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			Chapter One

			‘Auntie Belle is here to pick you up.’

			Joey ignored his mother’s comment, checking his phone again. Nope, nothing. He’d sent a message to Damo an hour ago asking if they’d drive by and pick him up. He needed to get out of here.

			‘Did you hear me?’ Mum’s frustration levels were peaking.

			He picked up the controller to continue playing his video game. This game was getting old, but he couldn’t afford to get a new one. It would have to do.

			‘Joey.’ Mum blew out a breath, a sure sign she was out of patience, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t going to go, no matter what she said. He stayed quiet. ‘Fine.’

			Thankfully, Mum left the room. Sure, she’d stomped away, but at least she’d left him alone. How long would that last? And would the boys drive by before it was too late?

			Why couldn’t he get into this video game, for real? These characters had excitement and super powers to deal with the problems that came their way. What did he have? A quick wit, maybe?

			Joey sniffed. Just about every teacher who’d ever kept him after class had commented on his sharp wit. Apparently, they didn’t appreciate it. It wasn’t his fault that most everyone laughed when he spoke.

			

			‘Hello, Joey.’ Auntie Belle—correction, Mum’s Auntie Belle—stepped into the room. He didn’t know her very well, but already he could hear the no-nonsense tone in her voice that usually indicated he was about to be sent to the principal. ‘I’m going to have a cup of tea with your mother, then we’ll be on our way. I expect you to get your gear and have it waiting on the porch by the time I’ve finished. Okay?’

			Joey kept his gaze fixed on the screen and didn’t respond. What would she do? Stand over him until he responded? He waited, eyes fixed on a bunch of characters who were now running on their own steam, his thumbs away from the controls. But he refused to let her know that he’d heard her. He braced for a reaction, which never came.

			Joey looked up and the doorway was empty.

			The low murmur of voices from the kitchen distracted him from the game. What were they saying? Mum sounded stressed, but that was normal. Auntie Belle seemed to be reassuring her in a firm tone. Joey turned the volume off the game and strained to listen.

			‘What am I supposed to do?’ Mum said.

			‘There’s nothing to do, Adele. He hasn’t got an option now, has he?’

			‘But fighting. What did he think would happen?’

			I wasn’t fighting.

			He’d just been messing around, only Jordan and Kurt couldn’t take a joke. He hadn’t thrown the first punch. He wasn’t sure he’d managed to get any punches in at all. But his face was evidence that a few had connected with him.

			Of course, the principal wasn’t interested in his explanation. There’d been too many letters home about disruptive behaviour. Too many warnings. And this was the third high school principal who’d suggested their school wasn’t for him. Except, this time he’d been expelled.

			‘Let him come with me for a while. Some country air and a change of scenery will be good for him.’

			‘Are you sure?’ Mum sounded doubtful. Perhaps he could work on that weakness. He didn’t want to go bush. What was he supposed to do out there, away from his mates?

			‘We’ll try it for a month and review after that.’

			The conversation stalled and Joey heard the kettle at full boil. They would drink tea and then Auntie Belle would be back expecting him to be ready. What would she do if he continued to ignore her? Would she drag him out to the car? Unlikely. She wasn’t a big woman by any means.

			The only subject at school he’d excelled at was PE. He’d applied himself to any and every exercise program. And he was tall. Even if Mum and Auntie Belle banded together, they wouldn’t be able to physically force him to do anything.

			‘Joey, do you want cake?’ Auntie Belle called from the kitchen as if there was no tension in the house at all.

			Cake. That was Mum’s stress release—bake cakes. Usually while crying, and not subtly either. Was it the tears that made them taste so good?

			‘Joey?’ Auntie Belle’s head appeared around the door. ‘Cake?’

			A moment of truth. He wanted to say ‘no’ to show he wasn’t going to go along with what they were planning, but he was hungry.

			‘If you want.’ He refused to add friendliness to his tone.

			‘If I want? Do you want cake or don’t you?’ She was ruthless. Of course he wanted cake. Mum would have just brought it to him on a plate.

			Joey maintained his clenched jaw and kept his gaze fixed on the screen—where nothing was happening.

			‘You don’t want cake. Hurry up and get your things because I’m not going to wait around.’ Auntie Belle disappeared from the doorway.

			He wanted cake. His stomach growled and accused him of being an idiot. How hard would it have been to just say please? Once Auntie Belle gave up and left, he’d help himself. Mum wouldn’t stop him.

			‘You see?’ Mum’s voice carried from the kitchen. ‘He’s impossible.’

			Impossible? That was a bit harsh.

			‘He’ll be alright. I might go so far as to say he’ll love it.’

			‘I doubt it.’ Mum’s words were a prophecy he didn’t like. Why was she always so negative? He would be fine.

			But what made Auntie Belle think he would love going to the country to live with her for a while? He’d never been to her place. Mum had told him about the trips to her aunt’s many times. Apparently, it was Mum’s favourite holiday place. But she’d never taken him.

			‘The way he’s going, he’ll end up in prison.’

			There it was. Mum had circled back to that threat again. And she didn’t even know about the mates he hung out with who did stuff that could get them into trouble with the cops.

			‘Look, Adele, there isn’t really any choice. Send him with me for a few weeks and my guess is he’ll prove us all wrong and do really well.’

			‘Can you pack my cake to go?’ Joey yelled out as he stood up.

			Fine. He would go with Auntie Belle. He’d show Mum and all his teachers that they were wrong about him. And he would love the looks on their faces next time he saw them.

			***

			

			‘So have you got your license yet?’ Auntie Belle’s question came out of a long silence.

			‘I’m not eighteen yet.’

			‘Well, I know that. You’re still a minor. But I thought you might have got all your miles logged and be ready to get your Ps.’

			Silence dropped over the car again.

			‘Do you want to drive?’

