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A Note on Pronunciation

The language of Saibai Island is called Kala Kawa Ya. Most Kala Kawa Ya words, when written down, are pronounced phonetically – that is, the way they are spelled is the way they should sound. The main thing to note is that the letter A is almost always pronounced with a long ahh sound, as in path or mark.

Only a few Kala Kawa Ya words are used throughout this story, although most of the characters would speak it, most of the time. Koedal, meaning crocodile, is pronounced with the emphasis on the second syllable: kerDARL. Similarly Tagai, the Torres Strait creator figure, is pronounced ta-GUY. Saibai, however, has the emphasis on the first syllable: SIGH-bye. So does Bala, meaning brother: BAH-lah.
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To my beloved grandson, Giovanni – Aaron Fa’Aoso
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ONE

The final bell had just rung. Ezra was packing his schoolbag, cheerful because it was Friday. And also a bit sad – in a few weeks he’d be done with primary school forever. Mr Robinson, his Year Six teacher, had already started putting up Christmas decorations.

Surrounded by jostling schoolmates, Ezra was taking his time.

‘There’s a crocodile under the jetty!’

Ezra wasn’t sure who yelled it out, but it didn’t matter. His classmates’ chattering, always rowdy at hometime, pitched up to the next level.

‘No way!’

‘Where?’

‘Under the jetty!’

Ezra threw his half-open bag over his shoulder and joined the rush for the doorway.

He barely noticed the throb of tropical heat that engulfed him as he stepped out of the air-conditioned school building. The contrast between the crisp air inside and the humidity outdoors was extreme, but he loved it – that sense of air heavy against his skin. But right now his mind was on the crocodile.

The youngest kids at the school were lingering with their parents, but most of the older kids – about three or four dozen, Saibai Island State School was only small – were heading for the jetty.

It was too hot to run, but Ezra could walk pretty fast.

‘Bala – brother – wait up.’ Ezra’s best friend, Mason, jogged to catch up, pens rattling against the empty lunch box in his schoolbag. ‘Should we go the back way?’ Going the back way meant cutting across through the scrub, grasslands and swamps behind the village.

‘Nah. Not this time. Quicker to stay on the road.’

All that mattered was getting to the jetty fast. The croc might not hang around for long.

Their school was set back a couple of hundred metres from the sea, on a road that ended in a T-intersection at Main Road, which ran beside the water.

As the boys reached the intersection they turned left, and then walked with the ocean on their right. They could see a group of girls from school ahead of them, and could hear a second group, mainly boys, behind.

A slight breeze zephyred across the water, moving the air a little but offering no relief from the heat. The sky was heavy with thick clouds – it had bucketed down earlier and the dense tropical rain typical of the season seemed likely to fall again soon. Ezra could smell the sweet tang of overripe mangoes and heard, but didn’t see, a screeching palm cockatoo.

Beside him the sea was calm, its continuous motion marked only by a gentle swell. The shallow water around Saibai, almost always clouded with the island’s rich red mud, revealed tricky offshore currents in swirls of darker silt.

‘How big do you reckon the croc will be?’ asked Mason.

‘Dunno. Bigger than your mum’s car?’

‘I hope it’s as a big as a bus!’

‘As big as a plane!’

‘As big as a …’ Mason struggled to think of something and collapsed into laughter. ‘As big as a really big thing!’

Ezra laughed too and gave Mason a friendly shove. ‘I hope it’s still there.’

‘Same.’

‘Eddie and Pat coming too?’

‘Nah,’ said Mason. ‘They’ve gone to the store for an icy pole.’

‘Has the store got the good ones now?’

‘Nope. Still just the other kind. Eddie said they could see a croc any day and couldn’t be bothered.’

Ezra nodded. It was true that the waters around Saibai were so full of crocs that hardly a week went by when he and his mates didn’t see one. But this croc was apparently right out of the water, and just hanging around on the boat ramp by the jetty. It was worth a look, surely.

The boys walked a little faster.

The road beneath their feet was pale concrete, cracked and crumbled in places and stained by the red soil that coloured everything on Saibai.

Less than two kilometres long, Main Road was bordered on one side, for its entire length, with Saibai’s seawall – a low concrete barrier about a handspan wide and with a flat top at Ezra’s waist height.

On one side of the road were houses and buildings and gardens; on the other was a grassy verge pleasantly dotted with a variety of different trees and bordered by the seawall. Then a rough tumble of rocks lapped by the sea water that was only a metre or so below the level of the road.

Main Road had always run right along the coastline. Although as Ezra’s nan had told him, previous and older Main Roads existed just offshore. Little by little, as the tides rose slightly higher each year, those other Main Roads – and the homes and trees along them – had been claimed by the sea.

Ezra remembered clambering up and jumping off a particular crooked mangrove when he was tiny, his nan holding his hands and swinging him up into the air. That tree had long since been swallowed by the water – gone, like the houses and the roads.

He knew that the seawall, seemingly so solid and sturdy, was in a fact a desperate attempt to keep the remaining community safe from the encroaching waters of the sea.

Two years ago he’d seen a tide come up so high that the sea water sloshed right over the wall and inundated the gardens of many of the houses fronting Main Road. It was as if the wall wasn’t even there.

He remembered because that had been the week Nan passed away.

Worst week ever.

He wondered if she’d somehow been holding the water back until then, by pure force of will. Maybe it was possible: some of his aunties whispered about her powers. But he wasn’t sure if he believed in that stuff.

Mason hopped up onto the seawall and walked along it, balancing easily. One of the boys from the group behind called out to him, in English.

‘Ooooh, watch out, Mason. Don’t fall. Croc’ll get ya.’

Mason turned with a withering look, but didn’t reply.

‘You don’t have to worry, Ezra,’ the same boy called out. ‘You’re too little for a croc to bother eating.’

Ezra didn’t turn around. Billy was one of the few white kids on Saibai; they were in the same class. Ezra, still waiting for the growth spurt that his mum assured him was coming, was a regular butt of Billy’s jokes. It irked him to still be so short and skinny. But he had learned the hard way not to respond.

‘With luck the croc might eat bum-head Billy,’ said Mason quietly, in the Creole language common to most in the Torres Strait.

Ezra and Mason mostly spoke Creole to each other when they were out and about, English at school and Kala Kawa Ya, the language of Saibai and the other islands nearby, at home. Fluent in all three, they moved easily between their languages without giving it a moment’s thought.

Mason looked down from the seawall at Ezra, who was beside him but still walking along the road.

‘Even a croc would spit Billy out,’ said Ezra.

‘True.’ Mason jumped down and walked alongside his friend again.

The boys walked past a coconut tree, its slim smooth trunk bearing a crown of fronds metres above them. Ezra had lost count of the number of times his mum had pointed out this particular tree.

‘After you were born, I planted that tree out the front of your nan’s house. It’s your tree, Ez.’ She usually went on to say that she’d kept the placenta after Ezra’s birth, and planted it in the ground along with a coconut. Watered it, watched the tree grow as she watched her child grow. Many of the Torres Strait Islander mothers did the same; had done forever.

It was a good story but Ezra always got embarrassed when his mother said placenta.

Mum had explained what it was – something to do with pregnancy, something to do with feeding the baby while it was in the womb, something that came out when he was born – but frankly it all gave him the ick.

Even so, Ezra was pleased to have a special coconut tree, and now as he walked by he reached out to touch its smooth trunk. Then he turned his attention to the jetty, less than fifty metres up ahead now. A small crowd had gathered, mainly kids from school but a few curious adults too.

The croc was basking on the concrete boat ramp close beside the jetty, half in the water. Starlings wheeled above, crying out their warnings. The jetty walkway was probably only a metre or two away from the croc’s head, yet a couple of boys had already gingerly walked across and were now craning to see it from the far end of the pier.

Mason gestured towards the boys. ‘Is that Eddie and Pat? I thought they were going to the store. They’d have a better view from here on the road.’

‘Maybe they’re not game to come back.’

‘Fair enough, too.’

Mason and Ezra knew that crocs could move lightning-fast when they wanted to, including lunging up and out of the water. This one, with its eyes closed, was so still it might have been made of stone – but no one was fooled. Every croc was a dangerous predator.

‘If Eddie’s mum sees what he done, he’s gunna catch it,’ said Mason, smiling broadly.

Ezra laughed. Eddie’s mum was famous on Saibai for always growling at her kids. For growling at everyone else’s kids, too.

‘It’s his big brother’s beard-shaving ceremony tomorrow,’ said Ezra. ‘The whole island’s gunna be there. So he can’t afford to lose a leg. His mum’d kill him.’

Ezra and Mason joined the crowd and stood next to the group of girls from school. Everyone was talking at once, speculating about why the croc was there.

‘Maybe it wants to lay eggs?’

‘Is it sick?’

‘Did someone throw a bucket of fish guts off the jetty?’

‘It’s only about four metres long.’

‘Only!’

‘I’ve seen bigger ones.’

‘Let’s get closer.’

Ezra felt like they were more than close enough. There was a gap in the seawall to allow access to the boat ramp and the jetty, so nothing would stop the croc from going wherever it wanted. Even though its mouth was closed, Ezra could see the croc’s pointed teeth zigzagging along the sides of its long jaw. A deep scar slashed across its snout, an old wound.

‘How’d it get the scar, do you reckon?’ he asked Mason.

‘Looks like it had a run-in with a boat’s propeller. Or fighting with other crocs, maybe.’

‘What do you reckon they fight about?’

‘I dunno. What to watch on TV?’

Ezra chuckled, and noticed that the tallest girl of the group beside them smiled too, although she pretended not be listening. He thought about the arguments in his own household. ‘Maybe it was about who could use their mum’s phone to play games.’

Mason laughed at that, and the tall girl, Barbara, smiled again. Then she said something, but so quietly that Ezra had to ask her to say it again.

‘I said maybe the crocs were fighting over who took the last chocolate biscuit.’

‘Oh yeah,’ said Mason. ‘Good one.’ And the three of them stood there companionably, looking at the croc and enjoying the thought of it eating biscuits.

Barbara was in the same grade as the boys; she and Mason and Ezra had known each other since they were tiny. But then, all the people on Saibai had known everyone since they were tiny. Barbara and the boys weren’t friends exactly, but they were on friendly enough terms.

‘Hey, Barbara.’ Billy’s English words seemed kind enough but he was using a tone that suggested he was actually performing for his mates. Barbara ignored him, but Billy persisted. ‘Is the view better from up there?’

Barbara, at least a head taller than every other kid at school, had obviously heard it a million times before. Along with ‘beanpole’ and ‘giraffe’. She shifted uncomfortably but stayed silent. Ezra realised that, like him, she’d probably learned that replying only made it worse.

‘What’s the matter, Barbara?’ Billy wasn’t going to let her go so easily, not with an audience like this. ‘Croc got your tongue?’ That raised a lukewarm laugh from a couple of his mates.

‘You’re a loser, Billy.’ Barbara’s friend Evie had had enough. ‘C’mon, Barbara, let’s go.’ The girls stepped back from the crowd and headed up Main Road towards Evie’s house.

Ezra watched them leave. He felt a little uneasy about what he’d just witnessed, but wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t heard Billy mouthing off a hundred times before. Still thinking about it, he turned back to the crocodile.

As he did so, it opened its eyes – and looked straight at Ezra.
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TWO

The crocodile’s eyes were slimy yellow, slit by a vertical pupil. The creature remained perfectly still, but it throbbed with life. No one could think it was made of stone now.

Ezra felt goosebumps run down his back, in spite of the relentless heat of the afternoon and, along with most of the crowd, he took a few steps backwards.

‘Is that thing looking at you?’ asked Mason.

‘Nah. How could it be?’

Ezra spoke more confidently than he felt. In truth, he was completely sure that the croc was looking at him. Was seeing him in a way that felt … well … weird.

It was almost as if the croc was looking at him in a way that had nothing to do with how he appeared on the outside and everything to do with how he was, as a person, on the inside. But that didn’t make any sense.

Ezra turned away abruptly. ‘Let’s go.’

‘Wait,’ said Mason. ‘Eddie’s mum’s here. This is gunna be good!’

Ezra heard Aunty Leah before he saw her and winced. Every now and again he’d caught the sharp edge of her tongue – like just about every other kid on Saibai – and he’d heard tales of how she’d also verbally torn strips off grown men. So Ezra agreed with Mason: this really was gunna be good. He turned to watch the show.

Eddie and Pat, still on the jetty, had sidled back to be closer to the shore, and closer to the boat ramp. Pat had a long stick and was leaning out over the rail, trying to poke at the croc but not quite able to reach. A few choice words from Aunty Leah, called out loud and clear as she walked towards the jetty, had her nephew standing up quick smart.

She flung a question at them both about what on earth they were doing, but no reply was expected – at least, she didn’t pause to wait for one.

Eddie and Pat instead stood sheepishly while they were berated about their lack of sense. Eddie made as if to walk back to the foreshore, along the jetty with the croc lying close by, but his mother quickly put paid to that idea.

Instead cousins Eddie and Pat – and the delighted crowd – had to listen while Aunty Leah described how much trouble she was going to, to prepare the kai kai – the feast – for the beard-shaving ceremony tomorrow. A ceremony to celebrate Eddie’s older brother, and Pat’s older brother too. A ceremony where those older teens would be introduced to the community as men. How everyone in their families was preparing food, because everyone on Saibai would be there. How hard she was working, how hard all their relatives were working, to decorate the hall, to accommodate the visitors, to organise everything.

Barely pausing to draw breath, Aunty Leah wondered aloud if Eddie and Pat would ever grow up to become men. Why would her brothers and cousins, the boys’ uncles, want to bother spending months teaching silly boys like them to hunt, want to bother guiding them in their responsibilities. In fact, she had a good mind to go and fetch their uncles right now, to see what they had to say about the situation.

Ezra watched on happily, wondering how Aunty Leah could find so many words to say the same thing over and over.

Eventually Aunty Leah paused and, with a curious glance at Ezra, bravely stepped forward into the crocodile’s line of sight. She began speaking to it, quietly and respectfully, in the ancient language of Saibai. ‘I see you, Koedal, we see you but this is no place for you to rest. There are children here. You go back to the sea.’

Listening to her words, Ezra again felt the goosebumps shiver down his spine.

Aunty Leah continued, ‘You honour us with your presence, Koedal, you honour me and all of us who belong to your clan. Koeyma eso – our heartfelt thanks. But it’s time for you to return to the water. You need to go now.’

The croc lifted its head and for one terrible moment Ezra feared what it might do before suddenly the animal turned and slid into the water, moving with remarkable grace and speed. Within seconds it had disappeared from sight, using the powerful muscles in its legs and hips to thrust its tail from side to side, swimming under the water and away.

Aunty Leah resumed her loud criticism, and Eddie and Pat reluctantly joined her at the foot of the jetty. The croc seemed less dangerous, now, than Eddie’s mum. As the crowd dispersed, she shooed Eddie and Pat in front of her and towards home. Ezra and Mason could hear her continuing to give them a piece of her mind, even as they moved out of sight.

‘Let’s go,’ said Mason. ‘I’m hungry.’

They headed back the way they’d come, to Mason’s home. That’s where they almost always went after school – Ezra spent nearly as much time at Mason’s as at his own home.

Mason’s mum was cousin to Ezra’s mum, and Mason’s dad was good friends with Ezra’s dad. The boys, best friends since they were toddlers, moved freely between each other’s houses, often sleeping over and – most importantly – having free access to the other’s fridge and food cupboards.

Ezra’s house was closer to the jetty, but he much preferred Mason’s fridge to his own.

As the second-oldest of five siblings, Ezra had to move fast if he wanted to claim the best after-school snacks. Mason, an only child, seemed spoilt for choice by comparison.

Mason’s house was a neat rectangle set close to the northern end of Main Road, very near the airport runway. The runway lay close to the school too, but there was usually only four flights a day – two in and two out. The small passenger planes that served Saibai were really no noisier than a large truck.

Most of the houses on the island were built on metal stilts, with plenty of open space underneath to allow sea breezes to keep the homes cool. The single storey of Mason’s house, though, sat firmly on the ground.

Its front and back yards were neat and tidy, the borders filled with Mason’s mum’s favourite bougainvillea, hibiscus and frangipani trees. She and Aunty Willa, who lived over the back fence, waged an unspoken war over who had the best-kept garden. Although, to be fair, that was true of most of the householders on the island.

On the front porch sat Mason’s Athe, his grandfather, who lived with Mason and his parents.

If he were honest, Ezra admitted to being a little afraid of Athe Harold.

A tall, proud man now crumpled with age, illness and arthritis, he was always stern and sometimes fierce. Every day he sat on the front porch, watching people go by. Most of the passing adults stopped to say hello, to make Harold a cup of tea, to pay their respects, to share the news of the day, have a yarn and a laugh. If not, they at least waved to indicate they were on their way somewhere.

Harold usually dismissed such waves with a frown and a quiet growl. The old lion didn’t like to feel disrespected. Instead of waving back he would pointedly look out to sea and across to the uneven and hazy blue line in the distance – the coastline of Papua New Guinea.

Saibai Island was very much part of Australia but PNG, as Athe Harold called it, was so close, only four kilometres away, that he could see it without even having to stand up. On a clear day Athe Harold could even see the village of Sidabadu from his porch, and see smoke from the PNG cooking fires. Merely a short stretch of water, part of the Torres Strait, divided the two nations. Athe Harold remembered the stories told by his own grandfather, about the Saibai warriors who fought back against PNG raiding parties that arrived in war canoes armed with bows and arrows, hungry for a fight.

Ezra and Mason liked hearing those stories. But they found it hard to believe that their friends from Sidabadu, who came across to Saibai each month with their parents to hold a market under the big rain tree in front of the council offices, had ever been enemies.

Harold could also see the familiar triangular peak of Dauan Island, also only a few kilometres across the sea – the last peak in Australia’s Great Dividing Range. Ezra and Mason loved going to visit their cousins there, and especially loved Dauan’s sandy beaches.

Although Saibai had coconut trees and some tropical flowers; it had no beaches, no mountains, no lush forests and no swimming holes either. At least none that weren’t haunted by crocodiles. Only a metre or so above sea level, Saibai was a magnificent low-lying wetland – a flat mixture of mangrove trees, grassy plains and salty swamps. Ezra felt connected to every part of it. It wasn’t like one of those typical tropical islands in the movies but Ezra didn’t mind. Saibai had been home to his family for thousands of years – it was part of him and he was a part of it.

The boys said hello to Athe Harold as they stepped up onto the shaded concrete porch, and paused while Mason told his grandfather about the crocodile. ‘And it stared straight at Ezra, it really did!’

‘Did it now?’ Athe Harold didn’t sound surprised. He turned to look closely at Ezra, his gaze every bit as intense as the croc’s. ‘Ezra is a crocodile himself, a member of the Koedal clan, on his father’s side. The crocodile is his totem and his kin. Perhaps the croc recognised one of its own.’

‘For sure,’ said Mason, humouring the old man and keen to get to the fridge. Ezra, though, looked back at Athe Harold seriously. He was aware, of course, of his Koedal ancestry – everyone in the Torres Strait knew their clan, was aware of their totems – but he hadn’t spent much time thinking about what it meant. For once he wanted to say something to Athe Harold, something important, but he couldn’t find the words.

‘Can I get you something to eat, Athe?’ Ezra asked finally, which wasn’t at all what he had in mind but was at least polite.

Harold couldn’t walk very well anymore. He was the reason Mason’s family didn’t live in a house raised up on stilts – there was no way Athe Harold could manage a whole flight of stairs.

Calling him Athe was a politeness too. Harold wasn’t Ezra’s actual grandfather, but his age and status earned him the title. Ezra and Mason called every Torres Strait Islander who was Harold’s age Athe, grandfather, or Aka, grandmother. It was respectful, and expected.

Harold paused, still staring at Ezra. He seemed on the verge of saying something else, but then: ‘No, it’ll spoil my dinner.’ He turned away, looking out to sea again. ‘You two go inside.’

Mason’s mum, Aunty Rita, was preparing food to share at the community hall tomorrow. Her kitchen was full of ingredients and bowls and bubbling pots and wonderful smells. Aunty Rita reigned over it all with military precision.

‘Don’t eat those!’ she scolded, catching Mason eyeing off some small cakes cooling on a wire rack. ‘They’re for tomorrow.’

‘Everything’s for tomorrow,’ Mason complained. ‘I might starve before then.’

Mason’s mum looked sceptically at him. ‘Unlikely.’ Then she cut one of the cakes in two, a wonky one which didn’t look quite as nice as the others, and handed a half to each boy. ‘You can eat yours on your way home, Ezra. Oh – too late.’ Both boys had downed their cake in a single gulp.

‘Sorry, Aunty,’ said Ezra.

‘No, you’re not,’ she replied, laughing. ‘Was it good?’

‘Yep. Better than Mum’s.’

‘Shhhhh! Don’t say that,’ said Aunty Rita, pleased, although she was perfectly aware that Mason said the same thing to Ezra’s mum about her cakes. The two women had been friends for a long time – the boys rarely did anything that escaped their notice. ‘Is your mum making her chicken simur? With the vermicelli noodles?

Ezra nodded. ‘And her sop sop.’

‘I’m making sop sop too. It’ll be good to have plenty. Here you go, try some.’ Aunty Rita spooned creamy stew into small bowls, one for each of them. ‘Tomorrow I should probably serve it properly on banana leaves, but bowls will do for you two. Grab a spoon from the drawer.’

Ezra found some spoons – Aunty Rita’s kitchen was as familiar to him as his own – and passed one over to Mason. The boys didn’t pause to sit, but scooped up the delicious sop sop while they stood there. Pumpkin, sweet potato, cassava and taro in a coconut milk sauce; it was a recipe passed down through the ages, each cook adding their own special twist, spice or embellishment.

Aunty Rita watched in satisfaction as the boys ate. ‘Looking forward to the Ubu Poethay ceremony tomorrow?’ she asked Ezra. ‘It’ll be your turn soon.’

‘Hmmmm.’ Ezra pretended to be unable to speak because he had a mouthful. But in truth he wasn’t looking forward to his own Ubu Poethay – or beard-shaving – ceremony at all. It wouldn’t be for a few years anyway. The further away the better, he thought.

As far as he could tell, growing up, officially becoming a man, meant leaving Saibai to find work. Or staying on Saibai to work. Neither option sounded like fun to him.

Why couldn’t things just stay as they were?
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THREE

The boys were sitting on the stackable plastic chairs that lined the sides of the community hall.

Ezra’s little sister, Tarzie, not long turned two, lay sprawled across both their laps, so deeply asleep that they could have tied her in knots without waking her up. The afternoon and evening of noisy celebrations had worn her out, and now she was out like a light.

The brightly decorated hall was full of music and talk. People danced and enjoyed themselves beneath elaborate rows of green and white pennants and balloons and streamers and shimmering cardboard crocodile mobiles strung between the roof beams.

Ezra and Mason wriggled carefully out from underneath Tarzie, leaving her curled across the seats of their two chairs. Aunty Zena was sitting on the next chair along, scrolling through her phone, but she nodded at the boys as they stood up. She’d keep an eye on Tarzie.

Then, definitely not for the first time, both boys looked across to the food tables. Even though the guests had long since eaten their fill, there were still plenty of leftovers.

The turtle and dugong dishes tended to go first – steamed, crumbed, roasted or cooked up in its own blood, that meat was a sacred treat. The crayfish and crabs had all been eaten up too. Sweet and sour pork. Curried deer. Fried scones. Calamari sambal. There’d probably been enough food for two feasts!

‘Seriously, I’m so full. If I eat another thing I’ll bust.’ Ezra almost had to shout in order to be heard over the drums and singing.

‘I dare ya.’

‘What? To eat something else?’

Mason nodded eagerly. ‘There’s still some of Aunty Mara’s coconut damper left.’

Ezra paused. Aunty Mara’s coconut damper was good. Unbelievably good. And he hated to turn down a dare. ‘Maybe,’ he said eventually. ‘But it’s too easy. I’m stuffed full, but I can still just walk over and eat it.’

‘Fine. Let’s up the stakes, then. Over and Under and then you eat it.’

Ezra nodded slowly in appreciation. Now that was a dare. Mason smiled back, knowing he’d nailed it.

According to rules the boys had established so long ago that they both forgot when, ‘Over’ meant you had to climb or jump over something before you completed the dare. Not ‘Over’ something small, like a blade of grass, but something significant.

Mason had once climbed over the school roof and still liked to remind Ezra of it from time to time.

‘Under’ meant the same – except, obviously, you had to go under something before attempting the dare. Under was usually harder and, as a result, much funnier. Sometimes, bored in class, one boy would look across at his mate and silently mouth ‘under’. No dare involved – the suggestion on its own was dare enough. Then he’d sit back and wait to see how the other would fulfil his quest.

One time Ezra had dived off the jetty, still wearing his school uniform of shorts and T-shirt, and swum under a boat before surfacing on the other side. Another time Mason had shimmied under a small plane parked on the runway of the island’s airstrip. Sometimes the boys took their time to perform an Over or an Under, stretching the game out to take all day. Which only made it all the more interesting.

So now it was game on.

Ezra could see there were only two pieces of Aunty Mara’s coconut damper left. They were at the other end of the community hall, sitting tantalisingly on one of a row of decorated tables laden with platters and bowls and containers of food.

Ezra had spotted the sweet damper earlier, while taking a second helping of Aunty Selena’s fish curry (which had followed a generous serving of barbecued marinated deer steak, accompanied by a wide range of salads, rice, vegetables and roasted meats).

Ezra thought he had never felt so full of food in his life. But it would be a shame to miss out on the coconut damper.

His mind was working overtime on what he could go over, and under, between here and there. Technically he could go outside and go over and under something, but where would the fun be in that?

To reach the food tables Ezra needed to go past the drummers, around a group of singers, and through a cluster of aunties cheerfully and loudly debating which football team should have won the grand final.

Ezra would also have to skirt the men still dancing. There were only two rows of dancers now, where before there’d been at least twice as many. All were familiar to him: there was Uncle Edrick and there was Uncle Jonathan, there was his father, and Mason’s dad too.

It was late at night, but the drums and music and singing hadn’t really paused since lunchtime. Whenever anyone needed a break, or some food, or wanted to dance instead of drum, someone else was always at hand to take over.

Ezra recognised his own clan’s dance, honouring Koedal the crocodile. The singers sang of Koedal’s wisdom and patience, and the dancers imitated his menacing movements. They swayed and spun in perfect unison, their head-flicks accentuated by the ornate white-feathered dhoeri they all wore on their heads.

The dancers looked otherworldly in their face paint and grass skirts. How was it that such big solid men could look almost like they were floating?

Mason and Ezra had sung along and joined their parents in a few of the dances early on, the easy ones that everyone knew, but no one took much notice when they slipped outside to run around with the other kids and take turns on the tyre swing. Today the whole Saibai Island community was focused on seventeen-year-old Mark and eighteen-year-old Keoni.

Today was Mark and Keoni’s Ubu Poethay, their beard-shaving ceremony. Today they had been initiated as men.

Ezra looked across at them, still thinking hard about how best to execute the dare.

Mark and Keoni were dressed traditionally in grass skirts, armbands and dhoeri, each with a pearl-shell necklace. Both also wore a green sash. Green and white were the colours of the Koedal clan, and many of their guests – Ezra and his family included – were dressed to match, in a show of unity and pride. Mason and his parents, along with others from the Samu or cassowary clan, wore shirts or dresses of orange and purple; their own clan colours. Other clans wore different colours again.

As guests of honour, Mark and Keoni were seated at the head of the hall, the dancers facing them. All throughout the afternoon and evening a steady stream of aunties and uncles had approached them, offering congratulations and advice.

Ezra knew them both, of course. He knew everyone on Saibai, and Mark and Keoni were only five or six years older. But Ezra had still been in the junior school classes when they’d headed off to high school on Thursday Island, so for the last few years he’d only seen them in the holidays – and even then they didn’t have much to do with each other.

He had seen more of them recently, though. They’d been spending time with their mothers’ brothers, their waduwams, or nurturers. The waduwams had been testing their hunting skills and equipping them with cultural knowledge and lore: seamanship, maritime knowledge, environmental knowledge. Most important of all though, was ensuring that the pair knew their rightful place, and their responsibilities to their people and their Ancestors.

The boys could not become men until the waduwams decided they were ready.

Ezra was very aware that Mark and Keoni had each caught a turtle, because Aka Dot, one of the most respected Elders on the island, had honoured his own family with a portion.

That’s how it worked. Mark and Keoni, having caught their first turtles, gave them straight away to Aka Dot. She divided up the meat and turtle fat, deciding who should receive which parts, and took the parcels around the village, sharing the news of her nephews’ first catch.

Ezra couldn’t remember exactly how Mark and Keoni were related to Dot, but it didn’t matter. At her age, and having famously given birth to seven daughters, Dot was Aka, or grandmother, to all the people of Saibai.

Ezra remembered her arriving with the turtle meat that day, pleased as anything and welcomed by his parents with great ceremony and cups of strong tea.

In bringing the turtle meat, Dot was formally honouring Ezra’s mother for raising a son – Ezra – who was moving towards manhood. Dad had taken over the kitchen and cooked up the turtle, using his special curry recipe, and during the shared meal the adults had discussed how Ezra was no longer a child dependent on his mother. Instead, now she could begin to depend and rely on him.

Ezra, as was polite and expected, kept his thoughts to himself. But he really wasn’t too sure about having to take care of his mother. That night Mum had still growled at him for making a mess, and had still told him when to go to bed. So what had changed?

