, as usual, that I’m unprepared. Rushed up here with no idea what I’m gonna say. But there’s no time to plan. As I turn to get back to the lift Lisa strolls round the corner and sees me. She stops and stands there flustered with a clipboard in her hand. The navy uniform is too baggy for her. She looks tired. ‘Josh? What are you doing here?’ She’s as uncomfortable seeing me as I am seeing her. Stepping back from me and fiddling with her pen.


    ‘Visiting a friend,’ I say casually, which is stupid; it’s the oldies’ ward.


    ‘Oh, who? I might be able to help.’


    I just want to talk to her. I’m hopeless, I cave. Crappy words pour out of my mouth. I’m stumbling over them like an ashamed kid. ‘Sorry, Lisa, this is a really bad idea. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’m not visiting anyone. I wanted to check you were okay. I’ve been worried about you. Look, I need to know what I did.’


    She’s silent and looks down, embarrassed by me. Around us the ward is busy, trolleys, patients, stern looking nurses.


    I can’t believe it. This is so frustrating. A mean-looking doctor gives me a filthy look. ‘Whatever. Forget it. I can see you’re alright. I won’t bother you anymore.’


    I can’t bear to look at her and turn away, heading for the lift. But she comes up to me, all quiet. She lays her hand on my arm. I freeze and listen to her as she whispers, ‘Can you meet me in the car park in ten minutes? I’m on a break and there’s something you need to know.’ This sounds bad. What am I doing? She’s probably engaged to someone and got three kids. I can’t cope with this but, of course, I agree.


    Lisa is late. I pace and then sit on a bench to wait. I’m angry. Why should I wait? She dumped me. There are a few patients and nurses standing around having a sneaky smoke in the neglected hospital car park. I’m about to head back to the ute when I see her. She’s half running, half walking toward me and I can see she’s been crying. As she sits she pulls her wool cardie tight in around her. With the traffic noise busy around us we stare at the ground littered with cigarette butts. My head’s resting on my hands, a brick wall between us, the lonely space of people who are no longer together. We’re both getting prepared.


    She takes a deep breath, her voice too bright. ‘I’m sorry, Josh. It’s so hard to get out of there. I thought you might be gone. I’m glad you waited.’ I don’t say anything. I want her to feel how tense I am. This time the real her speaks, ‘Look, this’ll be hard for you to hear and hard for me to say, so I’m just going to say it. A few days before I last saw you, Ryan came to the hospital. He caught up with me in the canteen. At first I thought he was here visiting someone but as soon as he started talking to me I knew that wasn’t why.’ My fists clench. She pauses, bumbling over her words. ‘He told me you and he had been stealing bikes and tools from all over Millewa. Taking things, storing them at your place and the Dump House, then moving them through the desert, where some guy pays you and takes it all to Melbourne.’


    Bullshit! I stand up and start pacing.


    ‘That’s freakin’ ridiculous. I’d never steal from the people I’ve grown up with all my life.’ Then I get it. ‘Lisa, you can’t possibly believe him?’


    ‘No, I don’t! But Ryan told me he has proof and if I didn’t stop seeing you he’d frame you for everything. I tried to convince you I didn’t want to see you anymore, so Ryan would back off.’


    ‘So that’s why you ended it?’


    ‘Yes.’


    Yes. Yes bloody yes! She doesn’t want us over after all. This situation is so stuffed up but at least I know she still likes me. It’s gonna be alright.


    But I still don’t get it.


    ‘Why didn’t you go to the police?’


    She looks ashamed. ‘I was going to, but I’m nervous about Ryan. What he might do to me—or you.’


    ‘But you should’ve told me. We could’ve gone to the cops together.’


    ‘I couldn’t. It’s like he’s been watching me.’ Even with me here she stares around the car park, anxious. No wonder she looks so exhausted. Bloody Ryan Butler. ‘He sent me pictures of boxes in your shed and said your fingerprints were all over some motorbike you’d taken from the Herbert’s place. It looked pretty bad, Josh.’ Shit, my prints must be on the bike from that night after Sandy’s birthday. I bet he was in that shed with those stinking sheep. And I bet he took those pictures of our shed after he found out about me and Lisa. Bastard. ‘Keg told Taylor that Ryan was putting the Dump House up for lease after the grand final. Leaving for good. I decided to wait until then. I thought once I knew he’d gone for sure I’d call you. He wouldn’t be able to hurt or threaten either of us and we could go to the police together.’


    I sit down and try and reassure her, try and find the words to calm her down. She’s a mess, crying and shaking. I can’t believe he’s done this to her. ‘Lisa, don’t cry. It’s alright. It’s gonna be okay. I think he’s gone.’


    ‘I’m scared, Josh.’


    My hands cup her face and I force her to look at me. ‘Don’t worry. I’ve got you now.’


    ‘Should we go to the police?’


    I’m a fool. I should say yes but I don’t. I know I want to try and find Ryan myself. I stroke the hair away from her forehead. ‘No, not yet. Can you stay at the hospital?’


    She nods. ‘Yeah, they always need extra hands for night shift.’


    ‘Good. We’ll go to the cops tomorrow, after the grand final. He doesn’t know you’ve told me so nothing’s changed. That way at least we know he’ll be long gone and won’t be able to hassle us. We can take out an intervention order or something.’


    She takes a deep breath. ‘Okay, one more night.’ Then she stares up at me, like she knows. ‘Promise me you won’t try and find him or do something stupid.’


    ‘Yeah, of course I promise. We’ll deal with it tomorrow. Look, let’s get you back into work, and for now just make sure you stay in the hospital.’ She leans into me as I walk her to the entrance. I don’t want to leave her but I need to do this. ‘If you’re worried about anything call me or the cops. I’ll call you later, alright?’ I kiss the top of her head and make sure she’s safely inside before I leave. I hate lying to her, but I have to find Ryan.


    Last time I really saw him to talk to was that day in the pub. I know he called by our place to pick up his gear because the boxes were gone the next day. I’d only seen him one time since, at the deli. He’d been really off-hand but no drama. He didn’t mention Lisa and I didn’t either. I thought he’d got over it.


    Stupid me.


    But I think I know what he’s up to. He’s gonna pinch a shitload more gear while everyone is out at grand final. Get it out of town while we’re all at footy, then piss off to wherever. He must be holed up close to Millewa but he’s not gonna get away with it.


    Scrubby little mallee trees line the highway as I drive home, the road a bitumen channel flowing through the national parks. You can get side-tracked driving in country like this. I feel the ute swerve as I think about Ryan. He must really hate me, or be so angry at the world he doesn’t care who he hurts. I think about him scaring Lisa to get back at me and I don’t get it. I know we’ve drifted away from each other and all that, but we were mates. I’ll try the Dump House first, then some of the spud pickers’ haunts we used to go to with Pete. I’ll find him. I want to floor it to get to Millewa but reel myself in. I slow down. I’m not much good to anyone if I wrap my ute around a tree.


    As I drive past the Dump House I see a For Lease sign and a knackered old van out the front. I recognise the dude loading stuff into it. It’s Ned. Jeez, he’s making this easy.


    I pull up beside him. ‘Ryan round?’


    He doesn’t even looked surprised to see me. ‘Yeah.’


    He gestures to the side of the house. Cool as I can, I walk round the back.


    ‘Ryan!’ He’s sitting on a crate, smoking, with his back to me. ‘We need to talk, mate. I hear you’ve been telling people I’m mixed up in your stealing racket.’


    Like a nasty little terrier he twists round to glare at me, flicking the butt on the ground. ‘Oh, I see princess has blabbed. I knew she wouldn’t be able to keep her stupid mouth shut. And you, Mr Hero, would come round here and try and save her. Sort me out, whatever. Blah, freakin’ blah!’


    I want to hit him so badly but stop myself. ‘What the hell are you doing, Ryan? People round here are never going to believe I stole from them. All the people thought you were alright, gave you work. What about Keg?’


    He stands up and strides over to me, getting right in my face. He pushes me in the chest. The bitterness in his voice reeks. ‘You think I give a toss about Keg or your shitty little town? You have it easy, Red, born into a family that’s gonna give you a farm. You should’ve tried living with my prick of an old man and tart of a mother. The real world isn’t some soft hole like this. I’m taking what’s owed me and there’s nothing you can do about it.’


    I’ve never bought into ‘poor me’ talk. What the hell does he know about my life and some of the shit I’ve been through? An image of Mum lying in the street, blood dripping from her head, leeches in. ‘What? You think my life’s easy? At least you didn’t kill your mum!’


    ‘You didn’t kill her, Red. You think you’re all scarred because of some accident a few years ago. Try living with a lifetime of it. A lifetime of freakin’ disappointment. You think you’re some tough guy but you can’t handle it. Grow up.’


