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PART I

Image To Come
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Western Australia
Friday, 10th January 1958

OUT HERE, IT'S ted earth for as far as the eye can see. Overhead,
the sun ploughs an unending blue sky. Under dust-green mulga,
a lizard seeks shade and shadow; ancs engineer heat-defying nests:
kangaroos suck moisture from tender leaves, ears swivelling to locate
a distant rumble: on the straight vermilion line chat cleaves the
sparse rrees, a lone rruck is approaching.

Strung along the scat of the Bedford, the three MacBride men
sit, like unpacked Russian dolls. Phil’s straight, dark hair and oval
tace 18 repeated in Warren, his eldest son, and echoed in hiate, his
yvoungest. Like peas in a pod — same story for renerations. Every-
one reckons even Rosie, the daughter back at the homestead, born
hetween the brothers, is the spitting image, too. The mother, Lorna,
doesn’t get a look-in. You can rell o MacBride a4 mile off.

Warren punched hixz little brother's arm. ‘God, you come out
with some bulldusr!’

‘No! Sailing around  the world. Discovering  uninhahired
islands . . Moot said. ‘Ted be gread?

“Well, unless you put in the elbow grease, the damned boat’ll be
eaten by white ants, so you'd sink as soon as you hit the water,” said
their father. He gave the gearstick a shove, coaxing the truck aver

the coming rise. From the back, the few dozen sheep baa’'d.



The fact that the MacBrides had a boat on their sheep station
might have been unremurkable if their property hordered the state’s
six-thousand-mile coast. Bur Meredith Downs, nearly a million arid
acres, is far inland, fringing into desert country in places.

What was the ber ahout again?’ Marr asked.

The discussion had begun when they passed o rowering, soli-
tary shape in the distance: ‘Manty’s shed’. Named for Fhil’s uncle,
Montgomery MacBride, it was the maost outlandish storucture for
hundreds of miles. The legend of how Meredith Downs — a property
with twenty thousand sheep and an average annual rainfall of eight
inches — came to be home to a fully rigged pearling lugger had been
much embellished over time, but the essentals remuained: a2 debt
from an old mate of Monty's, settled in kind; towed hehind a camel
team by some Afghans; a dream char one day Monov would sail it
himaelt, perhaps off the continent’s sourh conse, despire the absence
of pearls i1 the freczing Southern Occon. Iuhad come with the name
Alphg Crueis, the brightest star in the Southern Cross. When Menty
marched off to the Sotnme in 1915 to do his duty, his father promised
to keep it in good order He built the shed around it with money from
the wool clip, and kept the vessel's timber ciled, and the spiders and
termites at bay.

But when Monty came back gassed, all he was good for was w
hunker in the boat in the blinding heat of the shed, and sail away to
some safer shore in his imaginarion. When he died nor long afrer-
wards, his boar bone-dry and his dreams unlived, rhey stowed his
ashes in the bow along with a compass and a boutle of beer, and o
promise that one day they'd set the lugeer in the water, to seatter
his ashes in the Indian Ocean. Thil MacBride still kept up the ritual:
varnishing the timber; replacing frayed lines; hrinping Monty a beer
every birthday. A man not given to whimsy, Thil made this excep-
tion: ‘If's tradition,” was all he'd say, placing the hotte reverently in
the how.

Now, he answered hiz yvoungesc son's question: "Monty reckoned



he could find warer on his fricnd’s property up north using just a
divining rod: if he did, he'd ger che boat. Sure eneaugh, he turned up
fresh water at thirty feer, and they never looked back. So the mate
made good an the promisc. Took the betrer pare of a vear to tow it
here.’

The truck srumbled along, the sun stalking it mare greedily with
every hour. The orange gravel road was riven with parched gulleys
from recent unseasonal rain. ‘Becter get the grader out here, Warren,
see if we can iron out this strereh,” Phil said as they shuddered over
a badly corrugated paceh which senr the sheep stcumbling. ‘Ger Miles
ro give you a hand,” and they wenc vn o discuss how rhe Pommy
trainee overseer, Miles Beaumone, had done, now chat his stine wich
them was nearly over.

Saltbush beman to give way to spinifex in places, and six black
swans plided onto the massive salt lake, its border crvstalled whire.
The lofty metal windmills in the paddocks turned gently in the
hreeze, pumping up the precious underground water Now and then
a tew sheep scattered at the sight of the ouck.

Wedged hetween his father and brother, Mate watched as a pair
of emus darted ouc ac the side of the road and for a moment kepr
pace wirth rhem betore bolring back into cover. Dafr buggers. Bur
fast. Faster than the bungarras thag would be there semewhere wo?
Countless animals, disguised by the scrubby bush: the Brown snakes
and the redbacks; the little skinks; the ants in their millions. Camels,
o, roaming wild arter the era of cameleers: richt now, somewhere
un the property, there'd be one kneeling on a fence to break it and
get to water. But they weren't nearly as bad as the dingoes, wary ot
rraps and waiting for nighr to get at some poor sheep. And the roos.
Bloody thousands of them, despite the best efforts of Pete Peachey,
their roo shoorer.

