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For my grandparents, Con and Joan Ortlepp




‘Every truth has two sides; it is well to look at both, before we commit ourselves to either.’


– Aesop




1


As the highway curved around, the speed limit dropped to eighty and then to sixty. A welcome sign in resplendent blue seemed out of place in a landscape dominated by muted browns and greens. For the past two and a half days since leaving Sydney, all Erin Travers and her two sons had seen were open plains dotted with scratchy-looking plants. The towns they passed through provided little scenic respite, and after they had eaten, refuelled, and braved whatever public toilets were on offer, they were back on the road, back to the landscape of browns and greens.


Erin took one hand off the wheel and rotated it to ease the stiffness in her wrist, but instead of bringing her relief, the movement caused a jolt of pain to travel up the length of her swollen arm. A bruise the shape and size of a male hand marked her skin, the purple contusion a violent contrast to her pale wrist. Her elder son, Mike, noticed her wince and looked over at her from the passenger seat, concern knitting his brow. Erin gave him a sideways smile, tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear and settled her hand on the wheel again as they followed the road into Mallee Bay.


The grain silos stood like sentries at the edge of town, just as Erin remembered. Six white cylinders, as tall as some of the office buildings in Sydney, with a queue of trucks at the base waiting to offload. Across from the silos was the service station, already closed for the day at a quarter past six in the evening. A dusty placard out the front informed passers-by that they could buy a dozen oysters for $12.99 from the co-op, along with all their bait and tackle needs. An advertising poster stuck to the service station’s icebox showed a faded representation of the triangular-shaped peninsula protruding from the bottom of South Australia, with a banal tagline boasting: There’s nothing that can’t be cured with a dose of salt Eyre. Erin hoped for her family’s sake that the poster was right.


She glanced at her younger son, Ryan, in the rear-view mirror. Even in profile his features seemed exaggerated, as if someone had pressed too hard with a pencil and turned a soft sketch into a hard outline. He had barely spoken to Erin or Mike since they’d left Sydney. Whenever Erin glanced back at him his eyes were glazed and his ears plugged with headphones. At first Erin thought he was carsick. When he was little his father had made him nurse an ice-cream container between his knees on long trips, and more often than not he’d had to use it. The poor kid then had to hold on to the foul-smelling container, trying not to tip it over himself, until there was somewhere safe for them to stop and pour it out. But there was no retching or heaving from the back seat on this trip. When they’d reached South Australia, on day two of their journey, Erin had tried to convince Ryan to order a tin miner’s Cornish pasty. She explained how the half-meat, half-apple pastry dated back to the nineteenth century, how the miners ate the savoury side for lunch and then the sweet side for dessert, but he stared at her as if she had suggested he eat the mesh of insects stuck to the grille of their car, and ordered a sausage roll instead.


Ryan noticed her looking at him and pulled the headphones out of his ears. ‘What?’ he asked.


‘We’re here. See those buildings over there? Those big sheds? That’s where they grade all the oysters. My dad used to say there’s nothing quite like a Pacific oyster from Mallee Bay. He said they plump up like a Christmas turkey, and long after they slide down your throat you can taste the saltiness of the bay thick on your tongue.’


Ryan made a face, but turned to look at the grading sheds anyway.


The houses on the esplanade were much as Erin remembered them from twenty years ago, a series of single-storey buildings facing the low-lying mangroves that bordered the bay, but there were also a few new houses she hadn’t seen before. Double-storey, with deep verandas and curved driveways befitting a grander setting. Mining money, she realised. It explained why the rents in town were so much higher than she had expected.


She rolled down the window and inhaled, trying to find the scent she remembered from her childhood. The salty stench of rotting seaweed, stale mangroves, and seafood in varying states of decay, from fish freshly beached to those which had long since perished and lost their flesh, their skeletons resembling something a cartoon cat would pull out of a garbage bin. She recalled the shore littered with empty oyster shells, ripped fishing nets and other debris washed up from fishing boats and oyster leases. But the wind was blowing in the wrong direction, out over the bay instead of towards them, so she smelled nothing other than the odour inside the car. It was a perfume with a base note of sweat and foot odour, with overtones of pastry flakes and paper bags smeared with tomato sauce from their countless bakery stops, and a sugary top note from the open bag of lollies in the console that had melted in the heat and then congealed to form a solid mass. The smell didn’t bother Erin. As a mother to two teenage boys, her olfactory tolerance had reached Olympic levels.


Erin rolled up the car window again, mustering through the opening the flies who had dared to enter the fetid enclosure, and told her sons to help her find the house they were looking for. ‘Number sixty-four. Just after the bend, the real estate agent said.’


‘That’s number forty-four,’ Mike said, pointing through the windscreen.


‘Fifty-six,’ Ryan said a few seconds later.


Erin slowed the car down to a roll. ‘Okay, so it must be . . . ah, here it is.’


She pulled up outside a single-storey house with green and white striped awnings above the windows. On the side of the house next to the carport was a bay window, paint peeling from its frame, discoloured lace curtains drawn closed. The house was weatherboard, once white but now a dull grey, raised a couple of feet off the ground and with wooden palings enclosing the under-floor area. A shudder ran through Erin as she thought of all the spiders and rodents that must have made their home in there. Her husband, Marcus, had always been the one to deal with any unwanted visitors in their home. She could cope with cockroaches and thought nothing of killing one with a well-timed slap from a thong, but with anything else she would vacate the room, close the door and wait for Marcus to get home and take care of it.


The front yard was sparse. At some point someone had attempted to grow a row of flowers next to the nature strip, but now their withered heads drooped so low they almost touched the soil. A patch of lawn fell short of reaching the borders of the yard. The tyres crunched over loose gravel as Erin manoeuvred the car down the narrow driveway.