			Joey frowned. ‘What, without a license?’

			‘You have your learner’s permit, don’t you?’

			Actually, he didn’t. Mum hadn’t found the time or money for him to take the test. He hadn’t worried too much because he had plenty of mates willing to pick him up, and at worst, he could catch a bus.

			‘Don’t you have your Ls?’ Auntie Belle persisted.

			‘Not yet.’

			‘You’re seventeen, right?’

			‘And a half.’

			‘And you can take the test after you turn sixteen, can’t you?’

			Joey refused to answer. He suddenly felt ashamed that he’d not had the chance to get his learner’s permit. Would his mother have made more effort if he’d nagged her about it?

			‘I assume you haven’t had the opportunity to take the test yet?’ Auntie Belle dropped back into his consciousness.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Maybe you can study for it and take the test while you’re with me.’ She sounded positive and upbeat, and despite his decision to remain aloof, he found himself hoping.

			‘Tell me about your dyslexia.’

			Bam. That question came out of nowhere, and Joey felt all his defences rise.

			‘Your mother tells me you’ve had some struggles with reading.’

			

			An understatement, but he’d got on just fine. If you didn’t count being expelled from school.

			‘What did the specialist recommend?’ Auntie Belle wasn’t going to let this go.

			‘They recommended I get special help.’ Joey cringed even as he spoke.

			‘Did it help you?’

			‘Nah! It was a waste of time. They treated me like I was stupid.’ Having support staff sit with him and going to special classes for others with learning difficulties made him feel like an idiot.

			After a couple of his mates pointed out that he was one of the dumb ones, he’d refused to cooperate with any special help. He was as smart as any of his mates. Smarter. He’d figure out the reading stuff later, when everyone else wasn’t watching.

			‘Sorry to hear that. Anyway. We can figure out a way to help you study for your learner’s permit. I’m guessing you will learn to drive easily.’

			‘I can already drive.’

			Auntie Belle threw a quick, questioning frown in his direction.

			‘My mates taught me how to drive years ago.’

			‘Years ago? You’re only seventeen and you don’t have a permit or license.’

			‘Didn’t need a license.’

			Joey chanced a glance to gauge Auntie Belle’s reaction. Her lips had disappeared in what looked like disapproval. Was she shocked yet? He hid a smile.

			‘Just so you know, I will support you in getting a learner’s permit, but I won’t allow you to operate a vehicle outside the law. Okay?’

			He wouldn’t have expected anything less. Auntie Belle didn’t strike him as the sort of person to do something reckless like drive unlicensed.

			Joey looked out the window at the passing countryside. It was open land, some kind of crop growing in the paddocks, not many trees. No sign of human life. Civilisation seemed to be slipping further and further away.

			‘Do you want something to eat?’ Auntie Belle said, after a long stretch of silence.

			‘What?’

			‘There’s a town up here in a few ks. There’s a great bakery there. We can stop if you like.’

			Joey’s stomach growled. Even if he couldn’t give a civil answer, his stomach voted yes.

			‘Is that a yes?’ Auntie Belle smiled and Joey couldn’t help it. His face betrayed a smile.

			‘Yes, please.’ It was grudging.

			By the time they’d stopped at the bakery and consumed a pie, custard slice, and an iced coffee, Joey had concluded that Auntie Belle must have a good job with plenty of money and also that maybe she wasn’t so bad. She didn’t skimp and offered to buy him more if he wanted.

			His mother wouldn’t have stopped at a bakery in the first place. She never had enough money. He had a moment of guilt knowing that other kids helped out with the bills by way of after-school jobs. He didn’t have a job. That was the trouble with school reports that talked about disruptive behaviour, failure to apply to work, and a belligerent attitude.

			Joey had asked Google to look up the word belligerent when he’d heard it, and thought it was unfair. He wasn’t hostile and angry. Some of his mates were. Apparently, he was guilty by association.

			Whatever.

			Applying for a job with those sorts of reports as a reference was a guarantee of failure.

			‘We’re not far away now.’ Auntie Belle’s voice pulled him from his thoughts as she turned the car back to the road.

			Joey glanced at the car clock. They’d left home over three hours ago. The few towns they’d passed through were small, with a main street and one or two shops. No major shopping centres anywhere to be seen. Nowhere to hang out that he’d been able to see.

			‘How much further?’ His curiosity overcame his determination to be aloof.

			‘About half an hour. I don’t live in the town. I have a farm about five k out.’

			‘A farm?’

			‘Yes. Your mother used to visit regularly during school holidays when she was young.’

			Joey recalled her tales. He hadn’t paid much attention at the time, but he was now about to find out firsthand.

			‘Is it just you who lives there?’

			‘Yes. My husband, your Uncle Bruce, died a few years ago. Cancer.’

			Joey thought he could detect emotion in Auntie Belle’s tone. He shifted uncomfortably, sorry for bringing it up. His father hadn’t died, but he’d left before Joey had been able to paint a strong image of him in his memory.

			‘What do you do for a job?’ Joey changed the subject.

			‘I’m a social worker. I work from an office in Port Pirie, but most of my work is with clients in the farming communities.’

			‘What does a social worker do?’

			‘I help connect people who live with different kinds of social, mental, or physical problems with other specialised agencies. People who need help don’t always know how to get it.’

			‘So, is that all you do?’ It sounded remarkably easy.

			

			‘That is the nutshell version. I need to get to know my clients. Sometimes their problem is something I can help them with and sometimes I need to recommend someone else. I help them get to those appointments.’

			‘So am I your client now?’

			Auntie Belle laughed. ‘No. You’re my nephew. Great-nephew. And it is my pleasure to have you.’

			‘Really?’ Joey liked the words, but he doubted the sentiment.

			‘Besides, I think you’ll be able to help me with a situation. I think you’ll be perfect for the job.’

			‘Job?’