Mason, seeing Ezra looking over at Mark and Keoni, gave him a nudge. ‘That’ll be us soon, eh?’

‘Yeah. Maybe.’

To Ezra’s eye neither Mark nor Keoni looked any different to how they had looked yesterday. Well, except they were both clean-shaven now whereas yesterday they’d had facial hair. Mark’s had been kind of wispy, but Keoni had grown quite a solid beard.

Late in the morning they’d disappeared with their grandmother’s brother, Athe Edward, for the shaving. Mark and Keoni had woken up this morning as boys but now, with the acknowledgement of the community, they were men.

Ezra wasn’t sure what else happened at that ceremony. Nor did he have any idea about what information waduwams passed on to the teenagers they were preparing for initiation. It was Men’s Business, a secret.

Ezra didn’t even like thinking about that secret stuff. It was genuinely none of his business. Not yet, anyway.

‘Maybe?’ Mason looked at his friend in surprise.

‘Well, I mean, sure. But I dunno. Being an adult doesn’t look like much fun to me. All they do is work and chores, work and chores.’

‘They’re all having fun tonight, but.’

‘True. But how much work did they all do beforehand? Mum’s been preparing tonight’s food for over a week, and so has your mum. Decorating the hall took ages. And the men spent all last weekend cleaning out the umaya pits.’ Ezra nodded towards the underground ovens outside, where the meat had roasted for hours. ‘Then they had to find the wood to burn, and then spent this morning putting the meat in, and piling the mekay branches and leaves on top, and then standing in the heat to watch it cook. That’s not fun.’

‘But they make it fun, because they all do it together.’

‘Not convinced.’

Mason let it go. He was far more interested in how Ezra was going to get his slice of damper, anyway. ‘What’s your game plan, bala?’
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FOUR

Ezra took a deep breath. ‘Under is going to be the easiest, for a change. I could be completely humiliated, but I won’t die. Over, though … that’s going to be harder.’

‘Where are you thinking about?’

‘Well, there’s really only the food tables.’

The always-cheerful Mason looked unusually stern. ‘Don’t do it. They’re too wide and there’s no run-up. You’d never be able to hurdle them.’

The boys had been playing the Over–Under game for as long as they could remember. Over time, they’d learned to jump higher, dive deeper. They could hurdle Aunty Sophie’s front fence, and vault over the council picnic tables on the foreshore.

They were agile climbers now, and Mason could even perform a forward somersault from a standstill and land on his feet again. Ezra kept trying it, but so far had only managed to land flat on his back.

‘I’m not going to hurdle it. I’ll have to vault.’

‘Oh no, bala. Don’t do it. You’ll never make it over.’

‘Watch me.’ Ezra couldn’t stand to be told he couldn’t do something.

‘Well, you’d better get on with it,’ said Mason. ‘Carly looks like she’s going to have a piece of that damper.’ The boys watched as little Carly from school hovered near the coconut damper before changing her mind and selecting some ginger cake instead. ‘Good choice,’ said Mason, trying to be upbeat again. ‘I had some of that cake before.’

But clearly the pressure was on – Ezra had to get to that damper before anyone else took the last slice.

Ezra turned back to where Tarzie was sleeping. Clutched in his sister’s hand was a small superball, a hot-pink rubber one that could bounce higher than the ceiling. Ezra gently prised it from her grasp. Tarzie shifted slightly and both boys held their breath. They knew from long days of babysitting that if Tarzie woke to find her superball missing, she was going to howl. But she merely curled her now-empty hand into a fist and moved it up to her mouth so she could suck on her thumb, still sleeping all the while. Ezra placed the ball in the pocket of his shorts and the boys began to breathe easy again.

‘What’s that for?’ asked Mason.

‘Alibi,’ replied Ezra.

He left Mason standing beside Tarzie and moved towards the front of the hall, away from the food tables, which were arranged at the back.

He didn’t go far, though. Not right up to the front where Mark and Keoni sat, and where the men were dancing. Just far enough along to reach the place where Aka Dot was sitting with one of her daughters. Wearing loose, colourful traditional island meri dresses with a vibrant green and white floral design, both women were, as Ezra’s mum would say, comfortably built. Both were gently dozing, exhausted by the day’s festivities.

Their chairs were pulled forward, a few metres away from the wall. Ezra, pretending to be bored, leaned against the wall behind them and then slid down it to sit on his bottom, his knees loosely against his chest and his bare feet flat on the floor.

He started playing with the superball, gently bouncing it and catching it again, while checking to see if the coast was clear. There were people all around, talking and drinking, but no one was looking his way.

Accidentally on purpose, he let the ball roll under Aka Dot’s chair.

Quick as a flash he flipped onto his belly and shimmied after it, sliding across the smooth concrete floor. He easily reached under the chair to grab the ball, but instead of retreating he kept going.

He was going under. Right under Aka Dot’s chair and right under the dozing Aka Dot.

For a second he worried that his shoulders might not fit, that he might bump the chair legs and wake her, but then he was under, wriggling gently and using his elbows and toes to propel himself through. Then, as his head was emerging on the other side, Aka Dot, wheezing audibly, shifted her weight. The chair creaked ominously.

Oh no no no no no no no no, thought Ezra. There was nothing for it but to keep moving forward. For once he was thankful that he was still small and skinny.

Dragging his legs through behind took longer than he hoped, and just as he was clear and about to stand, Dot’s daughter woke up with a start and a snort.

She blearily looked straight down at him.

Ezra, with long practice in the game, knew not to panic. Instead of standing up, he pretended that he didn’t know he’d been seen and continued to snake his way along the floor. Just a kid, playing at being a snake, nothing to see here. When he finally dared to look back, both women were dozing again.

Score!

Ezra stood up, put the ball in his pocket, and looked back to see Mason doubled over with laughter. He gave Ezra two thumbs up and Ezra grinned in acknowledgement. Now for the hard part.

Ezra headed for the back of the hall, moving easily between the dancers, drummers and their onlookers. At this late stage, much of the hot food had been eaten and the platters taken away. There were still tables laden with kai kai, with good things to eat, but two tables at the end now stood empty except for their bright green cloths and leafy centrepiece.

Several metres beyond the tables was an open doorway, leading to the hall’s kitchen and utility area. It didn’t look like anyone was coming and going between the kitchen and hall right now.

Good. Ezra was going to need that doorway.

He positioned himself so that he was several metres back from the endmost empty table, looking across it and through the doorway. Then he had to wait for a bit, until there was no one passing between him and the table. He chewed the inside of his cheek.

Was the table going to be solid enough? What if it was one of the folding ones? But there was no possible way to back out now.

The crowd had thinned noticeably in the last hour, so there was more room than there had been earlier. Ezra took one last quick look around to see where Mum was. Right on the opposite side of the hall, animatedly talking with Mason’s mum. Dad? Still dancing.

Excellent.

Ezra flung the superball, angling it so that it bounced once and then over the table. Then, as if bursting from the starting blocks, he sprinted after it. Without breaking stride he dived across the table, placing both hands palms-down on the far side of the flat top and pulling his feet through beneath him, knees to his chest, before pushing off with his hands, thrusting his feet in front while clearing the table and, catlike, landing on the other side.

OMG! He was over.

His momentum carried him through the open doorway, past the kitchen area and out of sight. Or so he thought.

Aunty Araminta was in the kitchen, as was Uncle Kahlen. They sprang apart as Ezra sped past, calling, ‘Hey!’ after him. But Ezra kept going, down the short hall. He paused to grab Tarzie’s still-moving superball off the floor and then loped outside through the back door and into the thick warm air of the night. It had only just stopped raining.

He still couldn’t quite believe he’d managed to clear the table. And that it hadn’t collapsed under his weight. He stopped to catch his breath before casually walking around to the main door of the hall, wide open with light and people spilling out.

Ezra strolled in and headed for the food tables once more, where Mason was leaning, beaming with delight. Ezra half-expected to have his shoulder tapped, his name called out, but … nothing. Mum was still talking to Aunty Rita. Dad was still dancing. Ezra’s younger brothers Zeke and Levi were – damn, they were over near Mum, staring straight at him, goggle-eyed and mouths gaping. For an awful moment Ezra thought they might dob – they had form – but even as he watched, they broke out in big smiles and gave him the thumbs up.

All clear. How was that even possible?

Mason said nothing, just started to laugh. Ezra started laughing too, still pumped on adrenaline.

One solitary slice of damper remained. Ezra took it and, giving Mason a high five, bit into coconut deliciousness.

Totally worth it.




FIVE

Inside the airless chapel, Ezra was having trouble keeping his eyes open.

He was still tired from yesterday’s beard-shaving ceremony, so for once he didn’t mind having to sit still in church. It was Uncle Jonas’s turn to be the preacher today, because the real priest, Mr Simmons, could only come out to the island once a month.

Mason’s mum said Mr Simmons had the gift of the gab, that he loved to hear himself speak.

Ezra wasn’t sure whether or not Aunty Rita felt that was a good thing. At least Mr Simmons was more interesting than Uncle Jonas, who tended to drone. Right now he was reading the sermon aloud in a sing-song voice and Ezra wasn’t keeping track. A big fly kept buzzing against the window.

Ezra was sitting beside the aisle a few rows back from the altar, his younger brothers next to him and then Tarzie and Mum and Dad at the other end of the pew. His older sister Maryanne was away at school, but when she was home she always had that spot on the aisle. In their family it was considered prime real estate, being the furthest from Mum’s strict gaze and offering the fastest way out once the service was over.

Aka Dot was sitting immediately in front of Ezra, blocking his view of Uncle Jonas and occasionally wiping the sweat from her neck with a small cloth, its edges prettily trimmed with crocheted loops. Mason was sitting directly across the aisle, and as Ezra idly turned his head in that direction, Mason sneezed, cupping his hands around his nose to minimise the sound.

Mason looked up at Ezra. Then, with a mischievous glint in his eye, he partially opened his cupped hands, leaving them around his nose but allowing Ezra to see the stalactite of snot dangling from one of his nostrils.

Ezra was delighted. He barely managed to stop himself from exclaiming out loud, but the laughter welled up from his belly and he shook with the effort of holding it in.

Mason saw, and started to laugh too, his hands still cupped around his nose and similarly struggling to stay silent. That only made it worse. Each time the boys met each other’s eyes, they helplessly dissolved into silent laughter again, writhing with the effort of holding it in.

Aka Dot turned to Mason and gave him a look, before she wordlessly fished out a clean and neatly folded handkerchief from her handbag and passed it across the aisle. Mason sheepishly wiped his nose, which only made Ezra laugh more, screwing his face into a thousand different shapes to suppress it.

And then, with all the desperate holding-it-in, Ezra farted.

It wasn’t a loud one but Mason heard it and absolutely lost his mind, weeping with laughter and doubling over in his efforts to stay quiet. Aka Dot stiffly turned right around to look at Ezra and he managed to mumble a mortified ‘Pardon’ in a strangled voice, while across the aisle Mason began to fake-cough, in a last-ditch attempt to hide his glee.

As Dot returned her attention to Uncle Jonas, Ezra glanced across at Mason and grinned, and still grinning, made the fatal error of then turning to look along the pew, past his brothers and Tarzie, to where his mother sat.

Bad. Move.

Despite the heat, Mum’s death stare was dripping with icicles. She didn’t move or say a word – she didn’t need to. The laughter left Ezra like air from a deflating balloon.
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Ezra didn’t hang around after the service was over. He and Mason used their coveted aisle seats to good effect, and were among the first out the door.

While there was no chance he could avoid the trouble that was coming his way, Ezra could at least delay it a little. And with delay came the possibility that Mum might settle down a bit before he saw her. It was only a slight possibility – Mum had a distressingly long memory for these sorts of things – but it was worth a shot. Ezra and Mason took off at a run.

They headed for the northernmost corner of the village, on the far side of the airstrip, knowing that their parents would be travelling towards their homes.

Saibai’s tiny village of maybe a hundred buildings perched on the northwest coast of the island. The village looked out to sea on one side and was hemmed in by bird-filled brackish lagoons on the other. Mason’s home, and the airport, were at one end of Main Road. The other end of the road ran past the jetty and the council depot before finishing at the cemetery.

Between those two points, more or less, lay the village, a couple of backstreets and Ezra’s whole world. Sure, he’d travelled to mainland Queensland with his mum and dad; he watched shows and movies from overseas; he was interested in other places. But truly, he couldn’t imagine wanting to live anywhere else.

Up ahead, the boys heard the rhythmic thunk-thunk of a bouncing basketball. Without needing to confer, they moved towards the noise. Barbara, the tall girl who had imagined crocodiles eating chocolate biscuits, was casually shooting hoops in her driveway.

In the few minutes it took for the boys to come within speaking distance, she neatly netted four in a row.

‘Barbara,’ called Ezra. ‘Hey.’

‘Hey.’ Barbara glanced in Ezra’s direction but didn’t stop shooting.

‘Wanna match-up?’ Ezra was itching to have a turn with the basketball.

Barbara, in shorts, runners and a singlet, looked dubiously at the boys in their church clothes – white shirts, long pants, lace-up shoes.

‘We’ll be right,’ said Mason. ‘We can take our shoes off.’

‘Okay then.’ Barbara was a quietly-spoken girl, with a shy manner and often downcast eyes. But as the boys pulled off their good shoes and stuffed their socks into them, she confidently executed a three-pointer.

Like most houses on Saibai, Barbara’s place was set up high on stilts to catch the breeze. In the dark cool space under the house Ezra could see a washing machine, a sink and a freezer in one corner, and some mismatched outdoor furniture, carefully arranged. Ezra briefly wondered why Barbara’s nan preferred to entertain visitors downstairs, then realised that he couldn’t hear the drone of an air-conditioner. Much more comfortable to sit with people downstairs in the shade, then.

The house itself was a simple square surrounded by a narrow verandah. Children’s voices drifted down from inside. Arguing, by the sound of it, then abruptly silenced by a woman’s voice.

The basketball hoop and backboard were freestanding, with a weighted base stopping it from moving too much. There was no court or lines, just a worn patch of dirt in the lawn that showed how often the hoop was used.

For the next half hour or so, Barbara and the boys played hard.

At one stage Barbara’s nan came downstairs with a basketful of laundry, trailed by a couple of Barbara’s younger sisters. Ezra thought there might be five sisters, apart from Barbara, or was it only four? Ezra and Mason said hello to Barbara’s nan but she merely nodded in reply, loaded the machine and walked heavily back upstairs with the youngsters. Barbara didn’t pause in her playing.

Big and solid, Mason wasn’t as tall as Barbara, but was very nearly as skilled as her. Ezra, although small, was pretty fast, but she was all over them both in shooting accuracy and agility.

They played without rules, a free-flowing competitive game they invented as they went along, each of them vying to take shots and spoil the shots of the others. It only ended when Mason, lunging for a rebound, split his pants right along the crotch seam.

‘Oh man!’ Mason tried – unsuccessfully – to inspect the damage by looking over his shoulder. ‘I knew these pants were getting too small.’

Ezra took the opportunity to fall onto the grass beside Barbara’s driveway. Given the midday heat and humidity, his shirt and hair were dripping with sweat, and he was grateful for the breather.

‘How bad is it?’ asked Mason, feeling out the tear with both hands on his backside.

‘You’re a goner, bala,’ replied Ezra with a smile. ‘Your mum’s gunna kill you. And cute little cars on your undies, by the way. Nice.’

Mason was unworried. ‘These were the only undies I could find this morning that were clean. They’re a bit small too, come to think of it.’ He joined Ezra on the grass and, after a pause, so did Barbara.

Mason looked across at her. ‘You going to Thursday Island this week, for the high school orientation day?’

The primary school that the kids attended on Saibai was part of Tagai State College – a school with seventeen campuses that spanned the islands of the Torres Strait. Most of the Torres Straits kids went to a primary school on their own island, but had to move to Thursday Island for high school, where Tagai College had its main campus.

‘Nah.’ Barbara looked away but kept speaking. ‘I’m probably going to go to school in Cairns.’

‘How come?’ asked Ezra.

‘I think that’s where my mum lives now. And there’s a school down there that maybe wants me for their basketball team.’

‘You think—?’ began Ezra, but he was tactfully interrupted.

‘I’m not surprised,’ said Mason, deliberately avoiding the subject of Barbara’s mum and focusing on the basketball instead. ‘You’re really good. Tall, too.’

‘I wish I was tall,’ said Ezra. It was a wish he made at least once a day, and a regular topic of conversation between him and Mason.

‘Hmm.’ Barbara picked at the grass. ‘I wish I wasn’t.’

Ezra looked at her in surprise.

Barbara made a face in response. ‘I hate being the tallest.’ It clearly wasn’t something she wanted to discuss, though. ‘You both going Tuesday’s orientation day, then?’

‘Yeah,’ said Ezra. ‘Tomorrow we’re going to fly down to TI and then come back on Wednesday.’

‘I’ve never been on a plane,’ said Barbara. ‘Is it good? If we have to go somewhere, we always catch one of Sea Swift freighters.’

Sea Swift was the name of the freight company that, on a regular timetable, sent ships to serve the island communities of the Torres Strait. Groceries, fuel, post, cars, people, containers, equipment – those ships were Saibai’s lifeline to the mainland.

‘Flying’s pretty fun,’ said Mason. ‘Take-off and landing are the best. It feels like you’re going really fast.’

‘So fast!’ added Ezra. ‘You gotta try it.’

Barbara shrugged, and looked uncomfortable again. ‘Nan says flying’s too expensive. Even with the discount for community members.’

Now it was Ezra’s turn to feel uncomfortable. ‘We’re only flying down because Dad’s work pays for him. Because he has to go to TI and collect a new boat, for work. That’s the only reason we’re …’ Ezra, feeling foolish, stopped talking.

‘What’s your dad’s work again?’ asked Barbara. She turned to Mason. ‘I know your dad works at the council depot.’ Then back to Ezra: ‘Isn’t your dad’s job something to do with the government in Canberra?’

‘Department of Fisheries,’ said Mason, before Ezra had a chance to say anything. ‘Ezra’s dad works for the government agency that manages the Torres Strait Fisheries Act. He helps people to do the right thing and looks out for people who aren’t.’

Ezra laughed at his friend in amazement. ‘I can’t believe you remembered all that!’

‘Because his job is cool. He’s kind of like a custodian. And he gets paid to be out on the water, in a dory the government pays for. How good is that?’

Ezra hadn’t heard his dad’s job explained like that before. He only knew that Dad’s government job was important, and that he was often away, working at sea or visiting other islands. And even when Dad was home he was always busy, doing work around the house or helping someone else do work around their house.

‘I don’t know.’ Ezra shrugged. ‘Dad never has any fun. I want to have a job that’s fun. Like, umm, like those professional online gamers!’

‘I’m going to be a footballer,’ said Mason. ‘That’ll be fun.’ Both boys looked at Barbara expectantly, waiting to hear about her idea of a fun job. She paused, and took a deep breath.

‘Teacher,’ she said finally. ‘I want to be a teacher.’ She looked at Ezra. ‘Like your mum.’

Ezra’s mum, Zipporah, a teacher’s aide, worked in the junior classes at the school on Saibai. Zippie was a tall, intelligent woman, full of enthusiasm and energy. With her beautiful green eyes, not a few of the littlies in her schoolroom were madly in love with her. She was studying part-time and online to become a fully qualified teacher.

‘She never has fun either!’ said Ezra. If Mum wasn’t keeping the house clean, or doing the laundry, or working in the garden, she was up at the primary school. Or else she was around at someone else’s house – catching up on the news, she called it. But even in someone else’s house she was never still, she was always helping out with their cleaning, their washing, and their gardening. Ezra rarely went visiting with her anymore, because he knew he’d only get roped into helping too. It was exhausting!

‘Your mum is fun,’ said Barbara. ‘She’s nice. And she talked to me about how to become a teacher. I didn’t think it was something I could do, but she said that’s not true.’ Barbara paused again, and seemed surprised at herself for saying so much. She looked down before saying again, very quietly, ‘I’m going to be a teacher.’

The boys, realising how serious she was, had nothing to add. Mason clambered to his feet. ‘I need to get home. But how am I going to get there with this?’ He waved his hand in the direction of his split pants. The tail of his untucked shirt, also a little on the small side, completely failed to cover the disaster zone.

‘Wait there.’ Barbara stood too, before disappearing up the external stairs and into the house.

‘Who doesn’t want to be tall?’ asked Ezra.

‘You know she gets teased about it,’ replied Mason. ‘She’s definitely the tallest kid at school.’

‘Have we ever teased her?’ Ezra, concerned, searched his memory.

‘Maybe. I can’t remember.’

Barbara returned with an old hoodie, and suggested Mason knot the arms around his waist so that the main part of the top fell over his backside.

‘That’s awesome – eso, thanks.’

‘Eso for the match-up, too.’ Ezra felt like he should say something else but he couldn’t quite work out what, or how. Instead he awkwardly repeated what Mason had said earlier. ‘You really are good.’

‘I’ll bring the hoodie back later,’ said Mason, scooping up both pairs of shoes and socks. And then to Ezra, ‘Come over to my place for lunch.’

‘Yeah, good idea.’ With luck, thought Ezra, he might be able to keep out of his mum’s sight at least until dinnertime. While Mason enjoyed the noise and tumble of Ezra’s home, Ezra often needed to escape to Mason’s. Sometimes to escape the demands of his siblings and sometimes – like now – to escape trouble.

Barbara smiled a little, gave them a tentative wave, and turned to start shooting hoops again. The thunk-thunk of her ball receded behind them as they headed for Mason’s place.

‘Reckon you’ll get inside before your mum notices your pants?’ asked Ezra cheerfully.

Mason shrugged, accepting his fate. ‘No chance.’




SIX

As soon as Mason pushed open the front door to his house, Ezra’s heart sank. Ezra’s mum and dad were there for lunch too, with his little brothers and Tarzie. And the look his mother gave Ezra as he walked in the door left him with no doubt at all that she was still cranky about what had gone down in church that morning.

But that wasn’t even the worst of it.

Seated happily at the table, already reaching for a bread roll even though it was clear that no one had said grace yet, was bum-head Billy Blake. With his mother.

‘Mason, Ezra. There you are.’ Aunty Rita, Mason’s mum, didn’t sound any happier than Ezra’s mum looked. And then to Mason, ‘Come over here and give me a hand with this casserole.’

Mason stepped into the kitchen, his back to the other guests. Rita looked Mason up and down. Mainly up – she was only tiny and Mason was already taller than her. ‘Whose hoodie is that?’ She reached forward and grabbed at it, then immediately realised why he’d been wearing it around his waist.

So did everyone else at the table.

‘Nice undies!’ called out Billy, relishing the opportunity to tease. Mason, mortified, mumbled an incoherent sentence ending in ‘pants’ and rapidly disappeared into his bedroom.

Ezra, sorry that he was unable to likewise disappear, slid into a spot beside his six-year-old brother Levi, pushing him along the bench seat to make room.

Aunty Rita sat down too and Uncle Jensen, Mason’s dad, said a brief grace, thanking the Lord for the food before them. He spoke English, out of politeness to the Blakes. Ezra then reached for a plate and started loading it up – if he focussed on the food he could avoid meeting his mother’s eye again.

At least for a little while.

At one end of the table Uncle Jensen and Ezra’s dad were talking about the best fishing spots, interrupted every now again – in language – by Athe Harold, who mainly pointed out to them why they were wrong.

Mason, changed into shorts and a T-shirt, sidled in beside Ezra. There wasn’t quite enough room on the bench but otherwise Mason’d have to sit next to Billy. Ezra, even a bit squashed, didn’t blame him and merely pushed Levi along a little more.

Billy, across the table, sat beside his mother. Both of them skinny, pale and freckled, with thin brown hair. Billy smirked at Mason as he sat down but didn’t say anything. Probably saving it up for later, Ezra thought.

Ms Blake had only arrived on Saibai, with Billy, at the start of the year, to teach the youngest children at Saibai’s primary school. She’d been teaching in Western Queensland the year before, and somewhere on the Gold Coast hinterland before that. The school had provided her with a house, which was sort of behind Mason’s place and one across.

Ezra understood that that’s why the Blakes were at lunch today. They were neighbours to Mason and his family, so it was only right for Mason’s parents to invite them over from time to time. Although Ezra couldn’t remember Mason ever telling him that they’d been invited back, in return.

The Blakes had never been invited to Ezra’s place, though. Despite them both teaching at the school, there was no love lost between Ezra’s mum and Ms Blake.

‘She and I don’t quite see to eye to eye about what the children need to learn,’ Ezra’s mum had said to him, early in the school year.

Apparently for Mum, the final straw had been overhearing Ms Blake, while on yard duty, tell some children that Captain Cook had discovered Australia.

‘But Miss,’ said one of the older girls. ‘Our people were already here, and we weren’t missing. That’s like me claiming to “discover” Brisbane, Miss.’

The same girl had gone on, perhaps unwisely, to explain that Cook wasn’t even the first. That in 1607 Spaniard Luis Váez de Torres had sailed his ship through the strait that now bore his name. Ms Blake, unhappy about being contradicted, had sent the girl to the principal’s office.

Now, at the end of the school year, Ezra was confident that his mum was hoping Ms Blake wouldn’t be renewing her contract for another.

‘Yesterday’s ceremony!’ exclaimed Ms Blake. ‘Well! I’m not sure how I felt about it. Guy, what did you think?’ Ms Blake, after taking the tiniest spoonful of casserole, was speaking to Ezra’s dad about what she’d seen of the beard-shaving ceremony the previous day. ‘I mean to say! When the women lay facedown? One beside the other? To make a path for Mark and Keoni to walk over? Well, Guy, I mean to say!’ Ms Blake had a habit of turning every sentence into a question. She never seemed to want an answer though.

‘I thought it was beautiful,’ said Ezra’s mum, before her husband could answer. She spoke calmly but Ezra and his brothers glanced at one another meaningfully.

Mum was using That Voice.

They looked to check if Ms Blake had noticed.

Nope.

‘No. Really? Those boys were literally walking over their mothers! Walking over their aunties! I mean to say. What sort of symbolic message is that sending? That when the boys become men they can just walk all over the women?’

Ms Blake was talking about an important part of the ceremony. Mark and Keoni had emerged from being shaved, each wearing a kaliku – a traditional knee-length fabric wrap around his waist – and a green and white shirt made in clan colours especially for this day. The women who had raised them – their mothers, aunties and grandmothers, also all dressed in their best green and white dresses – had lain facedown on the pathway so that the newly initiated men could step on and across them.

‘I didn’t see women getting walked over,’ said Ezra’s dad, speaking mildly. ‘I saw strong women symbolically providing a foundation for those young men, a support raft for them. They were the vessel that held those young men up and out of life’s dangerous waters. Like they’ve done since those boys were babies.’

‘Well! I guess it all depends how you look at it?’ Ms Blake clearly wasn’t convinced.

‘Hmmm,’ said Ezra’s mum, still using That Voice. ‘I guess it depends on what you choose to see.’

Ezra didn’t understand. It was entirely obvious to him that yesterday Mark and Keoni had demonstrated nothing but respect for the women who held them up. The boys had stepped so carefully across the women, cautiously placing their feet and not actually stepping on the oldest of the women. He wasn’t sure how Ms Blake could possibly have seen it any other way.

Trying to change the subject, Aunty Rita offered around more coconut rice.

‘Ugh. Coconut.’ Billy scrunched up his face. ‘No thanks, Rita. Yuck.’

Ezra was astonished. He couldn’t imagine speaking to an adult like that. He watched his mum exchange a knowing glance with Aunty Rita and held his breath, waiting for Billy’s mum – or even his own mum – to tell him off for being so rude.

Instead Ms Blake calmly smiled at Billy, passed him the last bread roll and turned her attention to Ezra.

‘You must be looking forward to going to high school next year?’ Ezra, with a sinking feeling in his belly, paused for a moment to frame his lie.

‘Yeah. It should be good,’ said Ezra.

‘And will you live in at school?’ About a third of the kids at Tagai College boarded in accommodation that the school provided. The older kids Ezra had spoken to about it said it was nice enough, but not at all like Harry Potter’s Hogwarts. Ezra wasn’t sorry that he’d be living with family instead.

‘Um, no – I’ll stay with Aunty Ivy. My sister Maryanne’s already staying there. She’s just finishing Year Eight.’ Aunty Ivy was a cousin to Ezra’s dad, and about the same age. She ran a clothing shop and had a ramshackle but comfortable home on Thursday Island, with a small lush garden and an amazing view of the sea and the sky. Plus two bunk rooms – one with four bunks, the other with six. She loved having family to stay.

Ms Blake moved on to Mason then, who explained that next year he’d be living on Thursday Island with his grandparents, his father’s people.

Ezra caught his mother looking at him closely.

She knew perfectly well how little Ezra was looking forward to going to school on Thursday Island next year. It wasn’t just that he’d have to live away from home during the school term, although that was a lot of it. He was also worried about school itself. Worried that he’d get lost. Worried about keeping up with the work. Worried about being the smallest boy in the whole school.

He wished everything could just stay how it was now. Why couldn’t he just always be a kid here on Saibai?

He’d seriously thought about repeating Year Six, in the hope that he’d grow a bit in the meantime, but then Mason would go to Thursday Island without him. So that wasn’t going to work.

Ezra’s mum, taking Ms Blake’s lead, turned to Billy and asked if he was looking forward to going to school on Thursday Island.

‘Oh no,’ said Billy. ‘Mum wants me to go with her, so it’ll be somewhere in Townsville, I think.’

Ezra’s mum nodded, and looked pleased. Billy had pretty much confirmed that Ms Blake would be leaving next year.