‘This is it,’ she said, forcing a cheery note into her voice as she stopped the car and switched off the ignition.


Her sons peered through the car windows at the house, their disappointment evident.


‘It looks really run-down,’ Ryan said, making no move to unbuckle his seatbelt.


‘It’s the best I could get on short notice. And it’s nothing a weekend in the garden won’t fix. It’ll be a good project for us.’ But even as she said it, Erin knew it would never happen. Marcus was the one who looked after their lawn and garden. Her only attempt at gardening was a few years ago, when she planted a collection of herbs in pots near the back door, but she had forgotten to water them and they died within a month.


‘What’s it like inside?’ Mike asked.


‘Probably a little dated, but it’ll be fine.’


Ryan twisted around in his seat to look out the back window. ‘What are those plants next to the water?’


‘They’re mangroves. Haven’t you ever seen mangroves before?’


He shook his head.


‘My God, I’ve raised a couple of city mice. Come on, out of the car. Let’s take a look at our new home.’


They walked in single file across the lawn and up the three stairs to the front door. Erin bent down and lifted a corner of the doormat to find the key underneath, just where the real estate agent had told her she would leave it.


‘Ready?’ she asked, looking from one of her sons to the other. Neither of them answered her. She turned to face the door, ignoring the spider web coating the front light like a veil, and turned the key in the lock.


As the door opened, a stale, unkempt smell wafted over Erin. She stifled a cough. ‘A bit musty, but it’ll be fine once we air it out.’


She flicked the light switches on the wall, turning the outside light on and off before she found the light for the hallway. She’d hoped for a dramatic reveal, but the dull glow did nothing to enliven the drab scene before them.


The boys shuffled inside, their faces impassive. Ryan took a few steps into the lounge room and Erin watched him take in the mottled brown carpet, faded around the outlines of the previous owner’s furniture, and an ornate light fitting encrusted with dust. The hallway turned right, leading to a cramped bathroom and laundry and then a bedroom with built-in wooden cupboards and a dresser taking up one wall. On the other side of the hallway were two identically sized rooms, one painted blue, the other pink.


‘Bags the blue one,’ Mike said to Ryan as he pushed past him down the hallway.


‘I’ll take the pink one if you want,’ Erin said to Ryan. ‘You can have the bedroom at the front if you prefer.’


He shrugged and repositioned his backpack higher on his shoulder, as if he was afraid to put it down.


Beyond the lounge room was the kitchen, with wooden cabinets swollen from a lifetime of steam and water spills, and a deep red laminate benchtop that was peeling at the edges. Erin slipped her finger under one of the loose edges and it lifted easily away from the bench.


‘We can fit a table in here,’ she said to Mike, who had followed her into the kitchen. ‘Won’t it be nice to have our meals together in the kitchen?’


‘Give it a rest, Mum. Is this the whole place? It’s tiny.’


‘Well, there’s a backyard as well,’ she said, pointing to the back door. She handed the keys to Mike and he unlocked the door. They walked out onto a concrete veranda which stepped down to a sunburnt lawn. The lawn was ringed by raised garden beds that were doing a great job of growing weeds, but not much else.


‘What are we going to do with ourselves here?’ Ryan asked after he joined his mother and brother on the veranda. It was the first thing he had said since leaving the car.


Erin faltered. She had lost the energy to pretend that the house was anything better than what it was. She had moved her family halfway across Australia to live in a small, dingy house, in a town where they would immediately be classified as outsiders.


‘It’s a fresh start,’ Mike said, coming to her defence. ‘And that’s exactly what we need right now. I think we’re going to like it here.’


She smiled, her heart fluttering in gratitude at his kindness. She watched Mike walk across the lawn to inspect a dilapidated shed in the corner of the yard, with Ryan trailing a few steps behind him.


•  •  •


The next evening, as Erin took a flattened moving box into the backyard and threw it on top of the pile she had accumulated, she noticed an elderly man peering over the wooden paling fence separating the property from next door. Beneath his smattering of grey hair was a tanned face, his cheeks divided by deep creases that ran from his nostrils to the corners of his lips. His pale eyes were the colour of an over-washed shirt. Two moles sat under his right eye, one on top of the other and perfectly in line as if they were from a snake bite.


She stopped still. ‘Oh. Hi.’


The man beamed at her, the creases in his cheeks deepening further. ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you, love. I was just sweeping the veranda – I swear, no matter how many times I sweep the bloody thing, the second I turn my back it’s covered in sticks and leaves again – and I heard someone in the backyard, so I figured I’d say hello. I wanted to come over last night, when you arrived, but Helen told me we should let you get settled in first. She’s considerate like that. Much more so than me.’


Erin brushed the dust from the box off her hands and walked towards the fence. She was tired from unpacking and not in the mood for small talk, but the man seemed friendly and she didn’t want him to think she was rude.


‘Helen’s your wife?’ she asked.


‘She is indeed. And I’m Jono.’ He reached a hand over the fence and she shook it. His palm felt rough against hers.


‘Nice to meet you, Jono. Short for Jonathan?’


‘Only place I’ve ever been called that is on my birth certificate. Names get shortened pretty quick around here. What did you say your name was?’


‘I didn’t. It’s Erin Travers.’


He paused, considering the options. ‘You’d probably be called Travo if you were a bloke. Unless someone came up with something more inventive. My mate Owen has a good one – his nose is covered with all these broken capillaries that look like a spider web, so we call him Webby.’


Erin smiled politely as she tried to think of how she could end the conversation without offending her new neighbour. She and the boys had been unpacking since the removalists arrived at eight o’clock that morning, nearly ten hours ago, but even so they had barely made a dent in the cardboard mountains in every room.