			‘No money, if that’s what you’re thinking, but plenty of good experience that will look good on a resume.’

			A job. A resume. If he lasted out here in the sticks.

			That remained to be seen.

			

			Chapter Two

			They were literally in the middle of nowhere. Other than a mountain that rose up from the plain and loomed as they drove closer, there was the house and some sheds. It was late afternoon by the time Auntie Belle pulled her car into the shed next to the farmhouse.

			Joey had so many questions, but he couldn’t let Auntie Belle know he was interested. First on his list, did the two dogs barking at the end of their chains belong to her?

			‘Samson and Delilah.’ Auntie Belle tilted her head in the direction of the dogs. ‘I’ve had one of the neighbours looking after them while I was away. It looks like they’re pleased to see me home.’

			Other than the fact there was no sign of any neighbours, Joey wasn’t so sure. He’d been attacked by a dog once when he was small—still had the scars on his hands to prove it. And he’d never had a pet, so he didn’t have any other experiences with them. Mum liked animals, but she was happy not to have one and save on the cost of dog food.

			‘They’re all bark and no bite.’ Auntie Belle walked directly to them and began to ruffle the fur around the neck of each one. ‘Come and say hello. Let them know you’re friendly.’

			What was he going to say? ‘I can’t, because dogs scare me’? Not likely. Joey ventured tentatively toward the animals, glad they were still on the chain.

			‘Samson is the bigger dog, and Delilah is the one with the pretty white front.’ Auntie Belle ruffled their fur again and tugged affectionately at the ears of the dog with the white front. Delilah. ‘You’re so gorgeous, aren’t you? Gorgeous.’ Her voice morphed, like she was talking to a baby. Weird.

			‘Don’t be afraid.’ Auntie Belle stood up and gestured for Joey to come closer.

			‘I’m not afraid.’ He said that too quickly. He stepped as close as he dared and tapped Delilah’s head, his hand as wooden as Pinocchio’s.

			‘Come on. Let’s get your stuff inside.’ Auntie Belle unclipped the chains from the collar of both dogs and they immediately circled her feet, panting. Smiling? Did dogs smile? They looked happy, whatever was going on.

			Auntie Belle opened the boot and stood aside, so Joey stepped forward and lifted his backpack and Mum’s old suitcase out. He didn’t have a lot of stuff, but it didn’t matter. He probably wouldn’t stay out here long. Just long enough to prove to both his mother and aunt that he could do stuff and that he would be all right.

			‘You can sleep in the spare room, second on your right down the hall. The bed’s already made up.’ Auntie Belle put a grocery bag on the benchtop. ‘The bathroom and loo are opposite. Make yourself at home.’

			Joey went into the hallway off the kitchen. It was a long hall in an old farmhouse. The ceilings were high and the doorways were wide, with deep inlets. The walls were thick, probably made of stone. There’d be no accidentally kicking holes in any of these.

			The second door on the right was painted white and had a round brass doorknob that rattled when he turned it. This house was really old. He opened the door to a large room with a dark wood floor with a colourful rug on it. Plain, maroon-coloured curtains made the room dim. But there was enough light to see it had a queen-sized bed. It was heaps bigger than the single bed he had at home, where his feet hung over the end and had done for the last two years. This space was old-fashioned but there was plenty of room, and after he’d fallen backward onto the bed, he confirmed it was comfortable. He might do all right here for a while.

			As Joey came into the kitchen, Auntie Belle looked up from the stove where she appeared to be stirring something in a frypan. ‘Could you go out to the chook house and collect the eggs?’

			‘Chook house?’

			‘Just go out the laundry door at the back of the house, across the yard, and you can’t miss it. The chooks will probably be starting to roost by now.’

			Joey didn’t have any idea what Auntie Belle was talking about, but he wasn’t about to admit it. He went back into the long hallway and right to the end, down a step and into the laundry, a room that appeared to be tacked on at the back of the stone house. The back laundry door had a key in it, and he turned it to go outside.

			The sun was low on the horizon and the temperature had dropped, but there was enough light to see a structure at the bottom of the yard with chicken wire around it. Chicken wire. Huh, who’d have thought? There was some old, corrugated iron that formed a shelter at one end. Joey could see a gate with a latch, so he cautiously went inside the structure. Sure enough, there were some chickens balanced on a perch looking sleepy. They didn’t look like they’d fly at him and claw his face off, so he stepped forward. And they ignored him. Phew.

			Now, where did he find the eggs? On another side of the shed, there was a long bird house with openings at the front. He leaned down and peered inside. He could see some eggs. Success. He put his hand in the opening and drew out four eggs, one at a time. He held them carefully, worried he’d drop them and crack them open. By the time he’d returned to the kitchen, he felt like a regular farmer. He’d collected eggs. And that was how it was done.

			‘Great.’ Auntie Belle greeted him as he walked back into the kitchen. ‘I wanted to add a couple to this fried rice.’ She held out her hands and Joey passed the eggs to her.

			‘Did you lock the door of the chook house? The foxes are out at this time and like nothing better than a chook salad for their dinner.’

			‘Really?’

			Auntie Belle laughed. ‘Well, they will catch and kill a chook quickly enough if they aren’t locked safely away. You locked the door?’

			Joey nodded and then sat on a bar stool at the kitchen bench. ‘How do you work the whole farm and be a social worker too?’ He picked up a glass of juice Auntie Belle placed in front of him.

			‘When your Uncle Bruce passed away, I leased out the farmland. It’s still mine, but our neighbours do all the work on it now.’

			‘Except for the chooks and dogs.’

			‘And some vegetables and fruit trees, though I neglect the garden too often. You’re right—my job keeps me busy, but I love my garden.’ Auntie Belle placed two plates of fried rice on the counter, the one in front of Joey was heaped high and his stomach did its usual growl. The pie and pastry from earlier in the afternoon were ancient history.