‘Do you know which school in Townsville?’

‘Um, no. Not yet. It might not be Townsville, anyway. It might be Brisbane. I don’t know.’

‘We’re like the wind, Billy and me,’ said Ms Blake cheerfully. ‘Not too sure which way we’re blowing yet.’

Ezra didn’t think Billy looked cheerful about it all, though. For the first time Ezra wondered how Billy felt about living on Saibai. How Billy felt about blowing around from place to place. Even though he didn’t want to go to high school, at least Ezra knew which school he’d be going to. Billy didn’t even seem to have that.

Ezra wondered where Billy was from, where he belonged. It wasn’t here on Saibai, that’s for sure. Maybe Billy didn’t belong anywhere. Ezra briefly tried to imagine what that might feel like – not belonging to any place at all – but he couldn’t get his head around it. Too weird.

‘And Zipporah, how are your studies going?’ Ms Blake turned her attention back to Ezra’s mum. ‘You’ll be a great little teacher at a school like Saibai’s.’

Mum’s eyes narrowed but she kept smiling. Ezra was confused. He’d thought Ms Blake had given his mum a compliment but the look on Mum’s face implied that whatever Ms Blake had meant, it wasn’t good.

‘I’m going okay, I think,’ said Ezra’s mum. ‘Loving it. Well, at least when I actually find some time to do my homework.’

‘Well! With everything you have on your plate, no one would blame you if you didn’t finish the course?’

‘Oh, I’m nearly there. I’m about ready to do my student-teacher placements. One in Saibai, obviously, but Ambrosius College in Brisbane has offered me a placement too.’

Ambrosius College was one of the most prestigious schools in the state, if not the whole country. Even Ezra had heard of it.

‘Oh my goodness!’ exclaimed Aunty Rita. ‘When did you find out about that? That’s fantastic.’

‘But how could you possibly? In Brisbane?’ Ms Blake looked sour. ‘What about your children?’

Ezra’s mum laughed. ‘I’ll make it work somehow. One of my sisters will probably help out. We’re family.’

And you’re not.

Ezra’s mum didn’t say it, but only because she didn’t have to.

Mum’s actual sisters lived elsewhere – two on other islands in the Torres Strait and one on the mainland. So by saying sisters, Mum was also talking about the other Torres Strait Islander women on Saibai who about her age; who were her cousins and friends. She meant all the women who Ezra called Aunty, and who were second mothers to him, second mothers to all his siblings, and to Mason as well. After all, in the languages of the Torres Strait, the word for aunty was the same as the word for mother.

As pleased as Ezra was for Mum to have had a win over Ms Blake, the implications of what she’d said had his head whirling. It was news to him that Mum might be spending weeks on end in Brisbane. Although what would it matter? He’d be living away during term time anyway.

Everything was set to change.

It was all going to be awful.

The meal was over. Athe Harold stayed in his seat but the other adults and the children hovered in the kitchen, rinsing plates and clearing the table. The adults made polite noises about heading home, interspersed with thanks for the delicious meal.

‘Big day tomorrow? Off to Thursday Island?’ Ms Blake, to her credit, was now minding her manners.

‘That’s right.’ Dad spoke up this time. ‘We’re all flying out in the morning, so we’d best be getting home. Plenty to do before then.’

‘Well! Maybe Ezra and Mason would like to come to my place for the afternoon? To play with Billy? We’re more or less next-door neighbours, after all. Get them out from under your feet?’

But Ezra’s mum, with a cold glance at Ezra, firmly said that Ezra would be helping her in the garden this afternoon.

‘What a coincidence,’ said Mason’s mum. ‘I’m expecting Mason to help me in the garden this afternoon too. It will give us a chance to talk about what we learned from Uncle Jonas at church this morning.’

Mason and Ezra looked at each other helplessly. They were both doomed.
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SEVEN

The sun was close to the horizon by the time Ezra met Mason on the foreshore near the jetty.

Both were carrying hand reels and buckets. Ezra’s bucket contained a torch and an old plastic takeaway container filled with chopped-up squid. Mason’s bucket, containing a plastic bag full of sandwiches, looked much more promising.

The boys were dirty and tired, worn out after spending the afternoon working hard for their mothers. Not everyone grew their own food on Saibai anymore. The rising sea water level meant the soil in many places was too salty to be fully fertile, but Zipporah and Rita were determined to not give up.

Ezra had dug up and pulled out what felt like a mountain of yams, and then had been given a hoe to weed between the sweet corn rows. Mason had similarly dug and weeded at his place, and had been bitten on the legs by green ants while turning the compost heap.

Now, comparing notes as they walked to the end of the jetty, they realised that they’d also both been required to prepare coconuts, laboriously hacking off the top before scooping out the sweet white flesh inside.

‘Do you think,’ asked Mason, ‘that your mum talked to my mum about the best way to break us?’

‘They didn’t have to. They always do everything the same.’

‘True. And now we’ve both been sent here.’ Mason heaved a sigh. ‘More punishment.’

‘Fishing is better than digging, at least.’

‘Maybe. I really wanted to watch that motorbike show on TV tonight.’

Some people were already fishing at the end of the pier. As the boys got closer, they saw it was Barbara and one of her little sisters, each with a hand reel of her own. Barbara looked around as the boys approached.

‘You okay if we fish here too?’ asked Mason. Ezra would have been just as happy to find a spot of their own further back down the jetty, but he couldn’t say anything now.

Barbara nodded, and the boys sat down on the weathered wooden timbers. It was high tide now and, with their legs dangling over the edge, the water almost reached the boys’ feet.

Barbara, sitting cross-legged, looked pointedly at the boys’ swinging legs. ‘You’re not worried about Friday’s crocodile then?’

Mason and Ezra looked at each other and sheepishly rearranged their legs, so that they were sitting cross-legged like Barbara.

‘It’ll be long gone by now.’ Ezra felt that if he said it with enough confidence, it might be true. He thought again of the way the croc had stared at him. What did it mean? Or did it not mean anything? He sighed, and reached into his bucket for a piece of squid.

With the ease of much practice, Ezra and Mason baited their hooks and dropped their weighted lines into the water, the fishing line spooling easily off their doughnut-shaped plastic hand reels.

Then Ezra held onto both reels while Mason opened up the sandwich bag.

‘Cheese or ham?’

‘Any jam ones?’ asked Ezra.

‘Yep, there’s a couple of those. Oh, and peanut butter. That’s my fave. Mum must have forgiven me.’ Mason handed Ezra a sandwich and then held the bag out to Barbara. ‘Go on, have one. We’ve got heaps too many.’

Barbara looked like she was about to say no, but her sister took a sandwich and bit into it quickly before Barbara could say anything. Mason gave the bag a shake and Barbara accepted one with a nod.

Mason reached back into the bag. ‘Bonus! Thanks, Mum!’ He’d found a bag of mixed lollies, deliberately hidden under the sandwiches. Mason passed the lollies around too.

Again Barbara hesitated and again her small sister didn’t wait, quickly taking a green snake. Barbara looked carefully, before choosing a jelly baby. A couple of red raspberries for Mason, and Ezra took the teeth, fitting them under his top lip like a badly fitting set of dentures and leering to make them all laugh.

Mason handed out another round of sandwiches and then passed the lollies around again. Barbara’s little sister didn’t hide her excitement. Mason encouraged her to take plenty and another half of a sandwich.

When all the sandwiches and lollies were gone, the four of them sat in comfortable silence, watching their lines and gazing out across the dark water towards the setting sun. Bats flew overhead, glimpsed but not heard, hunting for the biting midges and mosquitoes that were out in force.

Barbara’s little sister began slapping at them, wriggling this way and that in annoyance. Mason dug around in his bag again and passed her some insect spray.

‘Didi,’ whispered Barbara urgently. ‘Don’t use so much!’

‘Nah, you’re good,’ said Mason. ‘Finish it all off. There’s another one in the bag.’

The cloud cover had thinned since lunchtime, and much of the sky was clear. Stars began to appear in the gaps between the clouds.

‘When you look at Tagai’s hand, do you see the spear or the Southern Cross?’ Ezra asked quietly.

The children didn’t need to look behind them to know what Ezra was talking about. To the southeast was the constellation of Tagai, the Torres Strait creator figure and warrior. Tagai College, which Ezra was still trying – and failing – not to think about, was named for him.

Everyone in the Straits knew the story of how Tagai had punished his followers when, far out to sea, they greedily drank all the water and left none for Tagai. He’d thrown them out of the boat and up into the sky, where they remained to this day, punished for their failure to share.

At this time of year, Tagai stood tall and proud in his ocean-going canoe, his spear held ready in his left hand and so low on the horizon that it was almost touching the sea.

In the olden days, after the English arrived in 1871, they’d told the Islanders that the constellation forming Tagai’s left hand was called the Southern Cross, but that name never caught on in the Straits. The sea people there had been using Tagai’s spear to navigate for thousands of years already, seeking his assistance to sail across the seas and then safely home again.

‘I see the footprint of Samu.’ Mason was proud to be a member of the Samu clan, named for the cassowary, which despite being big and dangerous carefully hatches and protects his chicks and his family. ‘It’s the track he’s left behind as he crossed the sky.’

‘I see the spear,’ said Ezra. ‘I never see the Southern Cross unless I try to – it actually just looks like a kite to me.’

‘Maybe Tagai flies a kite when he gets bored?’ suggested Barbara.

The boys laughed cautiously – it was funny to think of the mighty Tagai doing something as human as flying a kite, but it sort of didn’t feel right to be laughing about him.

‘You’re like Tagai,’ Mason said thoughtfully, to Ezra.

‘What do you mean?’ If anything, thought Ezra, Tagai in human form would be much more like Mason – tall and big for his age. Fast, too.

‘You’re left-handed, and so is he.’

Wow.

It had never occurred to Ezra that he shared a trait with Tagai. But now that he thought about it, it felt … important. Like a connection between him and Tagai. Like he belonged to Tagai, somehow. Ezra wasn’t sure what to think, but it felt like a good thing.

The four of them stayed silent for a while, continuing to look at the stars.

Ezra looked for the evening star, knowing it was part of the Koedal constellation and thinking about how he himself belonged to that crocodile clan. He thought about what Mum had told him – that Koedal was fierce and fast-moving, but patient and knowledgeable as well. When Ezra’s male Ancestors died they became part of the Koedal constellation. When Ezra’s time came, he would too. But there were so many stars and the clouds were moving fast, and Ezra wasn’t too sure if he’d found the right one or not.

He searched for an easier one instead.

Baidam, the shark of seven stars, swam in the northern sky above Papua New Guinea. Now, in December, Baidam was swimming vertically, diving down with his nose pointed towards the horizon, but in July and August he swam horizontally above the Papua New Guinea coastline.

Ezra was aware that when his mum saw Baidam swimming like that, she knew it was time for planting: cassava, taro, dawai (banana) and guru (sugar cane). The vegetables from Saibai’s grocery store, shipped up from mainland Queensland, were expensive. Mum did what she could to grow at least some food for the table.

It wasn’t just planting, though. The Saibai Islanders used the stars as markers for all the seasonal changes. Through the stars they knew when certain flowers would bloom, when turtle-mating season began, when fish spawned and when birds would migrate.

‘How come the sky is so clear tonight?’ asked Mason finally. ‘Why isn’t it completely overcast like it usually is in Kuki season?’

Mason was referring to the rainy monsoon season, when the wind blew consistently from the northwest. Kuki meant, literally, the season of the northwest wind. In early December, with Baidam swimming with his nose to the horizon, the Saibai Islanders would expect the sky to be cloudy.

‘Maryanne would say climate change,’ said Ezra.

‘Because it is climate change,’ said Barbara, who knew and liked Ezra’s big sister. ‘She’s not wrong.’

‘S’pose not,’ said Mason. ‘Have you seen that place on Boigu, where the old ceremony site is underwater now?’

‘Nah. Is it like the cemetery here on Saibai?’ asked Barbara. ‘With the graves getting washed away because as the sea levels get higher, the high-tide mark keeps getting higher too?’

‘A bit,’ said Mason. ‘Does the water coming in make the ghosts angry, do you reckon? Or do the ghosts get washed away as well?’

Ezra didn’t want to think about angry ghosts, not just now, while they were outside and in the dark. And he definitely didn’t want to think about his grandmother, his beautiful nan, who was buried in the Saibai cemetery. He couldn’t bear the thought that she might be washed away.

He looked up again, at the Milky Way stretching overhead. Mum had said that’s where Nan was now. He hoped so. ‘The ghosts wouldn’t be angry at us. It’s not our fault their graves are getting washed away.’

‘Maybe.’ Mason thought on it. ‘Or maybe they’re angry because we’re not doing nothing about it.’

‘Speak for yourself! At school last week I put my old maths workbooks in the recycling bin.’

‘Same! Although I’m not sure that’ll make much difference to the sea levels. But it was good getting rid of all that maths homework!’

‘It felt a bit funny though, didn’t it. Packing all our school stuff away.’

‘It felt awesome! I can’t wait to go to school on TI.’

‘You just want to play footy.’

‘For sure! At least at high school there’s enough kids to have proper teams. If I stay here I’m never gunna play for Queensland.’

Ezra was tempted to tease Mason about his footy aspirations, but he knew his friend was serious. So, for once, and in return for the comment about Tagai being left-handed, Ezra took it seriously too.

‘You’re definitely going to make it to the Maroons.’

‘Oh man. I’d love that so much.’
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After an hour or so, it became clear that the fish weren’t biting that night. Mason had caught two mangrove jacks early on but then nothing. Ezra and Barbara didn’t even get a nibble. Barbara’s little sister had given up ages ago and was having trouble keeping her eyes open.

Ezra rolled his shoulders and made stretching noises. ‘C’mon,’ he said to Mason. ‘We’ve done enough.’

‘Yeah, I think you’re right.’ Mason turned to Barbara. ‘Are you staying?’

Barbara nodded and looked away across the water, suddenly shy again. ‘We’ll go home when I’ve caught something.’

Mason looked thoughtful as he watched Barbara’s little sister yawn. He picked up his bucket, the two fish still gasping in the water that barely covered them, and held it out towards Barbara. ‘Take these. I’ll pick up the bucket from your place, when I bring your hoodie back.’

‘Nah. I mean thanks, but won’t you get in trouble if you don’t bring something home?’

That cemented it for Mason. ‘Seriously. Take them. My mum won’t care. She only sent me down here to teach me a lesson.’ He rattled the bucket. ‘Take them. I owe you a favour anyway.’

Barbara paused, and for a third time her sister acted before Barbara could say no. She stood up, reached out and took the bucket, staggering a little under the weight. ‘Eso,’ she said, ‘thank you,’ in a voice so small that Ezra wondered if she’d said anything at all.

The moon was out now, a slender crescent that cast very little light. The boys walked home in the dark, the road so familiar that they didn’t bother with Ezra’s torch. The night air was still thick with the heat and humidity of the day, and full of the sound of a thousand frogs, creaking and croaking. A large buzzing insect bumped against Mason’s bare arm.

Ezra’s house was closest to the jetty, and they paused to say goodbye out the front. Smoke wafted from the rusty steel drum in the back garden where Ezra’s dad, like many Saibai Island householders, maintained a low fire of burning coconut husks to help keep the mosquitos at bay.

‘Barbara doesn’t say much,’ said Ezra.

‘Yeah, but she’s funny when she does say something.’

‘What did you give her your fish for? You didn’t have to do that.’

Mason was quiet for moment. ‘Because,’ he said finally, ‘Barbara’s nan has a lot of mouths to feed.’
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EIGHT

The next day, Ezra managed to score a coveted window seat on the little Cessna to Thursday Island, with Levi in the seat beside him.

With seats for only nine passengers, his family nearly filled the plane. Uncle Jensen and Mason were sitting in another two seats, with the last filled by one of the nurses who regularly flew in to provide a day-clinic at the health centre.

A single propeller spinning on its nose, the loud buzz of the plane’s engine changed pitch as it readied for take-off and then they were shooting along the runway. Ezra loved this part, pushed back into his seat as they sped towards the edge of the island. Then – seemingly just in time – the nose of the plane lifted and they were up, flying above the ocean and climbing fast.

Ezra looked back and down at Saibai, a little green and russet jewel set in the vivid waters of the Straits. He could just make out the houses of the village, tiny in the distance, but didn’t have time to work out where his own house was before the plane was swallowed by clouds.

Six-year-old Levi had a colouring book to keep him occupied, eight-year-old Zeke, sitting with Dad in the seat behind them, had a comic, but Ezra had nothing to do except stare at the billowing cloudscape below. Nothing to do except worry. He was dreading tomorrow’s high school orientation day.

Mum wouldn’t let him get away with a fake sore throat, or a headache. He wondered how long measles took to be noticeable, and studied the back of his hand for a rash.

No joy.

And of course he didn’t want the plane to crash – obviously not, that would be awful. Although maybe it could have a minor mechanical fault that forced a safe landing and an overnight stay on one of the islands between Saibai and Thursday? He listened carefully to the engine noise but heard only a steady drone.

Ezra sighed. At least he’d get to see his big sister again.
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Maryanne flung the front door open and burst into Aunty Ivy’s living room like a hurricane.

‘Hello! Hello! Hello!’ Her schoolbag hit the floor with a thud and, plaits flying, she rushed into her mother’s arms for a long hug. Maryanne had inherited Mum’s height and flashing green eyes.

‘It’s so good to see you!’ Zeke, Levi and Tarzie all piled on, eager to hug Maryanne too. Ezra stood back with Aunty Ivy, laughing at them all.

Eventually Maryanne eased her way out of the pack and, grinning widely, moved towards Ezra, her arms outstretched. He half-hoped he might also be in for a hug, but Maryanne, at least a head taller, bundled him into a headlock and rubbed her knuckles against his skull, across his curly black hair.

He succumbed in good spirits, accepting his sister’s rough-housing in the friendly manner in which she intended it. She stood back, still smiling, and took a good look at him.

‘I won’t be able to do that for much longer. You’ll be bigger than me soon!’

Ezra smiled ruefully, and pretended to look out the window. He didn’t like anyone talking about how tall he wasn’t, even Maryanne. She changed the subject.

‘I’m so hungry,’ she said, looking over at Mum, who was walking to the kitchen. ‘Did you bring any food?’

‘Duck under the table.’ That was what Mum always said when asked what there was to eat. It didn’t make any sense, but they were used to it.

‘Doughnuts!’ Tarzie squeaked. ‘Simma non doughnuts.’

‘We wanted to eat them before,’ said Zeke, ‘but Mum said we had to save them for you. What even is cinnamon?’

‘We went to the supermarket specially, just to get them,’ said Levi. ‘It was awesome!’

‘Mighty doughnut hunters!’ Maryanne laughed. ‘Can we have them now, Mum?’

Mum stepped out of the kitchen, in her hands a plate piled high with the doughnuts. She offered them to Aunty Ivy first, who declined, before putting the plate on the table for the kids to dig in. ‘Two each – that’s all.’

Ezra made sure he was there first, and grabbed a doughnut in each hand. His brothers each took their two, and then Zeke used his spare arm to clumsily hoist Tarzie up by the waist, so she could take hers.

Maryanne paused to do a quick count of the remaining doughnuts and looked up at Mum. ‘What about you and Dad?’

Ezra paused in his chewing, briefly feeling guilty. He hadn’t even considered that Mum and Dad might want some.

‘I’ve put a couple aside for us,’ said Mum. ‘We’ll have them later, when your dad gets back. He’s out with Uncle Jensen. Oops! No, he’s not.’

Dad and Uncle Jensen walked in just then, accompanied by Mason, and more warm hugs ensued. It was a pleasure for all of them to see Dad with Maryanne; his face lit up by one of his rare smiles.

Jensen explained to Ivy that Rita had stayed behind on Saibai to work her shifts, but had sent her warmest love and apologies. ‘The health centre’s a bit short-staffed, so she didn’t want to leave them in the lurch.’

Aunty Ivy smiled her understanding. ‘When isn’t the health centre short-staffed, though?’

Jensen nodded. ‘She didn’t want to leave Athe Harold on his own either. Especially not overnight. He’s not doing too good just now.’

‘You give Rita all my love,’ said Ivy. ‘And tell that larrikin Harold I send him my best wishes too. That’ll make him sit up straight!’

Maryanne gestured to Mason and Ezra. ‘Let’s go down to the shops and get a coffee. I’ll introduce you to Liza. She’s in my year at school. Is that okay, Mum?’

‘A coffee?’ Mum was smiling. ‘Are you all grown up now?’

‘Yep.’ Maryanne smiled too. ‘All grown up and with my own money from babysitting. It’s too easy! Mrs Terracini only has the one, little Tina. As soon as she’s in bed I just do my homework, which is what I’d be doing anyway.’

‘Homework?’ Ezra was teasing. ‘Since when?’

‘Since I landed in Mrs Beaton’s class. She’s fierce!’ Then, to her mother, ‘Coffee for the boys is my shout.’ She bustled to the door, self-assured and full of happiness. ‘We’ll be back in time for tea.’ Then, imperiously to the boys, ‘Coming?’
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Ezra had plenty to look at during their walk into town.

He supposed the township on Thursday Island wasn’t all that big, or even all that busy, but compared to quiet Saibai the place was bustling. Shops, pubs, cars, trucks, and strangers. So many strangers, including lots of people who weren’t obviously Torres Strait Islanders. He nodded politely to everyone he passed but not everyone nodded back.

They found a window seat in Maryanne’s favourite café and she confidently ordered cappuccinos all round. Ezra hadn’t tasted one before but didn’t want to say so. Maryanne’s friend Liza joined them, and ordered a mango smoothie for herself.

‘Your new trainers,’ said Maryanne to Liza. ‘Love. Them.’ Liza, short and round and full of giggly fun, lifted one foot right up high for Maryanne to admire.

‘I just came from the post office,’ said Liza to Maryanne, rearranging her feet back under the table. ‘No mail for you again.’

Maryanne shot her a look, and in a false, stiff voice said, ‘Oh, no worries. That’s fine.’

Ezra would have ignored the exchange, except for that voice. ‘What are you waiting on?’

‘Nothing special,’ said Maryanne. She rearranged the salt and pepper shakers on the table.

‘Earrings,’ said Liza, fidgeting with her spoon and much too chirpy. ‘It was earrings. She ordered some online. From that, um, earring place.’

‘But you don’t have pierced ears …?’

Maryanne was probably the only teenager Ezra knew without any piercings at all. She didn’t have a thing about pierced ears, or noses or even tongues for that matter, it just wasn’t something she’d gotten around to.

‘They’re clip-ons. What are you now, the earring police?’

Ezra remained unconvinced, but let it go. ‘Are you going to be at school tomorrow, while we’re getting shown around?’

‘Yeah. Tomorrow’s my last day of the year, before I go home with you all on Wednesday. But I won’t have anything to do with your orientation lot; the teachers will show you around. Or some of this year’s Year Sevens. You don’t have to worry, I’m not going to embarrass you.’

The girls embarked on a discussion about the teachers at the school. Who was the best, who was boring, who was a stickler for authority, who was likely to be leaving at the end of the year. Ezra tuned out – all the teachers’ names were meaningless to him.

The cappuccinos arrived and Ezra loaded his up with spoonfuls of sugar before he dubiously took a sip, while looking at Liza’s mango smoothie with envy. He didn’t love the feel of the froth or the taste of the coffee, but wasn’t prepared to say so. He kept sipping, determined to get it all down, and gazed out through the café’s large front window and up at the sky, which was heavy with low clouds.

He’d have to endure Thursday Island the way he was enduring the cappuccino. Right then he hated them both – going to school on Thursday Island and the coffee. One sip, then another, and get it over and done with.

Two more sleeps and he’d be home again. Ezra longed for it, with all of his being.
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Later, Mason and Ezra walked back up the hill to Aunty Ivy’s. Mason’s grandparents, where he was staying with his dad, lived only a few doors along. The incline was a bit of a slog but even that was a novelty – no hills on Saibai. Maryanne had gone back to Liza’s place but she’d promised to be back at Ivy’s in time for dinner.

‘I wish Maryanne hadn’t ordered coffees for us,’ complained Ezra. ‘She’s so bossy.’

‘I dunno. I thought it was pretty nice of her.’

That wasn’t what Ezra wanted to hear. He stomped on in silence for a bit. ‘What was going on with all that talk about the post office, do you reckon?’ he asked finally. ‘Liza was covering for her. It was obvious.’

‘Maryanne’s probably got a boyfriend,’ said Mason.

‘No way,’ replied Ezra. ‘Who would want to go out with her?’

‘Heaps would,’ said Mason. ‘She’s pretty nice. Too old for me – and out of my league anyway – but she’s deadly.’

Ezra stopped walking and turned to look at Mason in horror. ‘Mate. She’s my sister!’

‘Yeah,’ said Mason equably, ‘but she’s not mine, is she?’

Ezra walked on again, stunned into silence. Now he didn’t want to look at Mason at all. Ezra thought girls were okay, some of them were good to talk to, but in his heart of hearts he didn’t know what all the fuss was about. He’d always assumed Mason felt the same, but clearly not!

Somehow, he wasn’t sure why, it made Ezra feel worse about everything.


[image: Image]




NINE

After dinner, Maryanne beckoned Ezra onto the verandah, to help Aunty Ivy water her pot plants. Rain was falling steadily, drumming on the roof, but some of the pots were sheltered under the overhang and needed to be watered by hand.

With a stomach full of Ivy’s delicious kai kai, Ezra was reluctant to shift from her comfy couch – but one sharp look from Dad had him up and out the door.

Ivy’s garden was full to overflowing, every centimetre of soil covered in greenery, and every paved area crowded with pots. At any time of year, it was brimming with foliage, flowers, herbs and fruits.

‘Aunty Ivy’s been teaching me Koedal clan knowledge,’ Maryanne said to Ezra, with more than a hint of pride. ‘About how to use each plant – for cooking and healing and spiritual stuff. She knows everything!’

‘Definitely not everything,’ Ivy laughed. ‘Other clans have their own knowledge that I don’t know nothing about. None of my business to know.’

Maryanne filled a watering can for herself before attaching the hose to the tap and handing the spraying end to Ezra.

‘It’s a shame though,’ said Ivy. ‘These days there’s only a few people on TI with gardens like mine.’

Ezra, looking around, realised that she meant gardens full of traditional medicinal and magic plants that were decorated with clan paintings and ornaments.

‘It’s not like on Saibai,’ Maryanne said. Nearly every home there had a garden that proclaimed which clan a household belonged to, according to what grew in it. Ezra realised it was true, although he’d never given it a moment’s thought before now. Even the particular way clamshells were placed near the front door was, according to Ivy, more accurate than numbers on a letterbox.

‘Tell Ezra about Ag Burum,’ said Maryanne, full of enthusiasm.

Ivy smiled and briefly described the pig spirit who came at night to make the soil and crops fertile.

‘There’s a song,’ Maryanne interrupted.

‘A song about a pig?’ Ezra teased.

Maryanne pretended to ignore him. ‘The women and men would sing or hum it while they worked, so that the spirit of Ag Burum would make the crops plentiful.’ She looked thoughtful. ‘Wouldn’t it be awesome to see a spirit?’

‘Tagai doesn’t have to be flying overhead trumpeting on a conch before you notice the spirit world,’ said Ivy gently. ‘It’s there already, right in front of you.’ She went on to speak about how the spirits could be seen in a leaf unfurling, in the movements of the ants, in a bird resting on a twig.

Ezra began to see Ivy’s lush garden, and even his mother’s struggling vegetable garden on Saibai, in a whole new light.

‘I wish it wasn’t dark and raining,’ said Maryanne. ‘The view from up here is amazing. You should see it. Aunty Ivy and me look for shapes in the clouds. The weather moving across the water, the colours, the sky.’ She ran out of words but Ezra could see how intensely she felt about it all, how proud she felt to be Koedal, a member of the crocodile clan.

‘The land, the sea and the sky,’ said Aunty Ivy. The rhythmic way she spoke the words made them sound like a poem, or a spell.

‘It’s all ours, isn’t it?’ said Maryanne to her aunty. ‘It belongs to us. Ours to take care of, I mean.’

‘It’s not ours, bub – we don’t own it. It’s part of us and we’re part of it. Like family. It is family.’

‘Even the sky?’

‘Of course the sky. That’s where the Ancestors live. They show themselves to us sometimes, in the stars and in the clouds.’

Ezra shivered, although the evening was still very warm.

Ivy noticed. ‘Mariw dhaniya nagemipa,’ she said, meaning the eyes of the Ancestors are upon you.

Ezra said nothing and waited for Ivy to continue but, after looking at him closely, she said only ‘You two finish up here. I’ll go inside and see if I can find some ice cream for everyone.’

Maryanne pulled the door open for Ivy, and then held her watering-can out, for Ezra to refill.

‘How are you feeling about high school next year?’ Maryanne, as she often did, got straight to the point.

Ezra groaned. ‘I want to stay on Saibai.’

‘High school’s not awful, you know. You might like it.’ Maryanne leaned down to pull off a dead leaf. ‘I liked it more than I thought I would.’

‘You’ve always been good at school, though.’

‘So are you.’

‘Not really.’ When Maryanne looked at Ezra sceptically, he insisted, ‘I’m not. Mum always helps me with my homework.’

Maryanne was quiet for a moment. ‘I won’t be able to help with your homework next year.’

‘I know that.’ Ezra was embarrassed. Having Maryanne’s help with his high school homework was exactly what he’d been hoping for. ‘I wasn’t going to ask you to. I wouldn’t.’