‘You’re from the city,’ Jono said. It was a statement, not a question.


Erin stopped smiling, taken aback by his surmise. ‘Is it that obvious?’


‘It is when you’ve lived in the country your whole life, like I have.’ He folded his arms on top of the fence and relaxed into them. Erin saw that his hands were crisscrossed with a roadmap of white scars.


Jono noticed her looking at them. ‘They’re from altercations with oysters over the years. I can shuck faster than a fishmonger, but even so the shucking knife slips from time to time, and it bleeds like buggery when you cut yourself with one.’


‘So you’re an oyster fisherman then?’ she asked, intrigued despite her tiredness. She tried to match his face to those she remembered from her childhood: fishermen returning to shore on punts brimming with oysters while she and her father watched from the boat ramp.


‘Sure am. Second generation. My dad set up our lease and I took it over when he passed. But we call ourselves oyster farmers, not fishermen. We’re halfway between fishermen and farmers, really. We raise our oysters from spat to sale, just like what a livestock farmer does with his sheep or cattle.’


‘What type of oysters do you grow?’ Erin asked.


‘Just Pacifics. Some of the farmers around here mix in Angasis for diversification, so they don’t lose the whole crop to a virus, but they take twice as long to grow and the demand’s not there yet, so I don’t bother. Nothing beats a Pacific anyway. Do you like oysters?’


‘I guess so. I haven’t had one in a while.’


Jono looked her up and down. ‘How do you eat them?’


Erin’s eyebrows drew together. ‘I’m sorry?’


‘Oysters. How do you eat them? Natural? With a bit of lemon? Or are you one of those people who need a heap of bacon and Worcestershire sauce to stomach them?’


Erin thought about it. ‘With lemon, I guess. Why?’


‘I’ve got this theory. I’ve met a lot of people in my seventy-two years, and I reckon if you know how someone eats their oysters, then you know what type of person they are straight away.’ He grinned, momentarily losing his eyes as his cheeks pushed upwards. ‘Want to know what yours means?’


She nodded, her curiosity piqued even as she mentally mocked herself – as if an old man’s philosophy on life could solve the problems she had come all the way to Mallee Bay to escape.


‘Well, don’t take this the wrong way,’ he said, his arms still resting on the fence, ‘but you’re what I call a diluter. Someone who tells people what you think they want to hear.’


Erin wondered what Marcus would have thought of that description. When they were first married he used to say that one of the things he loved most about her was that she always saw the good in people. It had been a long time since he last said that to her, and she was no longer sure that it was true. ‘So how do you eat your oysters then?’ she asked, hearing the note of disappointment in her voice, as if she had failed an important test.


‘I like mine just as God intended. Fresh from the shell, still glistening with water from the bay. That makes me a purist. Someone you can take at their word.’


‘What about people who don’t eat oysters at all?’


He looked affronted. ‘Well, they’re just missing out.’


Erin heard the sound of footsteps and then a woman with white hair and kind eyes appeared by Jono’s side, matching bookends. ‘Is he boring you to death about oysters?’


Erin smiled at her with closed lips. Now there were two of them. She was never going to be able to get back to unpacking. ‘No, not at all.’


‘He’s a grumpy old bugger, but he means well. I’m Helen.’


‘Erin. Nice to meet you.’


Jono turned to his wife. ‘I’m not grumpy, my love. I just don’t like a lot of people. I prefer to get on with my lot and hope everyone else does the same.’


‘Where have you moved from?’ Helen asked, her gaze fixed on her new neighbour with an intensity that should have felt unsettling but instead radiated benevolence. She gave Erin the impression that she could confess her secrets to this woman and be absolved.


‘We’re from Sydney,’ Erin replied. ‘But I grew up around here. We used to come to Mallee Bay for holidays.’


Erin reflected on how easily Jono had assumed she was from the city. It had been twenty years since she left the Eyre Peninsula, but she had always thought that part of her belonged to the country, something that set her apart from people who had lived their whole lives in the city. Maybe two decades of dealing with traffic, pollution and crowds had dulled that quality to the point where it was no longer noticeable to anyone but her.


The screen door groaned open, hesitated and then slammed closed. Erin turned around to see Mike standing in the backyard, adding another box to the pile.


‘What’s with all the fucking flies out here?’ he said as he swatted one away from his face.


Embarrassed, Erin started to reprimand him for swearing, but Jono interrupted her. ‘This is nothing,’ he said. ‘It’s only October. Wait till summer. The flies are so bad they’ll stick to you like shit to a blanket.’


Erin grimaced, the description forming a vivid image in her mind.


‘Come December,’ Jono continued, ‘you’ll have a constant cloud of flies around your head, attempting to enter your body through any available orifice. Ears, eyes, nose – it’s all the same to them. Haven’t you heard of the Australian salute?’


Mike shook his head, looking warily at the two heads hovering above the fence.


Jono demonstrated, waving a hand in front of his face to shoo an imaginary fly. ‘During summer it looks like the whole town’s performing a synchronised dance routine: first you wave your right arm, then your left, then repeat.’


‘Do you get used to them?’ Mike asked, walking closer to the fence.


‘You do,’ Jono said. ‘But you can also get used to cancer, so what does that tell you?’


‘Oh.’ Erin looked from Jono to Helen. ‘I hope neither of you has . . .’


‘Cancer?’ Jono said. ‘No, none of that, thank goodness. Helen had a bout when she was younger. Cervical cancer. But she’s all clear now. Meant we could never have kids, but health’s the most important thing. No, no cancer. We’re fit and healthy.’


Helen looked sideways at him, her eyebrows raised. ‘Well, that’s not quite true.’