			‘This tastes great.’ Joey couldn’t help making the comment. Whatever Auntie Belle had used, the flavour popped on his tastebuds.

			‘Well, I’m glad you’re enjoying it. I don’t often cook as I get home late from work and sometimes can’t be bothered.’

			Joey felt a pang of worry. If Auntie Belle didn’t cook, what would they eat?

			

			‘Speaking of work.’ Auntie Belle took a sip from the water glass in front of her. ‘I’m going to take you to meet Young Harry tomorrow.’

			‘Who’s Young Harry?’ Joey stopped shovelling rice into his mouth and took a sip of his juice.

			‘He’s one of my clients. You’ll like him and I reckon you might be able to help him out a bit.’

			Joey frowned. His aunt was delusional if she thought he could help some other kid with their problems. He had enough of his own. ‘I’m not looking to make friends,’ he growled. ‘I’ve got enough mates in the city.’

			‘Who said anything about making friends? Young Harry needs some help at the moment and you need something constructive to do to help build a good reputation.’

			Joey’s appetite flagged for a few moments. What sort of bloke was Harry? He’d be just as happy if Auntie Belle would let him stay here and play video games. Except he didn’t have his console with him. He pulled out his phone to check for a signal. It had dropped out about an hour from the city and he’d figured it must be a server fault, but it hadn’t returned since being here at the farm.

			‘Who’s your phone provider?’ Auntie Belle asked, gesturing at his mobile.

			‘I don’t know. Someone cheap.’

			‘There’re heaps of them now trying to sell phone cards. Most of them run with providers who don’t have cell towers in the country.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Out here, we only have reliable reception from Telstra. Optus has some sketchy coverage. Anyone else, don’t bother.’

			Joey checked his phone again. His heart sank as he saw that his carrier was neither of these. ‘How am I supposed to log on to the net?’

			

			‘You can use the home wi-fi when you’re here.’

			‘What about when I’m not here?’

			Auntie Belle laughed. ‘You’ll survive no doubt. Mobile phones and internet have only been a part of life in the last twenty years. Before that …’ She shrugged.

			Joey’s stomach clenched with the usual signs of panic. What happened if he was away from the house and something happened?

			‘You’ll be fine, Joey. Anyway, Young Harry is worse off than you. He doesn’t even have a landline connected and his electricity is still 32 volts generated by a windmill.’

			What on earth was she talking about?

			‘When you need it, the internet password is on the fridge. You can call your mum using the net.’ Auntie Belle had finished her rice and rose from the barstool.

			‘Do you want dessert?’ she asked as if nothing was wrong with the world—as if he hadn’t been suddenly cut off from civilisation. ‘It’s only frozen cheesecake, sorry, but I have some strawberries to go with it if you like.’

			Joey nodded. That was the only response to an offer of food, but even cheesecake couldn’t completely soothe the sense of impending doom. This wasn’t going to work. He had to get back to the city.

			* * *

			A rooster was crowing outside. Joey rubbed the sleep from his eyes. He’d only ever heard a rooster in movies but was sure this was the real deal.

			He rolled over ready to pull the pillow over his head and block out the dawn, but he was startled by Delilah, who rested her nose on the bed inches from his face. Joey scrambled to sit up. Delilah sat back and stared at him, her eyes seeming to say she was happy to see him.

			‘Okay. Great. Nice to see you.’ He put out his hand and tapped Delilah’s head cautiously. ‘Okay, you can go now.’ The dog gave a short bark and smiled back at him, clearly with no intention of leaving.

			What time was it? Joey grabbed his phone. Seven-thirty. He could hear Auntie Belle moving somewhere in the house. If he’d been at home he would have stayed put and gone back to sleep, but Delilah seemed to think it was time for him to be awake. She barked again.

			‘All right. I hear you.’ Joey threw back the quilt and rolled out of bed. The large bed had been a luxury and he was sorry to be leaving the warmth, bracing himself for the brisk autumn weather.

			‘How did you sleep?’ Auntie Belle was dressed and looked as if she’d been up for hours. She had navy trousers with a light blue, long-sleeved shirt, and her name badge pinned to a lanyard around her neck. ‘Were you warm enough?’

			‘Yeah. Thanks.’ Actually, he’d been warm and more comfortable than he’d felt for years.

			‘Great. Make yourself some breakfast and see if you can be ready to go in an hour.’

			Make breakfast? What did she think he was? That wasn’t something he’d usually do. Mum always made breakfast for him. Of course, he knew how to make toast, and often did if Mum was out, but he never did if she was there to do it for him. Auntie Belle didn’t appear to be going to make him anything as she rinsed out her cup and put it in the dishwasher.

			‘I’ve got to check some emails but help yourself.’ She disappeared from the kitchen and Joey supposed she was going to her office. He shrugged.

			Fine, he would make his own breakfast. He saw that the loaf of bread was still on the bench, as was the butter and vegemite. There were also two breakfast cereal packets. One was a fancy brand of muesli with gluten free written in bold letters on the corner of the pack. The other was much more his style. Nutri-Grain. He put a slice of bread in the toaster and poured himself a bowl of cereal. He was always hungry and she hadn’t said there was a limit on what he could eat.

			Joey was still brushing his teeth when Auntie Belle called. ‘Hurry up, Joey. Time to go.’

			What was the hurry? Was Young Harry on a schedule?

			‘After I drop you there, I have several other clients I need to get to today.’ Joey hadn’t even asked, but Auntie Belle had given him the answer anyway. She whooshed past him, picking up the car keys from the hall table.

			‘You might be surprised what you find at Young Harry’s.’ Auntie Belle started the car and kept talking despite Joey’s lack of input into the conversation. ‘Keep an open mind. He’s not used to company, but he needs help at the moment and I think you’ll be the answer to my prayers.’