    Idiot. I push him back. ‘Well, guess what, Ryan, there is something I can do. I’m gonna call the cops before you can frame anything on me so you’d better watch your back. In fact, I’m gonna call them right now.’ I pull out my phone.


    ‘Oh, hard move, Red! I don’t think so. Ned! Ned!’ Ryan kicks me in the knee and I fall back.


    Ned comes running and grabs me from behind. He thumps me and starts pulling my arms behind me. The phone is forced out of my hand and Ryan stamps on it. I manage to shake Ned off but not before Ryan punches me in the stomach. I fall forward just as Ned kicks me in the side. I try and stagger up. Shit, I think he’s broken a rib. But I don’t care. I manage to take a swing at Ryan, hitting him hard in the face. He stumbles back, but Ned kicks me again, winding me, forcing me onto the ground. He starts stomping on my arm but I lift my head, spitting on the ground, my mouth full of blood and dirt. I hiss at Ryan. ‘What are you gonna do? Kill me or something?’


    ‘Dunno, may do!’ He dabs his mouth. ‘Go get the van, Ned. I can finish up the mess here.’


    Ned steps off me. I crawl up onto all fours but Ryan kicks me in the shoulder. I roll over onto my back, coughing and spluttering.


    ‘What do you really want, Red?’ He stands over me. ‘I thought you were tougher than this. Look at you. Pathetic! I thought you had more balls. We’ll be long gone by the time the cops get here. Nicking stuff round here is like taking lollies off a kid. It’s over. And, by the way, mate, your girlfriend’s a dog. I was only using her. You can have her.’


    I think of Lisa and all he’s put her through. I grab his legs, yanking him down onto the dirt beside me. I scramble up and kneel over him. Ready to beat the crap out of him I spit in his ear, ‘Don’t you ever go near her again!’ As I hit him he tries to fight back but he’s nothing. Slapping his hands at me like a child. Looking at him all I see is some squirmy little arsehole destroying the people I love. He tries to get away but I push his skull into the ground. I’m so angry I can’t think straight and punch him.


    But then something heavy hits me on the back of my head.


    When I come round it’s dark and Ryan and Ned are long gone.


    No phone.


    My head’s throbbing. My ribs hurt like crazy. No phone. Lisa? Lisa!


    I need to find John Holder.

  


  
    CHAPTER 25

    Sandy

    Intuition


    Ring. Ring.


    ‘Get the phone, Sandy!’


    I’m right in the middle of a game. I can’t understand why Dad doesn’t have his mobile on him. He leaves it everywhere but in his pocket.


    ‘Where is it?’


    ‘Kitchen!’


    ‘Why don’t you get it then?’


    ‘I’m on the dunny!’


    Nice. I run and pull it out of the extra thick plastic case Dad insists on using. It looks like it’s built to withstand a nuclear attack.


    ‘Hello, Tom?’


    I recognise John Holder’s voice immediately. ‘Nah, it’s Sandy. Dad’s on the dunny.’


    ‘Oh. Is Josh there by any chance?’


    ‘No.’ He took off to Mildura this morning and, thinking about it, he should be home by now.


    ‘Any idea where he might be?’


    ‘Not a clue.’


    ‘Okay, well a Lisa Jones is with me at the Mildura police station. She can’t get in touch with Josh either. She’s made a statement which is quite worrying. Get Tom to call me, Sandy, as soon as he can.’


    I hear the flush and Dad bumbles in just as John Holder hangs up. ‘What’s the matter? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’ I hand Dad his phone. ‘What is it?’


    ‘It’s Red, Dad. Call John Holder.’ Red usually only disappears like this after a fight with Dad or when I annoy him. By the time he leaves he’s made such a drama we’re happy to see him gone for a while, but this is different. Red’s got the grand final tomorrow and if there’s one thing he loves it’s his footy. He’d only miss it for something massive, like Lisa.


    Dad’s yelling at me as we hurtle down the highway. He’s scared. Fear makes people angry. ‘You should’ve told me he was going to Mildura. No wonder I couldn’t get hold of him all day.’


    ‘Sorry. It’s not my fault. I said it was a bad idea but you know what he’s like.’


    ‘He could be anywhere—wrapped round a tree—anywhere!’


    ‘So where are we going then?’


    ‘That ratty old share house. John and another squad car are driving down from Mildura. If he’s not there we’ll meet in town and start a search from there.’


    ‘But Dad, sometimes he’s gone for days.’


    ‘I know, Sandy, but Lisa thinks he’s gone looking for Ryan. Apparently that Butler boy’s been threatening her.’ Now I totally know why Dad’s in a panic. That’s so Red. Of course he’s gone to find Ryan. I hang onto Ringer. He’s squeezed himself in front of my seat. Dad insisted on bringing him to help find Red if we needed to.


    Driving into town I see Red’s vehicle pulled up by the side of the road. Right outside the Dump House. Dad slows down. It’s dark as and the place is deserted. Dad honks and parks behind his ute.


    ‘Give me the flashlight, Sandy.’ It’s quiet, nothing but the hum of sporadic cars as they flash past us on the dark highway. There’s a hint of a moon but the clouds are thick. The huge black sky isn’t helping us. ‘You take Ringer and check the ute, mate. I’m going round the back.’


    I turn on the torch on my phone. Ringer jumps out and walks beside me, tail down. At the ute Ringer goes psycho and leaps up scraping and yelping at the driver’s side door. I yank it open and see Red slumped over the steering wheel, limp like a rag doll. ‘Dad! Dad! He’s here!’


    I climb in and try shaking him awake. ‘Red! Red! What happened?’


    But his face is crusty with dried blood. There’s a gash above his eye that’s starting to congeal and a deep cut to the back of his head. He’s covered in dust and muck. He looks awful. Panic rises up from the pit of my stomach. The same panic that swept over me when I first saw Mum in hospital.


    Dad arrives. ‘Do something! Help him!’


    Red’s mumbling. Ringer is yapping, trying to jump in the cab and lick him clean, getting dog hair in the wounds. I pull Ringer back.


    Dad holds his face. ‘What’s happened, Josh? Are you alright?’


    And for a moment he comes round. ‘I’m fine … Lisa. Lisa. We need to get to the police … as soon as we can. It was Ryan and Ned. He’s threatened Lisa … I need to …’ He’s slurring his words.


    ‘No, Josh, you need to get to the hospital.’


    ‘I’m fine … I was on my way to see … John Holder.’


    ‘You’re not going anywhere, Josh. I’m calling the ambulance right now.’


    ‘But. But …’


    ‘Lisa’s alright. She’s with the police.’ Dad makes the calls then wraps Red in his jacket. It’s like once he knows Lisa is okay Red allows himself to give in.


    ‘Sandy, get the first-aid kit!’


    I watch Dad bandage Red’s leaking head with a big white bandage like a ribbon on an Easter egg. Dad keeps him warm, watching for shock. He’s been knocked around pretty bad. Red’s head falls onto Dad’s shoulder as he drifts in and out of consciousness, wilting, trying to fight off sleep. I stand with Ringer like a bystander in the shadows. My jaw tight.


    I will not cry.


    The police and the ambulance sirens startle us. And as if we’re in slow motion Red is bundled into the ambulance and taken to Mildura. They blaze off, flashing lights dispersing into the distance. John Holder comes over.


    ‘Tom. You look exhausted.’


    ‘Bloody Ryan Butler! Beat my boy to a pulp.’


    ‘Look, there’ll be a crime team here soon and the cops in Mildura are with Lisa. Sounds like Josh confronted Ryan and then he and the Ned kid attacked him?’


    ‘Yeah.’


    ‘There’s something else, Tom. Ryan told Lisa that he and Red had been stealing from everyone.’


    ‘That’s a load of crap, John. Josh would never steal from his community.’


    ‘I realise that, Tom, and we’ll be doing everything we can to find Ryan. But we’ll need to take a look at your place for evidence, just in case. The cops in Melbourne are now on the lookout. If they find them they’ll be charged with assault. If it goes to court it’s going to be Ryan’s word against Josh’s about the stealing and that can all take a while. Look, don’t worry. I’ve seen this kind of thing before. We’ll get statements tomorrow. You concentrate on your boys.’


    He doesn’t have to talk to Dad about court cases; we already know what goes on there. After everything we went through with Mum’s inquest at least we’ll be prepared for that. Dad stiffens up. ‘I’d better get going, John.’


    ‘Of course. I’m going to have a look round here. Call me from the hospital and let me know how he’s doing?’


    ‘I will. I will.’ As we get in Dad’s ute Ringer keeps whimpering, searching for his master. With a leap he’s back at my feet and I stroke him mechanically. Dad’s remembered I’m here. ‘Sandy, sorry, you okay, mate? Josh’s gonna be right. We’ll be at the hospital in no time.’