‘I’m fine now, my love. You know what the doctor said.’ Jono addressed Erin. ‘I’ve got a crook ticker, had a heart attack about six weeks back. But I’m on the mend now. I’m back on the punt again from tomorrow. Can’t tell you how much I’ve missed it.’


He peered over the fence at the shed, which Mike had started to demolish a few hours earlier. Jagged panels of sheet metal lay in a pile on the ground, next to the flattened boxes. ‘What’s going on over there?’ he asked.


‘Mike’s going to rebuild the shed for me so I can use it as a studio,’ Erin said, then realised she hadn’t introduced them. ‘Sorry, this is Mike,’ she said with a tilt of her head towards him. ‘My eldest.’


Jono and Helen smiled at him and offered their names in return.


‘Is your husband here?’ Jono asked. ‘I’d love to meet him.’


Erin stiffened, pulled her shoulders back. ‘My husband’s not with us. It’s just me, Mike and my other son, Ryan. He’s fifteen.’ She knew her response was vague, but she didn’t want to speak to them about Marcus. ‘Anyway, there’s not enough room in the house to set up my art stuff in there,’ she explained, to change the subject. ‘We’re renting, but the real estate agent said it was okay to rebuild the shed if we wanted to.’


‘You’re an artist?’ Helen asked.


‘Not a good one,’ Erin said, annoyed at herself for mentioning it. She could have simply said they were repairing the shed and left it at that. Now they were both staring at her, waiting for her to continue.


‘I used to do a lot more of it when I was younger,’ she said. ‘Mainly landscapes, oil on canvas. But after the boys came along I had to take a job as an art teacher at a high school to make money, and I pretty much stopped doing my own art after that.’


Helen’s face brightened. ‘There’s an art competition on at the town hall at the moment. It’s a big deal, people from all over the Eyre Peninsula enter it. The first prize is a thousand dollars. You should enter something.’


A thousand dollars. Enough to pay the rent for the next month while she worked out what to do with herself in this town. Her heart beat faster at the thought of it, but her excitement was soon replaced by self-doubt. She hadn’t entered an art show in years. When she was younger, art had been everything to her, but once she became a mother and started working full-time it had begun to feel indulgent, a luxury of both money and time that she couldn’t afford. For years her paintings had leaned against the wall of the garage, covered with sheets. When she had packed up the house in Sydney she knew she couldn’t take them all with her, but she couldn’t bring herself to get rid of them either. So she’d left them in the garage, hoping the next owners of the house would find a use for them. Only one painting had made the journey to Mallee Bay with them.


‘Maybe next year,’ she said to Helen, trying to keep her tone light. ‘I don’t have anything I can enter.’


‘You’ve got that one you did of the Gawler Ranges that used to hang in your bedroom,’ Mike said, ignoring the look she shot him for revealing her lie. ‘I saw the removalists bring it in.’


‘Well, there you go,’ Helen said, smiling. ‘That sounds perfect. Entries close tomorrow afternoon and they’re being judged on Monday. Should we go over there tomorrow to drop off your painting? I’ll come by after breakfast.’


Erin blinked a couple of times, wondering how to respond to a decision that seemed to have already been made for her. She knew there was no harm in entering the competition, but the thought of people judging her painting made her feel ill.


Her thoughts were interrupted by Jono, who was still examining the half-demolished shed.


‘Do you want help with that?’ he asked Mike.


‘We can’t ask you to do that,’ Erin said, relieved by the change in topic and a reason to put the art competition out of her mind momentarily. ‘You’ve got your oysters to look after.’


‘Rubbish, that’s what we’re here for. Tomorrow will probably be a busy one, being my first day back at work and all, but why don’t I come over on the weekend and give you a hand?’


‘Well . . . only if you’re sure,’ Erin said.


Finally Jono and Helen said goodbye and went inside, which gave Erin and Mike the chance to do the same.


‘They seem nice, don’t you think?’ Erin said once they were inside, the door closed behind them.


‘Couldn’t you have picked a place with younger neighbours, maybe a family with a couple of hot teenage daughters?’


‘I must have forgotten to mention that requirement to the real estate agent.’


Mike poked inside the pantry at the food Erin had brought from their old house. She had been so busy unpacking that she hadn’t had time to go to the grocery store, and she knew there wasn’t much in there to satisfy her sons’ voracious appetites.


As if on cue, Mike’s stomach growled. He closed the pantry door and leaned back against the kitchen bench, poking at a hole in the linoleum floor with the toe of his sneaker. ‘How come you didn’t tell them about Dad?’


She studied him for a moment as she pulled back her hair, securing it with a hair tie from around her wrist. It felt greasy under her fingers and she realised she hadn’t washed it in over a week. But with everything that had been going on, hair maintenance was well down her list.


‘I don’t want everyone knowing our business,’ she said. ‘And secrets don’t remain secrets for long in a small town. If we tell one person, then everyone will know. And I have no desire to be the town charity case.’


‘They’ll all wonder about it, though.’


‘Then let them wonder.’ She cleared a space on the kitchen bench and opened the pantry door Mike had just closed. ‘Now go unpack some more stuff while I make dinner. I’m sure I have a packet of spaghetti in here somewhere.’


Mike left the kitchen and Erin let her head droop behind the cover of the pantry door. It had started already. She knew that Helen and Jono would be discussing them at that very moment, wondering why a middle-aged woman and her two teenage sons had turned up so suddenly in their small town. She couldn’t blame them. She was asking herself the same question.
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Ryan squatted behind a column of moving boxes and cleared a space on the floor for his laptop. His bedroom was tiny; there was barely room for his single bed and chest of drawers, brought from their old house, as well as the narrow wardrobe that was already in the room. The inside of the wardrobe smelled like a charity shop, and one of the doors didn’t shut properly. A girl called Jasmine had lived in this room at some point. He knew this because her name was written on the back of the door, beneath a picture of a unicorn and something that may have been a monkey. His bedroom in Sydney had been in the converted attic space with a view over the neighbourhood, of the tops of trees that changed through the seasons. Here all he saw out of his window was part of the backyard, with that ugly shed, and the side of the neighbours’ red-brick house.