Mart's eves hegan o close, weighed down wich rhe carly srarr,
and yesterday's excitement of the elegram from Perth announcing
his outstanding Leaving and Maotric resules: the end of school forever



He’d lain awake most of the night, thinking about what he would do
next. Warren, mare like forty-rwo than his actuul twentv-two years,
would take over Meredich Downs when their father retired — that
was ser in stone. Mact would have to do something else. And right
this minure, rwo davs shorr of his cighreenrh hirchday, ir felr like he
could do anything ac all: go o university, become an enginger or o
scientist — or a cartographer — he loved a good map .. . Or, with his
parents’ help, buy a station of his ewn. Get married cven? One day.
He conjured the pale oreen eves of Pattie Gosden who, his sister
Rose had promised him, would be at his Young Pastoralists’ meeting
in town today . . .

After hours rattling along flat dirt roads, stopping to swing open
and close the hroad gare of each paddock, they reached the bound-
ary of Meredith Downs. The oruck, with three men and che [oad of

shecp, was no more than a grain of living sand in the laindseape.

A

The MacPBrides took up country in Western Auscralia a few decades
after rhe Swan River Colony was serrled in (829, Lyle MacBride and
his brether Lachlan lefu behind their tather’s medese sheep farm,
braving the gruclling voyage from Enaland with wives in tow, and
aver a couple of generations, their families fanthed out across the
west, as land opened up for erazing. As years went on, the Crown
Lands maps showed block after block leased ro ‘MacBride' in red
cursive ink.

The MacBride name also begun to turn up in all the other
records you'd expect: Registers of Births, Dearhs and Marrtages, and
the minures of meerings of Vermin Boards and Roads Boards. In
Burcau ot Mercorology logs, which senr weather observarions back
to Perth and Mcelbourne, you'd also imd mentien of a MacBride or
two. They were there in the Pastoralists” ond Graziers” Association

O



minures and the Royal Agriculoural Sociery ledgers and much else
besides.

The MacBrides had the touch, it was said: sensible but shrewd,
carctul but not mean. When fortunes allowed, they were ready
deneors to mood causes both religious and secularn They made ideal
neichbeaurs: fair in disputes, practical in disasters; good hushanders of
land who tollowed the best practice of the day. Whilst Lachlan's lot
drifred up north, descendants of Lyle staved put on Meredith Downs
and evenrually increased its boundaries to just shy of a million acres,
the maximum extent then allowed by law. Bur a million acres harely
regisrers as a dot on the map of Wesrern Ausrralia, the million square
miles chint makes up a third of cthe continenc.

The MacBride men were handseme iellows, and had the knack
of attracting debutantes to join them in their bush life. These wives
sametimes came with dowties bestowed by stockbroker fathers or
erold-mining srandfathers, which meant there was usually the where-
withal to dde the station over the tough tmes that came often
enough.

It's hard country, out this way. Back in England, a farm might
support two or three sheep per acre. Here, with the lack of raintall,
vou need more like foroy acres per sheep. There is hear. There is sun.
But on winter nights the water in the tanks will freeze over. The
scaring light that cooxes life into being here will bleach it out of exise
ence with the same indifferent shrug, leaving blanched trees, and
rusted corrugated iron on the roofs of abandoned homesteads. The
wind that brings the rain can bring floods and flatcen shearing sheds.
Evervthing that can do you good can also do you harm here — thac's
just the way of it.

This land has seen improbable things: the evolution of marsupi-
als and monotremes; of flighrless birds and animals char fly. It's seen
conrinents splic and islands arise. Ir's scen oceans rurn ro deserr and
desere turn o glaciers. And s watched people drag cheir livde lives

across its surface, flat and unforgiving.



As for drought . . . Well, that's like the bad relation you know
will turn up sooner or later — it’s not a question of wherher bur when.
That’s another reason properties have to be hig out here: to spread
the weather. Ac least on some part of the million acres you might
ger a bit of a shower and be able to move your stock ro the green
feed that springs up in the paddocks or around the elay pans chac all
with water. If it loaks like you're heading into a perish, you destock
as quickly as you can, cut the staff numbers, and wait out the ceric
silence that comes when no sheep bleats, no bird flies, and no leaf
rustles in the wind because there are no leaves.

On the day of that drive to Wanderrie Creek in January 1958, as
Phil and Warren chacted abour fence repairs, and Marc daydreamed
abour his furure, abour sceing Parrie Gosden, the MacBrides' luck

changed, and rthey headed inro an alrogerher difterene kind of perish.