    ‘I’m fine, Dad. How are you?’


    ‘I’m fine.’


    But we’re both not fine. Dad cranks up the heater. He has the blank expression I remember from Mum’s bedside. Another hospital. Another person we love is hurt.

  


  
    CHAPTER 26

    Red

    Getting Better


    I’m back to the farm. The wintery end of footy season has been and gone—we lost the grand final—and the start of spring has begun. Dad’s spinning out because it’s way too warm. He’s hanging out for some rain to plump up the grain.


    Being in the hospital gave me way too much time to think. As part of my physio treatment I had to walk round the wards and needed to go past intensive care. Seeing the patients all wired up, tubes everywhere, did my head in. I felt like I shouldn’t be there, walking past them with their families so sad and desperate. It was like when you were a kid and you stared at something you shouldn’t. One day one of the lady patients was gone and the room was empty. I never knew if she’d died or got better. All I could think of was Mum. I wonder if that was what people thought when they saw us with her. I remember holding her near the end. Her little bird body, just bones. And then our family was wiped from the ward.


    It was a relief when they signed me out and let me leave.


    My arm and shoulder are smashed where Ned stomped on them and I’m not supposed to do much but not being allowed to do something isn’t a big deterrent for me. Most days, though, I just find myself sitting round the house, playing games, sleeping. Boring as batshit.


    Lisa told the police everything. They took out a restraining order against Ryan and put her on a new silent number. John Holder said the cops were trying to find him but it could take a while. That the best thing we could do was sit tight and get on with life. All easy to say but it bugs the crap out of me that Ryan’s still out there and nothing can be done.


    The highlight of the weekend is her visit. She’s been coming down with Taylor. After everything that’s happened she isn’t quite ready to drive to Millewa on her own. She’s nervous about being alone on the highway. We both know why.


    A car pulls up out front. ‘Zombie. That must be Lisa.’ Sandy’s taken to calling me Zombie because he reckons that’s what I look like. I got such a bad black eye that it made the white part bleed red. The doc said I’d burst the blood vessels in it and it does look shocking.


    ‘Well, let her in then!’


    Sandy hauls himself off the couch where we’ve been playing games and heads round it to the front door. I turn, heaving myself up on the arm rest as he nags on.


    ‘I honestly have no idea what Lisa sees in you. And you can actually get up faster than that, Red. You’re such a misera—’


    He stops.


    I hear a car door slam outside and the vehicle take off. ‘What are you doing? Let her in!’ But as I stand I see Sandy frozen solid. His back tense with fear, staring at the front door.


    ‘I can’t.’


    ‘What? Why? What is it?’


    ‘He’s back!’


    ‘Ryan?’


    ‘Not Ryan! The Duke.’


    I’ve hobbled round the side of the couch and I see him. Bold as you like, that filthy big brown snake is stretched out on the mat. He’s lying in a patch of warm spring sunlight, filtering in through the lounge room window. The cheeky bastard. Sandy is practically standing on him but the Duke hasn’t noticed him, yet.


    ‘Do something, Red,’ Sandy hisses.


    ‘Don’t move.’


    ‘Derr.’ But at that moment we hear the clip of Lisa’s boots as she climbs up the steps of the veranda. The Duke stirs.


    ‘Lisa, don’t come in!’ But it’s too late. The door knob starts to turn. ‘Stop! Don’t come in!’ The Duke arches up, half his body raised up like he’s in a snake charmer’s basket. Frightened by the creaking of the door he decides to take his chance with Sandy and rears up at him, fangs bared, ready to have a go. But Sandy’s quick. He jumps back and runs round to join me behind the couch. The Duke knows he’s got this and lashes toward us, hissing and thrashing.


    Outside Lisa’s banging on the door. ‘What’s happening? Josh, are you okay?’


    ‘All good! Don’t come in! We’ve got a bit of an issue, that’s all.’


    But Sandy’s freakin’ out. ‘It’s more than an issue! We’ve got a bloody wild snake in here!’ The Duke has come off strike position and is now back on his stomach. He isn’t moving forward; he’s just eyeballing us. There are only a few things that give you that intense I’m-gonna-die fear and a pissed-off brown snake is one of them.


    I hear Lisa run to the lounge room window then watch her face as she stares in. She looks terrified. Who wouldn’t be? ‘What can I do?’ She cries.


    I shake my head. ‘Nothing.’ Sandy is clutching one of Mum’s cushions, ready to hurl it at the Duke. ‘Right, Sandy, you stay here and keep an eye on him.’


    ‘Rack off!’


    ‘No, I mean it. We need to know where he goes. I’m gonna get Dad’s gun.’


    ‘What?’ Sometimes he is so thick.


    ‘I’m gonna shoot at him. Scare him outta here.’


    ‘But you’ve got a broken arm!’


    The Duke is starting to slither toward us. We edge back. Sandy puts the cushion down. ‘I’m quicker than you, Red. You stay here. I’ll get the gun.’


    ‘Hurry!’


    Sandy inches back, then turns and runs. Dad keeps his gun locked in a cupboard in the cellar. Sandy’s so bloody loud that the vibrations stir up the Duke and he starts slithering toward the couch. I stumble back into the wall. Still as I can, I watch as the Duke slinks his way under the sofa.


    Within seconds Sandy’s hurtling back down the hall. ‘Don’t rush in!’ I yell. ‘He’s under the couch! He’s got me pinned.’


    As Sandy bursts through the door it’s a sight I hoped I’d never have to see. Bloody Dopey is standing there with Dad’s shotgun. ‘I’ve even loaded it, Red.’


    Oh my God. ‘Then move the freakin’ barrel away from your face! Do you wanna blow your head off?’ How can he be so clever to get a scholarship, but then so stupid? He pushes the gun away from him like he’s only just realised.


    ‘Give it here.’ Broken arm or not I’m gonna be better at this than Sandy. He passes it to me. ‘Right, the Duke’s under the couch. When I say go I want you to push it out of the way and leap back. He’s gonna be wild but I’ll try and get a shot, force him back down the hall.’


    I look through the window at Lisa who’s shaking her head like she knows this is a really bad idea.


    ‘Ready?’ Sandy nods. ‘Go!’


    Sandy’s so full of adrenaline he’s like the bloody Hulk. Instead of pushing the couch he flips it halfway across the room. The Duke freaks out. He rises up and comes at me so fast all I see is a blur. As he’s about to leap onto my leg I manage to fire off the gun. The noise is deafening and the force pushes me hard into the wall. The Duke thinks better of biting me. He whips round and heads straight down the enormous escape hole I’ve just shot for him in the floor.


    Outside Lisa is crying out to us. There’s a car honking as Dad pulls up from play practice. Great. He flings the front door open as the dust settles, ‘What the bloody hell is going on!’


    Lisa is standing close to him, beside herself. Half the lounge room is in the hole. I put his gun down. ‘It was the Duke, Dad. Thought we could scare him out.’


    Beside me Sandy is smirking. ‘Should’ve let me use the cushion.’ I shove him.


    We look like scene from a dumb arse movie and I can’t help it either. We both crack up. Even though Dad’s furious and we’ll be hours re-laying floorboards it’s freakin’ hilarious. And after all the stuff that’s happened we need a laugh.

  


  
    CHAPTER 27

    Sandy

    Kiss


    Everyone knew why Red hadn’t made it to the grand final and, I couldn’t help it, but I told my mates about the shotgun snake drama. It was funny as. Dad got in trouble because his gun licence was overdue and even John Holder couldn’t get him off the fine.


    That was all a while ago now. Red’s better, back working with Dad and off to see Lisa every chance he can get. No surprise she doesn’t like staying at our place. There’s still no sign of Ryan or that other guy. Actually, they found some of the stolen gear from the Herbert’s property at a pawn shop in Melbourne. Luckily Red’s prints weren’t on any of it. John Holder reckons crims like Ryan and Ned go off the radar for a while, then get cocky and pop up somewhere else.


    The kids at school had been all over the Red and Ryan drama and it had taken up a lot of our conversations. In the excitement, I still hadn’t told anyone about ACG. Now it seemed too late to mention it but Chris took me by surprise. We were getting ready for English when he sat next to me and did his really loud talking thing.


    ‘Sandy, are you staying here next year or what? ’Cos if you are, me and Matty are planning a farewell camping trip over the Chrissy break, and need to know if you’re in.’


    I glanced over at Becky and could see she was listening.


    This was as good a time as any. ‘Well, I do know actually. I’d forgotten all about it what with Red and everything going on.’ I hoped they’d believe me. ‘But I got into Adelaide City Grammar.’