They had been in Mallee Bay for twenty-four hours, and already Ryan knew that this town wasn’t for him. When he’d asked his mother what there was to do around here she’d replied that when she was young the kids went fishing, or rode dirt bikes over paddocks, or played a game of something on the oval. She’d said this as if he was so lucky to have these options, like she didn’t know him at all. Soon after they arrived he’d checked where the closest cinema was – three towns away – and he learned that there was nowhere to watch live music, other than country music or pub covers of eighties rock songs.


He had to start at his new school on Monday. New teachers, new kids. The expectation that he was supposed to make friends straight off. It wasn’t going to happen, he knew that already. He knew he’d have nothing in common with kids who had grown up around here. Not that he’d had many friends at his old school, either.


It was different when he was in primary school. Back then, everyone had been much the same – some kids were more sporty than others, some smart and some not, some outgoing and some reserved – but for the most part, they were similar enough that there was always a topic of common interest they could talk about. But high school had separated them like a colour sorting game. Orange to the left, purple to the right, red in the top corner, blue in the bottom corner. Each group had split and then split again until the schoolyard was filled with tenuously-linked pairs and trios and quartets. Only a few were left alone like him, disparate colours without a match, and so they’d grouped together even though they had no reason to, like a collection of miscellaneous items in a lost and found box.


And if the boys at his old school were bad, the girls were even worse. He couldn’t relate to girls his age, found them dull and vacuous, even Kylie Holdsworth, who sometimes sat next to Ryan in English when there were no other seats. She had skin the colour of milk and hair not much darker. Once, when she’d leaned over him to borrow his spare pen, her hair had brushed his forearm and the scent of her perfume wafted over him. His stomach had flipped, and then the same sensation moved southwards. She smiled at him, oblivious to the chain reaction she had set off in his body, and asked if he had a blue pen instead of black. But then later in the class she made a comment about how Abigail in The Crucible needed to eat some chocolate and get over John Proctor. The boys in the back row laughed and Kylie grinned at them over her shoulder. After groaning to himself at her inanity, Ryan’s body righted itself and his mind cleared.


Mike appeared at Ryan’s open bedroom door. ‘Dinner’s on the table,’ he said, his left elbow against one side of the doorframe and his right forearm against the other, as if he was trying to stretch the frame to accommodate all six foot four of him more comfortably. Maybe if Ryan had been tall he would have had an easier time of it. Like Mike he’d have girls calling him constantly, he’d be good at basketball and soccer, and he’d have a large group of friends he’d go out with on weekends. Sometimes the teachers who had taught Mike looked Ryan up and down on his first day in their class and said, ‘You’re brothers?’ Ryan used to tell people they had different fathers, even though that wasn’t true.


‘I’ll be there in five,’ he said, turning back to his computer.


He could see out of the corner of his eye that Mike hadn’t left the doorway. ‘What are you looking at?’ Mike asked with a smirk, walking into the room.


Ryan minimised the screen as Mike reached him. ‘What?’


‘You’re on that thing all the time. It’s either porn, or an online girlfriend, or you’re trying to become the next Julian Assange. I’m guessing online girlfriend. Someone you met on a comic book site, or in a fan club for one of your death metal bands.’


‘Piss off. There’s no girl, I just have to send someone an email.’


Mike grinned, displaying two rows of ruler-straight teeth he had been blessed with, unlike Ryan, who had suffered through eighteen months of braces, removed only the month before. He was just getting used to not grazing the tip of his tongue when he ran it over his metal-clad teeth, and not having to check for food particles stuck in the wires.


The background image on his laptop was a photo of the four of them taken several years earlier on a family holiday to the Gold Coast. In the photo his father had his arm around his mother’s shoulder and she circled his waist with both arms. They looked happy. His father was beaming at the camera, a cheap souvenir T-shirt pulled tight over his round stomach. His mother’s hair was shorter and lighter than it was now – it was back when she used to dye it regularly and style it in sleek waves. Her face was tanned from the sun, with lighter circles around her eyes from her sunglasses. Mike was standing behind his parents, part way through his transformation from boy to man but already taller than the rest of them, a slight fuzz of hair on his jaw and upper lip. Ryan looked like the odd one out in the photo, as he always did. His eyebrows were too thick and low, his eyes so dark you couldn’t distinguish between pupil and iris.


‘That’s when you got this, wasn’t it?’ Mike asked, picking up Ryan’s New York Yankees cap from the top of a box. ‘Dad bought it for you in that shop on Cavill Avenue.’


Ryan snatched it from him and placed it on a different box, out of Mike’s reach. He couldn’t care less about baseball – he’d never even watched a game – but he’d found the cap when he was packing up his room in Sydney and it was the only thing he owned that reminded him of his father.


‘Come to dinner before Mum gets mad,’ Mike said as he walked out of the room. ‘And say hi to your girlfriend for me.’


Ryan waited until he heard Mike talking to their mother in the kitchen, and then he opened up his email and started typing.


Q: What did the grape say when the elephant stepped on it?


A: Nothing, it just let out a little wine.


Your turn.


He reread the message and then pressed send.


•  •  •


After dinner, Erin left her sons watching television in the lounge room, its appearance only marginally improved by the addition of their furniture, and went into her bedroom to call her sister.