Phil MacBride had been able to drive since he was seven years old —
as soomn as he coauld reach the pedals. He'd taught his sons at about
that age, too. And one of the main rules he'd impressed on them was
this: never swerve to avoid hitting a roo, There was no telling which
way it'd jump, so vou were betrer off taking your chunces of a busted
radiator than to risk skidding out of control and rolling.

Parhaps it was che heat mirage, then, that made Mar's facher,
for less than a second, regisrer the six-foor upright fgure on che road
in front of hitm as a man instead of a red kangaroo buck. Ry the dme
Phil's fect had moved o slam on the brakes, his head had told him
his mistake, but by then the oruck had ploughed into the treacheraus
soft eravel shoulder, and twisted onto its side in a snarl of metal and
force, flinging vne of his sons through the windscreen, and impaling
the other on the gearstick.

Fhil had just enough strengeh o pull Warren trom the cab, and
drag him clear. He could make out Marte, furcher from the truck,

head bleeding, limbs sprawled. Then he saw northing more.



Perrol fumes doused the rang of the salrbush, and the chrum
ot the nearby windmill died under rhe tranrie bleating of rhe sheep
as the tuck’s wheels spun in mid-air, (licking fuel like a Cather-
inc wheel. Within minutes, the vapour had ignited in the heat and
drowned the vehicle in an orange roar of flames, black smoke from
the melting tyres sketching a ladder to the boundless, emprty sky.

['eas in a pod, the MacBride men were, strung along the duscy
road in blood that welled and eddied and banded into a single scar-
let pool.



WHE\‘ SNEaky SNooK it his mail guck happened upon the
wreckage near the boundary of Meredith Downs, sheep were
scattered along the roadside and the fence, bleating, dazed. Anyone
approaching the scene could be forsiven for thinking they'd stum-
bled vn a grisly batbecue. The bars of the truck had caged in a Jozen
wethers as their wool was singed away and they gradually burned to
death: distressed, sacrificial, but smelling just as delicious as a grilled
lamh chop ever had. So che harking of the mailman’s dog, Lighoning,
could have been consternadon, or merely apperice.

Fartunacely, this was a relatively busy road for the arean — usually at
least one vehicle came aleme it cach day. Tn fact, it was not even an hour
before Sneaky found them, alerted by the smoke. Warren was bleeding
but censcious, propped on an elbow, ordering Sneaky to get the sheep
back, swearing when the man tried to move him. Matr, as still as 2 rock
on the gravel — like his facher not far away — was dead, Sneaky assumed:
his lex was gashed, and blood crusced his ears. So the mailman con-
centrated on the one stll talking, Save the life he could save, and so
forth . . . Turned out later Warren's liver had been leaking blood, lerting
him swear and carse all the wav to oblivion. The rhree men were juse far
enough from the truck to avoid being incinerated — ‘At Teast we'll have
the bodics,” Loma would say later ‘At Teast we can bury them!
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Wheezing with che hear, the mailman hauled Warren inco
his rruck cab, rhen dragged Phil’s bodv over, letting eur a grune as
he hotsted it into the back. Lighming, nobly forgoing the chance
of a mutton lunch, was standing over Matet’s chest, growling, when
Sneaky rerurmed.

‘Get out of it!

The dog ignored him, and licked the hoy's face. An eyelid
twitched.

‘Crikey, Lightning!” Sneaky bent down to reassess the corpse.
Detecring a faint pulse, he turned to the dog. ‘Clever hoy!” To Mac,
he said, ‘Hang on rhere, son. Don'r you go anywhere, now.’ He shoved
aside parcels and mail sacks and crates of grocertes to make roomn for
him beside his father ‘Right. Keep an ¢ye on him, rella,” he said,
wageling his dog’s snout, ‘and vell our if he gets worse.” With that,
he squeezed himself back behind the steering wheel and drove hell
for leather te the nearest roadhouse, twenty miles away, where they

had a pedal radio and bandages and an airserip for the Flying Doctor.

When he landed his plane, Dr Finbar Rafferty, the normally unflap-
pable Irishman who'd known the MacBrides for vears, tlinched ac the
sight rhar grecred him. ‘Maother of GodY

Then he rubbed a hand across his ince o collect himseli, and
began assessing the figures as patients rather than old friends; fol-

lowed the clinical steps that led his thoughts onto safer pround.

Wil

Omn the maming that the lives of her menfalk were being hageled aver
by Life and Death, Loma ©MacBride was in her kitchen, moving with
her usual brisk efficiency as she made the fruitcake for her youngest
son's approaching birchday.