    ‘What the?!’


    ‘I know, right? So I’m off to board there.’


    Chris cheered. ‘You’re joking! That’s freakin’ brilliant, mate. Well done! Good on ya! I knew your nerdyness would pay off.’


    Then Matty and the other guys all started congratulating me. I glanced over at Becky. She looked surprised but didn’t say anything.


    After class I grabbed her. ‘Beck, wait up. Sorry I didn’t say anything before. We’d just got together, and then there was the Ryan thing and it sort of slipped my mind. Then it was too late and I didn’t know how to tell you.’


    That sounded really lame. We’d been hanging out for over a month. Not dating dating but, you know, walks, parties. When Becky and I hung out, one of our favourite things to do was hike into the scrub from her place. We’d pull out a rug and talk about everything. Sometimes we didn’t talk, just sat and chilled. I should’ve told her.


    Becky didn’t say anything. She blanked me and walked out the side doors that led onto the yard. I didn’t know what else to say so I just followed her. We headed to the back of the oval where it was quieter. I realised as we were walking how much we had talked about, so not to have mentioned my huge life change was a big deal. We got to the back bench which is out of sight of the rest of the school. It’s nicknamed Pasher’s Bench, for obvious reasons. The bell rang for the start of the next lesson but neither of us got up to leave.


    ‘Beck, talk to me?’ I pleaded with her as I grabbed her hand. You know, we still hadn’t kissed. I think everyone thought we were at it like rabbits but there’d never been the right time. I’d wanted to, but then been too embarrassed because of the shearing shed disaster and I think she was the same. She let me hold her hand. ‘Don’t be mad, Beck.’


    ‘I’m not mad. It’s thrown me that’s all, and I feel bad because I should’ve told you something, too.’


    Then I started to feel funny. Maybe she just liked me as a friend. Shit, I should’ve kissed her ages ago. I was totally in the friend zone.


    ‘Sandy, I’m leaving too, before Christmas in fact. I didn’t say anything because you were under so much stress with your brother, but my dad took that job and we’re moving to Townsville.’


    I was shocked. I think I’d thought I’d go away to ACG and we’d see each other in the holidays, but that won’t happen if she’s in Townsville.


    Our hands were still and we turned to each other, both computing the impact this would have on our relationship. Without thinking about it I leant down to her and carefully turned my head so I could find her mouth. This time we were both ready. Our lips touched, only for a few seconds, but it was enough. I pulled away. It was good. Yes. We kissed again, this time with a lot more confidence. The bell started ringing and we stopped. I was hooked on Becky and the promise of this again. Standing up, I put my arm round her and we walked casually across the oval back into school.


    We must’ve looked different when we got to class. Mr T was threatening to phone home because I’d missed half of PE and Becky had to tell Miss Pringle she was sick. Nancy grabbed her and took her to the nurse. But I didn’t care. I felt fantastic. You know when you’re scared of something and then you do it and feel different? Well, that was me.


    ‘Where have you two been? Mr T lost it. I bet you two have been pashing out on the back oval.’ Chris cornered me as I came in. He didn’t know how right he was.


    ‘None of your business, mate!’ I smirked and he hit me on the back of the head.


    ‘You sneaky little bugger. But now, Sandy, we have to discuss what we’re gonna do in Adelaide. Because until recently, mate, I’ve been concerned your nerdyness has been putting the girls off, and I need a wingman.’ I’m so glad Becky didn’t hear Chris. I could only think about her.


    That was exactly five hours ago. I know that because it’s imprinted on my memory. I called Dad straight after school and told him I’d missed the bus and I walked Becky home. He told me to meet him at five and it’s been an excellent afternoon. I don’t even mind he’s late. The first wave of evening drinkers are dribbling into the pub, ready for a pint, as Dad pulls up.


    ‘I can’t believe you missed it. Every bloody week, Sandy.’


    I hop in and we hit the pitted dirt roads toward home. My head is full of Becky and what we’ve been doing. Thoughts of tomorrow are in my head. Thoughts of next year are in my head. I’ve got that Christmas Eve feeling I used to have when I was little.


    ‘You right, Sandy? Your mouth looks all red. You got a rash or something?’


    ‘Nah, just hay fever.’


    ‘Okay, well put some Vaso on it when we get in. Got some good news today. John Holder called.’


    ‘Oh, yeah?’


    ‘They’ve made an arrest.’


    ‘What, they got Ryan?’


    ‘Nah, next best thing though. That kid he was with, Ned—the one who bashed Josh. Well, they found him flogging some stolen tools, and the Herbert’s dirt bike, at some pawn shop. Used the prints taken from our place and the share house. They’ve charged him with aggravated assault and theft. He told them where he and Ryan had stashed the gear, and now they’re trying to get info about where Ryan is.’


    ‘You’re joking! That’s great. I bet Red is pumped.’


    ‘He sure is. Now it’s only a matter of time before they find Ryan and we can put all this behind us.’

  


  
    CHAPTER 28

    Red

    Revenge


    I managed to coax Lisa out to Millewa last night to watch the opening night of Dad’s play. She only came because I promised to block up all the mouse holes, just in case the Duke tried to sneak in. As usual the Millewa Dramatic Society outdid themselves. It was freakin’ hilarious. Dad was this mad priest wearing church robes with a bald patch on his head. Mr T had to stand in for Margot who was sick and he spent half the show running round in high heels and a knee-high tartan skirt. Nuts. He kept chasing Dad trying to get up his cassock. And it was good to see Dad up there, having fun. I remember when we were growing up, he always loved the play. When he took his bow at the end of the show he got a huge cheer. I don’t think it was just for his performance. It was really a cheer from the community, acknowledging all he’d been through and that they were all still there. Cheering us all on. It choked me up a little, so I pretended I had something in my eye. I didn’t want Lisa to see me tear up. Sandy did a good job too, helping with the lights and looking after Old Lance. I know he only did the play to get Dad out of the house, which was good of him.


    Sandy and me have had a seriously good day. A proper Saturday day off. Since the incident with the Duke we’ve been getting on better and my shoulder’s nearly right. We turned the PlayStation on hours ago and have been playing games all afternoon. But as we’re about to start another one I realise the time.


    ‘Jeez, Sandy, we’d better hurry up, mate. It’s nearly dark. You need to be at the hall before it starts, don’t you?’ It’s a bit frustrating I’ve gotta take him in but Dad’s already gone to town get ready. He likes to spend hours on his make-up.


    ‘Yeah, but don’t panic. Old Lance can cover me till I get there. My bag’s already in your ute. I’ve just got to get the esky for the after party. I think it’s in the back shed.’


    ‘Oh, after party, eh? I bet John Holder will be keeping young Becky far away from that.’


    ‘Rack off. I don’t even know if she’s planning on going.’


    ‘Sure you don’t, mate. Sure you don’t.’ He’s been seeing her every chance he can get.


    ‘Think what you want, Red.’


    He bangs the back door shut and the dead lock slams. I yell over the telly noise, ‘Hey, tie up Ringer while you’re there. I’ll meet you out front.’ I head out the front and lock up the house after me. Never used to lock it but since the Ryan thing the whole district’s got a bit more security conscious. Sitting in the ute I beep the horn. Hurry up, Sandy.


    Where the bloody hell is he?


    I beep it again and again.


    I roll down the window to call him but instead I hear shouting and barking coming from the back of the house.


    What the?


    ‘You right, Sandy?’ I jump out. This doesn’t sound normal. Running round the back I can make out a knackered old car. I don’t recognise it, but I can just see some guy trying to push Sandy in the shed. Sandy’s holding Ringer on his rope and the guy is trying to pull it off him. As I run closer I realise it’s Ryan.


    Ryan?


    ‘Stop! Stop! What the hell are you doing?’


    As I’m flying to get there Ryan manages to shove the shed door hard on Sandy’s arm. You can hear the crunch. ‘Red! Help!’ Sandy’s forced to drop the rope and stumbles back. Ringer’s snarling and biting at Ryan who kicks at him. Ryan pushes Sandy hard into the shed and locks it.


    ‘Back off, Ryan!’ Ringer hears me and runs to me.


    Sandy’s banging on the door, screaming and yelling. ‘Let me out! Red! Red!’


    Everything’s happening so fast. I freeze, not sure what to do. I watch as Ryan runs over to the fuel pump. He takes the hose and starts squirting petrol on the ground, gesturing over to the shed. He starts waving a box of matches around, then shoves them in his pocket. Freakin’ lunatic!


    ‘Give me your dog, Red!’


    ‘What do ya mean, Ryan? What are you doing, you psycho?’


    ‘I said, give me the freakin’ dog.’ His words are slurred.