			‘What, so this is the job you were talking about?’

			‘Let’s see how you go. If you can just help him out for the day, then we’ll talk about tomorrow, if you think you can go back.’ She drove from the farmyard onto the dirt road going past the gate.

			‘How old is this guy?’

			‘Well, funny you should ask.’

			Funny? A shiver of worry started up Joey’s spine. What was funny?

			‘Harry’s eighty-five.’

			Joey snapped his head in his aunt’s direction. ‘What do you mean, eighty-five?’

			‘Like he was born eighty-five years ago.’

			

			‘I thought you said his name was Young Harry.’

			‘It is. Everyone calls him Young Harry.’

			‘Why?’

			‘His father was Harry, and so everyone referred to him as Young Harry. His father’s been dead for thirty-odd years, but the name has stuck.’

			Joey sat back in the car seat. What was he supposed to do for a man who was older even than Auntie Belle? This was crazy.

			Auntie Belle turned the car off the road and into another farmyard. More dogs—the same sort as Samson and Delilah.

			‘What kind of dog are they?’ Joey was looking out the window.

			‘Border Collies. They’re sheep dogs, and my favourite kind.’

			‘Why do you need sheep dogs? Why does Young Harry need sheep dogs? Do you keep sheep?’

			‘Your Uncle Bruce used to run sheep, and so did Harry and his brother. Now we just keep the dogs for company.’

			Joey still wasn’t sure about dogs, but Delilah seemed determined to make friends. She hadn’t tried to rip his hand off so far.

			Auntie Belle didn’t waste any time once she’d pulled up in front of the old farmhouse and got straight out of the car. ‘Come on, Joey. Let’s meet Young Harry.’

			What was he going to do? Refusing to get out of the car was an option, but it seemed … belligerent, and now he knew what that word meant. He didn’t have anything else to do, so he may as well go and meet the old man.

			Joey followed Auntie Belle. She stopped and patted both black-and-white sheep dogs before opening an old-fashioned garden gate that creaked. The garden around the house was full of flowers and fruit trees and looked tidy. He knew what untidy looked like. It was a familiar sight in his street. Grass that grew up to window height, junk lying around in the front yard, driveways that were overgrown. Their own yard looked like that mostly. Mum asked him to cut the grass, but the old lawnmower was broken. But here was a garden where someone took a lot of care, even though the patch of lawn was a bit high.

			‘Hi ya, Harry. How are you today?’ Auntie Belle climbed the four wooden steps onto the veranda that surrounded the house. Joey had to scan the veranda to find the old man. He was seated on an ancient, over-stuffed lounge chair part way along the veranda, his two dogs seated on either side of him, his leg encased in a moon boot that was balanced on some sort of wooden stool with a cushion on top.

			‘This is my nephew, Joey.’ Auntie Belle waved in Joey’s direction. ‘Thought we might be able to get some of your chores done for you if you don’t mind a bit of company.’

			Young Harry watched as they approached and gave a nod, but didn’t say anything. Joey looked to his aunt for a cue.

			‘This is Young Harry.’ She stood between them and smiled. ‘Harry doesn’t talk a lot.’ She directed this comment at Joey. ‘Actually, you don’t talk a lot either, do you?’

			‘Depends,’ Joey grumbled. If he’d been in class and needed to cause a distraction from doing schoolwork, he would have found plenty to say to get his mates laughing at him.

			‘What do you need doing, Harry?’ Auntie Belle asked. ‘I know you have a carer coming in a couple of times a week to help with your housework, but what about outside?’

			Harry nodded. Did he ever talk?

			‘You want your lawn mown?’ Auntie Belle got a notebook and pen out of her bag.

			Harry nodded again.

			‘Do you want to write down any other chores you need help with? Joey needs some work experience and he’d be glad to learn a few new things if you wouldn’t mind teaching him. Right, Joey?’

			What was he supposed to say? No sounded like a good option, but even Joey could see that would be unkind and selfish. So he nodded. If Harry could communicate with a silent nod, so could he.

			‘Well, I can see you two will get along splendidly.’ Auntie Belle was so positive it seemed to suck all the charge out of Joey’s negative.

			‘Where’s the mower?’ Joey could sense Auntie Belle was getting ready to leave, and being as she was his only means of translation, he thought he’d better find out this piece of information first.

			‘It’s in the garden shed. Right, Harry?’

			Young Harry nodded, but this time, miracle of miracles, he pointed to the right where there was a tidy garden path, and Joey could see there was a small shed down away, nestled among the fruit trees.

			‘While you go and get the mower, I’ll get Harry to write down a few chores that need doing.’

			‘How will I know what to do?’ Joey felt a sudden urge to beg Auntie Belle to stay.

			‘Harry will show you. Right, Harry?’

			Predictably, Harry nodded. Awesome. This old man was going to wear his ear off with chatter at this rate.

			* * *

			Sure, his mother’s mower was broken, but he had used it a number of times before, so at least he knew how to start this mower. It didn’t take him long to cut the small patch of grass. The grass catcher was stuffed full by the time the job was done. He could pretend he didn’t know what to do next, but if there was hope of getting a good reference, doing the job properly would probably help.

			‘Ah …’ Joey approached the veranda. ‘Do you want me to empty the clippings?’

			Young Harry nodded.

			‘Where do you want me to dump them? Is there a green bin?’ Even as Joey asked, he looked around the yard. This didn’t look to be the sort of place where a council truck would drive by to pick up rubbish or green waste.

			‘On the compost heap behind the water tanks.’ Harry waved in the same direction as the shed, but Joey couldn’t see any water tanks. ‘Behind the house,’ Harry said.

			Such a splurge of information. Joey crossed back to the mower and the full catcher, detached it and went in search of the compost heap. He’d heard about compost but never connected with the idea of it before. Somewhere to dump scraps or something.