‘How’s the house?’ Anne asked.


Erin made a sound that was half laugh, half grunt.


‘That bad?’


‘It’s okay, I guess. I just expected something a bit nicer. It explains why it’s been empty for so long.’


Anne made a clucking noise. ‘I’m sure it’s fine. And it doesn’t have to be a permanent thing. You can always move again if you need to.’


Erin reached out a hand to smooth back a piece of wallpaper that had come away from the wall. It was embossed with images of a sailboat, no doubt much loved by an earlier occupant. Now it was yellowed and peeling at the edges. As soon as she moved her hand away, the wallpaper folded back over itself again.


‘I like being back here though,’ she said to Anne. ‘I forgot how peaceful it is. I’m used to hearing traffic and sirens, neighbours crashing around at all hours of the night. You can’t hear anything here.’


‘You’ve been living in the city too long.’


‘I guess so.’ Erin sat down on the corner of the bed and stared out the window through the open venetian blinds. The last light of the day lingered on the bay, a thin stretch of silver past the expanse of saltbush and mangroves between the road and the water. ‘You know what I was thinking about last night, while I was trying to get to sleep? When we used to come here on holidays and Dad would make us sit in those rickety camp chairs and eat dinner outside, even if it was cold. And we’d have a competition about who could come up with the most creative constellation, like the Opera House.’


Anne chuckled. ‘Or the Big Pineapple.’


‘Right. And Dad wouldn’t let us go inside to watch television, or read a book. But we didn’t want to anyway.’ Erin sighed. ‘I miss him, Anne. I wish I could remember him the way he was when we were young. But I keep seeing him the way he was at the end, when his face looked like a deflated balloon.’


There was a pause on the other end of the phone. Erin pulled at a loose thread on her quilt cover, waiting for her sister to speak first. They had barely spoken about their father since his funeral two years ago. Anne never brought him up and whenever Erin mentioned him her sister seemed keen to change the subject, so she stopped doing it. But being in Mallee Bay made her father’s presence feel closer, as if he was sitting in the next room, and Erin wanted to speak about him with the one person who shared most of her childhood memories.


‘Are you coping okay?’ Anne asked eventually.


‘With what exactly?’


‘With everything. All the stuff that happened with Marcus, having to move and leave your life behind. You have to feel something about all that.’


Erin closed her eyes and pressed her fingertips to her temple. Another subject change. ‘I’m fine.’


‘How can you be fine? Aren’t you angry? Upset?’


‘I don’t know, maybe.’ Erin opened her eyes, leaned her head back. There was a watermark on the ceiling and a medley of dead bugs in the base of the light fitting.


Anne was silent again. Erin wondered if it was because her sister didn’t know what to say to her, or if there was more to it than that.


‘Why didn’t my life turn out perfect, like yours?’ Erin asked, her tone more accusatory than she had intended.


Anne’s laugh sounded forced. ‘It’s hardly perfect.’


‘Sure it is. You’ve got a lovely husband, a beautiful house, two angelic daughters. Most people would kill to have what you have.’ It seemed to Erin that it had always been that way between her and her sister. Even when she was a child, chaos attached itself to Erin – or maybe she was the one who attached herself to it. Cyclone Erin, her father had called her. Leaving a trail of destruction in her wake. But Anne’s life always seemed unruffled, controlled. Easy.


‘How are the boys?’ Anne asked.


Erin leaned forward and glanced through her open bedroom door. She could see down the hallway into the lounge room, where her sons were still watching television. They were watching some type of crime show, she could tell by the sounds of gunshots and screeching tyres.


‘Mike seems fine,’ she said as she closed the door, pulling it slowly so they wouldn’t notice the noise. ‘But you know what Ryan’s like, he won’t talk to me about anything. He used to talk to Mike when they were younger, but he doesn’t do that any more either. I didn’t think it was possible for him to retreat even further into himself, but he has. I wish I knew what to do with him.’


There was a muffled noise on the other end of the phone, a high-pitched squeal in the background.


‘Erin, I’ve got to go,’ Anne said. ‘But is there anything you need? Are you okay for money?’


‘We’re fine, thanks. I have some money saved and I’m getting a bit from the government, which should tide us over until I find a job. And the house will sell soon. Not that we’ll get much of it back.’


‘Why don’t the girls and I come and visit you next weekend, once you’ve settled in properly? We can take them fishing, they’ve never been.’


‘I’d like that.’


‘Take care of yourself, okay, Erin?’ Anne said.


‘You too. Give my love to Adam and the girls.’


Erin pressed the end call button and lay back against her pillows, reflecting on the conversation. Aren’t you angry? Anne had asked. There had been anger at first. Torrents of it. But it had disappeared at some point and now Erin’s emotions felt dulled, as though she was only capable of feeling small increments of happiness or sadness. The only emotion that she still felt with any intensity was fear, and it was constant. Fear for her sons, that they wouldn’t get the lives they deserved, and fear for herself. Fear that her happiest times had already been lived, photographed, and stuck to the pages of an album.


Her eyes felt heavy and her body sore, her reward for hours spent carrying and unpacking boxes. She said goodnight to the boys, changed into pyjamas and slipped into bed. But despite her tiredness, sleep didn’t come. She listened to the sounds of her sons getting ready for bed – water running in the bathroom, the back and forth of their voices as they bickered about something, and then the dual clunk as their bedroom doors closed. She turned from her back to her front, bending her leg and tenting the sheet with her heel, waiting for it to settle back down against her skin in stages. Somewhere nearby a cat yowled and a night bird made an eerie sound that made her skin prickle. When sleep finally came, it was a welcome oblivion.