    I can’t believe he’s come back here. Bloody nutter. He’s off his face and I know how unpredictable he can be when he’s wasted.


    ‘You know what, Red? I’ve left this sad-arsed town with nothing so I’m taking your freakin’ dog. I might sell it or shoot it. But I’m taking something that matters to you, like you took Lisa. The dog, Red! You bastards got my stuff, my mate Ned, so I’m taking something back!’


    I edge over to him with Ringer growling by my side. Ryan moves to his car, still holding the hose.


    ‘Put the dog in the car and put this on him.’ He throws me a muzzle. I want to run at him but daren’t risk it. Ryan looks so out of it he could do anything. I tie up Ringer’s mouth and push him onto the front seat of the car. He tries to jump out but I force him in and shut the door. He’s yelping through the glass, his claws scratching on the window, trying to get out to me.


    My hands are up like we’re in some crazy western. ‘You’re mad Ryan. You’ll never get away with it. They’ll catch you. Lock you up forever. And you better not hurt my dog!’


    ‘Nah, mate, they haven’t got me yet. Going to Melbourne. Got a quick way through, on the Baker Track. Now piss off.’ His speech is slurring. He stumbles and drops the hose and clambers into the driver’s seat.


    I lurch toward him. I know this is my only chance.


    I charge at him but he floors it with the driver’s door still open. The car takes off. I grab the door and try to pull him out. Ringer’s jumping on him, trying to get to me. Ryan elbows Ringer hard in the chest, so he can’t leap out, and he falls back whimpering onto the passenger seat. I can’t hang on to the moving vehicle anymore and I’m flung away as he picks up speed on the track past the house.


    Hearing Ringer yelp cuts me. Who knows what Ryan might do to him? I struggle to stand up, my mouth full of dust. Sandy’s yelling from the shed but I’m not letting him out. I know he’ll only follow me.


    ‘Red. Red. Open the bloody door. I can help!’


    ‘No way, Sandy. This is my mess to sort out. This time no one else is gonna get hurt because of me!’


    No, with Sandy stuck in the shed and Dad in the play at least I know they’re alright. I kick dirt all over the spilt petrol, then run for my ute. This time he’s not getting away.

  


  
    CHAPTER 29

    Sandy

    Curtain Call


    How the hell am I gonna get out of here?


    Think, Sandy, think.


    Over in the back, behind Dad’s collection of red-back infested oil cans, is a small window. Red broke it years ago with a tennis ball when he fancied himself as a grand slam player. Dad pop-riveted a corrugated iron patch over it to keep the shed watertight. Compared to the bolted door, it’s my best bet.


    Grabbing a pile of old spray buckets I make a ladder and clamber up, desperately trying to gemmy the tin off the window with a crowbar. The first rivet forces the iron plate to pop back and it slashes into my arm. Ouch. I rip a bit of material off my shirt, wrap it round the cut and keep working. With each yank of the crowbar the pain sears back up my arm. The blood seeps into the fabric, spreading like storm clouds, but as each rivet pulls away I know I’m getting closer to catching up with Red. As the last one pops I chuck the panel onto the floor and smash out what’s left of the broken glass. Hauling myself up through the window I dive into the dirt outside.


    Around me the house and sheds are dark. No point calling anyone. They’ll all be at the play with their phones off and the Mildura cops will take years to get here. No. I need to stop Red before he does something stupid.


    Then I see it.


    My saviour.


    The Ag Bike.


    I leap on and take off in the direction of the Baker Track. The dirt roads will definitely be quicker than the highway and with the headlight trashed there’s a lot less chance of me being splattered by a truck that can’t see me coming.


    I can’t believe Red didn’t let me out of the shed. I keep thinking about him chasing Ryan, tearing away, while I’m stuck on this tortoise. He’s acting like a bloody hero, trying to protect me again.


    About five clicks out from town I feel the Ag bike shudder.


    I know what this means. Out of fuel.


    Please no.


    But, coughing and spluttering, it stalls and gives up. Like an old donkey it just falls away beneath me. What am I gonna do now? I’m stuck on the edge of Andy Johnson’s barley crop with this useless rust bucket. I kick it and start to run.


    In the distance I can just make out Andy’s old tractor. It’s a long shot, but maybe, just maybe, he’s left the keys in it or I could hot wire it or something. The tractor will get me to town, but not to the Baker Track. I gonna have to tell Dad. It’ll kill him if anything happens to Red.


    The keys aren’t in the tractor but Andy’s got some tools in the glove box. I check it’s not in gear and take out the biggest screwdriver I can find. You can start a tractor this way and I’ve seen Dad do it a few times. I run round to the side and with my hand shaking I press the screwdriver to the starter motor. It starts. Yes. Yes. Yes. The tractor grumbles to life. Tight old Andy probably always gets it going like this.


    Jumping in the cab I flick on the headlights and we rumble toward town.


    Now, if I thought the Ag bike was slow this is bloody ridiculous, but at least the tractor is moving quicker than I can run. It takes forever before I make out the first few buildings of town. Not far to go. The hall’s all lit up and blazing bright across the highway, some of it splashing onto the Lions Park. Steering the tractor through the last paddock I make a charge for it.


    Looming out from the dark, I see Uncle Blakey outside the hall having a sneaky smoke. As he hears the chugging he turns and stares. The ciggy falls out of his mouth. He stumbles back, shocked to see the ancient tractor heading straight for him down the highway. Stepping off the footpath into the middle of the road, he puts up his hands and tries to flag me down.


    ‘Stop! Stop!’


    But the brakes on the tractor aren’t working. I push and push on the pedal but it’s like pounding a sponge. This old girl isn’t stopping for anyone. I’ve got no choice. I brace myself. I mow down the huge CWA cream tea sign and aim for the pioneer memorial gum tree. Smash. The tractor crashes into the thick trunk, grumbles and carks it.


    I’m honestly not that hurt, only a dent in my head to go with my cut up arm. I scramble out to see Blakey storming across the street toward me.


    ‘What the bloody hell—’ He pauses for a second when he realises it’s been me driving. Then he yells even louder. ‘Sandy! What the bloody hell are you doing? And what are you doing with Andy’s tractor? You’d better have a good bloody excuse, boy! Letting us all down. Tom’s ropable. Old Lance had to step up and take over the lights.’


    But I push past him.


    ‘Not now, Blakey!’


    ‘Sandy! Sandy! Come back here.’


    Ignoring his shouting I run across the highway and hurtle round the back of the hall. I charge through the dressing room but it’s empty—no one to slow me down. I open the door that leads to the back of the stage. It’s dark and quiet in the wings. The only noise is the mumble of dialogue from the actors, broken up by laughter from the audience. There’s a hush back here like being in church or school assemblies.


    I peer through the gap in the black side curtain and can see Dad in the opposite wing. I gesture wildly to him from my side, my arms flapping, desperate to get his attention. But I feel a hard poke in my back.


    ‘Sandy, Sandy,’ Mr T hisses, ‘Control yourself. Your father’s about to perform!’


    Then he does a double take.


    ‘In fact, what are you doing back here at all? You look terrible. I really hope you haven’t left Old Lance alone with the strobe and the mirror ball.’


    He forces me back into the sets but I know the play; the first act is nearly over and the cast are all busy gathering their props for the final scene. I shove past Mr T and wave at Dad again. This time he sees me. My dishevelled state tells him something is very, very wrong. He raises up his hands and mouths across to me, ‘What the hell is going on?’


    ‘Ryan. Ryan Butler.’ I mouth back.


    ‘And so Father Graham, what are your thoughts on a little trip up-stream?’ It’s his cue.


    I can see he doesn’t know what to do but he has to go on. Mr T glares at me and follows Dad onstage.


    Dad walks on saying his lines like an Irish zombie.


    ‘Ah, Father Barnabus. Any sea trip is a worthwhile adventure’.


    I know he’ll be onstage for another few minutes at least so I run round to the side door which opens out to face the audience. Peeking through I search for John Holder or Becky. I spot them sitting at a big table near the middle of the hall. Squeaking the door open I sneak down the stairs and out into the audience. Even though I’m trying to be careful I still manage to trip over the Herberts’ esky.


    Crash.


    Everyone looks over as empty beer bottles skittle on the floor. Mr T is furious. He’s staring down at me from the stage frothing like a wild rhino. His old lady costume is tight over his belly but he clears his throat commandingly and everyone turns back to the play. By now Becky and John Holder have seen me. I point to the back of the hall and as discreetly as we can we all head out.


    In the street Blakey is mucking around with the smoking tractor.


    ‘Sandy, what on earth is going on?’ John Holder demands, his police spider sense ticking over.


    I tell him everything that happened and what I heard from the shed.