			Around the back of the house, there were three gigantic water tanks, and behind them, there was a pit surrounded by sheets of corrugated iron secured with iron spikes. This seemed to keep all the compost where it was supposed to be. Joey hefted the catcher and sprinkled the grass clippings onto the pile of rank-smelling, rotting scraps. Gross. It would be easier to dump it in the green bin and let the council deal with it.

			Joey carefully returned the mower to the garden shed—a remarkably clean space, with garden tools hung neatly on nails and tubs of various things. What were they? Seeds? Fertiliser? He didn’t know much, but he’d learned some things in his eleven years of schooling.

			Auntie Belle had said goodbye long ago, so now it was up to him to communicate with Young Harry. This was going to be a long day.

			‘So?’ He sat down on a wooden chair next to where Harry sat. ‘What’s on your list?’ He picked up the paper that Auntie Belle had left weighted with a pot plant on the edge of the veranda.

			

			‘Do you want some orange juice?’

			Joey did a double-take. Young Harry had spoken again.

			‘Sure. Do you want me to get it?’

			‘You’ll need to go pick some oranges first, then we’ll squeeze some juice.’

			What on earth? The only orange juice Joey had ever drunk had been from a plastic bottle, and according to his mother was only fifteen percent orange juice and the rest was water and sugar. But real orange juice? And he was going to squeeze it. Who’d have thought?

			‘I guess the orange tree is the one with oranges on it?’ Joey laughed at his stupid question. ‘How many do I need to make juice?’

			‘About eight.’

			All right then. Eight oranges. How much more rural could he get?

			Joey collected eight oranges from the orange tree, pulling up his t-shirt to form a carry bag. Sweet. Picking oranges from the tree brought a whole new aroma.

			‘Do you have a juicer?’ Joey asked.

			Harry nodded. ‘In the kitchen dresser, middle drawer. Bring it out here and I’ll help.’

			Middle drawer? Must be a small juicer. Joey shrugged. ‘Is it okay if I go inside?’

			‘It’ll be difficult juicing if you don’t.’

			Did Young Harry just make a joke? Joey studied him, looking for signs of a smile or smirk, but all he got was the now familiar nod.

			The fly screen door was ancient and made of wood with fly wire fixed. Not like the crim-safe heavy-duty door Mum had insisted be fitted to their council house. This farmhouse door gave a friendly squeak as Joey opened it to go inside. It opened right into the kitchen, but it was like no other kitchen he had ever seen. Had he just travelled back in time? Wooden floor, wooden cupboards. An ancient-looking sink with a single tap that looked like an old garden tap. There was a fridge. Well, he guessed it was a fridge, though it was small and stumpy—rounded corners and a silver handle that ran horizontally. Weird. If he had reception on his phone, he’d have Googled it.

			Now to find the juicer. Kitchen dresser? The room was kind of dark with light only from the window. He looked about for the light switch, but there wasn’t one, and a glance toward the ceiling showed there was no light bulb anyway. Crazy. That must be the set of drawers on the opposite wall to the fireplace. Middle drawer. How on earth could someone fit a juicer in there?

			Joey tugged the heavy, wooden middle drawer open but couldn’t see an appliance of any sort. There were all sorts of gadgets he didn’t recognise. Come to think of it, other than the archaic fridge, Joey’s stocktake of the kitchen showed that there weren’t any electric appliances. Hadn’t Auntie Belle mentioned they only had windmill electricity? If there wasn’t an electric juicer, what did Harry refer to? He could go outside and ask him or he could use his initiative.

			There, in the middle of the drawer, was a weird-looking contraption that had a small jug fitted beneath it. The top was a corrugated dome and Joey suspected this was the juicer. Only one way to find out.

			‘Can you bring out a knife, board and two glasses?’ Harry took the contraption from Joey’s hand, confirming that this was indeed the juicer.

			‘Sure.’ It wasn’t too hard to identify these other objects, and Joey found a small wooden table on the side veranda which he set up next to Young Harry.

			Harry cut the oranges in two and turned them upside down on the juicer. Though his hands looked old and were covered in age spots with swollen knuckles, Harry put pressure on the fruit as he rotated it back and forth. Joey watched with satisfaction as juice began to gather in the small jug.

			‘I’ll do it for you if you like.’ Joey took over the operation as if it was something he’d done a thousand times before. One of the girls he’d been trying to impress worked for one of those juice bars in the local mall. The crazy line-up of customers putting pressure on the staff as they hastily threw pre-peeled fruit into the large electric juicers was not this. Harry wasn’t in a hurry. The mild autumn sunshine was accompanied by the sound of various birds in the garden. The glasses of juice filled in a way that made Joey feel strangely satisfied.

			‘So, we just drink it like this?’ Joey picked up one of the glasses and watched for Harry’s permission. Harry gave his usual nod, picked up his own glass and took a long draft of juice. Joey followed suit, suddenly engulfed in the full-flavoured sensation of food-joy—that feeling when you eat something that tastes heavenly. This sweet, pulpy liquid was orange juice. He knew; he’d squeezed it himself, but it tasted like no orange juice he’d ever tried before. Wow.

			‘That was awesome.’ Joey sat on the wooden chair that was close to Harry’s lounge chair. ‘Thank you.’ The urge to express his gratitude won before Joey could consider adopting his usual couldn’t-care-less attitude.

			‘Do you reckon you could feed Bull for me?’

			Joey turned a questioning look in Harry’s direction. ‘Bull? As in a bull? Like a man-cow?’

			Harry nodded.

			Joey dug deep to find courage. Making a tentative truce with Delilah was one thing, but a cow … a bull?

			‘There’s hay in the hay shed. Just peel off two biscuits for him and check his water.’

			Sure. How hard could it be? Except why did everyone in this place just rattle off words he didn’t understand and expect him to know what to do?