•  •  •


Erin wasn’t sure what had woken her. It was still night-time, her bedroom bathed in blue light. She turned onto her side, readjusted the sheet around herself and tried to find a cool spot for her cheek on the pillow. It was then that she saw the figure in the corner of the room.


It was a he, she could tell by the breadth of his shoulders and his height, even seated as he was in the chair that used to be part of their lounge setting. It didn’t fit in the new lounge room, so Erin had taken it into her bedroom instead. The figure was darker than the chair and the wall behind it. She could see the outline of the man in repose, his hands resting on the arms of the chair. With a gasp that lodged at the back of her throat, Erin grappled for her bedside lamp switch, fumbled with it and finally clicked it on.


Nothing. There was no-one there.
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Jono guided his flat-bottomed oyster punt through the bay towards the mangrove-riddled shores of Mallee Bay. He steered as smoothly as his gnarled hands permitted. He couldn’t remember when his hands had stopped working as well as they used to, but he figured it was probably about the same time he realised that he hardly recognised the haggard face staring back at him in the mirror when he brushed his teeth in the mornings. His reflection told him that at some point he had transitioned from middle-aged to the much less optimistic label of ‘elderly’. He was now reaching the age when people he knew – people not much older than he – were dying not from accidents but from various ailments associated with old age, a far more terrifying predicament. Jono was already three years older than his father had been when he’d died of a heart attack, and after the scare he’d had recently it seemed as if he could go the same way. But Jono wasn’t ready to think about that.


The deck of the punt was lined with cylindrical plastic baskets, stacked on their ends and packed in tight rows of ten. The baskets were filled with the craggy shells of Pacific oysters. Jono was taking them back to the shed so they could be graded and sorted. Any that were large enough to harvest would be placed in hessian sacks and refrigerated until they were picked up by the distributor. The rest would be separated into baskets with similar-sized oysters and put back on the lines for more growing time.


Jono’s farm hand and right-hand man, Sully, was standing next to him in the cabin, idly playing with his phone. He had folded the top half of his waders down at the waist, freeing his generous stomach from the restraints of the thick material. The bottom three buttons of his short-sleeved blue and red checked shirt valiantly held together despite the might of flesh they were attempting to contain. Attempting, but not completely succeeding. Skin bulged through two almond-shaped openings between the hard-working buttons.


‘You either need to get some new shirts or lose some weight, mate,’ Jono said, glancing over at him as he steered the punt through the channel. ‘One of those buttons is going to pop off soon and take someone’s eye out.’


Sully shrugged, unfazed. He was used to Jono’s ribbing by now. Sully had moved back to Mallee Bay from Adelaide five years ago, after his unreasonable shrew of a wife kicked him out of the house. He decided to move five hundred kilometres westward to Mallee Bay, the town where he’d spent his childhood. As he explained to Jono, he’d always retained a soft spot for the way the people walked slower, talked slower and generally took a bit more time for the people around them.


He was the best employee Jono had ever had, despite his unusual taste in music, which he blasted from small speakers attached to his phone and balanced against the window in the punt’s cabin. He’d once told Jono, without a hint of shame, that he owned over a hundred CDs from various musicals he’d attended over the years, and some he hadn’t made it to yet, and he played them from the moment he got home to his empty one-bedder, after finishing up at the grading sheds for the day, to the moment he fell into bed at night. His infatuation with all things musical theatre had earned him the nickname Sully. Even Jono had heard of the theatrical partnership of Gilbert and Sullivan, although the only musicals he’d ever seen were put on by the local high school at their annual Christmas concert.


Sully saved up the money he made from oyster farming and, as often as he could, flew to Melbourne or Sydney, went to a few big productions and stayed in a hotel in the city. It would have been easier to go to Adelaide, and it certainly would have been kinder on his hip pocket, but – so he told Jono – the shows he wanted to see rarely strayed from the east coast. Too expensive for them to pack up the set and the performers and all that. Sully complained that this was a slap in the face to the twelve-million-odd Australians who didn’t happen to live in the two biggest cities. He’d given plenty of thought to this east-coast-versus-everywhere-else-in-Australia debate, and he often regaled Jono with his wisdom while they were out on the lease.


‘Adelaide was the first city, really, you know,’ he’d tell Jono as they checked the lines or gathered up the oyster baskets. ‘Melbourne and Sydney, those were the convict towns. All the civilised folk went over to Adelaide. So it’s only fair that South Australians get to see the same shows. Just because we’re smaller doesn’t mean we’re any less cultured.’


Sully seemed so passionate on the subject that Jono thought it wisest to agree with him, but frankly it wasn’t something that was going to keep him up at night. He would have been perfectly happy if he and Helen stayed home every night, with the oil heater on in the corner in winter and 60 Minutes playing on the television, while they drank their tea and shared a packet of Monte Carlo biscuits. That was his idea of heaven.


Once they reached the shore, Sully left the punt, climbing up the sides of the tyre-lined channel of the launching ramp, and reversed their tractor with its attached trailer down the ramp until the end of the trailer met the front of the punt. Jono drove the punt neatly up and onto the trailer, a manoeuvre he had done thousands of times in his life.


He left the punt the same way Sully had, clambering up the tyre footholds, and walked over to the trailer winch to secure the punt for the short drive to the grading shed. All the oyster-grading sheds were located on Oyster Drive, a quiet stretch of road on the outskirts of town, near the grain silos.


Jono attached the cable to the punt and tried to wind the winch handle, but it was stuck. He had been meaning to replace the winch for months, but he hadn’t got around to it yet. He pushed the handle as hard as he could, but it wouldn’t budge.


‘Got it yet?’ Sully called out from the tractor cab.


‘Not yet, just give me a second.’ Jono tried again and felt a slight movement, but it still wasn’t quite there.