    ‘Alright,’ John says, ‘I’ll phone for back up. I can get support from the cops at Bordertown to start driving up the track to meet them and I’ll follow them from here.’


    John Holder pulls out his phone and starts making some calls. Becky and I just stare at each other. As John puts his phone away he turns to her.


    ‘Becky, you stay here and Sandy, you stay with Becky.’


    ‘But can’t I come with you?’


    He’s already starting to jog off, but calls back to me.


    ‘No, son, this is a police matter now. No place for bystanders.’


    And with that, John Holder is off round the corner toward the police station and the police four-wheel drive. I hear loud clapping. The first act of the play has finished. Behind us some of the oldies are starting to spill out of the hall.


    ‘I’ve got to go tell Dad.’


    ‘Sure. Go!’ Becky kisses me on the cheek and I dash backstage.


    Still in his costume, Dad’s searching for me as I run into the dressing room. ‘Dad, Ryan’s taken Ringer. We’ve got to go help Red right now! He’s lost it and gone after him.’


    Dad looks awful. ‘Where have they gone?’


    ‘The Baker Track I think. I’ve told John Holder and he’s got cops coming up from the other end.’


    Everyone in the dressing room is listening to our conversation. Mr T says what they’re all thinking. ‘Don’t worry about the play, Tom. Go find your boy!’


    Dad looks so grateful. ‘Right, Sandy, let’s go!’


    ‘Aren’t you gonna change?’


    ‘No time. Bill, can you get Blakey to follow us in the SES vehicle in case it’s boggy? And, Tony, get onto the ambos in case it gets ugly.’


    It’s madness. Bill rushes out in his monk suit and Mr T sprints out in his high heels. Dad hoists up his robes and we run to his ute.


    As we travel down the highway toward the start of track I don’t see any other vehicles. They must all have a good lead on us. Once we turn onto it, Dad cranks up the lights to high beam so we can see better.


    The Baker Track is rough going at the best of times. It’s an old clay track and can get pretty slippery and impassable when it’s wet. We’ve had a bit of rain and already I can feel the back of the ute slipping out behind us, flinging us from one side to the other. The tyres from the vehicles before us have gouged out craters in the clay and we’re bouncing up and down all over the place. Only wide enough for one vehicle at a time, the track is very overgrown and it’s a tight squeeze. At this speed, stones and branches are ricocheting off us, bashing us like tiny little meteors. Dad’s gonna have to be very careful not to roll it or swing us into a tree. I hang on tight.


    After about twenty minutes of really tough driving we see lights flashing and John’s police car blocks the path in front of us. There’s no choice but to stop behind it.


    As we pull up I look over at Dad. He’s clenching the wheel, shaking. Everything hitting him at once. I know memories of Mum are flooding back, because they’re swamping me too. It’s the horror of what could be behind John’s vehicle that has him terrified. The horror that something has happened to Red like it happened to Mum.


    But somehow from deep inside I know I have to act. For nearly two years he’s carried me, putting my needs before his. I have a flashback to the river on New Year’s Day. I can’t be a little kid afraid of water anymore. This is the time for me to put my head under, my time to stop drowning. My time to help him.


    ‘Dad. Dad. We can do this. Come on, eh? Red needs us.’


    It’s enough to snap him out of it and we both get out of the cab. It’s starting to drizzle.


    In front of John’s police car is Red’s ute, spun off the track, stuck in a load of bushes and undergrowth. Further ahead we can make out Ryan’s car. Smacked into a tree, the windscreen broken and the side smashed in. John Holder is crouched by the driver’s door. Ryan’s slumped over the wheel. He looks pretty shaken up but seems alright. He’s even giving John a mouthful. I can hear the sound of other vehicles coming toward us from both directions.


    But there’s no sign of Red.


    Dad trembles up to John, ignoring Ryan swearing and talking tough. ‘Where is he, John? Where’s my boy?’


    John looks uncomfortable. ‘Tom, by the time Red got here, Ryan had hit the tree. He wasn’t going anywhere so Red took off to find his dog. He’s over there.’


    He points to a clump of scrub way off the track. The light from the police car is starting to fade out in the direction John’s pointing to, the night and the bush claiming it back. I can just make out Red in the shadows, slumped in the dirt.


    As we get closer we can see he’s nursing Ringer. He must’ve been flung from Ryan’s car as it crashed. Red has him tenderly wrapped up in his jacket.


    ‘Give me a moment, Sandy.’ The scene’s too much for Dad. He stops and leans on a tree for support, shaking his head. It might be relief that Red is still alive, or the horror of seeing him holding Ringer, like he held Mum, which gets to him. But someone needs to keep going and this time it’s my turn.


    Wading in, I go to my brother.


    He’s slumped and broken, softly stroking Ringer. As I kneel down next to him he starts mumbling. ‘I’m so sorry, Sandy. I’m so sorry to you and Dad and now Ringer.’


    ‘It’s alright. There’s nothing to be sorry for.’


    ‘No, there is. There’s something I never told you: it’s my fault Mum died.’


    I sit back. In a way I’ve always known he believes this and that’s why he behaves the way he does.


    ‘Sure it was the car that killed her, but if it hadn’t been for me she never would’ve been in the street. You remember that day we went to St Kilda?’ I nod but I don’t want to remember. ‘I was in a rotten mood. So angry about nothing and Mum had wanted to cheer me up by buying me those new footy boots. They didn’t really want to go out, but I was banging around so much, I made them. I remember deciding to be angry at her on the tram in and I wouldn’t even sit with them. How terrible is that? I didn’t even know where to get off but she got up really slow so I could follow her. Then I just pushed past her and stormed off up the road.’


    He pauses. This is hard to hear. He’s magnified the guilt I feel about not being there that day.


    ‘She rushed up behind me, trying to give me money, sorting out where we’d meet later. But there was never going to be a later. We stopped outside this phone shop and Dad drifted off to look in the window. I was a pig. I told her we were poor, that I hated living the cheap way we lived. That I couldn’t buy anything decent with the little bit of money she’d given me and I needed more. She was so hurt she started to cry. I knew I’d hurt her but I didn’t care. The lights of the crossing started flashing and I stormed across the street. She called after me that I’d dropped my wallet, but I never looked back. I don’t know why I didn’t turn round. More than anything I wish I’d turned to see her. I could’ve stopped her, but I was too embarrassed having my mum call after me in the street. Of course I was gonna go back. I knew she was trying to help me, trying to make things right, but I wasn’t ready.’ He swallows, gulping back on the kind of tears that burn your chest.


    ‘I didn’t know she was going to come after me. She didn’t think. You remember how she always rushed in to do stuff and Dad was always saying how impulsive she was? She didn’t think about the traffic, didn’t realise the lights were about to turn green. But that kid took off too fast. All she was thinking about was me and trying to get me my wallet. When I heard that car I knew it’d hit her. I ran to her but it was like Ringer, a shell of what once had been, lying on the ground.’


    Red hangs his head.


    Sometimes we seem to have moved so far from Mum’s death and sometimes we’ve hardly moved at all. I realise Red needed to tell me what had happened and the part he’d played. I feel sick for him that they never got the chance to make up. But he didn’t drive the car that killed her. I suppose I can hold him responsible for her death. Blame him. But he never intended for any of it to happen and his own guilt is burden enough. I realise we both have to come to terms with things all by ourselves. No one can do it for us. I watch him stroke Ringer as the rain gets heavier.


    ‘Boys, you right?’ A torch light flashes on us. It’s Mr T. His heels are off but he’s still got his skirt on. ‘We’ve got the other ambulance here and Ryan doesn’t need two. Let’s see if we can’t do something for you and Ringer, eh?’


    And with that, a SWAT team of rescuers descend on us.


    I look over at Dad. He’s heard the whole thing.

  


  
    CHAPTER 30

    Red

    Calm


    I’m standing in the vet’s waiting room. It’s empty apart from Sandy lying on the hard plastic chairs. I think he’s fallen asleep. Dad comes in and stands beside me. He’s exhausted. It’s like I haven’t seen him before. Seen how events keep taking their toll. In all this time I’ve never told him Mum’s accident was my fault. It was easy for us all to be angry at the bloke who hit her. He deserved it. It would be harder for them to be as angry with me, but I deserve it just as much.


    ‘Dad, did ya hear what I said to Sandy?’ I say quietly. He quivers and says nothing. ‘I’m so sorry, Dad. Sorry for all the shit I’ve put you through.’


    He turns to me, and places his hands on my shoulders, forcing me to look at him.