Maryanne inspected another leaf. ‘It’s not that I wouldn’t help you. I would. Of course I would. But I might not be here next year.’

‘What to do you mean? Where will you be?’ The look on Ezra’s face betrayed how stricken he felt.

‘I’ve applied for a scholarship at Ambrosius College.’

‘But you’re hopeless at sport!’

Maryanne explained that it was an academic scholarship, not a sporting one.

‘I missed the application cut-off date, but the principal spoke to me about it when I was down in Brisbane in the holidays with Mum. I think she wants me as a student and Mum as a student teacher, kind of like a package deal. So anyway, I’m waiting to hear. That’s what Liza was talking about today when she said nothing was at the post office for me.’

Ezra struggled to understand. ‘But Mum’s just going there for a student-teacher placement, not for the whole year, right?’

‘That’s right. But if I get the scholarship I’ll be there all year, and every year until I finish high school. And then, if I get the marks, I’ll go to university. Probably in Brisbane, but maybe overseas. Who knows?’

Ezra didn’t know, that was for sure. ‘What’s wrong with Tagai College? Why can’t you stay here?’

‘Nothing’s wrong! It’s great, it really is. But this? It’s huge. I’m really excited about it.’ Maryanne explained how the application process worked, how she’d also had to submit an essay on the topic of ‘wisdom’.

She’d written about the wisdom of the crocodile clan, and about how Aunty Ivy was teaching her about plants. Maryanne’s essay had also talked about how the seasons for fruiting and harvesting were changing because of global warming.

Maryanne had been careful not to share any secret clan information, and she was relieved when Ivy finally declared her essay a masterpiece.

‘It wasn’t a masterpiece, obviously, but fingers crossed it’s good enough to get me the scholarship.’ Maryanne put down her watering-can. ‘Here’s the thing, though. I know you’re worried about high school. Mum and Dad and me are all worried about how worried you are. So if you really do need me here next year, just say the word and I’ll stay.’

Ezra wanted Maryanne to stay.

He wanted her to stay more than anything.

But it hadn’t occurred to him that Mum and Dad were worried about him. He felt a bit awkward about that. And it definitely hadn’t occurred to him that they talked with Maryanne about him. That felt super awkward. He wasn’t some little baby!

‘You might not get the scholarship anyway.’ That sounded mean when he said it out loud, and Ezra regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth. He started to say something to take it back, but Maryanne interrupted.

‘You’re right. I might not.’ She went back inside before Ezra could say anything else.
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TEN

Mason and Ezra stood together on the oval, along with about forty other boys and girls attending the orientation day. The dozen or so from Saibai, including his good mates Eddie and Pat, suddenly all seemed like old friends, even the ones Ezra wasn’t all that close to.

At least they were familiar faces.

There were a handful of others Ezra knew too – three cousins from Boigu, where Mum was from; the son of an old family friend from Saibai, who now lived on Thursday Island; and a girl from Dauan who was friends with one of his cousins there. But most of the others were strangers, or kids he only vaguely knew from inter-island sports days.

Ezra was struck by a sudden shyness. When the teacher leading the group went around asking everyone their name, and where they were from, Ezra found his throat was so tight he could hardly raise his voice at all. His words came out in a strangled croak.

The teacher explained that they would first play some sports, then have a tour of the secondary school campus. He asked the kids to number off into groups – one, two, three, four – and it dawned on Ezra, with a sinking feeling in his stomach, that he wouldn’t be with Mason.

He followed that thought through, and realised that next year he may not even be in the same class as Mason. Now he really did feel sick.

Mason’s face lit up when he learned that his group was set to play soccer, but Ezra was much less thrilled to be assigned to the netball group. He’d played before, but didn’t like it – the game didn’t flow like basketball. All those stopping and starting rules, which he could never remember. He was always crashing into people, and then getting pulled up for it. And, as far as he was concerned, shooting goals without a backboard was just unnecessarily hard.

He went into the match expecting to make a hash of it and exceeded even his own expectations of how rubbish he could be. By the end of the game the other kids weren’t passing the ball to him even when he was clear. He heard the final whistle with utter relief.

After a quick pit stop to find the toilets and to freshen up, each group was taken on a tour of the campus.

The marine studies lab looked kind of interesting, with round, shallow water tanks set up for rockpool research. The students had been recreating some of the effects of global warming, and measuring its impacts. There was even a little gummy shark in one of the tanks, happily swimming around. The other rooms just looked like normal classrooms to Ezra, with chairs and tables and posters and electronic whiteboards.

Then the group leader took them into a room full of senior students working, and Ezra was embarrassed all over again as everyone in the class paused to looked up at the orientation group.

The whiteboard in this room was covered in a bewildering array of symbols, numbers and signs. Ezra could see that it was maths, but none of it made any sense at all – it might as well have been another language.

If this was what he was going to be expected to learn, he was an absolute goner.

On the way back to the oval, where all the orientation kids were coming together for lunch, Ezra’s group passed another full classroom. Five students were standing up the front, each holding a book and obviously acting out a scene. Ezra caught a glimpse of one of the boys falling to the floor in a melodramatic faint. He felt mortified on their behalf – imagine having to do that! In front of the class!

Finally released from his group, Ezra slumped down beside Mason, who was rifling through his lunch box. ‘Look!’ he said, around a mouthful of peanut butter sandwich. ‘Shortbread biscuits as well! Nan’s the best.’

Ezra took a desultory bite of his own jam sandwich and then put it back. He listened silently while Mason, full of happy enthusiasm, told him all about the soccer match, the classrooms, the drama group, the water tanks in the marine studies labs, the gummy shark. Ezra had seen it all too, of course, but he let Mason rabbit on. Finally Mason twigged that Ezra wasn’t speaking. ‘What?’

‘I hate it,’ said Ezra. ‘I hate it all. This school sucks. High school sucks. I just want to go home.’

‘But, mate?’ Mason was genuinely bewildered. ‘Next year’s gunna be awesome.’

‘Is it, though?’

Mason didn’t have an answer to that. He leaned back, and threw a brief wave at one of the kids he’d just toured with. ‘That’s Maurice, from Erub. Seems cool. Unbelievably fast on the soccer field. You should see him run.’

Ezra shrugged.

Mason sighed, clearly getting a bit annoyed by Ezra’s determination to hate it all. He gave it one more go.

‘How about an Over and Under? Here. This afternoon, before they let us go. I’ll go Over if you go Under. Dare?’

Ezra considered it. Despite his determination to be a sadsack, he couldn’t resist the electric anticipation of a dare. Besides, it might make the rest of the afternoon bearable. He nodded firmly. ‘Dare.’

Their lunchbreak on the oval was cut short by the introduction of the school’s dance troupe. First Nations dance, languages and culture, it was explained, were an integral part of the school curricula and a foundational strength of the school. Ezra rolled his eyes; he’d heard all this before.

When the drums started up, though, the familiar rhythm got him sitting up a little straighter and he found himself mouthing the words of the song.

The first set of dancers were pretty good, he thought, Torres Strait Islanders whose head-flicks were sharp and precise – they’d obviously practised a lot. The second set were slightly younger kids, performing an Aboriginal dance of the Kaurareg people – the Traditional Owners of Waiben, Thursday Island’s real name. They were so obviously enjoying themselves that Ezra caught himself smiling along with them.

Then a third group performed, a much more casual mix, who stopped and started and laughed and performed in short bursts. Their leader was a teacher wearing his full Torres Strait ceremonial garb. Ezra guessed he was from Poruma, because his dhoeri was in the style of that island.

The teacher also wore a zazi, the grass skirt around his waist; ngaraw za, grass skirts for each leg, tied just under the knee; musur, upper-arm bands; kathig, a forearm band; and a beautiful dibidib, his pearl-shell necklace. He invited the kids on orientation to join in, to learn a new dance.

Ezra shrank back but Mason stood up straight away and, with half a dozen others, joined the rows of dancers.

Mason picked up the moves pretty quickly and was soon swaying and stamping with the best of them, receiving hoots of encouragement from the onlookers. As the drumming stopped he performed a standing backflip, the crowd laughing and cheering at his efforts. The dance leader laughed too, and he and Mason briefly conferred before the drumming began again. What could they possibly be talking about?

For the next, and last, dance, once again Mason was in his element, moving in time with the other dancers. Ezra wished he could be as easygoing and confident as his friend. As the piece reached its final crescendo, the lead teacher bobbed into a low crouch and Mason neatly leapfrogged over him before tumbling into a forward roll and popping straight up on his feet again.

Legend!

The crowd went wild and Mason, laughing, raised both hands above his head in victory, accepting the cheers with good humour. Then, still grinning, he looked across to Ezra and mouthed, ‘Over.’

Ezra had the grace to laugh back, and threw up his own hands in mock despair. How was he going to top that?

The rest of the afternoon was taken up with an assembly in the gym, for the whole school. Ezra only half-listened to most of it, too busy thinking about how to fulfil his part of the dare. He tried to imagine some worthy options but kept drawing a frustrating blank.

When the assembly was over, he and Mason joined the stream of kids moving outside. Forced to wait behind a loud group of jostling older boys as everyone crowded through the door, Ezra suddenly felt very young, and very small. He glanced across at Mason, who didn’t seem phased at all, and wondered if his friend ever worried about anything.

The orientation kids gathered near the school carpark. A couple more speeches and then they’d be let go.

Ezra was really worried now. If he didn’t complete his Under in the allotted time, which Mason had said was ‘before they let us go’, he’d be a mega-loser.

So he ended up doing the first thing that entered his head.

As his mum subsequently said to him several times over, poking him in the chest: what on earth was he thinking?

While the teachers spoke to the orientation group about personal responsibility and academic growth, Ezra handed Mason his schoolbag and edged his way towards the back of the crowd. A delivery truck was parked nearby, its engine idling. Ezra could see its flat tray was piled with crates or something, but he didn’t really know and it didn’t really matter. He was going under it.

He glanced back to make sure Mason was watching, then flung himself down – the concrete really hot on his palms and knees – and scooted under the chassis of the truck. The fumes and noise down there were almost overwhelming, but Ezra was sure he could bear it for a few seconds before emerging on the other side.

Unfortunately, the truck driver chose that very moment to move off.

Ezra heard the engine noise change as the driver put the truck into gear and time stood still.

Ezra stayed still too, cheek pressed to the road under the truck as it moved forward, watching the heavy tyres turning as they rolled by him.

It wasn’t until the truck had passed right over him and he found himself lying in sunlight once more, that Ezra heard the screaming.

A couple of the girls at the back of the group had seen Ezra duck under the truck and, as it moved, they’d feared the worst. As Ezra stood up, a bit shaken but otherwise unharmed, all his worst fears were realised – he was completely and utterly the centre of attention.

Mason was staring at him, astonished. All the kids were staring at him. Several teachers swooped in and the truck driver – having stopped the vehicle and leapt out – put her arms around him and was crying her eyes out, wailing about how sorry she was. Ezra was bustled off to the sick bay.

After they’d checked that he hadn’t suffered even a scratch, the questions began. At first these were so gentle and vague that Ezra didn’t really understand what they were asking. And then, all at once, he did. They thought he’d been trying to harm himself, deliberately.

‘Oh no!’ said Ezra, shocked. ‘Nah uh, no way. Me and Mason … we was just playing a game. A dare.’ As soon as those words came out of his mouth, he realised how stupid he sounded. And how badly he’d dropped Mason in it.

‘Mason?’ asked one of the teachers, a young woman. ‘Mason dared you to get under the moving truck?’ She sounded incredulous and horrified, all at once.

‘No! No, it wasn’t like that. He didn’t dare me to do that. He wouldn’t. It was just a game, we was just mucking around. I chose to go under the truck. Mason didn’t dare me to do that. He only dared me to go under something. Anything. It’s this game we play. I dared him, too. I did. It was just a game.’

That last sentence was to be repeated back to Ezra many more times over the course of the afternoon, usually accompanied by a shaking head and a stern frown.

He also endured many variations of it, along the lines of ‘It was just a game, was it?’ or ‘It certainly wasn’t a game for Aunty Laura, the driver, was it?’ or ‘What sort of a silly, dangerous game did you think you were playing at?’

Then Mum turned up – the school had rung her to explain what had happened – and Ezra had to hear the same unanswerable questions all over again.

By the time they let him leave, the school day was well and truly over. At least there were no kids around to stare at him again. Although it was beginning to dawn on Ezra that by now they all knew what he’d done. And tomorrow, and certainly in the new school year, and perhaps forever after, he was going to be that Under The Truck kid.

A wave of prickly shame washed through Ezra as Mum shooed him into the car she’d borrowed from Aunty Ivy.

They drove back to Ivy’s in silence, but once there he had to go through the whole rigmarole yet again as Maryanne and his brothers peppered him for details. They also wanted to know what the underside of the truck looked like, how much headroom was under there, how far Ezra had been from the wheels.

And then one more time when Dad came in from work – that one was really bad. Not because Dad got angry, but because after he’d heard Ezra out, he just went very, very quiet. Ezra realised that even though Dad was an unusually quiet man at the best of times, his quiet was normally of a peaceful, listening kind.

Tonight, though, Dad’s quiet was loaded with disappointment.

Several times Ezra caught Dad gazing at him from across the room. Usually he craved Dad’s attention but now he burned with humiliation. Mum was right – what on earth had he been thinking?
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ELEVEN

The next morning Ezra and his family met with Mason and his dad at the main wharf.

Mason handed Ezra his schoolbag, which he’d had since Ezra had given it to him the day before ahead of diving under the truck. ‘You good?’

‘Yeah. I’m okay. How bad did you cop it?’

‘Not as bad as you, probably.’

This day was one Ezra had been looking forward to for ages, but now, in the light of his dare disaster, the planned activities didn’t shine so brightly in his mind anymore.

Dad was picking up a big new dory for work, a boat specially provided for him by the government department he worked for. This morning the boat would be officially blessed by the priest from All Souls & St Bartholomew’s, and then Ezra’s family and Mason and his dad would travel home to Saibai in it, all together.

Dad and Uncle Jensen stood looking at the boat from the wharf. Dad was pointing something out, and Uncle Jensen was agreeing.

Jensen wasn’t quite as wide across the shoulders as Guy, Ezra’s dad, nor quite as tall, but they were similar enough to look at, with their tightly curled hair cut very short, and their thick black beards neatly trimmed, that strangers often mistook them for brothers. The main difference was that Jensen, like his son, Mason, was quick to laughter and always smiling. Dad, on the other hand, although friendly and respectful, hardly ever smiled. His nickname within the family was Mr Serious.

The new government boat was a big deal; everyone had been excited about it for months. But today neither of the men looked happy.

Nor did Ezra’s mum. She had been on the phone half the night to Mason’s mum, talking about the truck incident. But now the adults were too taken up with getting all the gear and bags and suitcases into the cabin of the new dory to pay any attention to Ezra.

In fact, he wondered if they were deliberately ignoring him. It was Mason, Zeke and Maryanne who were being asked to do all the carrying and packing, rather than him.

Fine.

Mum handed him Tarzie, who was clutching her pink superball and already wearing her tiny life jacket in case she fell off the wharf, and told him to take her over onto the foreshore. Ezra wasn’t sure if Mum wanted Tarzie out of the way while they got ready, or him. Both, probably.

He set Tarzie down and took her hand – the one without the superball – but she started wailing and hanging back as soon as Ezra started walking. ‘Want Zekey. I want Zekey.’

‘C’mon,’ said Ezra. ‘Come with me. You can watch Zeke from over there.’

‘Want Zekey.’ Even louder now.

‘Zeke’s busy. Mum says he has to help with the boat. And she says you have to come with me. C’mon.’

‘Want Zekey.’ But this was a little quieter, and she seemed more willing to walk with him. Mum says was often the key to reasoning with Tarzie.

‘Let’s see if we can find a bird to look at.’

‘Want Zekey.’ Now she was speaking in her normal voice again, and walking more or less willingly.

Ezra found them a tree to sit under, well back from the wharf, and a pair of lorikeets to point at. He could see his family, and waved to Mum to show her where they were, but from here even the grown-ups looked tiny. Dad’s government boss, Mr Stone, had come down to see them off.

Mr Stone and Dad had worked together for over a year now, Mr Stone from his base on Thursday Island, Dad operating out of Saibai. ‘Lazy’ was the word Dad most often used to describe Mr Stone, and occasionally ‘useless’, although never to his face, obviously.

They’d spent the day together yesterday but, as far as Ezra could tell, they still weren’t friends.

From Ezra’s vantage point with Tarzie, he watched them speaking to one another. Dad pointed to the boat. Mr Stone shook his head. Dad pointed again and this time Uncle Jensen said something. Mr Stone put his hands on his hips, and spoke again. Now it was Dad’s turn to shake his head. Finally Mr Stone very briefly shook Dad’s hand, and then Uncle Jensen’s before turning and walking away. He didn’t look back.

Ezra spent some time thinking about handshakes. How long was long enough? Was his own handshake firm enough, or too firm? Was that the sort of thing that Mark and Keoni had been taught at their ceremony, or before it? Or were you just meant to know? If so, how did you know?

Tarzie seemed content to sit, at least for the moment, if only so she could watch Zeke. Every now and then she’d quietly say, ‘Zekey.’

‘What’s so great about Zeke?’ Ezra grumbled. Of all his siblings, it was Zeke he argued with the most. He was unbelievably annoying.

‘Zekey plays games with me.’ Tarzie smiled, then added, ‘Zekey helps me.’

She put her thumb in her mouth, having decided she’d said enough. Ezra thought she’d said enough, too. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d helped Tarzie to do something, let alone played a game with her. He took a deep breath.

‘I spy with my little eye, something that is … pink.’
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Brother Paul finally arrived, a little late and puffing as he walked down to the wharf, and Ezra and Tarzie followed him back to the boat. There was no rush – Brother Paul was a very large man, his enormous body supported by very short legs. He never walked quickly, no matter how he hurried.

Mason’s grandparents arrived at the last minute, for the blessing and to say goodbye. The two families stood on the wharf while Brother Paul intoned some nautically themed prayers, mainly about keeping safe at sea. Then he formally blessed the vessel, and they all sang a hymn.

It seemed a shame Mr Stone hadn’t stayed for the blessing. Ezra had once heard him tell Dad that he didn’t ‘have time for all that religious stuff’ and he wondered if the good luck of the blessing would be affected by Mr Stone’s disbelief. He hoped not.

Once Brother Paul left, getting nine people on board and all in the right place took quite a bit of shuffling and manoeuvring and a few cross words.

Tarzie dropped her superball and wailed while it bounced wildly around the interior of the dory. Dad eventually had to clamber into the small cabin at the front and dig it out from among the bags and suitcases and gear.

Finally Mum – with a stern face and a no-nonsense tone that she’d used to good effect in too many classrooms to count – told each of her children, and Mason as well, exactly where to sit.

Right now.

Soon afterwards, Ezra was seated at the back of the boat as it puttered away from the wharf where Mason’s grandparents stood, waving. There was a five-hour trip ahead, to cover the hundred and seventy kilometres home to Saibai.

Dad and Uncle Jensen sat in the comfortable swivel seats up front, both listening carefully to the tune of the new engine as Dad steered.

The two men, long accustomed to travelling with one another at sea, didn’t need to talk much. A word about the rocks to starboard, a comment about the difficult currents. Both were highly skilled and experienced sailors who had spent much of their adult lives on and in the waters of the Torres Strait. Uncle Jensen’s own dinghy back home at Saibai was his pride and joy. Their quiet navigational conversation was more for the sake of habit and companionship than out of any technical need.

Mum and the six kids sat behind the men and at a right angle to them, facing each other on the cushioned benches that ran along each side of the boat. An awning mostly kept the sun off them, but did nothing to reduce the heat of the day.

Dad guided the dory slowly through the high-traffic area around the wharf. Ezra always loved being on the water and, with the breeze in his face, began to feel the tension fall from his shoulders. TI and the islands nearby looked green and lush and beautiful; the ocean turquoise like a picture-postcard. Mum, happy again now that they were on their way, handed around drinks and fruit with the promise of Mason’s grandmother’s cupcakes for later.

Finally, as they reached the deeper waters, Dad opened up the throttle. The engine roared and the boat leapt forward as he steered northwards towards Saibai and home.

And then the engine stalled.


[image: Image]




TWELVE

The sudden silence was eerie.

The dory rocked gently, but they were still within sight of TI and the current was easing them back towards the shore.

Uncle Jensen and Dad carefully examined the engine, the fuel lines, the fuses, but they were at a loss to understand the problem. Then equally at a loss to understand why, after trying for the umpteenth time, the engine simply started again for no apparent reason.

An hour or so later, the engine stalled again.

By now TI was well behind them, and they were in open water, Badu Island only just visible on the horizon.

Dad and Jensen looked grim, and turned again to examine the engine. Mum asked if they should drop the anchor but Dad explained that the water was too deep. They’d just have drift until they could get the engine going.

‘Why does it keep stalling?’ asked Zeke.

‘I wish I knew,’ said Dad before asking Zeke to keep an eye out for container ships.

‘Okay!’ Zeke made a show of twisting around, scanning the horizon for the huge warehouse ships piled high, bow to stern, with thousands of stacked containers.

He knew what to look for – the Torres Strait was an ocean highway for them. Today though, there were none to be seen and he soon tired of the game. ‘Why am I even looking for container ships?’

Ezra, feeling put out because Zeke had been asked to keep a lookout, rather than him, didn’t spare his younger brother the details. ‘Because little boats like ours get run over by container ships all the time. Smashed up and sunk. The big ships don’t always keep a lookout and anyway, they can’t always see. And with our engine not working, we can’t steer or move out of their path.’

Zeke stared at Ezra, shocked. It hadn’t occurred to him that their situation was dangerous, but now he looked about fearfully.

‘Ezra!’ Mum was unimpressed. ‘Zeke, it’s okay. It’s broad daylight, the ships can see us, we’ll be fine. But if you do see a ship, let us know. That’s your job now and it’s important.’ She shot Ezra a look that clearly told him not to say anything more and then the engine chose that moment to start again, after all.

Their five-hour boat trip ended up taking seven and a half, with the engine stalling twice more.

Almost worse, though, was the way the boat handled the gentle waves and much less gentle cross-currents that ran between and around the islands of the Straits.

Ezra was oddly proud of the fact that the Torres Strait had some of the most complex ocean current and tide patterns in the whole world. In the whole world! And he was very proud of his dad’s ability – and Uncle Jensen’s ability, to be fair – to navigate those waters. Today the waters were relatively calm but when a storm came through, or even a fierce wind, the ocean churned. Box waves, coming from multiple directions at once, could capture the captains of unwary vessels and tip their boats right over.

So Ezra knew that any boat that traversed the Straits needed to be strong. It needed to be the right size, the right shape, the right design to withstand the rigours of those difficult waters.

In the course of their trip home, it rapidly became clear that Dad’s new boat was none of those things.

‘This boat’s a dog,’ said Jensen, frustrated after the engine stalled again. Dad made a low rumbling noise that indicated his complete agreement. ‘What was Stone thinking,’ Jensen continued, ‘signing off on this lemon?’

‘I told him when we were on the jetty that it wasn’t right,’ said Dad. ‘But he wasn’t having any of it. Basically said I should be grateful.’

‘For this …?’ Jensen clearly wanted to say more but held his tongue. ‘Did he even bother to ask what you needed?’

‘No. He always thinks he knows what’s best. This boat’s been dreamt up by Canberra bureaucrats. They’ve no idea what the waters are like up here. And Stone – he’s from Canberra originally himself. He thinks it’s all just fine.’

Dad and Jensen stopped talking, realising that everyone on board was listening in. They didn’t even speak when the engine finally turned over again, but just settled back into their seats. Ezra was willing to bet they were praying that it would just stop stalling. Even with the engine going, the boat’s motion as it cut through the waves was strangely nauseating. While the two families had set out in a light-hearted party atmosphere, several hours of enduring the quirky, uneven pitch and roll of the dory saw them all sink into a dull silence, punctuated by Levi’s crying. He’d already been sick several times.

Maryanne, pulling some string from her pocket, distracted Tarzie with a cat’s-cradle game, while Mum tried to comfort Levi. When he lunged for the side yet again, his face green and his intent obvious, Zeke bumped into Ezra in his haste to get out of the way. Ezra, like everyone else just fed up and tired of it all, shoved him back and the pair started bickering.

Mum, holding tight to Levi while he retched, glared at them both. ‘Ezra! That’s enough.’

‘But he—’

‘Don’t give me that rubbish.’ Mum sounded really angry now. ‘Just do the right thing for once. You’re old enough to know better.’

Ezra slumped in his seat, surreptitiously giving Zeke one last poke in the arm. He looked up to see Mason watching him impassively, and felt a little ashamed. And then angry. And then ashamed again.

They were all relieved when Dauan and its triangular peak, and then finally low-lying Saibai, appeared on the northern horizon. Being a Wednesday, they saw one of the Sea Swift vessels too, the large freighter that Barbara had talked about. Was that basketball game with Barbara only last Sunday? Ezra felt like the last few days had taken years.

Dad’s new dory was dwarfed by the bigger ship, and he carefully stayed well out of its path. It was leaving Saibai and was headed over to Dauan, having dropped off its weekly cargo from Cairns. Zeke, waking from a doze, belatedly shouted a lookout.

They rounded the western headland and entered Saibai’s wide bay, the village with its houses and trees stretching along the coast to their right, Papua New Guinea visible as a blue line against the horizon just a little further to the north.

Ezra could see the mekay tree in the centre of the village, a huge wild almond tree that had stood for many generations but was now dangerously close to the foreshore. Even if it wasn’t swept out to sea by a storm one day soon, the salt water was surely affecting its roots. There was his special coconut tree too – well, he was pretty sure it was the right one. Hard to tell from this far out.

Despite his sullen grumpiness, Ezra felt his heart lift.

He could smell the mangroves, and the dark watery soil. Home. He was home and he didn’t want to be anywhere else.

‘Right.’ Mum encompassed all the children in a single sweeping glance. ‘Get your things together. Aunty Rita is meeting us at the jetty with her car and I don’t want to keep her waiting. Early dinner, then bed. You boys all have school tomorrow.’

Ezra groaned, although definitely not loud enough for Mum to hear. In these last few weeks before the end of school, in his opinion, there was very little happening that they couldn’t miss. He’d hoped against hope Mum might have let them have a day off, but apparently not.

Okay then. School tomorrow. Great.

Maybe he would rather be somewhere else.
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School the next day wasn’t quite as awful as Ezra had feared.

A couple of the kids had heard about him going under the truck for a dare, but they all assumed that the truck moving off had actually been part of the dare too. One or two even made it plain that they thought he’d dived under the truck while it was moving.

Either way, they mostly seemed … impressed?

The fact that Ezra was reluctant to discuss it only added to his allure. The other kids mistook his embarrassment for modesty, and that was fine with Ezra. He really didn’t want to talk about it.

And by Friday no one else was talking about it either.

Aka Dot’s dog had delivered a litter of ten puppies. Little Simon Ray swore he’d seen the scarred crocodile, although nobody believed him. And the store had started stocking those good icy poles again. So there were far more interesting things to talk about than whatever boring dare Ezra had gotten up to on Thursday Island.

The whole high school situation was still playing on Ezra’s mind though. ‘How do you reckon you’re gunna go living with your grandparents next year?’ he asked Mason, as they walked outside at lunchtime.

‘They’re not so bad,’ said Mason. ‘Nan isn’t happy unless I’m eating one of her cakes.’ He paused and looked sideways at Ezra. ‘And they’re talking about buying a PlayStation.’

Ezra stopped walking, struck by the enormity of what Mason had just said. ‘They’re talking about buying a PlayStation?’

‘With dual player controls, obviously.’

‘Huh.’ Ezra was stoked. Maybe staying on Thursday Island was going to be okay after all. ‘You know the Xbox is better, but.’

Mason laughed, and punched him on the arm. ‘As if you’d know.’

Ezra was left feeling more cheerful than he had for a long while.

That is, until he and Mason turned a corner to see Billy Blake and his crew making fun of Barbara again. Her friend Evie wasn’t around and Billy had clearly taken advantage.

‘What’s the weather like up there then?’

Barbara, determined to ignore the taunts, put her head down and kept walking past, towards Ezra and Mason. But Billy wouldn’t let up. ‘Hey, Barbara. Better watch out for the ceiling fans!’

Ezra was over it. ‘Leave her alone, Billy. You’re being a plonker.’ He stopped in front of where Billy was sitting.

‘Oooooh! Ezra loves Barbara. Oooooh!’

That idea was so absurd that it must have showed on Ezra’s face. He stared at Billy with a mix of disbelief and contempt. Mason stood squarely beside Ezra and watched on calmly. Barbara disappeared around the corner.

‘Mate,’ said Ezra, in a way that made it clear that Billy was anything but his mate. ‘You need to stop it.’

‘Don’t be such a sook, Ezra.’ Billy began to look a little uncertain. ‘It’s just a joke.’

‘Don’t be such a jerk, Billy. I’m sick of hearing your “jokes’’.’ Ezra made air quotes with his fingers. ‘Barbara’s sick of hearing them. We’re all sick of them. You’re not funny, you’re just mean. So stop it.’

‘Oh yeah? You gunna stop me? You and whose army?’

Again, Ezra stared at Billy, incredulous. ‘Are you serious?’ He mimicked Billy’s flat mainland vowels. ‘You and whose army? Who even says that? You’re pathetic. “It’s just a joke” is what all the bullies say. It’s not a joke though, is it? It’s not a joke if you’re the only one laughing.’

Billy was silent now. He didn’t have a smart comeback for that. His friends, sitting on either side of him, took a sudden intense interest in the volleyball game being played over in the other courtyard.