			‘I’ve never fed animals before.’ Best be honest up front. ‘What do you mean by biscuits?’ Joey had images of a packet of Tim Tams but doubted this was what a Bull would need to survive.

			Harry shuffled forward, straining as he tried to stand up.

			‘Wait. What are you doing?’ A sudden shaft of panic shot through Joey’s stomach at the thought of the old man falling over. ‘I can feed the bull, but you’ll need to give me clearer instructions.’

			Harry found his feet … or foot, with the moon-boot encased leg resting to help him balance. ‘Can you pass me those crutches?’

			Joey followed Harry’s eyes to where a pair of crutches lay behind the wooden chair. ‘Are you sure you should?’

			‘There’s a wheelchair in the shed behind the ute. Perhaps you can get it for me.’

			Joey didn’t waste any time but jumped down the veranda steps, ran down the garden path, out the gate and to the iron shed that housed the ute. Why didn’t Harry have the wheelchair on the veranda with him? After several minutes of searching the shed, Joey found it wasn’t behind the ute, but in the tray on the back, folded up. Joey wasn’t familiar with these kinds of farm vehicles, but he figured out how to drop the side of the ute and drag the wheelchair off. It took a few frustrated moments for him to figure out how to unfold it.

			‘Wait! Don’t try the steps on your own. I’ll help you.’ Joey pushed the wheelchair up the garden path, breathing hard. He hadn’t done anything particularly strenuous; his breathlessness was more about his anxiety about leaving the old man perched precariously on a pair of crutches. If he fell, Auntie Belle would never forgive him.

			Joey left the wheelchair at the bottom of the steps and leapt two at a time to land next to Harry just in time to help him negotiate his way to the bottom. ‘Why don’t you keep the wheelchair on the veranda and use it to get around?’

			Harry’s lips flattened and he gave a small huff.

			‘It would make sense.’ Joey got the vibe that Harry didn’t like the wheelchair.

			‘It’s new-fangled. More trouble than it’s worth.’

			Joey frowned. He’d only been here a couple of hours, but he got the sense that Harry lived in the past. There wasn’t anything that looked remotely twenty-first century. Even the ute looked like it was ancient, like something from the 1980s.

			‘It might help today. If I can wheel you out to the bull yard, you can show me what I need to do.’

			Harry nodded, then pointed across the farmyard at some high-fenced yards. Joey swallowed. He saw the bull just before the gigantic animal let out a low bellow. He hoped Harry didn’t expect him to get in the yard with this colossus.

			Joey left the wheelchair a couple of metres back from the yard gate, but Harry grabbed the wheels and propelled himself closer, drawing back the bolt on the gate as soon as he was within reach.

			‘Is it safe?’ Joey’s mouth had gone completely dry and he could feel his heart hammering against his rib cage.

			‘Hello, old fella.’ The bull came to the gate opening and put his head through, allowing Harry to reach up and scratch his head between his eyes.

			Joey was fascinated. In every cartoon he’d ever watched, bulls were angry, aggressive and dangerous. ‘Does he have a name?’ Joey betrayed his growing fascination.

			‘Bull.’

			‘Yeah. Does he have a name?’

			‘His name is Bull.’

			It took a second, but then Joey gave a laugh. The bull’s name was Bull. Original.

			

			‘Does he stay in the yard all the time?’ Joey reached out a tentative hand and placed it next to where Harry had been affectionately patting.

			‘No. A farmer from Orroroo was due to pick him up last week, but I only got home from the hospital yesterday.’

			‘Pick him up? Why?’ Joey had a horrible thought that Bull was bound for an unhappy end.

			‘To service his cows.’

			Joey clamped his lips closed. Service the cows. So Bull was off to meet some ladies. Good for him. ‘Do you get paid for that?’

			‘Every calf that drops we get a fee.’

			Awesome. ‘Where will I find this hay? Can you show me how it works?’

			Harry wheeled back from the gate entrance, pulling it closed as he went. He pointed at another shed off to the side. It was full of hay, so it should have been obvious. But Joey felt more confident having the old man along with him for the ride. Maybe at least he could explain what a ‘biscuit’ was, and what it had to do with all this hay.

			

			Chapter Three

			‘Do you think you might go back to visit Young Harry tomorrow?’ Auntie Belle bustled about the kitchen, tipping the boiled potatoes into a colander.

			Joey shrugged. ‘I guess.’ He wasn’t ready to confess that he’d enjoyed the day learning about Bull and orange trees and compost.

			‘What did you do all day?’ Auntie Belle scooped some Greek yoghurt on top of the potatoes and began to pound.

			‘Stuff.’

			‘Is this how you chatted with Harry all day?’ Auntie Belle made short work of turning the boiled potatoes into mash. ‘You don’t have to go back if you don’t want to.’

			‘I’ll go.’ That sounded too eager, but he couldn’t help it. There was so much on the farm he had questions about, and Young Harry seemed happy to show him how stuff worked. ‘I need to get a good reference, right?’

			‘Right. Good. I’m glad you’ve decided to go because he needs the help to start with, and secondly, I’d need to pack you off home if you refused to do anything but sit around here all day.’

			It was funny how the offer to be packed off home didn’t appeal. He’d only been out here in the country, disconnected from the internet for the most part, for two days, and already he felt like he had an interest.

			The bangers and mash were tasty and Joey demolished a huge serve.

			‘You must have done some work then to have such an appetite.’ Auntie Belle picked up his plate. ‘However, I cooked, so you can wash the dishes. I’ve had a full day of work as well. Fair enough?’

			Joey nodded Young Harry style. It was fair enough, though he would never have done the dishes for his mother, even if she’d asked, which she never did.