    ‘Josh, you didn’t kill Ellie. A stupid kid did that, and he will have to live with it for the rest of his life. You don’t need to go through the same thing. It’ll make you bitter, and that’ll be an insult to your mother and all the love she gave you.’ He swallows. This is hard for him, and me. I stare at the floor. ‘Sometimes there’s no explanation for the things that happen to us, no matter how hard we look. You’ll always regret what happened that day and the part you played but we all live with regrets and there’s no cure. When you think about Ellie, don’t focus on this. That does her an injustice. Remember instead that she loved you unconditionally from the moment you were born to the moment she died. I forgive you—if that’s what you need to hear—but if you can do one thing to make this better, it’s to forgive yourself.’


    We’re facing each other, neither of us sure what to say or do next. I swallow hard as he pats my cheek. He smiles at me like I’m little again. The smile from a parent which lets you know it’ll be alright. And for the first time in a long time, I’m so grateful he’s my dad.


    The vet’s polite cough breaks the silence. I rub the tears off my face and we turn to her.


    ‘I’m afraid I’ve some good news and some bad.’ What a circus she’s seen tonight. Ringer arriving in the ambulance with Mr T and me and Sandy covered in blood and dirt. ‘Ringer is going to be alright but he had some very severe injuries. The glass cut his back right leg so deeply we couldn’t treat it and have had to amputate. He’s very sore right now but I’ve seen dogs recover from this all the time. It’s amazing how well they can go on to function on three legs.’

  


  
    CHAPTER 31

    Sandy

    Anniversary


    Red’s just turned up from Mildura to get ready for harvest. He’s been up there for a while. He took himself off as soon as Ringer was able to leave the vet. And after everything that was said we all needed space. We haven’t talked much since he told me about that day in Melbourne, but it’s funny, he seems nervous with me. Awkward, like I haven’t really forgiven him or something. He’s such an idiot. He’s my brother and no one else will ever get not having Mum like he does.


    ‘What you watchin’?’


    He plonks himself beside me on the couch. Kicking his feet at the new floorboards that cover the Duke’s escape hatch.


    ‘Nothin’. Do you wanna play a game?’


    ‘Sure.’


    We get it set up, then settle back.


    ‘How’s Ringer going?’


    ‘Yeah he’s good, outside with a bone from Lisa. He’s getting fat. I’m gonna have to start putting him on that useless treadmill Keg tries to train on.’


    We laugh. Keg’s total lack of fitness is a longstanding Millewa joke. But before we can get started Dad comes in.


    ‘You boys got a minute?’


    Err, we can’t really pretend we don’t. We both look at him with the you’ve-gotta-be-kidding-me face.


    ‘Don’t groan, Sandy. I need you to do something.’ He shuffles. I know this means he feels funny asking. ‘I’ve been thinking; it’s probably time we clear out Ellie’s things.’ He’s blindsided us. Taken us both by surprise.


    I look past him and down the hall, at the boxes and bags, all of them quietly gathering dust. They’re now as much a part of the house as her cushions, sitting on the sofa next to us.


    ‘I know it’s hard, boys, but it’s been nearly two years and I think it’ll do us all good to get it sorted.’


    ‘Is this because of me?’ Red stands up but he’s not mad. He looks uncertain, out of his depth.


    ‘No, mate. But it’s time we made a fresh start, eh? Get the house cleaned up before Sandy heads off.’


    Red flashes me a look. He remembers my reaction last time Dad tried this. But that night in the scrub has changed things. Harvest is nearly here, and Dad’s right, we can’t leave Mum’s things like this anymore.


    ‘You right to do this, Sand? We can leave it a while if you want.’


    This is a massive deal for me and they both know it. It’s driven Red insane to see her belongings all the time. I understand now that they’re a constant reminder of what happened. Of what he did. But I’m ready to let go of her echoes. I stand up and take a deep breath.


    ‘Yeah, let’s do it.’


    ‘What? Now?’


    I turn to Red and poke him in the guts, ‘Yeah, why not. I’m only gonna kick your arse anyway.’


    Dad stiffens. It suddenly feels like this is going to be a lot tougher for him than he thought. ‘Okay then. I’ll give Molly and George a call and they can take anything we don’t want to the hospice. Can you two get started in the spare room?’


    ‘Sure thing. Come on then, Dopey. And you’re never gonna beat me!’


    Red pushes me in the back and we banter off to the spare room. Before I go in though I turn and watch Dad coming down the hall. He kneels and opens one of the boxes. He pulls out a big pile of photos. Mum was going to put them all into albums—one day. A picture of Mum, me and Red falls on the floor. The three of us are playing on a beach. A summer holiday long ago. Dad lifts the picture and has a closer look. We all stare up at him, smiling, from the past. He holds it to his chest. For a moment I think I should go to him, but I don’t. He’s caught in a private memory and no one should be disturbed from them.


    Red calls me from inside the spare room. ‘Hey, what’s this?’


    As I walk in he chucks me a decorated shoebox.


    ‘It’s where she used to keep all the cards and presents we’d made her.’


    ‘Oh, you’re right. Look, I made this too. It’s a toilet roll holder.’


    ‘It’s pretty lame, mate. Probably why it was never in the toilet.’


    ‘Hey, the water guns from that stinking hot summer, the one when the power kept going out …’


    I know Dad is listening to us remember as we go through it all, piece by piece.


    It’s been two weeks since the big clean out. The three of us are finishing brekky. We all know what day it is. The second anniversary of Mum’s death.


    Last year, Grandma Margy came up and a group of us met at the graveside. It was a miserable day, rainy and cold. I think Red had been drinking. Ryan dropped him off at the cemetery and then hooned off. Margy and Molly cried and poor George was so uncomfortable he couldn’t wait to get back to the pub. I remember Grandma Margy telling Dad she’d never go through that again. This year she’s gone to Bali with mad cat woman Brenda.


    But this anniversary morning nobody has mentioned doing something for it. In typical Douglas family tradition it’s easier not to talk, but Dad takes me and Red by surprise. He leaps up from the table.


    ‘Right, Sandy, Josh. Grab Ringer. We’re going out.’


    ‘Where are we going?’ There’s that defensive tone to Red’s voice, like he’s been caught off guard, ready to flare up. I haven’t heard it in a while. ‘Seriously, I can’t face the cemetery if that’s what you’re thinking.’


    I finish my mouthful of cereal and push my bowl into the centre of the table. I know how Red feels. I don’t think I’m up for that either.


    ‘It’s okay, boys. We’re in a much better place this year, eh?’ He knows. ‘It’ll be alright. No cemetery, I promise. Come out the back.’


    Grabbing our jackets we follow Dad as he walks out of the house and heads past the sheds.


    ‘Aren’t we going in the ute?’ Red asks as he unties Ringer.


    ‘No, we’re gonna walk.’


    ‘Well, it better not be too far. Ringer’s still getting used to his wheel. He might get bogged.’


    Despite the occasion, that’s funny and I smile to myself. It’s taking Ringer a while to get used to three legs. He had a bandaged stump for a long time and he had to wear a silly cone thing on his head to stop him from licking and nibbling it to bits. Once he got his strength back he was able to get around a bit, but not great, so Old Lance made him this prosthetic leg which straps to the stump. It’s an old pram wheel with a harness that goes over his body. It keeps him better balanced, although it does get stuck in mud.


    It’s warm this morning with a gentle breeze. A beautiful day. I soon realise where Dad is taking us. Red does too. Behind me he’s stopped muttering to Ringer and is walking slower. Through the fence is Smiler’s Paddock. Dad leads us around the edge of the crop where the dusty yellow wheat is ripe. If you’re really quiet you can hear it swaying like the sea. In front of us is the clump of mallee trees, perched on the rise of the hill.


    As we get closer I see what Dad has done. He’s bought a stone bench and placed it overlooking the farm. We gather around it. Ringer sits and Red and I wait for Dad to find his words. He swallows and wipes his brown, sun spotted hand across his eyes.


    ‘I’m sorry I haven’t talked about Ellie more, boys.’ We nod. What can either of us say? ‘But this is better than the cemetery, eh?’


    A simple plaque sits in the middle of the bench.


    For Ellie,


    Wonderful wife to Tom and loving mother to Josh and Sandy.


    You are forever in our hearts.


    No one says a word. We all silently pay our respects to Mum. Me and Red stand either side of Dad, both now taller than him, and for the first time since she died we all embrace.

  


  
    CHAPTER 32

    Red

    Acceptance


    Since the play and the anniversary of Mum’s death things have settled. Dad’s as happy as he can be because the crop is looking really good. But harvesting is always full-on and the three of us have been busy as. Our header keeps breaking down but when it’s working someone has to be on it twenty-four seven. I usually do the night shift and the weekends. We store the grain in mobile field bins before Dad empties them into the truck and takes them to the silos early in the morning. I ended up doing Smiler’s Paddock and it was good to drift past Mum’s bench.