‘You think you can move up here and laugh at us?’ Ezra was genuinely angry now. ‘You don’t belong here. Leave Barbara alone. Leave us all alone.’ Ezra didn’t wait for an answer. He turned and walked away, knowing Mason would follow.

‘You okay?’ said Mason, once they were well away from Billy.

‘Yeah. I’m fine. Although now everyone’s gunna think I’ve got a thing for Barbara.’

‘Yeah, nah. And even if you did, I’m pretty sure they know she could do heaps better than you.’ Ezra smiled at that, and nodded ruefully, conceding Mason the point. ‘Nah, what you did was good,’ continued Mason. ‘Someone had to do it.’

It was good, what he’d done. Ezra knew it, and felt good about it too.

Doing the right thing felt good. Huh. Who knew?
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THIRTEEN

The rising sun caught the edges of the moving water, sparking a thousand tiny shimmers of light across the surface of the sea. It was a calm morning, barely a breath of wind, and the ocean rested easily beneath its sparkling blanket.

The new dory, just now anchored beside a reef that Dad swore nobody knew about but him, rocked gently, the water slopping quietly against its sides in a lazy syncopated rhythm.

Ezra still couldn’t believe his luck.

Last night, while he’d been brushing his teeth, Dad had swung his head around the half-open bathroom door.

‘Let’s go fishing tomorrow. In the morning. Early.’

Ezra looked up at Dad’s reflection in the mirror, his grinning mouth full of foam.

‘Sure!’ Not pausing to spit, Ezra spoke around his toothbrush, ‘In the new dory?’

‘Yep,’ said Dad. ‘I’ve done some work on the engine and I want to try it out again.’

‘I’ll tell Maryanne. And Zeke and Levi.’

‘Nah. It’ll just be you and me. And Uncle Rex.’ Dad left then, and Ezra kept brushing, his mind spinning with excitement. And, frankly, surprise. Given the telling-off he’d received after the dare incident on orientation day, he’d expected to be in Dad’s bad books for a while. But this? This was awesome!

He could feel as much as hear Dad’s heavy tread as he went to the boys’ bedroom, where Zeke and Levi had already settled in. Then, unable to catch the actual words, Ezra heard Dad’s bass rumble, then a squeak of protest from Zeke, then another short rumble, and then silence.

Ezra spat and rinsed, guessing that Dad had told his little brothers about the fishing trip, and that they were not invited. He was impressed that Zeke had found the courage to protest – they all knew that there was no changing Dad’s mind. Once he said something, that was it.

Dad never raised his voice, never argued – never had to.

The kids weren’t scared of him, exactly, because they had no reason to be, but it was just that when Dad spoke, you listened. Everyone did, even the grown-ups. He just had an air about him of … Ezra didn’t know what to call it.

Years ago, when Ezra had first watched The Lion King, he’d recognised whatever Dad had in Mufasa, the king of the lions. They still watched that movie all the time, even Dad. They all loved it. The last time they’d put it on, Tarzie had climbed into Dad’s lap and asked him straight out, ‘Are you king of lions, Dadda?’

Dad had given her a cuddle and said, quietly into her hair, ‘King of the crocodiles, maybe.’
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It was still dark when Dad woke Ezra the next morning. He slipped out of bed and pulled on his swimming shorts and shirt without waking his brothers, then padded into the kitchen. Mum was packing an esky full of chilled water bottles, sandwiches and fruit, while Dad sat at the table, finishing off his coffee and checking the tide tables on his phone. He looked up as Ezra appeared.

‘Snap,’ said Ezra. Both of them were wearing their footy shirts, in the bright blue, white and red of the Saibai Stags. Dad had been a useful player in his day, usually as centre. He’d retired a few years ago but the whole family remained big fans of the local team.

‘You ready?’ Dad asked Ezra.

‘Sweetheart,’ protested Mum to Dad, ‘he hasn’t had breakfast yet.’

Dad stood up, took a banana from the fruit bowl and tossed it to Ezra. ‘There’s breakfast. C’mon.’ He hefted the esky onto his shoulder and moved towards the door.

‘Not without a kiss, you don’t.’ Mum held her cheek up at an angle. Dad leaned down to give her a peck, while Ezra had to stretch up to plant his.

‘Good,’ said Mum. ‘It’s bad luck to leave without a proper goodbye.’

She saw them out onto the verandah and watched as they slid their thongs on before quietly shutting the door behind them. Then the two walked downstairs and out onto the street. Ezra bit into the banana, thinking he’d have preferred his usual bowl of cereal, maybe some jam toast as well, but on a morning like this even a banana for breakfast tasted good.

Athe Rex was waiting for them on the jetty and Ezra took a deep breath. He was a little in awe of Athe Rex, and never knew what to say to him. Back in the day, Rex had been a famous rodeo rider. Bulls, mainly, but broncos too. He still wore the prizes that he’d won – big oval belt buckles embossed with cowboys riding a bucking beast.

Like Athe Harold, Rex was old and fierce. Unlike Harold though, Rex was still fit and wiry and strong, despite a few missing teeth and an abundance of grey in his bushy beard. And unlike Harold, thought Ezra, Rex was kind of cool. Ezra eyed up Rex’s dreadlocks, which he wore in a long ponytail, and wondered if it might be possible to grow his own hair like that.

Rex and Dad shook hands warmly, using their spare hands to clap each other on the shoulder. ‘It’s good to see you, Uncle,’ said Dad. ‘Thanks for coming along.’ Rex then turned to Ezra and reached out to shake his hand too.

He’d never done that before, never treated Ezra as anything more than a little kid hardly worth noticing.

Ezra’s small hand was enveloped in Rex’s large one, but he was careful to squeeze firmly – not too firmly! – and to look Rex in the eye. When Rex let go, Ezra let his breath go too, unaware until then that he’d even been holding it.

Athe Rex was brother to Dad’s mother, Ezra’s grandmother, who had passed away two years ago. She’d been a warm and loving presence in Ezra’s life, and he still missed her sometimes. Dad’s dad had died when Dad was still a baby. So it was largely Rex who had taught Dad to hunt and to fish, and who’d arranged Dad’s initiation as a man. That was always the job of a Torres Strait Islander boy’s maternal uncles, but Dad and Rex had become especially close as a result. Were still close.

Rex climbed down the jetty ladder and into the boat while Ezra helped Dad to fill the dory’s fuel tanks, both of them doing what needed to be done with only a few guiding words. Ezra had helped Dad with the fuel before, but never just on his own. It felt good to know what to do, and it felt extra good to have Dad assume he knew what to do, without giving him any additional instructions.

Rex looked on approvingly.

Before too long Dad started the engine, nodding to himself when it started first go. They cast off from the jetty, the outboard’s throaty roar cutting through the silence of the early morning, the sky a little lighter now but the sun still hiding below the horizon.

They headed out to sea, Dad driving, Rex relaxing in the seat beside him. Ezra sat on the padded bench behind them, his bare feet curled beneath him, conscious that otherwise his legs would dangle. He still wasn’t quite tall enough for his feet to reach the deck while seated; besides, with his feet underneath his bum, he could see out better anyway.

The sea water near Saibai, almost always silty, cleared to a deep blue as they headed out of the bay to open water.

Dad explained to Rex how badly the boat had performed on the trip to Saibai from Thursday Island, and the men earnestly began swapping theories about what might be the causes.

‘I’ll be having a word to Jeff Stone about the comms and emergency alert systems on this boat, too,’ said Dad.

‘Totally useless.’ Rex turned away to cough.

‘Maybe not totally useless,’ replied Dad, ‘but only basic. That was something else they didn’t bother consulting with us about.’

Today, although it still travelled with that strange, uneven motion, nothing seemed to be the matter with the boat at all. The sea was deeply calm, though, so they might as well have been travelling across a lake.

Ezra, still sleepy, leaned back and looked about him.

The sea’s colour kept changing as the sun rose, and a few seabirds wheeled above the boat, hoping for scraps. Thin clouds covered the sky and in the distance he spotted an eagle riding a thermal, too high up to tell what kind. It was relatively cool still, but Ezra knew that the clouds would do nothing to alleviate the sweltering heat later; not at this time of year.

At one stage Dad looked behind at Ezra to catch his eye, and pointed at the water. Ezra looked, saw nothing and looked away. Dad frowned and pointed again. This time Ezra looked harder. Was that … no, hang on … it was hard to tell. The sea was calm, but not perfectly flat. The water rippled with currents, and the light kept changing as the dawn broke.

Then he saw it, on Dad’s side of the boat. A small round head with ancient eyes broke the surface.

‘Waru!’ exclaimed Ezra, delighted. ‘A turtle. But are we …?’

‘No,’ Dad raised his voice above the noise of the engine. ‘We’re not hunting waru today. Just fish. She can go on her way. It’s nesting time – we’ll let her lay her eggs and maybe, in a few years’ time, you can catch her children.’

Athe Rex spoke some words to the turtle then, in the Kala Kawa Ya language of Saibai Island, and the hairs stood up on the back of Ezra’s neck. In a process called Ya Thayan, or chuck talk, Rex respectfully acknowledged the Ancestors, and explained to them who was in the boat. He noted that today they were planning to hunt fish, and that he hoped that the Ancestors would look favourably on their activities.

It was an acknowledgement Ezra had heard many times before – and certainly every time he’d been out fishing with his father – but in hearing Rex say it Ezra found himself listening anew. When Rex had finished, he swivelled his seat around to face Ezra.

‘One day, when it is your time to hunt for waru,’ said Rex, ‘you’ll do the Ya Thayan too. Before the killing, you must tell the spirits of the dugong or the turtle why you are taking their meat. You tell them it will be used to sustain and give strength to the people, and to your family, and you give thanks to the animal for a greater sacrifice.’

Rex didn’t expect a reply and Ezra had none to give him anyway. This was Men’s Business, he realised, spirit business, and his head swam with the honour of being entrusted with it.

No one spoke again until they reached the reef.
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They were so far to the south of Saibai that Ezra could no longer see it, although the peak of Dauan, the island next door to Saibai, was just visible on the horizon. Otherwise, there was only an expanse of ocean – so broad that it was possible to see the curvature of the earth. It briefly crossed Ezra’s mind that only a fool could truly believe the earth was flat.

There was nothing visible to distinguish this stretch of ocean from any other, but Ezra had been here before.

He knew that just below the surface was Dad’s secret reef and favourite fishing spot. For the first time he realised that Athe Rex must once have shown Dad this place, perhaps had offered it to him as a gift of adulthood. Who was the uncle who had shown it to Athe Rex? And who had shown it to that uncle?

Ezra’s head filled with the thought of all his Ancestors who had fished on this secret reef, setting out from Saibai and Dauan in dinghies with outboards, or in pearl-shell luggers, or in sailing boats, or in outrigger canoes. In that sense the reef wasn’t a secret; rather it was a carefully held part of his family’s particular knowledge and understanding of their world.

Ezra sat up a little straighter, feeling again that sense of mariw dhaniya nagemipa – the eyes of the Ancestors were upon him, judging him. He didn’t want to let them down.

‘We haven’t got all morning,’ said Dad. ‘The tide’s on the way out now.’

‘You’ve missed the neap tide, but,’ pointed out Rex. Ezra listened quietly while the men spoke. Mum had explained to him ages ago that twice each month, at the first and third quarters of the moon, the distance between a high tide and a low tide was smallest. That was called a neap tide and made fishing on a reef easier. At the highest tides, when the moon was full and again when the moon was new – that is, not visible to the eye at all – many parts of the reef were too far below the surface to reach comfortably by taking a deep breath and free diving.

‘I know it,’ said Dad, unperturbed. ‘But it rained last week, so the water wasn’t clear. This is the first stretch of dry days we’ve had for a while, so I thought we’d make the most of it, despite the tides.’

‘Good oh,’ said Rex. ‘Strange, but, to have so many clear days at this time of year. When I was a lad, you just knew it would rain every afternoon during the Kuki season. You could rely on it.’ He coughed again, deep and throaty, and then spat. ‘Can’t even rely on the weather no more.’

Dad nodded and Ezra knew, from past conversations, that the weather patterns within the Torres Strait had changed even since his dad was a boy.

‘The weather’s just plain wrong,’ continued Rex. ‘It feels wrong.’ Dad could only nod again, in complete agreement before turning to make sure the boat was properly anchored and secure beside the reef.

It would have been easier to drop the anchor onto the reef itself, but Ezra knew Dad didn’t want to damage the coral. He was very much aware that its mere existence was fragile already.

Then Dad pulled a pair of hand spears out from one of the lockers – a long one for himself, and a shorter one for Ezra.

Each spear, purchased specially from Dad’s favourite camping and fishing shop in Brisbane, had a rubber band at the butt end and a pranger, with four sharp barbed prongs, at the business end. The pranger was, for now, covered with a plastic cap for safety.

Athe Rex looked at the spears with admiration. ‘Them ones are much nicer than my old spear. I used to use an old inner tube from a bike tyre.’

‘Have a look,’ said Dad, handing his spear to Rex. ‘It’s surgical tubing.’

The spears worked like sophisticated slingshots, the stretched rubber bands providing the necessary energy to propel the spear. Ezra reached into the opposite locker to find swimming masks, flippers and snorkels. He pulled them out in a tangle and, selecting a mask at random, he held it up to his dad.

‘Do you want this black one, or the blue one?’

‘The blue one for me. Chuck that black one back in and have a look for the other blue one. It’s a size small, so it will fit your face better.’

‘Snorkels?’ asked Ezra. Dad shook his head.

‘Snorkels make too much noise,’ Rex put in. ‘They rattle as you breathe. Scare the fish.’

Ezra nodded happily and pulled on his mask. Neither he nor Dad bothered changing their shorts, or removing their shirts. In this heat, their clothes would later dry quickly and anyway, leaving the layers on while in the water offered at least some protection against stingers – jellyfish with long and venomous trailing tentacles. The stinger season had only just begun, so they were taking a calculated risk. This was likely the last time they could go out for a while.

Athe Rex pulled on an old floppy hat with a broad brim and some wraparound sunglasses. The daggy hat didn’t match his cool shades, but it was a long time since Rex had worried about how he looked.

He was the spotter today, and wasn’t going into the water. Instead, he’d keep an eye out for hazards. Sharks and crocs and jellyfish, mainly, but also for other vessels. He’d look out for the swimmers too, just to make sure they weren’t in trouble.

The boat lurched to one side as Dad sat on the gunwale, his flippered feet dipping in and out of the water as the boat rocked. Then in a fluid, practised movement he pushed off and into the water. He trod water for a moment while he adjusted his mask, then dived down. Dad didn’t say so, but Ezra knew he was having a quick look around for sharks. A moment later Dad surfaced again.

‘Pass me the spears, caps off both of them, and then jump in. Quietly. Don’t frighten the fish.’

Ezra grinned as he slid into the water. The ocean water was so warm he almost couldn’t feel it, although the salt fizzed pleasantly against his skin. Conditions for spearfishing were perfect – the sea calm and the crystal-clear water providing visibility for what seemed like miles.

Floating facedown on the surface, his mask firmly sealed, Ezra could see the reef only a metre or so below the surface. He could see some fish too, and was eager to make a start.

Ezra took a deep breath and, spear in hand, swam down over the coral.




FOURTEEN

His first few dives were just looking around. With his flippers on, Ezra swam fast and strong, swooping through the water almost as if he were flying.

He tried hard to keep his movements smooth and natural. If he splashed or jerked around, the fish would be frightened away.

The coral beneath him unfurled into the watery distance like a landscape, mirroring the hills and valleys of the mainland. Here a forest of coral fingers, there a smooth plain.

Way down deep, deeper than Ezra could dive, he could see a clam open wide. He briefly wondered if the stories Maryanne had told him about divers losing a hand to a clam were true.

He could see some likely fish in the distance but, in the open water, there was no chance he’d be able to get close enough to spear one. Ezra knew his best chance was to find a fish hiding, or resting, in among the nooks and crannies. He spotted a shallow cave that looked promising, under a big clump of coral.

Surfacing once more, Ezra primed his spear while he trod water.

Holding the spear steady with his right hand, he hooked the rubber band over the thumb of his left. Then he slid his left hand along the shaft of the spear towards the sharp tips at the far end, pulling the rubber band as tightly as he could, while he pushed the spear down with his right hand. Then, with the same hand that had the rubber over the thumb, he grasped the spear near the middle of its length and held it tight, keeping the rubber band taut. Now his weapon was ready.

With his spear arm held out straight before him, Ezra dived down again to the little cave. Sure enough, a fish was nestled in there. A good, big parsa – a rabbit fish.

There was no time to think about it. Ezra took aim along his outstretched arm and released his hold on the spear. The tightly stretched rubber band caused the spear to shoot forward and the prongs captured the fish right behind its head, passing through its body and killing it instantly.

Ezra surfaced again, this time bearing his trophy aloft on his spear, and swam back to the boat.

It was important to get the fish out of the water fast, before a bigger fish – or a shark – turned up to steal it. Athe Rex leaned down to take Ezra’s spear and remove the fish. He didn’t say a word, and Ezra resisted the urge to prattle excitedly about the thrill of his first catch for the day. Instead, as soon as Rex passed his spear back, he dived under again. There was more work to be done.

Ezra caught two more fish at their first stopping place, and Dad surfaced with a big crayfish. Then they climbed back into the boat, started it up and moved on a little way to a new spot on the same reef.

Once again Dad anchored just off the reef, and this time Athe Rex commented approvingly about it to Ezra.

‘It’s good how your dad takes care. This Sea Country is our Country too, just as much as Saibai is our Country. It’s good how you’re taking care too.’

Ezra looked at Rex quizzically. How had he been taking care?

‘You’re only bringing up the big fish. You’re not bothering with the tiddlers.’

‘Well. It’s not legal to catch the smaller ones anyway.’ Ezra knew all about what was allowed and what wasn’t – that was Dad’s job, after all, ensuring people didn’t catch anything illegally.

‘Legal.’ Rex, unimpressed, paused to cough. ‘It’s our people’s Law. The fish need time to grow, and breed, so there’s always enough fish. Catching the tiddlers goes against our Law. I tried it once, brought some tiddlers home to my big sister, your grandmother. I was about your age.’

‘How’d that go?’ Dad cut in, winking at Ezra. He’d finished securing the boat and was putting his flippers back on.

Athe Rex took a deep breath and puffed it out theatrically. ‘Oh boy. Not good. Not good at all.’

Dad nodded in understanding. Ezra was spellbound, waiting to hear more about his sweet, gentle grandmother.

‘She really let me have it. I reckon they would’ve heard her over on Dauan.’ Rex mimicked his sister’s voice: ‘I’m not wasting my time cooking up them tiny things for a mouth full of fishbones! Don’t you waste my time! Don’t you disrespect me by bringing home that rubbish! And don’t you disrespect the ocean by catching ’em so small either! Here! Put ’em in the rubbish! Now!’

Dad was nodding furiously now. He clearly knew exactly what Rex was talking about.

‘I had to put ’em all in the compost heap,’ said Rex. ‘And every time I ever brought her a fish afterwards, even when I was a grown man with kids of me own, she’d bring it up again. Every time.’ Rex shook his head, and wiped away a tear from under his mirrored shades. ‘Geez, I miss her.’

Dad was unashamedly wiping away his tears too.

He wasn’t crying, exactly, just remembering, and sharing his grief with Ezra and Rex as the tears leaked from his eyes. The three of them sat quietly with their sadness for a moment, for the woman who had been sister, mother and grandmother to them all, until finally Dad passed Ezra his hand spear and they made ready to go overboard once more.
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Back in the water, Ezra felt charmed. Everywhere he looked, in every cranny and hidey-hole, he found fish for the taking. Rabbit fish once more, and several coral trout. All of them more than big enough to be legal. Dad found a second crayfish and – this time – he caught a coral trout too. Athe Rex took them all and secured them in the esky, part-filled with water.

While his dad stayed in the water for a couple more dives, Ezra clambered up into the boat for a breather.

Rex gazed at him steadily. ‘Your dad’s working hard today.’

‘Working!’ Ezra laughed. ‘This is his day off.’

‘Is that what you think?’ asked Rex, not unkindly. ‘Seems to me like he’s checking the reef. Trying to sort out this pig of a boat. Teaching his youngster a thing or two. And looking after an old man. That’s a lot of work for his day off.’

‘What old man – oh.’ Ezra realised who Rex meant. ‘You’re not old,’ he said gamely, trying to cover his mistake.

‘I’m old enough,’ said Rex. ‘Old enough to appreciate a young bloke like your dad taking the time to give me a few hours out on the water.’

‘He’s always working,’ said Ezra. ‘I dunno when he ever has fun.’

‘Fun.’ Rex took off his sunglasses, so he could look Ezra in the eye. ‘All the work your dad does is for his family and for his community. All of it. He’s proud of that, and so he should be. And if sometimes he enjoys his work too, and gets some pleasure from a job done well, then so much the better. It’s not work. It’s his life. Your mother’s the same. She works just as hard, at home and at that school of yours. She should be just as proud.’

Ezra looked away then, watching Dad surface for breath and dive straight under again.

‘That shirt you’re wearing. Clean on this morning, was it?’ Ezra nodded. ‘And your mum, does she always want you on your best behaviour when you’re out?’ Ezra nodded again, more firmly this time. ‘That’s because how you present yourself, and more importantly what you do, reflects back on her. Reflects back on your dad. If you don’t do what’s right, the shame is on them, even more so than it’s on you.’

‘Yeah,’ said Ezra quietly. It occurred to him that Rex had been sitting behind his family in church last Sunday. ‘I know.’

‘I know you know. You’ve heard all this before. You know it in here.’ Rex, still wearing the floppy hat, tapped his head. ‘But you also need to know it in here.’ He held a loose fist against his chest, against his heart.

‘Yeah,’ said Ezra again. ‘I know.’

Dad surfaced right beside the boat just then and Rex put his wraparound sunglasses back on. Ezra helped Dad to climb aboard and to reel in the anchor before they moved the boat again.

Then, back in the water at the third stopping place, Ezra caught the biggest fish of all.

Ezra had thought his luck was done. After successfully spearing the first fish he’d seen, he had dived back down and unsuccessfully fired off at a couple of others, missing both times, the fish flitting away unharmed and well beyond the reach of his spear. Ezra trod water for a bit, disgruntled and wondering where to dive next.

Dad surfaced beside him with a third crayfish, handed it off to Athe Rex, then passed his spear to Ezra. ‘Have a try with this bigger one. See how you go. It’ll be a bit easier to prime if you do it underwater.’

Ezra, thrilled, gave his own spear to Dad. He’d never used the big hand spear before and couldn’t wait to give it a try.

He dived, keen to get a sense of how the longer weapon would feel underwater, but Dad was right. Priming it by stretching the rubber band was much harder. The rubber was stiffer, and Ezra struggled to pull it taut. His first shot missed by a mile. His second was much better, although still a miss. He came up for air after each miss, thinking hard, still trying work out how close he needed to be.

Three times was the charm, though.

The fish he caught was huge, a red emperor, much larger than Mum’s biggest frying pan, and after he’d caught it Ezra swam very carefully to the surface, worried that it might fall off the tip of Dad’s spear.

Once more Athe Rex helped him with the fish, and then motioned for Ezra to get out of the water. Dad too.

It wasn’t until they were both out of the water and standing, dripping, in the rocking boat that a laughing Rex pointed out a not-so-small tiger shark swimming nearby.

Dad exclaimed in delight but Ezra, tired by now, didn’t find it quite so funny.

He was well pleased when Athe Rex noted how far the tide had turned, and Dad agreed they’d caught enough and that it was time to go home.

As they headed back to Saibai, Athe Rex handed around the fruit and sandwiches that Mum had packed for them all. Ezra fell on his eagerly, suddenly starving after the morning’s underwater efforts.

Rex, not as hungry as the swimmers, was more inclined to talk. ‘You gunna bring your other boys out here soon?’ he asked Dad.

Dad shrugged. ‘Soon. Maybe. They need to learn to accept disappointment sometimes. To learn that they can’t always do all the same things as the older kids.’

Rex chuckled. ‘That’s kids, isn’t it? Always teaching ’em something.’

Dad nodded ruefully and asked after Rex’s grandchildren.

Ezra kept chewing, thoughtfully now. Mum taught him things all the time – she was forever explaining things to him. To all the kids. Sometimes it felt like she wanted them to know everything about everything.

But Dad? Dad hardly ever explained anything.

He just did whatever it was he was doing, and expected his kids to watch and work it out for themselves. Today, it dawned on Ezra how that was a way of teaching too.

With some satisfaction, he could see that Levi and Zeke – particularly Zeke – had learned a good lesson last night when Dad told them they couldn’t come fishing today. Ezra always enjoyed seeing Zeke taught a lesson. But as soon as that smug thought entered his head, Ezra felt bad about it. Zekey would really have enjoyed coming out today, and instead he was stuck with going to church. Dad knew that, too. So why hadn’t he let Zeke come? The answer came almost immediately: Dad was hoping to teach Ezra something. Just like Athe Rex had said.

But what?

He already knew how to spear fish. So what was Dad trying to teach him? Ezra genuinely couldn’t think of what it might be.




FIFTEEN

Back at Saibai, Ezra helped his father lift the esky out of the boat and onto the jetty. The container was heavy with fish, but even if it had weighed twice as much Ezra wouldn’t have minded. Most of the catch was his, and he couldn’t have been any prouder.

Athe Rex climbed up onto the jetty too, with two of the crayfish in a bucket. Dad had insisted he take them and, after making a show of protesting, Rex had accepted them with relish. The men shook hands again and Rex, with a wave to Ezra, headed off.

Dad, still in the boat, pulled out another bucket from under one of the bench seats. ‘Put three of your fish in there,’ he said to Ezra, ‘and take them along to Aka Dot’s. I’ll meet you back home.’ Dad turned his back then, and busied himself securing the boat to the jetty.

Three! Ezra had wanted to take all the fish home, to show Mum. To show off to Maryanne and his brothers too. Now he had to give three away to Aka Dot. Did she really need three? Wouldn’t two be enough? Or maybe he could give her the three littlest ones.

Ezra glanced across to Dad, and thought about asking whether Aka really needed three. But even as he looked at his father’s broad back, at his big scarred hands coiling the ropes, the words stayed in Ezra’s mouth. He remembered Mason’s gift of fish to Barbara, too.

Of course Dot should have three, and she should have three big ones. Anything less would be disrespectful, shameful even.

Ezra looked into the esky. That big red emperor he would keep for Mum. That was only right. Aka Dot could have the next two biggest, two parsa which were nearly identical in size and so made a nice pair. Ezra lifted them out and carefully put them in the bucket. He felt a pang that his brothers wouldn’t see them, but it was only for a moment.

There was one more fish that was only a tiny bit smaller than Aka Dot’s pair, but Ezra thought Mum should have that one too. Or should Dot have it?

He thought it through and then reached back into the esky, bringing up a trio of smaller fish. On any other day he wouldn’t have even called them small – they were a good size for a meal. So Aka could have five – two big ones and three smaller ones. That still left plenty for Mum. Ezra hefted the bucket and set off to Dot’s place, happily anticipating the warm welcome he knew he’d receive there. With luck she might have just opened a packet of biscuits.

Ezra walked across the foreshore, leaning to one side to counterbalance the weight of the bucket. He didn’t notice his dad watching him go. Nor did he see his dad step up onto the jetty, to take a look inside the esky. Anyone watching – and no one was – might have thought Dad smiled.
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By the time Ezra arrived back from Aka Dot’s place Dad was already at home, standing at the tall bench that lined the shaded breezeway under the house, gutting and cleaning the fish that remained in the esky before placing them in a foil tray.

Ezra joined him there, picking up a knife.

Ezra had cleaned and gutted fish before, but he wasn’t very good at it. Compared to Dad’s smooth slices, his cuts were clumsy and rough. Dad didn’t say anything, but he shifted a little so it was easier for Ezra to see how he did it. Ezra watched, and tried again. Still a bit rough, but better this time.

‘Is that you?’ Mum sang out from the upstairs verandah.

‘Come and see,’ called Ezra, keen to show off his catch.

Mum came down the stairs, Tarzie and the boys trailing in her wake. Maryanne followed a moment later and they all made admiring noises about the fish. Maryanne turned to Dad.

‘Which ones did you catch?’

‘Only the crayfish,’ said Dad mildly.

‘No way!’ said Zeke. ‘Did Ezra catch that big red emperor?’

Ezra smiled widely and nodded, then deliberately returned to cleaning out the fish on the bench before him. He had a man’s work to do now, and he wanted his brothers to know it.

‘Bring that tray of fish upstairs,’ said Mum to Dad, ‘and we’ll have a couple for dinner. I’ll cook them up in foil with the holy trinity. The rest can go in the freezer.’ She headed back upstairs, leaving the kids in the breezeway.

‘What’s trin-ty?’ asked Tarzie. She didn’t address her question to anyone in particular, didn’t need to. In her short experience, whether at home or out and about, someone was always willing to give her an answer, always willing to give her a hug, always willing to lift her up so she could see. Sometimes it was Mum or Dad, sometimes her siblings. But just as often it was someone else.

Thanks to Mum and her cheerful ways, Ezra’s family home was a refuge and place of welcome for nearly everyone on Saibai.

Some came for a cup of tea and ended up staying for a meal with the family, others stayed for weeks on end, sleeping on a mattress on the floor or, if Maryanne was away, in her bed in the room she shared with Tarzie – no one minded, least of all Tarzie. In her mind, there was inside family and outside family. But really, everyone on the island was family.