			* * *

			The next day dawned with Roland the Rooster doing his thing. Joey wasn’t even tempted to pull the covers over his head and ignore the alarming sound. He opened his eyes to find Delilah with her nose resting on the covers just a few inches from his face. She picked up her head, her ears alert and mouth smiling at him when he opened his eyes.

			‘Morning, Deli.’ Joey decided to shorten her name. She responded with a short, happy bark.

			‘I’m getting up. Don’t panic.’ He threw the covers off and swung his feet over the side of the bed. This was so strange—being excited about getting up and getting on with the day. Not his usual form. He was glad his mother wasn’t there to see it. He’d hate to have her start questioning him on it.

			‘Did Harry have anything to offer you for lunch yesterday?’ Auntie Belle asked as she rinsed her porridge bowl and put it in the dishwasher.

			Joey nodded. They’d eaten a piece of bread with fresh tomato and cheese, with two boiled eggs. Joey had got the eggs from the chook house and the tomato from the garden. Apparently, it was coming to the end of tomato season, but there were still a few on the bush when Joey had followed Harry’s direction.

			‘Do you think you’d better take a sandwich or something?’ Auntie Belle snapped her lunchbox closed and slipped it into her shoulder bag.

			‘I reckon we can eat something there.’

			‘Well, make a shopping list if you think he needs anything and I’ll try to organise someone to pick some groceries up later.’

			Auntie Belle didn’t stop this time after she dropped Joey out the front of Young Harry’s garden gate. He didn’t mind, but he had a small moment of concern when he saw the lounge chair on the veranda was empty. It was too late to wave his aunt back and his phone had no reception, so it was up to him to investigate.

			Having mounted the steps, Joey opened the screen door and found the main door closed. He knocked tentatively, then a bit louder, but there was no response. It was an old door with a brass door handle, so Joey tried and it opened.

			‘Hello?’ He poked his head inside, but the kitchen was empty. ‘Harry?’ Joey called louder. ‘Are you all right?’

			He heard a muffled sound from down the hall, off the kitchen. ‘It’s me. Joey Walton. I was here yesterday.’

			‘Here. I’m here. Help.’

			Joey moved quickly in the direction of the voice, worry jumping into his throat. He hoped Young Harry was not hurt.

			‘Where are you?’ He peered in the first door and saw an empty sitting room, then the next, a dim dining room, curtains drawn.

			‘In the bedroom.’ Harry’s voice was clearer the closer Joey got.

			The next door was half-open, but Joey could see it was a bedroom so he pushed the door wide. ‘Harry?’

			‘Over here.’ The voice came from the other side of the bed. ‘My leg tangled in the sheet as I tried to get out of bed and I fell.’

			

			Joey hurried to where Young Harry was in a tangled pile on the floor next to his bed. ‘Are you all right? Can you get up?’

			‘I tried, but I don’t have the strength, not with my leg out of action.’

			Joey got behind the old man and lifted him up, putting his hands beneath Harry’s arms. Once he was upright, Joey helped him to sit on the side of the bed.

			‘I’m going to get your wheelchair. Just wait there a bit.’ Joey dashed out of the room, down the hall, through the kitchen and out to the garage where he’d put the wheelchair yesterday. Harry had declared it wasn’t of any use to him and refused to let Joey leave it in the house.

			‘Do you usually get dressed and everything on your own?’ Joey asked as he pushed the wheelchair into the room.

			‘Did until I broke this leg.’ Harry not only looked down, he sounded depressed.

			‘Hasn’t Auntie Belle got someone coming in to give you a hand?’

			Harry nodded. ‘Someone comes in twice a week. Not today.’

			‘Twice a week? How are you supposed to manage in between times?’

			Harry pointed to the two crutches that lay crooked on the floor.

			‘Yeah, well that didn’t work, did it?’ Joey lifted Harry from the bed and settled him in the wheelchair. ‘Not sure I know what I’m doing, but if you tell me what to do, I can help you. All right?’

			‘Thanks, Joey. I’ve never needed help before.’ The downcast expression on Young Harry’s face evoked an unfamiliar feeling in Joey’s heart. He felt sorry for him. Weird.

			It was humbling working with Harry to get him to the bathroom. It wasn’t even indoors. Like everything else in the house, it seemed ancient—a tacked-on, basic shower and wash basin built into the back veranda. There was a step down from the house to the veranda. The whole place was a trip hazard.

			Joey wheeled Harry to the kitchen and asked what he usually had for breakfast.

			‘Usually have eggs and bacon. You might have to fetch some eggs from the chook house.’

			Joey had already done this while Harry was using the bathroom, and held them up, proud of his initiative. ‘How do you cook them?’

			‘I can do it.’ Harry started to push himself up from the chair.

			‘I know you can, but I’d like to learn if you tell me how.’

			Harry seemed appeased and settled back.

			It wasn’t hard to cook. The tricky part was to get a fire going in the woodburning oven. This required a trip outside to the wood pile and listening to Harry’s instructions on how to set kindling and get the fire going.

			‘Don’t you have anything electric?’ Joey asked as he waited for the larger piece of wood to catch from the burning kindling.

			Harry pointed at the ancient refrigerator.

			‘Is that all?’ Joey had scanned the kitchen before but it was hard to believe.

			‘Father wouldn’t permit electricity to be joined to the house. He thought it was dangerous allowing an outside company to have access to our private property.’

			‘You mean your dad?’

			Harry nodded.

			That was a strange way to talk about him, but who was Joey to comment? ‘So you have a windmill for your electricity?’

			‘Mother needed something to keep food from going off during the summer. Father got the windmill installed in the late 1950s.’

			Joey shook his head. Young Harry’s father sounded like a strange old bloke.

			Once the stove plate was hot, Joey got the frypan out and scooped in a dob of butter. He’d seen his mother fry an egg many times. He cut up a couple of tomatoes and threw them in with the bacon, as per Harry’s instructions. It smelled good.
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