The sprawling kitchen was the heart of the old stone homestead,

Il



which in turn was the heart of Meredith Downs. Its immaculately
neat pantry, which Lorna provisioned on an indusrrial scale, held
envugh supplies to get them chrough monrhs of being cur off by fires
or cyclones. In addition to her own preserves and Vacola'd produce,
shelves were stacked with cans of fruir and packers of dry hiseuirs,
great hessian sacks of rice and flour and jumbe tins of powdered milk.

The kitchen had fuelled generations of MacBrides when they set
off before dawn for a muster or came home thick with dust and grime
after putting up a fence or repairing a bare, Its long jarrah table was
the construction site for hearty lunches for neighbours who came to
help erect a mill or for a cricket match, and for visitors calling in on
their way to or irom Perth. Sporting victories were celebrared here,
floods and droughts lamented.

This morning the room was filled with che watting aroma of the
bread Larna had put in to hake in rhe enormous wood-fired Meerers:
the enly cleeuricity in the homestead came from the thirty-uvo-volt
sencrator, which provided a few hours of clectric light in the cve-
nings. Though the system managed only a dim olow, Loma was sdill
erateful for the flick of a switch rather than the toil of refilling il
lamps and trimming candles.

Like many stations out this way, there was no telephone either
Instead, heside the cooling rack that stood ready to receive the
scarching hot loaf tins, sac the ped ser, the pedal-operated rans-
ceiver thar was rhe MacBrides lifeline ro the ourside world.

It was not from che wircless, however, bur from n knock on rhe
(remit door, that Lorna leamed of the erash. She had juse put Maceds
coke in to bake when two policemen from Wandorric Creck, sixty
miles away, hats in hand, puided her back through the house to sit at
her own table before breaking the news.

Like rain running off a sreasy fleece, their words barelv touched
her with meaning. Then, as they sank in, Lornua was aware of a
strange, sick sensation: her family, the world — reality itself — had

hean destroyed, buc every cup on every shelf, instead of falling ro the



floor re smash inre a sharrered mess as ic surely should, sar, unmoved:
untimpressed to he handled, ar laze, by Sergeant Wishearr, who made
tea and put chree sugars in i for her and for her daughter Rose. The
gir], full of excitement just moments before as she recounted her ride
to the old mine on cheir property with. Miles that morning, now stood
speechless and Jdeathly white with shock.

All their men gone. The phrase echoed in Lorna's mind as she put
her floury fingers to the cup handle, but couldn’t remember how to
lift it.

Wil

The crash thatclaimed those MacBride lives was not an extraordinary
event. A light coating of death dusts any scene you care to observe in
the bush: the desiccated tree weathered into twisted stone, the rams’
horns flaking in the dirt, che insecrs banked up against cthe tlywire of
a homestead window in a snowdrifr of wings and legs. Dearh rwinkles
in this landscape like mineral sand.

In any given year, vou'll know somcone fatally threwn from a
hovse, or killed when their car van off the voad, or bitten by a snake,
too far from help. Mineshafts are a popular haunt for death roo, As
well as the miners who get lashed by a snapped steel cable, or whose
heads are crushed when the operator absentmindedly hoists them up
instead of down, there are plenty of people desperate for somewhere
o jump from, in a largely flat landscape with no tall huildings. The
mincshafrs oblige them generously, pardeularly afrer a bender or a
pilting. And an abandoted shafo can keep this a seeret for monrhs or
YEALS.

So you can't survive out here without the invisible nerwork that
spreads across stations and towns, like veins in a body, sending vital
support to victims of calamity and carnage, After the radio call to the

Flying Doctor, word flowed like water over the Sched, the cockies’
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name for ‘the Schedule’ on which the various stadons were allotced
time to use the shortwave radio frequency run by the Flying Docror.

Evervone knew where Meredich Downs was on its vearly sched-
ule of lamhing and mustering and shearing. And everyone knew that
if they were in the same Godforsaken srrairs, rhey’d wanr their neigh-
bours o appear on their doorstep o help. Ac least 10 was January,
the quictest month of the yearn when you mostly just kept your head
down and waited for the sapping heat to lose interest and move on.

Rose had insisted on following Martt straight to the haspital,
many hundreds of miles away in Perth. ‘Sumeons should be chere
when he wakes up. Or it he—" The two women had looked at each
other across the table in silence. Though Lorna couldn’t hear to part
with her last healthy child, she yielded. She herself would get there
as soon as cthings were under control ac the stadion.

Maudic Knapp from Deep Springs sration, fifty miles to rthe
north, was the first to tum up afier hearing aboud it en the Sched.
She bustled in with a hastily packed suitease, a big tin of her famous
shortbread and the pot of stew that she’d had on the stave when the
news came through.

‘Oh, Lorna®" The sight of her Jear friend, srey eves gazing
blankly, barely able to stand, robbed her of words for 4 moment, and
she took a deep breath. ‘Right. 'm here now, love. And Charlie’s on
his wav. Bob Sowerby and some of his boys'll be coming from next
door at Maundy Creck. Jusc rell us which paddocks che stock are
in and what rthe hands are due o be doing.” She opened and clased
cupbeards imul she found whar she was Taoking for. ‘Here, Dirink

some brandy.