‘Holy tri-ni-ty,’ said Maryanne, enunciating slowly and carefully. ‘You say it.’

Tarzie tried again. ‘Ho-ly trin-ty.’ She liked Maryanne’s attention but was eager to get to the point. ‘What’s trin-ty?’

‘Ginger, garlic and onion. That’s the holy trinity. It’s all Mum needs to make every meal delicious. Plus turmeric sometimes. Or chilli.’

‘Eww, not chilli,’ said Levi.

‘What’s wrong with chilli? I like it,’ said Zeke.

‘You do not. Last time you ate one it made you cry.’

‘Only because you dared me to eat a whole one.’ Zeke was loudly indignant, but then added, ‘I won’t be doing that again.’

‘Good,’ said Dad to Zeke, ending the chilli discussion once and for all. He picked up the tray of fish and the knives and headed towards the stairs. ‘Ez, can you wash out the esky? And give the hand spears one more quick rinse too. It won’t hurt to have them washed in fresh water.’

Nobody spoke until they heard Dad close the upstairs door behind him.

‘I can’t believe Dad took you fishing without us,’ said Zeke.

Ezra couldn’t believe it either, but he was inclined to feel magnanimous. ‘He’ll take you next time.’

‘He’s never taken me fishing on my own,’ Maryanne pointed out.

‘You don’t even like fishing, though,’ scoffed Ezra.

‘Not the point,’ said Maryanne loftily. She found an old skateboard behind some boxes, pulled it out and began to show Tarzie how to sit on it with her feet in front, so she could be pushed along the concrete floor of the breezeway, and out into the street and back.

‘Besides,’ continued Ezra, ‘Mum takes you places. You went down to Brisbane with her a few months ago. None of the rest of us have ever even been there.’ It wasn’t until he’d spoken that Ezra remembered why Mum and Maryanne had been in Brisbane. They’d been at Ambrosius College, to talk to the principal there.

He was suddenly overwhelmed with a feeling of … what, exactly? He didn’t know, but he didn’t like it.

Ezra stepped out into the backyard to wrestle with the garden hose, untangling it so he could rinse out the esky.

Zeke picked up Dad’s long hand spear. He lifted it over his right shoulder and standing side on, struck a warrior pose with it, his left arm out in front, as if it were a traditional spear.

‘Give that here,’ said Ezra, unimpressed. ‘I’ve gotta wash it again.’ He took the spear back from Zeke and pulled the safety cap off the sharp, barbed pranger, ready to run it under the hose.

‘I wish I could have a go with Dad’s spear. This short one’s rubbish.’ Levi picked up the smaller hand spear in both hands, idly inspecting it.

‘I did.’ Ezra didn’t try to hide his triumph. ‘Dad gave me a go of his spear.’

‘No way!’ said Zeke. ‘You’re not big enough to pull the rubber back!’

That stung.

‘Yes way,’ said Ezra, indignant now. ‘Look, I’ll show you.’ He turned off the garden tap and used both hands to prime the longer weapon. Dad was right, it was much harder to do it out of the water, and his arms trembled with the effort.

‘Look at him,’ crowed Zeke. ‘He can’t do it!’

Ezra gave him the side eye and set his jaw. One. More. Heave. And it was done. His hand grasped the grip on the middle of the shaft firmly, the rubber band pulling tightly on his thumb.

He turned to show Zeke, pointing the primed spear gun straight at him. ‘I told you I could do it.’
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SIXTEEN

Ready to call the kids upstairs for lunch, Dad stepped onto the balcony and looked down into the backyard.

‘EZRA!’ Dad shouted with his whole chest, shouted as if he were on the footy field again, shouted as if his child’s life depended on it. ‘Drop the spear. NOW.’

For a big man, Dad moved incredibly fast – down the stairs three at time and across the patchy grass to where Ezra stood wide-eyed and open-mouthed, the spear already flung harmlessly into the garden bed.

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ Dad was still shouting. Ezra had never heard him shout before, not really, not outside the footy field. He loomed over Ezra, his face ugly with fear and anger.

‘I … I was … I was just …’ Ezra couldn’t string the sentence together, couldn’t find any words that would make things better, couldn’t find any words at all.

Tears came then, unexpected and uninvited, and once they started Ezra couldn’t stop them. He could vaguely make out his brothers standing behind Dad in stunned silence, and Maryanne running towards him with Tarzie on her hip. Ezra sobbed in low moans, breath shuddering. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. And again, ‘I’m sorry.’ Snot ran from his nose, and his chest heaved. He wasn’t sure what hurt more: Dad’s shouting or the humiliation of it all.

But Dad had already turned away, and was shepherding the other kids up the stairs.

‘Don’t talk to him,’ he said to Maryanne, who clearly wanted to gather Ezra in her arms. ‘Get upstairs.’

‘What’s going on?’ Mum was leaning over the balcony rail, having heard the commotion, but Dad gestured for her to go inside too.

‘Leave him there. I can’t look at him just now.’
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Dinner was awful. Aka Dot was there, with her adult granddaughter Aunty Enoha. They meant well, turning up to celebrate Ezra’s catch, but almost immediately they’d felt the subdued atmosphere. No one said anything, or explained, but it was clear that Ezra was in the bad books.

Mum valiantly kept up her end of the conversation, asking after the various members of Dot’s immediate family, commenting favourably on Dot’s garden, expressing an interest in Dot’s plans for Christmas. And Dot tried just as hard.

When the family and their guests were was seated around the table, and the fish was served, Dot and Enoha made all the right noises about how deliciously it was cooked, how tasty the accompanying rice and vegetables were, and even went so far as to congratulate Dad on the catch. He nodded tightly and politely said all the right words in reply, but he didn’t look at Ezra. Not once.

Not that there was much to see. Ezra sat hunched and miserable, eyes on his plate, the fish tasting like cardboard in his mouth. Mum had made potatoes the way Ezra liked best – scalloped, swimming in cream and stock and baked until they were scalding – but he hardly touched them.

When everyone had taken their share of the potatoes, Zeke, relieved that he wasn’t the one in trouble, offered Ezra the last few spoonfuls. It was clearly a peace offering – in the past they’d nearly come to blows over less – but Ezra just shook his head.

After the meal, Dot and Enoha left as soon as they decently could. Ezra silently dried the dishes while Maryanne washed, and then after having a shower he took himself to bed with a book.

He found himself reading and rereading the same paragraph over and again, but it was better than sitting out in the living room with the others. A little later, when Mum came in to put his brothers to bed, in the room the boys shared, he pretended to be asleep.

Perhaps that’s why his parents felt comfortable having a conversation that they’d usually conduct in whispers. Across the hallway, in Mum and Dad’s room, Dad was packing his work bag for an overnight trip. Their door was open and Ezra could hear them quite clearly.

‘I thought you weren’t going to take the new boat out until Thursday?’ said Mum.

‘No. There’s a storm forecast for later in the week, and I want to test it out properly before then. The engine didn’t stall today. I wish I knew why.’

A heavy silence lay between them, then, ‘I thought he was ready,’ Dad said. ‘Last week’s beard-shaving ceremony got me thinking about making sure Ezra would be ready, when his own time came to learn from your brothers. But maybe I was thinking too much about your brothers, about wanting them to be impressed with him. I wanted Rex to think well of him too.’ Ezra heard Dad sigh heavily. ‘I’m still so bloody angry at him. How could he do something so stupid?’

‘He won’t ever do it again, that’s for sure.’

‘He shouldn’t have done it in the first place.’

‘He’s only a boy. He didn’t mean any harm, he just wasn’t thinking.’

‘And that’s the problem right there. When is he going to start thinking?’

That night Ezra lay awake in his bunk for a long time, staring at the base of the bed above him. It was empty – it was where Mason often slept – and he could hear his brothers in the other set of bunks, softly breathing.
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At some point he must have fallen asleep, because he woke to the usual sounds of a Monday morning.

Tarzie was still in the room she shared with Maryanne, singing untunefully – something about rainbows – and Levi and Zeke were arguing in the living room. Someone, probably Maryanne, was rattling cutlery against plates in the kitchen sink.

Ezra pulled on his school clothes and went out into the living room. Levi and Zeke scooted back into the boys’ bedroom as soon he appeared and he wondered if they were avoiding him. Mum was up too, still in her nightie, folding laundry and making a pile of clean clothes on the couch. She looked across at Ezra with warm sympathy.

‘Your dad’s already left. He’s taken the new boat out for a work trip. He’ll be back tomorrow, probably. Or the next day.’

Ezra nodded, relieved. And then a little hurt that Dad hadn’t even woken him to say goodbye. It was bad luck to leave without saying goodbye. His emotions swept over and through him, like wind-driven clouds.

‘Can you go and clean your teeth in the laundry this morning?’ Mum asked. ‘I need to have a quick shower.’ One bathroom shared between the seven of them (and more, if people were staying over) meant that showers were always quick.

Ezra heard Levi start to cry and quickly headed for the laundry. If he could just stay at the sink for a moment more, maybe someone else would deal with his brother’s tears. Like the monsoonal rains of the wet season, Levi’s tears were copious and predictable. His reasons for crying were many and varied, but the tears themselves? Well, they turned up nearly every school morning.

‘What’s up today, bub?’ As soon as Ezra heard Maryanne’s question he felt bad about leaving her to deal with Levi. He finished up at the sink and returned to his bedroom. Maryanne was standing in the doorway and Levi was sitting on the floor, still in his pyjamas, wailing. The basket for dirty washing was up-ended beside him and he was marooned in a sea of underwear and clothes destined for the laundry. Zeke was rummaging under the bunk bed, only his bare feet visible.

With Dad at work and Mum in the shower, Maryanne was kind of in charge, and Ezra could see that she kind of enjoyed it. She put on a good show of looking patient and interested.

‘Can’t,’ began Levi, before another wail escaped him.

‘Can’t what?’

Levi was trying to speak through hiccupping sobs, and he huffed his words out one at a time. ‘Can’t. Find. Them.’

‘What can’t you find? I’ll help you look.’

‘I’m already helping him look.’ Zeke’s voice, from under the bed, was muffled.

‘They’re not here!’ Levi’s crying ramped up a notch, and Maryanne began to look less patient.

‘What? What are you looking for?’

‘My lucky shorts! I can’t find them!’ The wailing sobs continued. Levi wasn’t looking for anything now, beyond comfort and attention. ‘We’re playing a soccer match today, a real one. And I need …’ His words were lost in a drawn-out moan.

Zeke emerged from under the bed, bum first. ‘Not there.’ He held up a frisbee. ‘I found this, though.’ He left the room with a spring in his step, frisbee in hand. As far as he was concerned, his work here was done. Ezra reached for his schoolbag, unsure of what to do but not wanting to do nothing at all.

‘Could you have a look through their drawer?’ Maryanne asked Ezra. She motioned to the bottom one, that the smallest boys shared. On the basis of bitter past experience, Ezra knew why she wasn’t keen to look for herself. He was pretty sure Zeke had stopped keeping frogs in there, but he wasn’t willing to find out either. He made a face, and shook his head.

Maryanne shrugged her acceptance of his decision and plonked herself down on the floor, pulling Levi onto her lap. His sobs subsided somewhat.

‘You don’t need lucky shorts,’ began Maryanne, speaking quietly so that Levi finally had to stop crying in order to hear her. ‘You don’t need lucky socks. You don’t even need a lucky shirt. You already have all the luck you need.’

Levi sniffed hard, but he was listening.

‘All the luck you need is there.’ She tapped his chest. ‘It’s all there inside of you already. Shorts don’t make any difference at all, lucky ones or not.’

Ezra watched Levi looking at Maryanne closely, still not entirely convinced but done with the crying now. Maryanne gave it one last shot.

‘Where do you think I keep my luck? It’s right here, inside me.’

Mum walked past the open door at that moment, her long curly hair dripping water onto her cotton dressing-gown. Ezra guessed she was grateful that Maryanne was dealing with Levi and was hoping to make it to her own room without getting involved.

‘Mum?’ Maryanne spoke up quickly, aware that Mum was unlikely to stop. ‘Mum, where do you keep your luck?’ Maryanne and Mum had had this conversation before.

Mum smiled as she replied. ‘I keep it inside of me. Same as everyone else.’ She kept walking to her room, but before she closed the door she called out, ‘Same as you, Levi, love. Your luck’s inside of you too.’

‘See?’ Maryanne was grinning now, and Levi was trying hard not to. ‘You already have your luck. Now find a clean pair of shorts and get dressed. I’ll go and make sure there’s something nice in your lunch box.’ They both stood up and Maryanne helped Levi put the dirty clothes back in the basket.

As Ezra followed Maryanne from the room, he glanced back. Levi was gently touching his fingertips to his chest, his mouth forming the word luck although no sound emerged.

‘What was all that about?’ Mum stepped out of her room, now fully dressed, having neatly judged the crisis to be over.

‘Just luck,’ said Ezra.

‘Yours or mine?’

‘Everyone’s,’ said Maryanne. And she said it again, as if to convince herself. ‘Everyone’s.’ Then she set off to the kitchen to find that promised treat for Levi.
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SEVENTEEN

School was done for the day. Ezra and Mason were back at Ezra’s place, sitting on opposite sides of the breezeway, leaning back on the stilts that held the house up. Occasionally they bounce-passed a basketball between them.

‘What do you think it wants?’ Ezra was talking about the crocodile. It was the only thing they’d been talking about for the past little while.

Because it had come back.

Not lying around on the boat ramp this time, but walking along Main Road. Walking slowly down the middle of the road in its splayed-leg, malevolent way, bold as anything.

That day at school, no one had talked about anything else. Even the teachers were amazed.

‘Mr Robinson reckons it’s hungry,’ said Mason. ‘Because there’s not enough fish in the usual places anymore.’

‘Mmm.’ Ezra wasn’t sure. Their teacher might be right about the fish – despite Ezra’s lucky catch the day before, everyone was complaining that fish numbers in coastal waters were falling – but he didn’t think the croc was hungry.

Somehow he felt like he’d know if it were hungry, although that didn’t even make sense to him so he definitely wasn’t going to say it out loud.

Besides, apparently the croc had completely ignored someone’s crazy-brave dog, which had got right up in the croc’s face and barked its head off. Not a big dog either, just a little snack-sized one. Everyone agreed that the yappy dog was lucky to still have a head at all.

‘Mum reckons the croc is a sign,’ said Ezra at last.

‘Of what?’

‘Change.’

‘Change? What does that mean?’ Mason frowned. ‘What sort of change?’

Ezra shrugged. ‘That’s all she’ll say.’

‘Did it look at you again?’

Ezra didn’t answer. Instead he turned his head to watch a willie wagtail search for insects in the garden.

Because it had. The croc had looked straight at him. Again.

When school had finished for the day he’d joined the rush of kids to Main Road, all wanting to have another look at the croc. By that time the croc had paused in its walking, and was resting on the side of the road, close to the seawall. Close to Ezra’s special coconut tree.

If it wanted to get back into the water it would have to go over the wall, and no one was sure if it would, or even could. Some adults, armed in an ineffective and flimsy way with brooms and long-handled garden tools, stood warily near it, but not too near, trying to keep the kids back at a safe distance.

Ezra, after jostling his way through to the front of the pack of kids, stared at the croc in fascination. It was definitely the same one as last time, with the deep scar across its nose.

He didn’t feel afraid. Deeply interested, but not fearful.

As Ezra stood there looking he heard a distant rumble, which rapidly became a mechanical roar as Athe Rex arrived, driving the island’s big front-end loader. The croc turned its enormous head towards the noise, paused, and then moved its head to look directly at Ezra.

This time Ezra didn’t step back. He met the crocodile’s gaze steadily.

There was no message, no revelation. Later, thinking about it, Ezra couldn’t even say how long they’d stared at one another.

Eventually they were interrupted, though, by Athe Rex and his machine.

‘Bring the loader over to this side.’ This from one of the uncles with a broom.

‘No, over here. There’s more room here.’ Aunty Zena pointed Rex in the right direction.

‘Be careful!’

‘Not too close.’

‘That’s it, good, yes.’

The croc took a few wary steps towards an uncle brandishing a rake but the man backed cautiously away.

Rex gradually and carefully manoeuvred – and finally scraped – the croc into the metal bucket of the front-end loader. Then he skilfully lifted the bucket and croc up and over the seawall, before lowering the bucket again and tipping the croc out and down towards the water.

To everyone’s relief the croc had remained perfectly still as Rex lifted it up, but they all held their breath at the end as it tumbled awkwardly from the bucket and onto the rocks which buttressed the wall on its ocean side. The croc quickly righted itself, though, and plunged into the water and out of sight.

Ezra stepped into the meagre shade of his coconut tree, standing there even after the other kids had gone, watching the water where the croc had been. A pair of palm cockatoos, with their absurd crests and gleaming charcoal feathers, landed in the tree’s crown, screeching.

Ezra looked up at them, wondering if they had anything to tell him: about leaving Saibai for high school, about how angry Dad was at him, about not wanting anything to change. They screeched again and he decided they weren’t being helpful at all.

He reached out to place his palm flat on the coconut’s trunk. It grew upwards at a slight angle, smooth and slim, its horizontal growth lines about a handspan apart, each as evenly spaced as a drumbeat.

Coconuts were the tree of life. Their nuts provided food and drink, the leafy green fronds were used for fans and baskets and screens and decorations, while the solid trunks provided timber for building and for cooking fires. Sometimes, when he’d touched the tree in the past, he could almost feel a kind of vibration under his hand. Ezra almost believed that if he could just listen a little harder, the tree might have something to say.

Today, though, there was nothing. The tree had nothing to tell him. Nor did the cockatoos. Ezra supposed he’d have to work it all out for himself.
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Now, in the breezeway under Ezra’s house, Mason didn’t bother asking a second time whether the croc had looked at Ezra. Instead he framed his thoughts in a much more interesting way. ‘What do you think it saw?’

Ezra couldn’t answer that either, and wasn’t sure he wanted to. He somehow felt like he’d been examined, and come up wanting. Mariw dhaniya nagemipa, he thought. The eyes of the Ancestors were upon me.

Maryanne came downstairs then, and Ezra was spared having to make an immediate response. One of the first things she’d done since arriving back home to Saibai was to take and plant some cuttings, which she was nurturing in pots under the house.

Maryanne passed between the boys to fetch a watering-can and, on her way back with it to the garden tap, she nimbly dodged as Ezra aimed the basketball at her legs. She shot him a look of disdain but decided it wasn’t worth a rebuke or comment.

As she waited for the can to fill with water Maryanne tilted her head back, as if hoping to see some interesting shapes in the clouds. Suddenly she frowned, turned off the tap and headed over to Main Road.

Ezra and Mason watched her go and then, after a glance of agreement, got up and followed.

Maryanne stood on the seawall, gazing to the horizon. Ezra and Mason stepped up beside her, one on either side. Although the view was the same up there as from the road a mere half a metre below, it felt more like a lookout.

‘What?’ said Ezra.

‘Those clouds,’ said Maryanne. ‘Do they look right?’

At this time of year, at the beginning of the Kuki season, monsoonal clouds and afternoon rains blowing in from the northwest were to be expected. But these clouds didn’t look right; they seemed bigger, somehow, and almost glowed with … Ezra couldn’t quite tell. Did the clouds look kind of greenish?

The northwest wind was blowing straight into their faces, gaining strength by the minute. The sea was a dull churning grey and small waves were smacking hard against the rocks below the seawall. Ezra could feel the spray on his bare legs. Huge clouds billowed above, dark and ominous, occasionally illuminated by lightning flashes although they couldn’t hear any thunder yet. The horizon was blurred by a wall of rain which was very obviously headed their way.

‘Dad’s out on the water for work today,’ said Ezra. ‘He’ll be getting wet.’

‘It’s just a storm,’ said Mason. ‘Isn’t it?’

‘I don’t know what it is,’ said Maryanne.

They stood there and watched until the rain began; the first huge droplets landed with dull wet smacks, rapidly followed by a torrential downpour. They were soaked through, even in the short time it took to run back to the breezeway under Ezra’s house. Now they couldn’t see the lightning, only the flashes, which were immediately accompanied by a slam of thunder.

‘That must have been close!’ Ezra was trying to look out from under the breezeway but all he could see was a wall of rain.

‘Storms are so cool,’ grinned Mason, as he held his dripping T-shirt away from his body and tried to wring it out. Within an hour, though, he was beginning to change his mind. Maryanne and the boys had gone upstairs to find dry clothes and wait out the storm, expecting that – like most storms at this time of year – it would pass through quickly. But this one showed no signs of abating.

The rain drummed on the roof so loudly it was impossible to hear the TV, although Tarzie, Levi and Zeke continued to watch it anyway. The trio were squashed up together for comfort at one end of the couch; Tarzie in the middle sucking hard on her thumb and with her superball held tight, and the two younger boys nestling in closer each time the thunder roared.

Maryanne and the boys stood at the living room window, and looked out into the weather.

‘Dad will be fine,’ said Maryanne, answering the question that no one had asked.

‘But no one’s heard from him all day,’ said Ezra.

‘That’s normal,’ said Mason. ‘He’ll be fine.’

‘Yeah, he will be,’ said Maryanne. ‘He’ll be fine.’

Ezra remained unconvinced. As much to change the subject as anything else, Ezra said abruptly to Maryanne, ‘You have to take the Ambrosius scholarship. I’ll be okay at high school. I will.’

Mason looked at Ezra in surprise, and he briefly explained. Then, turning to Maryanne again, he insisted, ‘Honestly. You’d be mad to give it up.’ He paused, and then added, ‘I’m really proud of you. I think it’s awesome.’

Maryanne blinked at him. ‘Do you really think so? That you’ll be okay on your own, I mean?’

‘I won’t be on my own,’ said Ezra. ‘Mason will be there. And Aunty Ivy. And most of the kids from school. I’ll be right. I’ll make it work.’ Then, to break the serious vibe he’d created, ‘And I’ll FaceTime you whenever I need help with my homework.’

Maryanne laughed a little at that, but returned to looking out intently into the storm. ‘If this storm gets worse,’ – by which they all knew she meant If Dad doesn’t come home – ‘then I won’t be going anywhere.’

All three of them fell silent again, and stood looking out into the rain.

The wind was continuing to pick up. They could hear it now, howling around the steel uprights that held up the house, and buffeting the windows so that they rattled in their frames.

Mum, who’d popped out to make sure Aka Dot was okay, arrived home in a flurry of wet clothes and carry bags.

‘I wanted to make sure she had enough groceries to see her through the storm and instead she’s sent me home with all of this!’ Mum gestured to the plastic carry bags, which were heavy with home-cooked frozen meals. ‘If the power goes off in the storm, her freezer won’t work and they’ll all thaw anyway, so her excuse was that she didn’t want to waste them.’ Mum smiled at the kindness of Dot’s gesture but Ezra noticed that her smile didn’t last long.

Mum thawed one of Dot’s meals for an early dinner. She was unusually quiet as the children joined her at the table and didn’t say a word when Tarzie, who was usually encouraged to sit up in her own seat at the table like a big girl, climbed into her lap.

Maryanne looked across at her, her expression equal parts sympathy and worry. ‘Still haven’t heard from Dad?’

‘No,’ said Mum quietly. ‘I’d tell you if I had.’

Her phone rang just then, giving them all a start.

‘It’s Aunty Rita,’ said Mum. Ezra noted that she left the table to take the call, which was also unlike her. The call was a short one.

‘Your mum needs you to go home,’ Ezra’s mum said to Mason, after she’d hung up. ‘She’s had to go down to the council depot, in case they have to coordinate an evacuation. They’re worried about some sort of king tide inundating the health centre, or maybe the sewage works, although I don’t know why. We’re not due to get one of those until the new year. Your next-door neighbour Steve is going to drive her there. Your mum doesn’t want Athe Harold left on his own for too long.’

‘Okay,’ replied Mason. Then he had a thought. ‘Where’s Dad?’

Ezra’s mum took a deep breath before replying. ‘He’s just now gone out in his dinghy. To look for your Uncle Guy.’

‘He’s looking for …?’ Mason stopped talking as the enormity of what his dad had done dawned on him. Dawned on all the youngsters. If Jensen thought the storm was bad enough that Ezra’s dad might need rescuing, then … well, it didn’t bear thinking about.

Mason made as if to stand, but Ezra’s mum put her hand up to stop him. ‘Finish your dinner first, then go over to your place. Ez can go with you, and stay with you until your mum gets home. She’s already on her way to the council depot, but Athe Harold will be okay on his own for a little while.’

Ezra and Mason looked at each other. Getting sent out into the storm was kind of like an adventure rescue mission of their own.

They couldn’t wait to get going.




EIGHTEEN

Mum equipped Ezra and Mason with a torch each. She didn’t bother giving them raincoats, and instead wrapped a change of clothes for Ezra inside one of Dot’s plastic bags.

She knew there was no chance either boy was going to stay dry – it was a good ten minutes’ walk to Mason’s house and if anything the rain was coming down harder now, pouring off the roof in sheets as the gutters overflowed.

‘Leave your schoolbag here, Mason,’ said Ezra’s mum. ‘It’ll only get soaked. You can pick it up in the morning – if school is even on.’ If school is even on, thought Ezra. Excellent! School hadn’t been closed due to adverse weather since the year before last.

‘Call me when you get there,’ said Mum, ‘and you can both give me a kiss goodbye.’ No one mentioned luck. Then the boys set off willingly enough, with Mum promising to call them at Mason’s house if she heard anything from Dad or Uncle Jensen.

They were wet through before they reached the bottom of the stairs, but it wasn’t too cold. The wind was so strong, though, that they almost had to lean into it. And it was worse once they were out on Main Road and unprotected by buildings.

The sea, to their left, was a foaming swirl of menacing water. The waves, which usually lapped gently well below the base of the seawall, were huge, crashing up against the wall itself. The water level was higher than either boy had seen it recently. Every few minutes a larger wave would break over the top of the wall, pouring water onto the road. The boys were forced to navigate around the large puddles already there, and there were stretches where they were forced to wade. The driving rain made it hard to see.

A broken palm frond, taller than a man, whooshed towards them and then tumbled by, nicking Mason’s arm on its way past. He was so wet, and the rain was coming down on him so hard, that he couldn’t even tell if it had drawn blood.

There were no streetlights, and now that the sun had set their torches were next to useless, only lighting up on the raindrops immediately in front of them. They turned them off and dropped them into Ezra’s plastic bag.

Being out in the storm wasn’t quite so much fun as they’d hoped.

‘What happens if we get hit by lightning?’ shouted Ezra, after one especially loud crackle of electricity was followed immediately by a crash of thunder.

‘I don’t think we’ll need to worry,’ replied Mason grimly.

They pressed on as fast as they could, but when it started to hail they broke into a run. The pellets of ice stung their bare faces and legs and made it even harder to see. Splashing through a puddle, Ezra stumbled over a lump of driftwood that the sea had tossed over the wall and onto the road, nearly falling headlong.

Both boys were relieved to finally see Mason’s house, the porch light on and shining brightly. As they drew closer the hail turned back into rain, although the wind didn’t drop at all. If anything, it picked up even further. It was gusting so hard that little waves blew across the surface of the puddles along Main Road – puddles that were rapidly joining up with one another.

It was worse immediately outside Mason’s house. Built close to the airport runway, where the land was a little lower, the waves had already well and truly breached the seawall.

The grass in Mason’s front yard was no longer visible at all, replaced instead with a sheet of darkly glistening water. Just as the boys were about to turn onto the path that led to his front door, another enormous wave broke over the seawall and they were forced to step back, waiting and watching as the sea water swooshed across the road and swirled into the front garden of Mason’s house, and into the yards of the two neighbouring houses. None of them were built on metal stilts, and had a mere two or three concrete steps leading to their front doors.

As soon as the wave receded, Ezra and Mason waded to the front steps and bustled through the door, out of breath, soaking wet and glad to be out of the weather.

Athe Harold, watching TV from the throne that was his special recliner rocker, didn’t seem pleased to see them. The volume was turned right up, over the noise of rain on the metal roof.

‘What are you lads up to?’ he growled. ‘Be quiet, I’m trying to watch this.’

‘Sorry, Grandad,’ said Mason. He and Ezra fled into Mason’s room, keen to get changed into dry clothes for a second time.

‘That was intense,’ said Mason. ‘I’m not going out in that again.’

‘Same!’ said Ezra, gratefully pulling on the dry clothes from the plastic bag he’d carried with him. ‘I’ll just ring Mum and tell her we’re here.’ He stepped into the kitchen, where the phone hung on the wall.

Ezra’s call to his mother didn’t last long. No sooner had he told her that they were safe at Mason’s, and that yes, Athe Harold was fine, than the landline cut out altogether. Ezra, holding the lifeless handset, gave it a shake – but it was no use. The phone line was dead.

‘She heard anything from your father? Or from Jensen?’ Athe Harold had switched off the TV and turned his attention to Ezra, who shook his head. ‘Hmmmm. Mason, come here! Get me up.’ It took some to-ing and fro-ing, and much grumbling from Harold, but Mason eventually managed to lever his grandfather up and out of the recliner. Harold then shuffled off towards the bathroom, without a word of thanks.

Mason peered out of the front window, looking at the sodden front garden. Ezra came and stood beside him. ‘Does Athe Harold have his own phone?’ he asked quietly.

‘Nup.’

The boys were quiet for a moment, very much aware that this wasn’t a fun adventure anymore. Ezra wondered how Mum would be able to let him know that Dad was back.

‘Is the water higher than it was before, do you reckon?’ asked Mason.