    Dad’s sitting out on the veranda, breathing in the late afternoon spring air. The farm looks neat, like it’s had a decent haircut. I bring him his cuppa and sit down.


    ‘Wheat’s looking alright, eh?’ He nods.


    ‘Yeah.’


    Neither of us have mentioned the fact that Ryan is in jail. But it’s weird, despite everything that happened, when I found him in the scrub that night, smashed in his car, I didn’t go nuts like I thought I would. Instead I thought you were my mate and this is such a waste. He’d had a tough start in life and got into some bad stuff but he’d been a friend when I needed one. I’m not a romantic like Sandy—I doubt Ryan’ll come good and get away from all that drug and small crime stuff, but I hope he does. Shit happens. It’s how you deal with it that counts.


    Dad would never start a conversation about his feelings but after all he’s been through I want to ask him. Now seems the right time. I swallow.


    ‘How do you cope?’ I ask, ‘Without Mum?’


    He considers this for a moment.


    ‘Well enough, but it’s lonely, that’s what it is.’


    ‘But you’ve got us.’


    He looks at me his eyes smiling. ‘Josh, don’t worry about me.’ Then he turns back to the horizon. ‘You and Sandy will be gone soon and that’s how it should be, but you can’t replace years of history. That sounds depressing, but it isn’t. I miss her like you boys will never know but …’ He gestures at the view in front of us: the farm, the sky, the tracks and paddocks fading out toward the highway. ‘I know it’s the rhythms of nature that have kept me going. This isn’t a glamorous landscape, but it’s in my veins. And yours too, I hope.’ The setting sun is huge, about to begin its fall to earth. ‘For me the real beauty of the land is right now.’ He’s right. The sky and its relationship with the earth is inseparable.


    He toughens up. His usual gruff self. ‘But enough about me. How are you going?’


    ‘Better.’


    ‘And Lisa?’


    ‘Yeah, good.’


    ‘Doesn’t stay here much.’


    ‘No. To be honest she’s not comfortable with the Duke still around.’


    ‘Understandable.’


    Lisa never knew me before everything happened with Mum but somehow loves me after. Maybe that’s what Dad meant when he said there was no cure to grief and guilt, that only acceptance can help.


    Dad stands up. ‘Let’s get tea on.’


    Sandy revs up the track on his way home from school, dust clouds belching out behind the Ag bike.


    ‘What are we having?’


    ‘Chops.’

  


  
    CHAPTER 33

    Sandy

    Graduation


    The last assembly of the year is always a big one. Mr T loves a bit of pomp and ceremony and has organised it all. We’re having it in the town hall and it’s already full. The school kids and teachers are in rows at the front, waiting for it to be over so summer holidays can start. And the parents and rellies are sitting politely behind them, playing with tissues in case they need to cry.


    Everyone who’s leaving is standing outside. We all listen to the shocking school band. Mr T always picks songs that are way too hard for them to play and then gets mad when they mess it up. It’s hard to believe this is the same hall where the play and all the Ryan drama took place. It’s funny how fast things can go back to normal.


    Mr T wants us to make a dramatic entrance. ‘Right, you lot. Boys line here and girls here. Year Twelve students, one line at the back please. Chris, take out the gum. As the music begins, march down the aisle, and step up onto the stage. Turn and face the audience.’


    From inside, the band finishes a terrible version of ‘Eye of the Tiger’.


    Mr T races into the hall. Everyone can hear him yelling at Mr Evans, ‘Put on the farewell song!’


    He bounds back outside to us. ‘We’re on! We’re on!’


    He pokes Chris in the back to get the line moving and we file into the hall. Some cheesy song wafts over us from the speakers as everyone claps and cheers. We stand on the stage like penguins on parade, fidgety and a bit embarrassed, as the principal talks about our achievements. Me, Chris, Matty, and Becky shuffle together. Chris is actually a lot better behaved than I thought he’d be. No smart comments, probably because his old man is a school governor and is sitting in the front row. Stella isn’t leaving but she starts howling and blowing kisses to Matty from the audience, which he ignores. Meanwhile, Mr T leaps up to the microphone and makes some theatrical speech about life’s wonderful adventure.


    The fact I’m finishing school in Millewa and heading to ACG hits me. This is for real. I’m leaving. And it’s funny, because time doesn’t heal all wounds, like Dad once told me, but it does scab over them. Staring out from the stage I see him and Red, sitting on their own near the back. I nod at them but I’d picked that bloody grief scab. Mum’s missing. You go along fine, then bam, you miss a person so much it hurts deep inside. I sneak a look along the line to Becky. I also know that what we have will be over tomorrow too, when her family get on the plane to Townsville. Her parents are all packed and ready, basically just waiting for school to end.


    As soon as the assembly is over and everyone has had some morning tea I grab Becky and we head off.


    ‘Where are we going?’


    ‘Surprise.’


    ‘I can’t be too late. We’re leaving so early.’ She looks so sad.


    I kiss her. ‘I know. We won’t.’


    When me and Becky hang out we head out into the bush, so it makes sense to take her there for our last picnic.


    It’s still green; the summer sun hasn’t toasted the ground yet. All the wattle and myrtle is out and the ground is covered in pink-flowering pig face. When I was little I’d squeeze and snap the thick, rubbery leaves. They squeak a bit as we walk over them.


    We hike out to a clearing near the malleefowl nest. Strange birds. The males make these giant mounds of leaves and sticks and dirt to show off for the girl birds. This one’s as big as Red’s ute. I get the rug out of my backpack and lay it on the ground. I pat it and Becky sits beside me. I stare at the mound, then stare at Becky. Actually, I’d probably make one for her.


    She cuddles into me, starting to relax. ‘This is nice.’


    But as soon as she says that it starts to rain. Big, fat, warm, summer rain.


    No way. The dirt’s dry but it doesn’t take long for the water to cover it, turning it into a slushy brown soup. ‘Run!’ Laughing we scoop up the rug and I grab my bag. We head for a stumpy mallee tree, which doesn’t give us much protection.


    ‘You dry enough?’ I put my arm around her as we lean up against the trunk.


    She nods and tucks herself in tighter.


    ‘You guys all packed?’


    ‘Yep.’


    ‘What time are you leaving?’


    ‘Five.’


    There’s a silence. I know she’s finding it hard to talk. I unwrap my arm from her shoulder and we turn to face each other. I push the damp hair away from her cheek.


    ‘I’m not very good at this, but thanks for everything this year, Beck. I’m gonna miss you.’


    I bought her a necklace, a simple silver heart, when we were in Mildura with the police. I fumble for the jewellery box in my bag but it’s squashed under a chip packet. The fake red velvet is all covered in crumbs. I brush them off as I pull it out.


    ‘Here, this is for you. Nothing really. You know …’


    She looks up at me and beams as she opens the box. ‘Sandy, I love it!’


    She turns and I put the necklace around her neck, but as I’m clipping it on my muddy hands get dirt all over her cheeks.


    ‘Are you marking your territory, Sandy Douglas?’ She teases and she doesn’t care. Becky scoops up a handful of mud and wipes it right across my face.


    ‘Now you’ve asked for it!’


    The rain starts pouring as I throw a big lump of mud at her. We start smearing and throwing dirt all over each other. Mucking around until the rain stops and we’re spent. Iced in Mallee soil.


    ‘You know I’m going to miss you so much,’ she whispers as we lean against a tree. ‘Some of the things we’ve talked about I’ve not shared with anyone else.’


    I’d been waiting for this. I know about missing people. I’ve missed my mother for two years. But I also know you can get through it and you never, ever forget the people you’ve loved.


    She’s crying and a tear washes down her dirty face.


    ‘Me too, but we’ll keep in touch, right? And we can save up to visit each other. Message, Facebook, phone.’


    ‘Of course, but promise me you won’t forget what we had this year?’


    ‘I promise.’


    I mean it. There’s nothing else to say. We stay like that for a while before walking back into town. I give her a final muddy kiss back at the police house as it begins to rain again.

  


  
    EPILOGUE

    Sandy

    New Year’s Day


    I’ve scanned the river for cows and debris and I’m confident I can scull around in peace. I heard from Becky every day at first but now not quite so much.


    In three weeks I’ll be in Adelaide, and I’m ready.


    Looking up to the shack, I can see Dad glistening, drying off from his swim, wearing his crazy short shorts and an ancient bucket hat.


    Red is rubbing sunscreen onto Lisa’s back. She’s been the tonic he needed. He’s much less angry and let go of some of the guilt that plagued him.


    I hear little Ringer barking, probably bogged.


    I lie back, my head under, relaxing into the river.


    Staring up at the lazy clouds, I think about Mum.


    You know, since losing her, I’m more resilient to goodbyes.
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