It vou'd asked Lorna MacBride exactly how the time passed atter
that terrible event, she couldn’t have told you That first dav, it was
a4 matter of gecting through a breath at a tdme, as though she might
actuallv torget to take in air if she didn't make the effore.

She tound herself obsessing abour funcrals. The undertakers

14



could wair a tew days, bur she knew rhey didn't have a cool room, and
the Wanderrie Creek hospital morgue would accommodare ‘eucses’
for enly se long. But it might be had Tuck to plan funcrals before she
knew whether there would be two or three!?

Her thoughts were interrupted by hlavdie, who was saying
eently, ‘1 know you'll want to get to Perth to see Matt .

‘Marttle .. Yes, of course.” But just in that moment, Lorna
couldn’t for the life of her remember whether thac pardeular child
was dead or alive. She knew— ves, she knew her Rosie had survived.
Which of the boys, though!?



THE S woraN with the greving hair and crembling hands whe
took the glass of brandy was almost unrecagnisable, her old
friend thought. Tt was as if she, too, had been hit by a twuck. Feor
a few seconds after he came in, Charlie Knapp, Maudie's hus-
band, didn't recognise Lorna either. Her usually ruddy cheeks were
waxy, her shoulders scooped, and her warm, clear voice a timorous
whisper.

Yet this was the same Lorna MacBride, daughter of an Adelaide
stockbroker, wha had been swepe off her feer by Phil ac the Shell
Ball in Perch in 1233, and had come to Meredich Downs armed with
humour and common sense and fuelled by the certainey that she had
married the love of her lifte. She had swiftly taken root in the home-
stead, and settled so well into the district that she was soon known
and admired for hundreds of miles.

Lorma could fix che generacor and get the car out of a hog. She
made the best Victoria sponge known to any branch of the Country
Women's Association, and when word got around that shed bortded
her annual batch of tomarto churney, people made excuses to ‘drop
by’ and pick up a jar while they were ‘passing’.

Some stations sent cheir women to Perch for the summer Sub-

urbs like Peppermine Grove were dotted with cool limestone houses
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shelrering ladies with powder and bluc-rinse perms who occupied
themselves wirh rennis and bridge anril the hear eased off sutheienrly
o return inland or up north. So the women like Lorma MacBride and
Maudic Knapp, who staved behind, were bended by hardships big and
small: like not being able to wash your hair for weeks on end because
there was too little water, or what water there was was so hard that
yvour hair stuck out like a scarecrow’s. They lamenrted the difficuley
of keeping food from going off in smoky kerosene ridges that half the
rme ended up covered in slime inside and our, or, worse, caught fire.
These women reached for the rifle to shoot the snake that slichered
inro their kitchen, rthen chalked it up on the hlackbhoard, comparing
chis year’s rally with che last. They cooked and cleaned and ended
to wounds and taught the kids their correspondence-schoal syllabus
in temperatures thot took vour breath away. They plucked chick-
ens and purted them, seared the hair off the park rind of the pig
their lictlies raised as a pet and that their husband killed in their
slaughterhouse. They comforted those same husbands when the
bank threarened toreclosure or rain refused to fall or the government
announced some new tarift that would cripple them.
And they passed these abilities onto their daughrers.

In the case of Lorna MacBride, thar was Rose, the other person o
receive the terrible news in the kitchen over Scergcant Wisheart's
sweer tea.

Rose wasn't a beaury like her mother, but she had a winning
smile, and radiated health and vigour. Her stocky build and deter-
mination suited her to staton life: she could wrestle a ram down the
dratting race, and change a flat tyre as easily as her brothers. Rose
had none of Warren's cockiness, nor the easy-going charm of Marr,
bur she was quick and renacious and a good speorr. Perhaps narur-
ally, cveryone assumed she would be a chip off rthe old block, and
would, in tme, marry a decent chap from a good property and go on

to forge o family under another hame.
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It's funny,’ Loma would sav. ‘You teed them the same. You love
them rthe same. But every child’s its own country.’

[t was Lorna who had the first inkling that the happy wedding
and the guiet, motherly life might not be the path tor her daughter;
just as it was Lorna who frse noticed thar from an carly age Rose
wis ocensionally o scranger to the truch. Lorna MaeBride, for whom
there was black and white and right and wrong and not much in
between, was uncasy that Rose’s account of cvents did not always
tally with fact.