‘I think so.’ Ezra looked again. ‘Yeah, when we came in you could still see the bottom step. Now it’s under.’

‘The second step is going under too.’ The water, churning each time a wave broke across the seawall, slopped across the second step even as the boys looked on.

‘Is it going to …?’ Ezra didn’t want to voice the thought.

Mason looked at him and nodded nervously. ‘The water’s going to come into the house. If it gets as high as the front porch, it’ll come in under the door.’

‘Towels.’ Ezra didn’t wait to explain, but moved towards the linen cupboard. ‘Let’s put towels along the bottom of the door.’

Mason smiled with relief. ‘For sure. Great idea.’

Ezra wasn’t so sure that it was a great idea, but he hoped that at least it might buy them some time.
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It did buy them some time, but not much. Within fifteen minutes the towels along the base of the door were sodden, and water was beginning to seep along the tiled floor of the entryway.

Mason looked around helplessly. He had no idea where to start. Once the water came in, everything was going to get wet, surely.

‘Electricals.’ Mason jumped – he hadn’t realised that his grandad was right behind him.

‘What?’

‘Electricals,’ said his grandfather again. ‘Get ’em up high. But first you gotta get outside and turn off the electricity.’ Mason looked at him blankly and Athe Harold growled in exasperation. ‘The mains power switch.’

Electrocution hadn’t occurred to either of the boys, but suddenly, awfully, the possibility was real. They weren’t across the details, but even they knew water and electricity didn’t mix.

Athe Harold wasn’t too steady on his feet and as Mason looked at him standing there, gently swaying, he realised that his granddad wasn’t going to do it. He was going to have to turn off the mains power himself.

‘Come with me,’ Mason said to Ezra and the boys stepped out onto the front porch and into the water that covered it. Not deep enough to cover their feet yet, but clearly rising fast. The wind drove the rain at them, hard, the porch roof providing no shelter at all.

Mason went to the fuse box beside the front door. The box’s door was decorated with a bright painting of a cassowary, but the hinges were caked with salt and old dirt. He had to rattle the latch and pull hard before it suddenly gave and swung wide open. Inside was a row of switches.

‘Do you know which one?’ Mason asked.

Ezra shrugged, just as baffled. ‘Try the red one,’ he suggested.

‘But what if …’ Mason didn’t bother finishing that thought. He took a deep breath and flicked the red switch up, bracing himself as he did so.

Nothing.

Nothing happened at all. Except Ezra saw the porch light was off now, as were the lights that had been shining out of the front window.

‘Is it the wrong one?’ asked Mason.

‘Nah, it’s all good. You’ve done it. The lights are off. The electricity’s off now.’

Mason huffed out a breath of relief. ‘Good. Now I guess we try to move everything up as high as we can. We can put everything on the kitchen table.’

‘And the kitchen benches,’ added Ezra as the boys moved back inside. ‘Electrical stuff first.’

The boys set up their torches in the living room and kitchen, but the house now felt very dark. Athe Harold had retreated to his room. He’d found a torch of his own, and an old battery-operated radio, and was listening to the local ABC broadcast. Ezra could hear the announcer’s voice, but not what he was saying.

At first they moved things carefully: Aunty Rita’s sound system, the old DVD player, the computer. The TV was mounted on the wall, thank goodness. They briefly thought about lifting up Athe’s recliner, but even the two of them together could barely shift it. It would have to stay put, along with the couch.

‘What about the kitchen cupboards?’ asked Ezra. ‘Should we empty them out?’

‘I don’t reckon. If pots and pans and plates get wet, it’s not going to wreck them. What about clothes, though?’

The boys grabbed a torch and moved into Mason’s room. Mason opened a bottom drawer. Ezra was just about to grab an armful of clothes, but Mason stopped him.

‘Just take the whole drawer out.’

‘Gotcha.’

Each boy pulled a drawer right out of the chest, and carried it into the kitchen.

‘Maybe on the laundry bench,’ suggested Mason.

They lost count of how many trips they made from bedroom to laundry to kitchen. They carried drawers from Uncle Jensen and Aunty Rita’s room, and they emptied the bottom shelves of the linen cupboard.

Mason went into Athe Harold’s room and nervously explained that they wanted to lift up his things too. Ezra was expecting fireworks but Harold, sitting up on top of his bedcovers, just nodded. ‘Good idea, lad,’ he said. And then in a sterner tone, ‘Now go on, get on with it.’

The wind was absolutely roaring now and Ezra had to fight the urge see if a truck was driving up behind him. Nope. Of course not. It was just the wind, and the rain pounding on the roof so loud that Athe Harold had to shout to be heard.

‘Just leave me here. You go on home.’

Now Ezra wasn’t sure if Athe Harold wanted him to get on with it, or to leave. It occurred to him that the old man wasn’t too sure either.

‘It’s okay, Athe. We’ll keep at it. It’s okay.’

Ezra wasn’t sure who he was trying to reassure, Athe Harold or himself. Mason had moved back to his parents’ bedroom and was dragging boxes out from beneath the bed. ‘I’ll stack these on the laundry bench too.’

‘We’re gunna run out of room in there, though.’

‘Not if we just pile everything up.’

A distant siren sounded, piercing through the rain and periodic thunder. As Ezra passed the door to Athe Harold’s room, he realised that was where the siren noise was coming from.

What on earth?
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NINETEEN

Ezra stepped into Athe Harold’s room, and discovered that the eerie sound, followed by the whoop whoop of an alert, was coming from Harold’s radio.

‘This is an emergency warning,’ said the announcer. ‘A severe weather warning has been issued for the northwest and central islands of the Torres Strait. The Bureau of Meteorology is forecasting damaging and destructive winds with gusts of a hundred kilometres per hour or more, heavy rain and flash flooding, abnormally high tides, large surf, and coastal erosion. You may be in danger and need to take shelter immediately. Any delay now puts your life at risk.’

Harold made a grumbling noise. ‘Forecasting it, are they? A bit late for that. Full moon tonight, too. The high tide’s gunna come right up.’

‘How do you know it’s a full moon?’ asked Ezra, thinking about how the storm clouds had rendered the night sky invisible.

Harold, incredulous, looked at him as if he were a fool. ‘How do I know it’s a full moon? The same way you know it’s Monday today, that’s how.’

‘Ez!’

Ezra was saved by Mason’s voice calling to him from the front of the house. As he stepped out of Harold’s room, Ezra could see why, even with only the dim light of his torch.

The towels were no longer holding anything back. Water was pouring in under the front door, moving across the living room floor in a dark, dirty swirl.

Mason reached out to the doorhandle and, even as Ezra shouted at him not to, wrenched open the front door. More water rushed in, water filled with sand and salt and debris. It knocked Mason over and swept him back towards the kitchen. Ezra waded across and helped Mason up. He stood there gasping and looking shocked.

‘What did you do that for?’ asked Ezra.

‘I … I don’t know? I think I just wanted to see how high the water was …’

‘Well. Now we know.’

They shone their torches around the living room, already a mess. The couch and Harold’s enormous recliner were islands surrounded by a murky tide.

‘What are we gunna do?’ asked Mason, looking worried.

Ezra drew a blank. He had been hoping Mason might have some ideas about what should happen next. So he said the first thing that came to mind.

‘I think we need to get Athe Harold out of here. Go next door and see if Aunty Kylie can help.’

‘Aunty Kylie’s not there,’ said Mason. ‘The whole family’s in Brisbane. For a wedding or something.’

‘The other side, then. Doesn’t that bloke from the health centre live there?’

‘Yeah. Steve. But he’s at the council depot, with Mum. He took her there.’

‘Aunty Willa?’ Ezra was aware that Mason’s family didn’t get along with Willa, something about arguments to do with padlocked gates. He didn’t really know the details, but things were getting desperate.

‘Hospital,’ said Mason. ‘She’s gone to hospital in Cairns. Been gone for a month.’

The boys, with the water up to their shins, looked at each other helplessly.

Ezra said it first. ‘It’s got to be the Blakes, then. We’ll take Athe Harold there.’

‘Really? The Blakes?’

‘Got any better ideas?’ When Mason didn’t answer, Ezra continued. ‘I’ll go and ask Ms Blake if we can bring Athe Harold over. You can tell him what we’re planning to do. Then I’ll come back here and …’

‘And what?’

‘And we’ll take Athe Harold to the Blakes’ house. It’s on stilts, so he’ll be out of harm’s way.’

Mason didn’t say anything, but he looked dubious. Athe Harold was pretty unsteady on his feet at the best of times. How would they get him down the backyard, over the fence and up a flight of stairs?

‘Look, I don’t know,’ said Ezra. ‘We’ll work it out.’

Mason nodded. He definitely didn’t have a better plan.

Ezra headed out the front door, sloshing through the water. Mason watched him leave, as if wondering which of them had the easier task. Then he turned to go and speak with his grandfather.
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The wind was so strong and the rain so dense that Ezra felt like he was pressing through something almost solid. He had to feel his way down Mason’s front steps, gingerly reaching his foot through the water for the next step before trusting his weight to it.

Once he was down in the front yard, the water was over his knees, making it difficult to walk. A branch swept by, slamming into his leg as it passed. Ezra paused to rub the sore spot and see where he’d been struck. It really hurt, but he didn’t think his skin was broken.

Rather than heading back out onto Main Road, Ezra turned and slogged his way through the water that now surrounded Mason’s house. The Blakes lived over the back and one house along, with only a chain link fence at waist height between their rear yard and Mason’s.

Ezra tried to remember where the garden beds were. Mason’s garden was as familiar to him as his own, but now, in the dark, with the water and rain and wind and lightning and thunder? Nothing looked the slightest bit recognisable.

He only found Aunty Rita’s raised taro patch when it caused him to stumble, bruising his shins against the neat logs that surrounded it. But at least now he knew where he was again, and the back fence must be … a few more steps … right here. Good.

Oh, hang on. Not good.

The fence wasn’t high but it was completely covered in Aunty Rita’s favourite plant, a climbing bougainvillea. At this time of year it was flowering spectacularly, its bright pink blooms visible even now through the gloom. Ezra was well aware, though, that under the blooms were just as many thorns. His mum had one just like it, and as a little kid he’d found out exactly how spiky it was.

For the first time ever, he wished there was a gate between Mason’s backyard and the Blakes’. There was a gate into the backyard of the house next door to the Blakes’, Aunty Willa’s place, but it had been padlocked shut years ago – who even knew where the key was – and now the gate was mostly covered in the thorny bougainvillea too.

Ezra tentatively reached through the leafy mass of the flowering vine, trying to work out how far in the solid mesh of the fence was. But the thorns caught at his hand, and when he withdrew it he could see blood oozing from several scratches.

Ezra took a step back. The ground rose very slightly at the rear of Mason’s house, so the water was a little shallower here. Ezra eyed off the fence and reckoned he could do it.

Over. Ezra was determined to go over.

The fence was too high to hurdle, but he was pretty sure he could vault it. Stepping forward, he buried his hands deep into the vine again, ignoring the scratches until he was quite sure he’d found the metal pipe that formed the top of the fence. He squashed the foliage down, trying to leave at least a small section of the pipe exposed.

Then he took a few steps back once more. No room for a real run-up, but it would have to do.

Ezra launched himself forward, and with both hands on the exposed pipe he used his momentum to lever his legs up and over. For the briefest of moments he almost hovered above the fence, his body parallel to the ground, before he pushed off and away.

Ezra landed awkwardly on the other side, stumbling on the uneven ground, and ended up sitting in the water, his shorts soaked right through. His palm hurt where a thorn had gone in, but he was over!

If only Mason had seen it.

He was able to walk across the Blakes’ backyard a little more easily. It seemed to be on slightly higher ground again, so the water was only up to Ezra’s ankles. The wire fence was acting as a filter, too, catching much of the water-borne debris.

He climbed the metal staircase leading up to the Blakes’ house, relieved to step up and out of the water, and then banged loudly on the front door.




TWENTY

The power was out at the Blakes’ place, it seemed, because Ms Blake answered the door carrying a battery-powered lantern. The light seemed terribly bright to Ezra.

Expecting Ms Blake to be shocked and surprised – possibly hysterical – Ezra found instead that the surprise was all his. Ms Blake was welcoming, helpful and calm.

She ushered him in, sent a strangely pale and subdued Billy for a dry towel, and listened as Ezra told her about Mason’s flooded house, and about Athe Harold. She asked where Mason’s dad was and only nodded in concern when Ezra explained that Uncle Jensen was out at sea looking for his own dad.

‘Although maybe they’ve come back by now.’ Even as Ezra spoke he realised how much he longed for it to be true.

Ms Blake tried using her mobile phone to call Aunty Rita, but there was no signal. ‘The phone tower must have been taken out by the storm,’ she said.

She grabbed a first-aid kit and a big bunch of keys before sliding on her running shoes. She told Billy to do the same and went with him into his room. Ezra scowled, wondering why she wanted to take the bunch of keys. Who did she think would break into her house on a night like this?

He could hear Billy and his mother having an argument but, with the rain pounding on the roof, he couldn’t catch what they were saying. They eventually emerged, Billy with his runners on but looking sullen.

‘Come on then, let’s go!’ Ms Blake slung the first-aid kit over her shoulder like a handbag, clipped the bunch of keys to the strap and held up her lantern.

Ezra led the way back out the front door and down the steps, only to pause as he realised the Blakes weren’t right behind him. He looked back up through the pouring rain and saw Billy hovering on the doorstep, clearly near tears. As Ezra watched, Billy’s mother leaned in close and spoke a few urgent words. Billy, looking miserable, nodded, pulled the door shut behind him and headed down the stairs behind his mother.

Ezra, wading through the water again, moved back towards where he’d jumped the fence earlier but Ms Blake, calling his name, directed him sideways.

‘There’s a gate into Aunty Willa’s garden, next door, and then another gate from her place into Rita’s. We can bring Mason’s grandfather back that way too.

‘Aunty’s gates are padlocked,’ explained Ezra. ‘I came over this way.’ He looked at the fence, realising that he had no idea how Ms Blake and Billy might get over it.

Ms Blake held up the first-aid kit and rattled the bunch of keys. ‘I think one of these will work? Willa gave me all her keys before she went to hospital.’

Lightning flashed just then, briefly illuminating the scene: trees bending before the wind, the rain pouring down, and the water heaving past their lower legs. Ezra could feel the debris in the water scraping and bumping past too, mostly hard and bruising but occasionally something soft and revolting. He didn’t want to think too much about what was in there.

A loud clap of thunder followed hard on the heels of the lightning flash and Billy cried out, and grabbed his mother’s arm.

‘I know, sweetie,’ Ezra heard her say. ‘I know the storm is scary. But you didn’t want to stay in the house by yourself, either. Come on, we’re nearly there!’

They had some trouble finding the right key, and then turning it in the ancient padlock, but once the lock was open the gate opened easily too. The second gate was harder to open because of the debris piled up against the wire, pushed there by the continuing force of the water. Ezra clambered over, reached down into the water and cleared the worst of it away and then pulled on the gate while Ms Blake pushed. They managed to get it slightly more than halfway open and agreed it would have to be enough.

There was another enormous clap of thunder and once again Billy clutched at his mother, whimpering. Ezra looked away, embarrassed for Billy, and spotted Mason at the back door, torch in hand, waving them over.

‘Are you okay, Mason?’ asked Ms Blake. ‘Is your grandfather okay?’

‘We’re okay,’ said Mason. ‘I thought if I opened this door too, the water might pass right through. It’s pretty gross, but.’ They all stepped through the laundry and into the living area, the water shin-deep and full of dirt and debris.

‘Grandad’s in here,’ said Mason to Ms Blake. ‘I explained that we want to take him to your place. I dunno if he’ll go.’

It took a good five minutes to persuade Athe Harold. He sat with his legs up on his bed, adamantly proclaiming that he was going to stay put.

Ms Blake pointed out the rising water, and how sodden his bed was becoming, but in the end it was only when a surging wave of filthy water actually splashed over the bed – and Athe Harold – that he reluctantly agreed to leave.

With Mason’s help he laboriously moved to a standing position, while Ms Blake took a ziplock bag from the first-aid kit and collected his various bottles of pills and medicines. She also wrote three copies of a note: Harold, Mason and Ezra are at Belinda Blake’s house and then she added the time, date and her address. With some tape from her first-aid kit, she stuck one to the front door, as high as she could reach, then one to the back door and one on the fridge. Billy trailed after her, unwilling to be alone with Ezra and Mason in Harold’s room.

Mason, holding his grandfather steady, leaned over to murmur into Ezra’s ear. ‘Did you know her name was Belinda?’

‘Nuh.’

‘What’s the bet his dad’s name is Bully?’ Mason said, only just loud enough for Ezra to hear. ‘Bully, Billy and Belinda Blake!’

Aware that it was no time for laughter, both boys grinned anyway, chuckling at the tongue-twister and for one blessed moment distracted from the task ahead of them.

They were right to worry.

The journey back to the Blakes’ house felt, to Ezra, like it took forever.

Athe Harold refused to be helped by Ms Blake, so he left the house with Mason and Ezra on each side, their arms around him and half-carrying him as he walked and stumbled out of the back door. The three of them nearly fell down the back step together when Mason missed his footing. Somehow they remained upright, the water now up to thigh-deep during the worst of the surges, and moving dangerously fast.

Ms Blake insisted they stop for a moment to regroup. ‘Billy, take this lantern and go in front so we can see. I’ll stay close behind – maybe I might catch you if you fall backwards? Ezra, Mason, we’ll do this slow and steady. Let’s go across to the first gate and then we’ll stop again?’

Ezra thought the water was moving faster now than before. It was definitely more full of … he wasn’t sure what, but he could feel things scraping past his legs constantly. A big heavy branch tumbled past and Ezra finally realised the danger he was in. That they were all in. If a branch like that hit one of them, there’d be nothing they could do.

Another bolt of lightning briefly illuminated the scene, and again Billy cried out. But this time it was because he’d seen – what? Even as the thunder shuddered above, Billy lunged towards something in the water. It was a dog, a large, smooth-haired yellow one with an ugly solid head, frantically paddling while being swept along by the water.

Billy went to grab it, but the terrified dog snarled and snapped at him, forcing Billy to step back again. He could only watch helplessly as the dog was swiftly carried past them, struggling to keep its head out of the water. No one said a word.

Harold, Mason and Ezra made it to the first half-open gate, staggering through the rain and the wind and the water in a kind of awful, awkward six-legged race.

Ezra was pleased to be able to pause. Athe Harold was tall and, while he was doing his best to support himself, quite heavy. Billy was doing a good job with the lantern, angling it so they could see where they were going, but he shuddered with every clap of thunder. Billy’s mother stayed close behind, subtly helping however she could when Harold lurched.

As they edged through the gate, Ezra and Mason adjusted their grip on Athe Harold, who was silent now although breathing heavily, and then they all waded laboriously across to the second gate and into the Blakes’ yard. On this slightly higher ground the water was below their knees, but it was still fast-moving and full of danger.

Ezra briefly wondered where that crocodile was, the one he’d seen – was it only that afternoon? – and then decided to stop wondering. It wasn’t helpful.

‘We’ll pause again at the bottom of the stairs,’ said Ms Blake.

Ezra looked over at the flight of stairs now visible in the circle of light shed by Billy’s lantern and wanted to cry. He was wet and cold and tired already. How on earth would they get Athe Harold up there?

By the time they reached the bottom of the staircase, Athe Harold was shivering. Mason and Ezra were carrying him far more than they were supporting him. Even when they finally stopped, they dared not let him go in case he collapsed into the water.

They all stood still for a moment, captured in the light of Billy’s lantern.

Ezra, head bowed while he caught his breath, watched the water slide past his legs. It didn’t run smoothly like a river. Instead it roiled and surged and heaved like the ocean from which it sprang. The ocean that Dad was out on somewhere, in that stupid boat, and Uncle Jensen gone to find him. Ezra’s heart hurt just thinking about it.

That’s when he spotted it.

A tiny flash of pink, bobbing along on top of the dark sea water.

Tarzie’s superball.

Forgetting Athe Harold, Ezra lunged for the ball, plunging waist-deep into the water to grab it. Mason and Ms Blake, who had grabbed at Harold to ensure he didn’t fall, watched in horror.

‘What are you doing?’ shouted Mason.

Ezra stood upright again and, holding up the ball, looked at his friend in utter despair.

‘Oh mate,’ said Mason. ‘Oh no.’
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‘What is it?’ asked Ms Blake.

‘It’s my sister’s,’ explained Ezra, fighting to keep his voice steady. ‘She’s only two and a bit. She never lets this go. Ever.’

Ms Blake shook her head. ‘You mustn’t think the worst. She’s just dropped it, and it’s amazing that you’ve found it. She’ll be pleased as punch!’

Ezra wanted to hope that.

He so much wanted to hope that.

But knowing how relentlessly Tarzie always hung on to that ball, a sick feeling settled in his belly, like a heavy rock. He put the ball in the pocket of his shorts and carefully pulled the zip across before clasping Athe Harold by the elbow once again.

‘No, not that way now,’ said Ms Blake. ‘You boys are going to have to carry your grandfather upstairs, I think.’

Ezra took a good look at Athe Harold. The old man was shaking hard now, and Ezra could hear each breath he took. He was standing, with Mason’s support, but it was clear his legs might collapse beneath him at any moment.

‘When we move up the stairs,’ said Ms Blake, ‘Billy will go first with the lantern. There’s twelve steps so we’ll go three at a time. We’ll count out loud as we go up. One. Two. Three. Then we’ll pause to see how we’re going and then we’ll do the next three. And so on, until we get to the top.’ She looked at each person in turn – Harold, Mason and Ezra. ‘Yes?’ They each nodded. Harold was finally too exhausted to complain.

‘And I’ll show you how we’ll do it,’ said Ms Blake to the boys. To Harold, ‘I’ll hold on to you for moment, Harold, if you don’t mind?’ Harold said nothing and allowed Ms Blake to put her arm around him.

To the boys again, Ms Blake said, ‘Each of you grab your own left wrist with your right hand. Good? Now Mason, you grab Ezra’s right wrist with your left hand. Ezra, you do the same – grab Mason’s right wrist. Good?’

The boys had created a square shape with their arms. Ms Blake assisted Harold to move to the base of the staircase, and directed the boys to bring their square ‘seat’ near Harold’s backside.

‘Now, Harold, you’re going to sit on the boys’ arms and put your arms around their shoulders. Here,’ – she moved in front of Harold and faced him – ‘I’ll hold on to your hands while you sit back.’

Gingerly, carefully, Harold sat on the boys arms. Now they really were carrying him. As painfully thin as the old man was, he was no featherweight. Harold put his arms around the boys’ shoulders, and held them as tightly as he could. Ms Blake stood close behind, her arms around Harold’s chest, trying to take some of the weight off the boys.

‘Right?’ said Ms Blake. ‘Let’s go. One step at a time and we’ll pause after three.’

Mason and Ezra shuffled to the base of the first step. ‘Okay,’ said Mason to Ezra. ‘I’ll say ready, set, go and we’ll do the first three steps.’ And up they went.

The first step felt terribly awkward but the second and third were easier as the boys coordinated their actions. A quick pause to check in.

‘All good?’ asked Ms Blake. ‘All good,’ replied both boys, with Ezra adding, ‘Let’s keep going.’

Four. Five. Six.

Athe Harold wasn’t getting any lighter, so no one was keen to pause for very long. They adjusted their hold very slightly, and moved on.

Seven. Eight. Nine.

This time Ezra was grateful for the pause – his arm muscles were burning – but they were so close.

Ten. Eleven. Twelve.

They’d made it.

Once more Ms Blake directed the boys in helping Athe Harold to stand. Billy had already opened the front door and they gently assisted Harold to step inside.

The relief when Billy shut the door behind them was palpable. Although the rain still beat steadily on the roof, and the power was still out, and the wind still howled around the house, it felt wonderful to be inside out of the storm and the floodwater. The thunder was still audible, but duller now and further away.

‘Bring him through to my room,’ said Ms Blake. ‘There, on the left. He’ll need a good lie-down, I think?’

Within ten minutes, Ms Blake had everyone settled. Athe Harold was warm and dry and dozing in Ms Blake’s bed, wearing one of her T-shirts and a pair of her tracksuit pants. They only reached mid-shin on him, but near enough was good enough.

Billy, uncharacteristically silent and avoiding their eyes, provided Ezra and Mason with fresh shorts and hoodies, and Ezra made sure he hung on to Tarzie’s superball.

The three boys sat at the kitchen table, the lantern shining in the centre, and Ms Blake handed out a can of Coke to each and placed an open packet of biscuits in front of them. Mason and Ezra were amazed – their mothers never allowed Coke in the house – but they happily accepted.

‘Get some sugar into you,’ said Ms Blake. ‘It will do you good after what you’ve done tonight. All three of you.’ She disappeared into the bathroom to change.

There was an awkward pause when she left the room and the boys divided the biscuits with exaggerated politeness. It was Mason who broke the deadlock.

‘Thanks for your help tonight, Billy,’ he said.

‘I didn’t do anything,’ replied Billy, staring intently at the biscuit in his hand.

‘Nah, you did,’ said Ezra. ‘We really needed that light in front. It was good.’

Billy nodded. He took a deep breath and looked up at Ezra. ‘I really don’t like thunderstorms.’

Ezra looked back at him steadily, thinking hard. ‘Really? I didn’t notice. Did you notice, Mase?’

‘Notice what?’ Mason reached for another biscuit with studied nonchalance.

Billy nodded again and gazed back at his biscuit.

Ezra was astonished to see Billy’s fair skin turning red as the blush travelled up his neck and bloomed across his face. But once again, Ezra decided not to notice. He took a big bite of his biscuit, as did the other boys, and none of them needed to speak for a while.
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Several hours later they were woken by banging on the front door. Billy and Ms Blake had fallen asleep in Billy’s single bed while Mason and Ezra had crashed on the couches in the living room. The boys looked up blearily as Ms Blake crossed the room to open it.

‘Saw the light on,’ said Athe Rex, referring to the lantern which was still beaming from the kitchen table. ‘Just checking to see you’re okay.’ And then, as Mason and Ezra came to the door too, ‘What are you lads doing here?’

Ms Blake gestured Rex inside. It was still raining, but the worst of the storm had passed. She quickly explained.

‘That’s good then,’ said Rex. ‘I’ve been at the council depot, and at the health centre too. They’ve all had a busy night, like you wouldn’t believe. Rita wanted me to look into her place, but I was checking in on the houses along this street first.’

‘How did you get here?’ asked Ms Blake. ‘From the council depot, I mean?’ That was located right down the other end of Main Road.

‘I’ve been out and about in the front-end loader. We managed to protect the sewage treatment plant with sandbags, which was lucky. If that went under …’ Rex paused to cough. ‘Well, that’d be bad. Real bad.’

‘Has there been much other damage?’

‘Hard to tell at this stage, but I reckon so. I’ll check again a bit later, when the tide goes back out and the water levels fall a bit.’

‘The tide?’ Ms Blake looked confused.

‘Yeah. The inundation happened at high tide. It’s a full moon, so the tide was gunna be higher than usual anyway.’ There was that full moon again. Ezra felt foolish for not knowing something everyone else seemed to take for granted. ‘I’ve never seen a king tide this side of Christmas,’ said Rex, ‘but this global warming stuff has changed everything, hasn’t it?’ He coughed again, and Ezra had a feeling Rex wanted to hawk up a spit too, but was too polite to do it in Ms Blake’s house. ‘Anyway,’ Rex continued, ‘the big unexpected storm and the big unexpected rain and the big only-sort-of-expected high tide all hit at once. A meteor … a meteorologic … a meteorological tide, that’s it, that what they’re calling it, on the radio.’

‘Oh my gosh,’ said Ms Blake. ‘I call it a disaster!’

‘Well. Maybe. We’ll know more in the morning.’

Ezra didn’t like the sound of that word: disaster. ‘Have you seen my mum?’ he asked Rex. ‘Or … or Tarzie?’

Rex gave him a sympathetic smile. ‘Nah, lad. But she’ll be right, and the little ones too. That house of yours is up on stilts, and it’s back a way from the seawall. They’ll be fine.’

Rex’s well-meaning answer didn’t do much to help Ezra feel more confident, but it was better than nothing. Surely if something had happened to Tarzie Rex would know?

Ezra had another question he was bursting to ask, but he wasn’t sure if he dared. Rex saw it, though, and understood. ‘No one’s heard from your dad.’ Rex looked at Mason too. ‘Or your dad either. But that don’t mean anything. In fact, it’s probably good – if things were real bad they’d activate the EPIRB.’

‘The ee-purb?’ Ms Blake clearly didn’t know what Rex meant.

‘Emergency position-indicating radio beacon,’ said Rex. ‘Uses the satellite. It’s a safety thing. So they’re probably just on shore in PNG, at one of the villages without a phone tower.’

Rex turned to leave, politely refusing Ms Blake’s offerings of food or something to drink. ‘Old Harold’ll be okay to stay here until morning, won’t he?’ he asked.

Ms Blake confirmed that he would be, that Harold was sleeping and snoring like a trooper just now. So was Billy, Ezra noticed.

‘I’ll head back to the council depot then, and tell Rita you boys are here. Mason? Got a message for your mum?’

‘Nah,’ said Mason. ‘It’s all good.’ He looked bashful, then drew a deep breath. ‘Just tell her that I love her.’

Rex smiled widely then. ‘Will do mate. Will do.’
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Morning dawned dull, grey and blustery. Brief squalls passed through, rattling the windowpanes with enormous raindrops and travelling as fast as the northwest winds that drove them.