‘Don’t strain yourself like that,’ Sully said, swivelling around to watch him through the back window. ‘You’ll have another heart attack. Do you want me to try?’


Jono took off his wide-brimmed straw hat, wiped his forearm across his forehead to collect the sweat, and then replaced the hat. ‘No, not with your bad hand. It’s fine. I’ll give it another go.’


Sully opened the tractor door and leaned out, his injured hand resting on the wheel rim. He’d developed repetitive strain injury in his right hand a few months back, which wasn’t surprising considering the type of work they did, and had been wearing a compression bandage on it ever since. ‘Want to wait for Puff?’ he asked. ‘I’m sure that’s him coming in now. He always got it to work while you were off.’


‘No bloody way I’m asking him,’ Jono snapped.


Puff was another of the oyster farmers in Mallee Bay. He was a good deal younger than Jono – there was probably thirty years between them – and Jono felt that Puff never missed an opportunity to throw his youth and fancy aquaculture degree in Jono’s face. Jono and his father had both made do without a degree, as had all of the other oyster farmers in Mallee Bay. Experience counted for a lot more than a piece of paper. And Jono had had a gutful of Puff telling them all at the growers’ meetings how there were better methods and more advanced technology they should be using. Jono’s methods had worked just fine for the last three decades and he was in no hurry to change them now.


After Jono’s heart attack, Puff had helped Sully to run the lease while Jono was recovering. He was the last person Jono wanted to be indebted to, but the other farmers had been too busy with their own leases, so even though it pained him to do so, Jono had had to accept Puff’s offer of help.


Jono rubbed the back of his hand across his mouth, his dry lips making a sound like the crunch of dead leaves under a heavy boot. ‘I’ll find someone to help me give it a good nudge,’ he said to Sully, who was still watching him from the tractor cab.


He stepped away from the trailer and noticed a solitary figure standing between the children’s playground and the boat ramp, facing Jono. His build and clothes suggested a teenage boy; a baseball cap was pulled low over his face, shadowing his eyes. He stood in a languid pose, his arms folded nonchalantly across his chest and one shoulder resting against a tree. As he pushed the brim of his cap higher up on his forehead, Jono recognised him as the Travers boy, the younger one. The one he’d noticed skulking around the backyard in dark clothes, wearing an even darker expression.


‘Hey, kid.’


The boy didn’t answer him.


Jono tried again. ‘Hey, kid. Come over here.’


When the boy continued to ignore him, Jono walked over to him. ‘I was talking to you,’ he said. ‘Why didn’t you answer me?’


He looked up at Jono. The baseball cap had fallen down over his eyes again, so Jono could only see the bottom half of his face. Irritated by the boy’s silence, Jono glared at the New York Yankees logo on the cap. It made no sense for a boy living in a small town smack bang in the middle of Australia to be into an American baseball team. All the kids around here followed cricket and footy. And probably soccer as well, but Jono didn’t know much about that.


‘My name isn’t kid,’ the boy said.


‘What?’


‘You called me kid. But that’s not my name. My name’s Ryan. That’s why I didn’t answer you.’ The corners of his lips turned up in a smirk and Jono bristled. If he had ever been that much of a smartarse when he was Ryan’s age, especially to someone so much older than him, his father would have let him have the back of his hand.


‘Does your mother know you speak to adults like that?’ Jono asked.


Ryan shrugged. ‘Dunno. Maybe.’


‘Well, before I tell her, why don’t you help us out with this trailer over here. And while you’re at it, stand up straight when you’re talking to me.’


Sighing with the effort, Ryan put both feet flat on the ground and moved his shoulder away from the tree trunk, even though he kept his arms crossed. He was wearing head-to-toe black, from his cap all the way down to his sneakers. Jono could never work out why so many kids these days dressed as if they were going to a funeral. He knew Helen would call him a fuddy-duddy if he said something like that in front of her, but he was sure she would agree with him that when they were kids, they knew how you were supposed to dress. This kid, like so many others Jono had seen, was obviously trying to make some type of statement about how difficult and tortured his life was.


Jono grabbed the brim of Ryan’s cap and pulled it off his head, revealing a mess of dark brown hair. Ryan scowled and snatched the cap from him. ‘I don’t know anything about boats,’ he said.


‘You don’t need to,’ Jono said. ‘We just need a bit of extra muscle.’


‘I’m busy.’


‘Doing what? Standing?’


Jono was rewarded with yet another scowl. He had no idea why everything was so dramatic with teenagers. He knew he and his brothers had been a handful when they were that age, but they were never as bad as the kids were now. Most of the kids lurked around town with an illogical mix of arrogance and angst. This boy seemed particularly affected. He looked as if his face would split in two if he ever attempted a smile. How hard could life as a teenager possibly be? Far as Jono could tell, they spent most of their time crabbing in the mangroves, or riding bikes, or playing video games. Jono had rarely had a chance to do anything like that when he was a boy. Not that video games existed back then. Before and after school, and on weekends, Jono and his brothers worked on the farm with their father – five hundred hectares fenced into ten paddocks: two for the sheep, four for the grain and the rest fallow. Jono’s spare time was spent ploughing, fixing fences, clearing the paddocks of stumps and roots. It was hard work, but he never complained. You never complained about your lot when he was a boy. After they finished school his brothers moved into the city and got married, but Jono and his father worked on the farm together until his father decided to sell the property and get into oyster farming instead. As much as Jono loved his oysters, he still missed the bustle of farm life. Every time he drove past a header reaping a crop of wheat or barley in a paddock he felt an urge to stop the car and help out.


Ryan replaced the cap on his head. ‘Like I said, I’m busy. And it’s time for lunch, so I have to go home now.’
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