As a kid, if Warren smashed a cup or hit a ball through a window
pane, he'd take pride in claiming responsibilicy: Thil had told him
that ‘that’s what hlokes do — take your punishment like a man’. So
he'd get his wallop, or go wirthout his rifle for a week, and lite would
go on. Matthew was still o licde then to be getting up o any-
thing vou could really call mischief. He adored his older brorher and
sister, and would often be their unwilting stooge, tetching things for
Warren, or sitting still while Rose, alimost three years older, dressed
him as a princess. Rose developed a habit, if items were broken or
missing, of saying it was ‘Bubhba’s fauld’, then rushing ro add, ‘But he's
only litdle. He couldr’t help it,” and Loma would invariably let it go.
Until one day she found one of her few hats, a togue with a nec veil,
covered in dirt and its netting torn. The hat was kept in the rop of
the linen press, which Lorna had o stand on riproes to reach. She
had somerimes caughr Warren and Rose clambering up rhe shelves
like monkeys, perching inside rhe cupboard while Macrie warched
with frustrated admiraton.

Phil had bought the hot on their honeymoon. When he putit on
her head, he let out a whistle of admiration: ‘Like they say, “There's
nothing as beautiful as a woman whe is loved.™ It was the most
romantic thing he had ever said, and the hat had been a talisman of
those words, and of that time.

Things changed after kids, of course. Then war came. So, with

Phil’s batcalion posted to North Africa in 1942, somerhing in Lorna
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gave way ar the sight of the damaged har, and she didn'r rry ro keep
the erossness from her face when she marched inro rhe lounge room,
where the children sar playing. She held up the offending object.
‘Right. Anyonc have anything to say about this?’

Mumma hat! chirruped Mart.

Warren had a Search me! expression. Rose went a Jdark shade of
pink, eyes darting from one brother to the other.

‘Rosie!” asked Lorna.

‘1's a har. Your hat!’

‘Any idea how it goc direy?

Rose minurely inspecred a picce of Meccanao.,

el

‘T think Warre—" She sow Lorna’s eychrows shoot up. ‘T mean
Bubba — T think Bubhba Jdid .’

The lie was so bold, and the performance so earnest, that Lorma
had o suppress a laugh. ‘Go to your room, and have a ponder. Then
come and tell me whether that's right. 1 won't be cross. Bue T will

want to know the proper truth”

Lorna mentioned the episode in a leteer to Phil, and, sitting in the
kirchen late one nighr, she could almost hear his Tnogh when he
wrote back, ‘She’s quick on her Teet, Tl give her thad! He'd added,
‘She'll grow out of it

Though Lotna smiled, a worry lingered that Rose might not
erow out of it. And she wished Phil were there, to take her hand
across the table. She said a silent prayer for his safety, and one of

gratitude for the miracle of having met him in this hig world.
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THE NUMBERS OF kangaroos aut here skyrocketed wich che coming
of the whitefella and his quest to bring enaugh water to the
surface to support his stock. Roaos relished the same young orasses
amud shoots as the sheep and catele; they thirsted for the same sweet
water that surged up from bores or shimmered invitingly in dams and
troughs. That meant there was a decent living to be had roo shoot-
ing, rravelling irom one property to another, by arrangement with rhe
owner, killing for skins or somertimes for pet meart, depending on the
market and the wearhen Some properties were big enough ro keep a
rao shooter busy all year,

cte Peachey was the roo shooter for Meredith Downs, o lanky
bloke with thinning hair neatly oiled back, and grey eves that toak in
you and the horizon and everything in between with the same sharp
gaze that seemed to see right into whatever he beheld. T1is face was
as tanned as the roo hides he gathered, not so much lined as deeply
guttered by the sun. He came around like a comet: who knew where
he was or what he did when he drove off the property. Once a year
he’d urn up o the districe Vermin Board meering, at the same time
as he came o the police starion to renew his annual shoorer's licence
for two pounds.

Silent as the grave, was Peachey. The only things generally



known abouc him were thart he was a crack shor, having won the
King's Medal, the Armed Forees’ covered shooring prize, a monch
aller joining up in the war. This was all the more remarkable because
he'd been born left-handed but had been forced as o child to become
right-handed, so was ambidextrous and equally deadly either way.
The other knewn fact was that he'd been taken prisoner by the Japs.
Details were sketchy after that.

["eachev never mentioned family. Folks didn’t chink it polite o
ask him vutright, so rumours just blew about like grass seed, until no
one righdy knew what his story was.

Dicspire his line of business, as long as he had acecess ro warer, he
wis always scrupulously clean and perteardy shaved with o cut-chroac
razor. He'd start work in the evening with his hair brushed, but by
the end of it would be flecked with the blood that caked his clothes,
sa that he'd turn creeks red when he bathed in them. Once, during
a cyclone that made the roads impassable, he'd pitched tent near the
homestead and, in his camp oven, baked a ginger cake that Lorna
had to concede was berter than her own. Full of surprises, was ete
Peachey.