Neither Ezra nor Mason had slept well on the lounge suite, and in the dreary light they yawned and stretched, feeling stiff and bruised. Literally bruised – both of them had taken some solid thumps to their arms and legs last night, and now they had the welts and discolouration to show for it. No major cuts or scrapes though, thank goodness.

They were quietly discussing whether they needed to wake Ms Blake before they left when Mason’s mother arrived, banging on the door and calling Mason’s name so loudly that she solved the problem for them.

‘We’re all safe,’ laughed Ms Blake, emerging from Billy’s room to find Mason and Ezra both wrapped up tight in Rita’s warm hug. ‘And Harold is too.’

‘Have you heard from Dad?’ Mason’s voice was muffled, but there was no mistaking the yearning.

‘Not yet, bub,’ said Rita.

Ezra thought about luck, and hoped that Dad and Uncle Jensen had plenty to spare. He only wished he could give them some of his.

Ms Blake took Rita in to see Harold, the boys following behind. He was awake, sitting up in Ms Blake’s bed. His attempt to appear stern and imperious was somewhat spoiled by the fact that he was still wearing Ms Blake’s bright pink T-shirt – with Disco Queen written on it in glittery letters – and then completely ruined when Rita hugged him and he teared up.

‘I’m right!’ he grumbled eventually. ‘Stop crying yourself, lass.’ Rita stepped back, wiping her face and looking at her father fondly.

‘You can be very proud of Mason,’ said Ms Blake. ‘And of Ezra too. Those boys were heroes, honestly!’ She explained to an astonished Rita what they’d done.

‘Oh!’ Rita turned to the boys, her face full of gratitude and love. ‘What were you thinking, walking through the flood waters? You know better than that. Them waters are too dangerous!’ She gathered them in for another hug.

‘Can Dad stay here for a few hours longer?’ Rita asked Ms Blake, when she finally let the boys go. ‘I’ll get a crew from the health care centre to check him over, and move him. I’ve come straight from there to here.’

‘He can stay as long as you need,’ said Ms Blake. And then, very gently, ‘Your house is—’

‘I know,’ interrupted Rita. She couldn’t cope with anyone’s pity for the moment. ‘I know, Uncle Rex told me. I’m going to take these two and go over there now. Then we’ll take Ezra back home.’

It was no distance at all from the Blakes’ house to Mason’s. Ezra was astounded at how quickly they arrived at the back door, given how long last night’s journey had felt.

The ground underfoot was sodden and muddy, littered with rubbish, storm debris and random household goods. As the sun rose higher, the smell rose too, and Ezra wondered if the sewage plant had been damaged after all.

Mason’s backyard was still waterlogged and full of puddles, and the back door was wide open. Inside was chaos and filth. The high-water mark was clearly visible on the white walls and, like the ground outside, Aunty Rita’s usually spotless floors were a mess of stinking mud and water and debris.

As she stepped into the kitchen, Aunty Rita let out a little sob.

‘Who did this?’ She waved her arm at the goods and drawers piled high and higgledy-piggledy on the benchtops. ‘Who did this?’ she asked again, louder this time.

‘I did,’ said Mason.

‘It was my idea,’ said Ezra.

‘We did it together,’ said Mason. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Oh bub.’ Aunty Rita was crying properly now. ‘Oh, don’t be sorry! You boys are amazing! Thank you!’ It took the boys a moment to register that they weren’t in trouble. ‘Did you really do all this yourselves? Oh!’ Rita put her arms around their shoulders, one boy on each side, and squeezed them hard. ‘Oh look! You even saved my grandma’s patchwork quilt.’

Rita shut the front door, shoving the mud and sand and muck out of the way to do so, and checked each room, all the while exclaiming about how much the boys had managed to save. The beds were sodden and ruined, as was the lounge room furniture. All the plaster walls would need to be replaced. Probably the all the doors too. The water hadn’t reached quite as high as the kitchen benches, though, and nearly everything in the piles seemed salvageable. After her initial shock, Rita wasn’t inclined to stay long.

‘Let’s get you home, Ez,’ she said. ‘I’ll sort out my old dad and come back to start the clean-up. Oh, I’m so proud of you both.’
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Less than an hour later, Ezra was leaning back from his mother’s kitchen table. The power hadn’t gone off at Ezra’s place and he’d been offered cereal, eggs and bacon and his favourite slices of jam-covered toast. He’d made some inroads, to be polite, but in truth he didn’t feel hungry at all.

There was still no news of Dad or Uncle Jensen. His mind was filled with ugly possibilities – that rotten new boat swamped and sunk by a wave, or smashed by a container ship, or just lost in the storm when the engine stalled again.

‘More toast?’ asked Tarzie, who hadn’t left his side since he handed over the ball she’d dropped into the floodwaters.

‘Last night I didn’t think Tarzie was ever going to stop crying,’ said Zeke.

‘Same,’ said Maryanne.

‘Me too,’ said Levi.

Ezra’s mum merely nodded wearily. She’d had to sit up with a distraught Tarzie until late. Very late. Or very early, depending on how you looked at it.

Mason and his mother had only stayed long enough for Mason to refuel. While he was eating, Rita had wept again, explaining the state of her house to Ezra’s mum.

‘It’s such a mess,’ said Rita. ‘It’s not liveable. It won’t be for ages. Maybe not ever. The insurance probably won’t cover it, they’ll call it “an act of the sea”. Where are we going to stay?’

‘Here.’ Ezra’s mum didn’t even take a moment to think about it. ‘You’ll all stay here, of course. For as long as you need. We’ll find room.’

That set Rita off again. Mason mopped up the last of his egg with some toast and stood up to distract her.

‘C’mon, Mum. Health care centre to sort out Grandad. Yeah?’

Now, with Aunty Rita and Mason gone, Ezra was being peppered with questions. How did they get Athe Harold to agree to go? How deep was the water? Why did they go to the Blakes’ house, of all people? Had they seen any rainbows? That last one was from Tarzie.

And, except for that last one, Ezra didn’t feel comfortable answering any of them.

For sure, he was glad he’d been able to help Athe Harold. He hoped he’d been able to save some of Aunty Rita’s things. But the rest of it? As far as Ezra was concerned, it wasn’t like he’d had a choice. He’d just done what obviously had to be done.

It suddenly occurred to him that the right thing to do was usually pretty obvious. He wondered why he hadn’t realised that before.

Ezra stood up from the table and carried his plate to where his mum was standing at the sink. He’d thought she’d been doing the dishes, but now he saw that she was just leaning over the sink while quietly crying.

She pulled herself together as Ezra put his plate down, wiping her face with both hands and then busying herself with the dirty cutlery.

‘He’ll be fine,’ said Ezra, in a voice too low for his siblings at the table to hear. It didn’t seem like enough, but he didn’t know what else to say.

‘I know it. I know he will be. He has to be, right?’ Mum used the dishwashing brush to stir the cutlery in the sink. She still looked pretty shaky.

‘Uh huh,’ said Ezra. ‘He has to be. He’s the king of the crocodiles, after all.’ Ezra worried that he was just talking nonsense, but it made his mum smile a little.

‘Yep,’ she said sadly. ‘He’s the king.’ She took a deep breath. ‘He will be okay, Ez. They both will be. No one knows the waters out there better than those two.’ Maryanne joined them at the sink with some more plates, and Mum took the opportunity to change the subject. ‘Were those awful Blakes any help at all?’

‘Yeah,’ said Ezra. He watched Tarzie attempting to spread jam on his next slice of toast. She was making a mess of it, but that was okay. How else was she going to learn? ‘Actually, the Blakes were great. Both of the them.’

‘Really?’ Mum was unimpressed. ‘That’s one way to look at it, I suppose.’

Ezra looked up at her with a smile. ‘I guess it depends on what you want to see.’
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Leaving Mum at home trying to convince Tarzie to have a nap, Ezra, Maryanne, Zeke and Levi walked down to the jetty after breakfast to see what damage the storm had left behind.

No one mentioned the real reason they went: to keep a lookout for Dad and Uncle Jensen.

One of the first things they’d noticed, upon leaving the house, was that Ezra’s special tree was gone. They supposed it had blown over in the storm and been washed away. Ezra, looking at the place where it had been, felt sick, his belly churning with disbelief and loss.

‘Wasn’t that your lucky tree?’ asked Zeke, before Maryanne had time to shush him.

‘It’s okay,’ said Levi quietly, standing close beside Ezra and leaning in. ‘You have your own luck. Inside of you.’

Ezra gave Levi’s shoulders a squeeze, but found he couldn’t speak.

Maryanne deftly rounded up their little brothers and moved them on towards the jetty, suggesting to Ezra that he catch up with them in a bit, gently leaving him alone with his thoughts.

Ezra stood at the place where his tree had been for a long time, looking left and right in the forlorn hope that he’d made a mistake. That it was some other tree that was missing. It wasn’t even lying on the ground; there was just a hole where the root ball had been. Where his placenta had been, he supposed.

All gone now, with the tree itself, swept out to sea.

The hurt was deep and raw. The tree was part of him and he was part of it. It wasn’t a loss that could ever be made good, even if Mum planted another one. Mixed in with the hurt was anger too.

The whole world knew that islands like Saibai were in danger – that special trees like his were in danger, that houses like Mason’s were in danger – and no one in charge was doing a thing to stop it. They said all the words, but they never did anything real. Nothing.

Ezra walked slowly across to the jetty and out to its far end. Looking across the water, he leaned with his elbows on the rail, next to Maryanne. She was standing facing back towards the land. In the aftermath of the storm, the waves were choppy and rough, capped with white foam. Grey clouds scudded across the sky and the warm gusty wind picked up the foamy spray, blowing it into Ezra’s face.

He saw something, too far away to make out clearly. Was that a log, floating out there? A raft of debris? And then it became clear: a crocodile.

Yes, it was definitely a croc. Cruising the coastline to see what might have been swept out for it to find.

Ezra squinted at it, trying to see if it was the one with the scar across its snout, but it was too far away to tell. He thought, just for a moment, about pointing out the croc to Maryanne and then – for no reason at all – decided not to. Instead, he raised his chin in the croc’s direction, silently acknowledging it, and then turned to face in the same direction as his sister.

Zeke and Levi were playing running races, seeing who could make it from one end of the jetty to the other end first.

‘I meant what I said yesterday,’ Ezra said. ‘You have to take the scholarship. You don’t need to worry about me – I’ll be fine at high school. I know I was being a goose about it.’

‘Yeah, I know,’ said Maryanne, and Ezra wasn’t sure if she knew he’d be fine or knew he’d been a goose. Both, he supposed. ‘The scholarship might not even happen, though.’

‘It will happen,’ insisted Ezra. ‘And you have to go.’

‘I know,’ said Maryanne again. ‘And I probably will. But I really don’t want to leave Tagai. I love it there, it’s such a great school. The teachers – they’re not like Ms Blake. They just get it.’

‘Ambrosius College, though, that’s really something.’

‘Maybe it is. I can’t imagine how the teachers could be any better than at Tagai.’ Maryanne paused, thinking hard. ‘I’m not interested in the fancy buildings. I’m definitely not interested in their fancy sports fields.’ Ezra snorted at that, knowing exactly how little his sister cared about sports. ‘What it might give me is an easier way through to the whitefella world.’

‘Whaddya want that for?’

‘So I can learn how to use their stuff to help our people. Like Eddie Mabo did. Like the uncles achieved in the High Court. I want to learn how to use their rules, their laws, their knowledge.’ Ezra was silent and Maryanne turned her head to look at him. ‘I sound like a proper idiot.’

‘Nah.’ Ezra was looking straight ahead, watching his brothers race. ‘You sound like you’re really gunna make a difference.’

They could hear Levi laughing at something Zeke had said. ‘Zeke’s going to let Levi win again,’ said Maryanne.

‘He’s good like that,’ said Ezra. ‘He’s better at being a big brother than I am.’

Maryanne raised her eyebrows in surprise, decided to let it go and instead said, ‘You haven’t said much about your coconut tree.’

Ezra could only shrug. He didn’t have the words just now to talk about it. ‘What about your seedlings?’ he asked eventually. ‘Are they gone too?’

‘They didn’t get washed away but they got inundated, so the salt water will kill them. Mum’s garden too, or most of it. She was pretty upset about it this morning, but she put on a brave face for Aunty Rita. Her garden doesn’t compare to what’s happened to their place.’

‘I suppose not. But it’s not a competition, is it? It’s all just … bad.’

‘Yep.’ They both sat with that thought for a while before Maryanne stood up straight and shouted across to Zeke, ‘Don’t you touch that dog! It’s dangerous!’

Ezra saw a large, yellow, smooth-haired dog with an ugly solid head trotting along the foreshore. It ignored Zeke and Levi, intent on going its own way. Ezra smiled, recognising the dog from last night, the dog that had refused to let Billy Blake come near it. Maybe that dog carries its own luck too, thought Ezra.

‘What are you smiling at?’ asked Maryanne.

‘You sound more like Aunty Leah every day.’

‘Ha! Well maybe I can understand her point of view these days!’

As Ezra watched, the big dog approached someone, wagging its thick yellow tail.

‘I’ll be back in a sec,’ said Ezra to Maryanne and he jogged along the jetty to reach Main Road. ‘Hey!’ he said, holding up his hand but standing back warily from the big dog.

‘Hey,’ said Barbara, who was smiling at the yellow dog. It was sitting at her feet now, panting in a friendly way with its tongue lolling out.

‘Is that dog yours?’ asked Ezra.

‘Nah. I don’t think she belongs to anyone. But I give her scraps sometimes, so maybe we’re friends now.’

Ezra and Barbara stood and swapped news of the surprise high tide: Mason’s house flooded, and those nearby too; school closed because the roof had leaked; Barbara’s grandmother’s house fine but at the airport flights were cancelled until the water fully receded and the landing strip could be checked. Ezra didn’t mention his tree. Their conversation paused when the dog stood up and wandered off with its tail wagging.

‘I heard about what you said to Billy,’ said Barbara, into the pause. ‘You didn’t have to do that. You shouldn’t have done it. I can look after myself.’

‘Calm your farm,’ said Ezra, unperturbed. ‘I didn’t do it for you. I did it for me. It was just easier to do it when it was about someone else.’ Until he spoke the words, Ezra hadn’t even realised that was why he’d done it. But it was true. ‘Anyway, Billy’s leaving Saibai. Him and his mum, both of them. At the end of the school year.’

‘Good,’ said Barbara firmly. She suddenly peered at something over Ezra’s shoulder and he swung around to see. It was Mum, holding Tarzie’s hand and walking slowly down Main Road towards the jetty. ‘You go,’ said Barbara, and she turned and walked away.

Tarzie’s face lit up as Ezra approached, but Mum looked shattered.

‘Oh, Ez,’ said Mum. ‘Your coconut tree is gone. Did you know?’ She let out a little sob. ‘It’s gone. All gone.’

‘All gone,’ echoed Tarzie, who now was clearly wondering if she should be crying too, but wasn’t sure why. She clutched her superball a little tighter.

‘I know,’ said Ezra. ‘I saw.’ He paused awkwardly for a moment, then stepped forward to envelop his mum in a hug. She’d given him plenty of hugs in the past – and recently he’d tended to wriggle out of them in frustration – but this was the first time he could remember giving one to her. She buried her head into his shoulder, shuddering with a few more quiet sobs. Then she breathed in deeply, drawing in the familiar smell of him, before stepping back, wiping her eyes and smiling proudly at him through the tears.

‘Look at you. Taking care of your sooky mother like a big man.’

Ezra shrugged, pleased and embarrassed. He picked up Tarzie just so as to have something to do, then looked at his mother over the top of his sister’s curly mop. ‘Don’t tell Aka Dot,’ he said, thinking about how she’d brought around the turtle meat to honour his mother for raising a son who was moving towards manhood.

Mum, knowing exactly what he meant, laughed outright and gave his arm a loving squeeze.

‘Don’t tell Aka Dot what?’ Neither of them had noticed the approach of Aunty Leah. Ezra braced himself for a verbal onslaught.

‘Oh!’ said Mum, smiling at Leah now. ‘Only that she was right.’

‘Definitely don’t tell Dot that then.’ Aunty Leah smiled warmly back at Mum. ‘We’ll never hear the end of it.’ Then, in a more serious way: ‘I heard about Rita’s place. Your place okay? In the storm?’

‘Yeah. It’s okay. Nothing compared to Rita’s. Yours?’

‘It’s fine. Some water and mud across the garden, but the house is okay.’ Leah paused to look at Ezra, measuring up him up. In that moment she evidently decided he was old enough to hear her next question. She turned back to Mum. ‘Have you heard from that husband of yours? Or from Jensen?’

‘Well,’ said Mum, looking grave. ‘Sort of.’
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TWENTY-FOUR

Ezra stared at his mum in alarm. ‘What do you mean, sort of ?’

‘He’s activated the EPIRB.’ Ezra knew she was talking about the emergency beacon installed on the boat. It would send Dad’s GPS location, via satellite, to the rescue coordination people. There was no way Dad would activate it unless he was desperate. ‘The police left a message.’ Mum was struggling to hold back her tears again. ‘They couldn’t get through to me, because the phones are still down. Nella from the health centre took the message on the two-way radio and her daughter brought it to me.’

‘When?’ asked Aunty Leah. ‘When did he activate the EPIRB?’

‘Last night,’ answered Mum. ‘Not long after dark. But they couldn’t send out a search party in the storm. It was too risky. They won’t have even got started until this morning.’

If it was too risky for the search party to be out in the storm, thought Ezra, how bad was it for Dad? Tears prickled behind his eyes and his chest felt tight.

‘The search party will leave from Thursday Island, won’t it?’ Aunty Leah looked urgently out to sea, as if she was hoping to see the searchers from where she stood.

Mum nodded. She didn’t have to say what they were all thinking. Wherever Dad was, it was going to take hours for any rescuers to get to his location from TI. And it had already been well over fourteen hours since he activated the beacon.

Maryanne joined them on the foreshore then, with Levi and Zeke, and Mum filled them in on the news about Dad.

‘When will we know he’s okay?’ asked Zeke.

‘He might not be okay,’ said Levi. His eyes filled and his chin wobbled but, with a glance at Mum, he managed not to cry. Ezra was taken aback by how proud he felt of Levi in that moment.

‘That dory,’ said Maryanne. ‘He knew there was something wrong with it. We all did. He should never have taken it out.’

‘He had to take it out, that’s his job,’ said Aunty Leah sympathetically. ‘And none of us knew the storm would come in so fast and so hard. Even the forecasters were surprised.’

‘Why, though?’ Maryanne, upset about Dad, couldn’t contain her anger. ‘Why are we all so surprised every time a storm is worse? That the bushfires are worse? That the hot weather is worse? It’s not a surprise anymore, is it? The whole world knows it’s getting worse, we can see the water rising, our land disappearing and no one cares!’

‘Maryanne!’ Mum tried to shoosh her but to Ezra’s surprise Aunty Leah wasn’t the least bit offended.

‘We all care, love,’ said Aunty Leah gently. ‘Maybe us Islanders most of all. It hits us the hardest.’

Maryanne, looking unhappy, didn’t reply.

Mum took a deep breath and started organising. ‘We need to go over to the health centre. That’s why I came – to collect you. If there’s any further word, that’s where the police will send the message. And besides, they need help cleaning up. The high tide’s got in and left a big mess.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ said Aunty Leah to Mum, reaching out to take Tarzie from Ezra. ‘I can help you keep an eye on the little ones.’

But Ezra noticed, as he gratefully passed Tarzie over, that Aunty Leah was in fact carefully watching Mum. It occurred to him that Leah wasn’t really offering to babysit. Instead she was offering love and support and solidarity to Mum, without having to explain a thing. He’d been wrong about Aunty Leah, he realised.

Ezra sighed. He’d been wrong about a lot of things.

They all stepped onto the road, and headed along the coast to the health centre, dodging around the water, mud and debris that covered the ground. The sea, on the far side of the wall, was still higher than usual and the wind was whipping up small waves which crashed against the concrete. Ezra spotted a sea eagle, way up in the sky, gliding on an easy loop.

People were out of their houses, creating sodden piles of broken outdoor furniture, using shovels or hoses to clear away the mud and wash away the salt water, and sawing up broken trees and branches. They waved or called out a subdued greeting as the family passed but, catching Leah’s subtle shake of the head, no one insisted they stop and say hello.

Mum walked alone and slightly in front, setting an unusually fast pace. Ezra guessed that she’d rather be running, just in case another message had come through. Maryanne walked beside Aunty Leah and Tarzie, making polite conversation in an effort to make up for her earlier outburst.

‘I’m sorry I missed your Keoni’s beard-shaving ceremony,’ said Maryanne. ‘I heard it all went really well.’

Aunty Leah looked pleased and launched into a detailed explanation of the planning, the decorations, the food. Then the aftermath: her son Keoni gone to Townsville to begin an apprenticeship, her nephew Mark in Cairns to pick up Aunty Willa from hospital and bring her home.

Ezra trailed behind with his brothers, half listening to Maryanne and Leah but constantly scanning the ocean horizon as he walked. He wasn’t even sure what he was looking for. Images of Dad in the boat in the storm kept flashing through his mind, one after the other, like an unwelcome slide presentation.

Dad had been so angry at him. So angry he hadn’t even said goodbye. That was bad luck, everyone knew that. It was all Ezra’s fault. If he hadn’t been such a fool, priming that hand spear and pointing it at Zeke, then Dad wouldn’t have got angry and he wouldn’t have gone without saying goodbye. He wouldn’t have left without his luck.

Ezra just wanted to see Dad and tell him how sorry he was. How stupid he’d been. About everything. But what if he never got the chance to say sorry? What if …

He stumbled over a branch that stretched across the road and finally looked properly ahead. Was that Nella from the health centre? Running towards them?

Mum left them behind and flew up the road to meet Nella. Ezra could see the two women exchange a few urgent words and then Mum turned back to face them. The world stopped turning, just for a heartbeat, and then he saw.

Beaming. Mum was beaming with happiness.

‘They’ve seen him!’ Mum was running back towards them now. ‘The rescue helicopter has spotted him, in the dory. He’s drifting, but he’s okay. They spotted Uncle Jensen too – he’s not far from where Dad is. They’ve given him Dad’s location, so Jensen will get to him well before the rescue crew does.’

‘Of course he will,’ cried Aunty Leah, and there were hugs all round. Then Tarzie dropped her ball again and there was a mad scramble to catch it before it bounced over the seawall, and by the time Maryanne handed it back everyone was laughing in sheer relief.

‘C’mon,’ said Mum. ‘Let’s get to the health centre. There might be more news.’
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A few nights later, Ezra stood beneath the enormous canopy of the rain tree in Aunty Leah’s garden and looked out across the ocean. He stretched out his arm and placed his palm on the tree’s ancient, rippled trunk. He could feel a kind of thrumming under his hand but couldn’t tell if it was the tree or his own pulse, vibrating against his skin.

Behind him, the outdoor celebratory dinner was in full swing.

A small dinner, Leah had said, in honour of Dad and Uncle Jensen, and only for close family and friends. But as Mum had pointed out with a wry smile, that was still fifty or sixty people or more.

Tables were laden with food in the spacious area under Leah’s house and the warm air was full of the smoke from burning coconut husks and the smell of roasting meat. Insects and bugs buzzed around strings of coloured lights and small bats flitted through, making the most of their own insect feast.

The music, singing, conversation and laughter almost drowned out the creaking and croaking of a thousand frogs, but not quite.

Above the hubbub, Ezra could hear Dad patiently explaining for the umpteenth time how the dory’s engine had stalled just as the storm front hit, in water too deep to drop the anchor. How the drifting boat had collided with a floating container, the huge metal box likely swept overboard in the storm from a passing cargo ship.

At this point in the story, which Ezra had now heard several times, the conversation sometimes veered off into a discussion about marine pollution; about which containers sank straight away and which ones kept floating for weeks; about how many and what a menace they were; about the impact of other discarded objects like fishing gear, and plastics, and household rubbish.

This time, though, Dad’s listeners seemed to want to hear more about the dory. Dad was able to explain how the collision damaged the vessel’s propeller and hull, so even when he eventually got the engine started again it was almost impossible for him to steer or make headway.

Ezra noticed that Dad didn’t say anything much about the storm itself. Didn’t mention the waves that threatened to overturn or swamp the boat. Didn’t mention the water slopping around in the cabin and the footwell. Didn’t mention the very real possibility of the drifting boat being driven by the wind onto a remote reef or a rocky shore.

Uncle Jensen didn’t talk about the storm either, about being out in it all night, searching for Dad. Because there was no need to. He had towed Dad’s boat behind his own small dinghy – a long slow journey home in conditions that, in the aftermath of the storm, were still very difficult.

When Dad and Uncle Jensen finally arrived at the jetty, both their families were waiting. Although not many words were said, there were plenty of tears and hugs. A smiling Dad held Mum for a long time, then each of his kids. As Ezra stepped back from his hug, he looked up at his father. ‘I’m sorry, Dad.’

Dad stopped smiling and looked Ezra in the eye. ‘Don’t do it again, son,’ he said, only just loud enough for Ezra to hear.

‘I won’t. I won’t do it again, Dad.’

‘I know you won’t.’ Dad smiled again, and pulled Ezra into another hug. Then he turned his attention to securing the boats, unloading the gear and getting home for a hot feed and a shower and a good night’s sleep.

There was no opportunity for Ezra to say all the other words he’d been rehearsing in his mind, and he realised there was no need for them either. Dad didn’t want them, or need them. Ezra understood that now, too.

His words weren’t important. His actions were all that mattered.
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Standing there, out the front of Aunty Leah’s, Ezra let his hand fall from the tree. Before he could turn to go back to the gathering, Mum stepped up beside him and slid her arm around his waist.

‘You good?’ she asked.

‘Yeah. I’m good.’

‘I really appreciate how helpful you’ve been these last few days, with all the cleaning up. I know it’s boring but it has to be done.’

‘It’s okay, I don’t mind.’ In fact cleaning up had been pretty cool. Mr Robinson had organised all the older kids into work crews and, instead of schoolwork, they’d spent their days helping out throughout the village. It felt good to be involved and, with his friends beside him, to be part of making things right again.

‘You sleeping okay on that camp mattress?’ Mum asked. It was a bit crowded at home, with Rita, Jensen and Mason staying over. Ezra and Mason had been sleeping on the floor of Maryanne and Tarzie’s room.

‘It’s fine. It’s kind of fun. But what if me and Maryanne spend the Christmas holidays with Aunty Ivy? Mason could come to TI too, and stay with his grandparents. Then Tarzie could sleep in my bunk bed, in the same room as Zeke and Levi, and Aunty Rita and Uncle Jensen could have Maryanne and Tarzie’s room to themselves.’

Even in the dark, Ezra could see Mum’s eyes widen in surprise.‘That’s a great idea.’ She looked at him thoughtfully. Only a week ago he couldn’t think of anything worse than having to live on Thursday Island. ‘It’s a pretty big thing you’re offering. Would you really be happy to do that?’

For the briefest of moments Ezra thought about taking the credit for being selfless, for putting the needs of everyone else before his own, but instead he just laughed. ‘Mum. Mason’s grandparents are getting him a PlayStation. It’s not gunna be a hardship, I promise.’

Mum laughed too, giving him a squeeze before she walked back to the party.

‘What were you laughing about?’ Mason materialised beside Ezra, his mouth full and still chewing.

‘You.’

‘Fair enough.’ Mason paused to swallow. ‘I came to tell you there’s only one piece of coconut damper left.’

Ezra faced his friend in mock alarm. ‘What! We’ll have to race for it. Last one there’s a loser.’

‘Nuh.’ Mason looked at Ezra calmly. ‘I’m not racing.’

It was Ezra’s turn to look surprised. ‘Bala. We can’t just leave the last piece lying there. Zeke might get it. Or Eddie and Pat. Or anyone.’

‘Zeke won’t get it.’

‘What?’

Mason gave Ezra a knowing smile and held up his hands. Resting in a serviette, only partly crumbled around the edges, was the last piece of coconut damper.

A big piece, more than enough for two.
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AUTHORS’ NOTE

Ezra and Mason and all the people in this book are fictional characters. But their love for family, community and culture are very much real, and drawn from the real-life community and culture of Saibai and the Torres Strait.

Tagai State College, with its seventeen campuses throughout the Torres Strait is real, as are the marine biology tanks. However, the Year Seven orientation day, and all the action and activities associated with it, is entirely the authors’ invention.

Saibai Island is a real place, population almost 300, with a school and an airport and health care centre and a store that sells the good icy poles. The croc-infested waters, the jetty and the seawall are real too, as are the risks to the island and its people posed by climate change and rising sea levels.

Duting the 1930s and 1940s king tides flooded Saibai and submerged much of the village. For the people of Saibai, it was only the latest in a series of environmental challenges. The community had been suffering from the effects of erosion and the impact of salt on their crops and freshwater supplies for a long time. After much discussion, in 1947 many Saibai families decided to move permanently to the Australian mainland – to the tip of the Cape York Peninsula – where they established two new settlements, called Bamaga and Seisia.

A teenager called Mary-Betty Townson was among the families who moved. One of Australia’s first climate change refugees, she would become the fierce and beloved grandmother of Aaron Fa’Aoso, the co-author of this book and himself a proud member of both the Koedal and Samu clans.

The Saibai Islanders who remained attempted to prevent further ocean inundations and erosion by using local manpower, ingenuity and materials to build a preventive seawall. Only in 2017 did the Australian and Queensland governments finally fund and build a disaster-graded seawall. It was inundated six months later, and has since been regularly breached by rising tides.
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