Wil

One evening in 1947, more than a decade before the accident,
and about a yvear into his tme working Meradith Downs, the roo
shooter was lying on a groundshect ourside his renr, knees cricked
inro spindly rwin peaks. Through hinoculars, he reok in rhe slow of
the waxing gibbous moon, its magnilied ashy cracers clear and mone-
chrame. The calm autumn night was too chilly for mosquitos and
sand flies. ‘Clear as day, fella,” he said; then, to the silence, *Oh.
He was still gecting used to the absence of the roo dog he'd lost to a
strychnine bait, days before.

At the hiss of dried grass, he turned, quickly swapping binoculars
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for a rifle, scanning the halo of the campfire’s light uncil the barrel
wus pointing at a scrawny pair of legs, which rose ro join a child’s
torso and a head of long, unkempt hair.

‘Rosie!” Pere exclaimed, lowering the gun. “What the hell—

“What were you warching?' the lirrle girl asked.

How the devil did you get here? Where's vour mum and dad?’

She shuftled forward, and dropped the canvas bag from her
shoulder. “Warren's a worm. He gave me a Chinese burn and said I'd
have ta leave the station when | erow up, so [ might as well go now’
She drew back one side of her mouth. Tle caught me playing with
his Meccano.”

‘Did he hurt you?’

‘Nah." Her small hand shoved the thicket of hair from her eves.
‘So I smashed his Meccano Svdney Harbour Bridge. He doesn’t know
ver.! She tolded her arms. ‘T've lefr home.”

‘Ceomge here. Leds have a look av you” Pete turned her this way
and that in the light: nothing amiss that a hairbrush and a bath
wouldi't fix. ‘Come and sit by the fre.” He pulled in an upnurmed
crate, then fetched a scratchy grey blanket and draped it over her
shoulders.

When he asked again how she got there, she just pursed her lips.

He put the hilly on. ‘Remind me . . . you're about how old these
days?

“Ten. Nearly ..

Peachey gave a grave nod. ‘And Warren's been rorren.”

Yeoh.'

‘So you decided o shoot through ..

The child gave a nonchalant shrug, but there was just the hint
of a wabble in her chin.

‘Fair envugh.” He filled a tin mug with tea, stirring in some sugar
for her. “We're a decent gallop from the homesread. How long have
vou heen walking?’

She looked achim as though he were very dim. ‘T came with you,’

k-3
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she said, poinring ro his empry trailer, irs carpaulin hanging open. ‘1
climbed in. YWhen you stopped ro open the gare ar the hause!

‘Ah.” Pete let out a breath and put his hands on his hips. “Where
are vou headed?’

“Wanderrie Creek? Rose flicked the tip of her pink tonoue into
the sweet liquid. ‘Anywhere away from Warren.’

‘Right," said Pete, pulling up a crate beside her and drinking his
ted. ‘Anyone know vou were going?”

She raised her bottom lip and shook her head.

I see.

The girl held our a hand, palm flac.

“What, you want something to eac?’

Tt's for my smack. For being bad. Tl take it like a man.’

‘No smacks from Old Pete, Tove.”

She left her hand there, Dad’ll give me a smack.”

“That's up to him. My dad would've given me a smack too.” 1le
put a fingertp to her palm to lower it ‘Can't say ['ve ever seen ic do
much good.”

They sat for a while, the litde gir] licking her tea like a lizard,
while the crickets echoed the fire's crackles. She inrerrogated his
camp with her eyes, sniffing the air now and rhen ro ger a herrer
sense of it — the smaoke, the gun oil, the whiff of kero.

Eventually, Pete took her cold mug. ‘Right-oh. What's say I cake
you back to your mum and dad? They'll be worried.”

“What were you looking at, through the field glasses?’

Tust the moon.”

“What ror!”

With a dip of the head as much as to say See for yourself, he
picked up the hinouculars and handed them to her.

Rose’s mouch opencd. ‘Bur there are — chere are holes and sttt

‘Crarers.”

‘And o darker bivat che side.

Yep. Waxing gibbous moon tonight, so the dark bit's small.”
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Waxy gibbons?’

Iete emptied the dregs of tea. ‘Let’s muake u deal. Tll tell you
about the moon if yvou promise we’ll take vou back straighe after. And
that there'll be no more leaving home until you're . . . He considerad
somerhing, then rouched his shoulder ‘Undil you're this call. QK2

And so Pece explained o the licde girl the phases of the moon,
its waxing ond waning, and the fact that on carth, because the time
of its rotation is roushly the same as its orbic around the carth, we
only ever see one side of it.

‘But what's on the vther side?”

He thought for a moment. ‘1 reckon that's the moon’s business,

Rosie. Makes no difference to how well she shines on us.’
Wil

On a hot December night, Pete Peachey goes down to the creek
and washes the blood off his hands. The water's as cold as the dead,
and as still. Once absolved of the thick red stains, his ingers maove
to the buttons of his flannel shirc, caked with dusc and pungent
with roe’s blood and his own sweat and three days of rravelling our
here, alone.

He fecls cach button, counts them silentdy as they sumrender,
and finally sheds the shirt alcogether. His boots come off with a [ifi,
then the thick wool socks. His buckle elinks as he undoes his belt
and leaves it in the loops of his strides as they fall from his narrow
hips. His underpants are more rust red than white, bue sdill catch the
moon’s glow until they, too, are sloughed off. The hurricane lamp
now hosts moths and beetles, flinging themselves at the scorching
glass. He reaches into a tobacco tin for a bar of Sunlight soap, and
wides into the creck.

He cases the soap into the woter, and begins not the vigarous,

harsh serubbimg with which he washes his hands ot the homestead,



hur more render, conremplarive srrokes. Accompanied by che insisr-
ent rasp of crickers, he covers every inch of himself wich lacher. Wich
cach stroke he rinses away the look in the rao’s eyes, the quick rip as
skin is torn away from muscle, the loud evack as he breaks the inside
of the leps so they take up less space; the sight of the joey lying trans-
lucent blue, no fur yet, pulled from its dead mother’s pouch.

He sinks to a sitting position to wash his feer, still feeling the
weight of the tiny creature as he dashed its head againse the rocky
ground. Scenes of other blood, other torn skin, from long ago flicker
and subside in memory. ‘Forgive . . . forget,” he hreathes.

As he rubs the soap across the conrours of his nose, his forchead,
his whiskery ebhin, he reads his own features like Braille. Whao would
he feel like to a woman now? His thin hair is stiff with dust and swear,
and he ducks his head under the iey water that hos him shivering and
roasebumped. He washes away the miles and the hours with swong,
skilled fingers. e is cleansed.

Emerging from the water, he dries himself and slips his hoots
back on, then sors the fire, where the billy’s just about ready for a
hrew. His dirty clothes are folded neatly beside the campstool; his
ritles stand alerc against the tent. He empries a tin of beans inco his
hacrle-searred saucepan, and sers ic ro wiarm while he makes his rea.
He's in no hurre. He eves the kithag just on the edge of the darkness,
laoks back at the beans, stirs them. He savours the feel of the air en
his clean skin.

His meal finished, he sets up the ancient gramophone that
has been waiting for him in the shadows, and blows the dust off a
shellac disc, one of many he'’s accumulated over the years from sta-
ron people discarding them in the rush ro radiograms and LPs. He
winds it up. As the clear, slender voice of Nellie Melba hegins ‘11
dolee suono’, he reaches for the bag. Sirtting naked, he'd nor given a
thought ta looking around him — there's no one tor God knows how
many miles. But now, a3 he starts wo undeo the rape that fastens i, he
laoks furtively, strains for any human sound. Naothing, He reaches

25



inside and retrieves a mirror He gazes for a moment, taking in the
greying stubble, the scar on his top lip pale with time.

His cheekbones angle sharply beneath the lines that eross them.
He rests the mirror on his lap and wkes out a pair of hairbrushes;
guides his damp hair back off his face. Nexr, he snakes his hand
blindly into cthe bag undl it inds its tarecr. He looks around him
again, and draws out semcething crimson, as the long-dead singer
promises him ‘Del ciel clemente un riso la vita a noi sard’ — ‘From
clement heaven, life will be a smile to us.”

‘Us” is an ever-changing ching, he thinks, and strokes the silk in

his hands.



THE MAIL TRUCK that had happened upon the crash only came
out to Meredith Daowns every week or so; less often if a fire or a
flood cut off the roads. Sneaky Snook had been the mail contraceor
on the route since 1950. Christened William, he was called Billy
until an incidenc with some fire erackers ar the age of seven, afrer
which he was known to the world, his morher included, as Sneaky.
His dog, Lightning, accompanicd him on his mail run —ic was good o
have someone to talk to on a round trip of four hundred miles. The
blue heeler was impeccably behaved — betrer table manners than his
ownet, people said — and was handy if a snake ot too near when they
occasionally camped along the way. A dingo trap had ¢laimed one of
the dog's legs when he was still a pup, but by then Sneaky had got
used to the name, and couldn’t bring himself to change ir.

Sneaky had straight, sandy hair, and lizard-dry hands with cuti-
cles rhar grew up rhe nail. His nose was bulbous, his learhery cheeks
threaded with a fine purple Tacework, and he wheezed when he
laughed, especially if he was smoking. One af his legs was an inch
shorter than the other, so he ware what he refarred to os his ‘dancing
shoes'— one sole built up to stop the limp.

His appetite tor bread and Jdripping meant that he had quite

a belly to fit behind the steering wheel, and his fondness for Swan
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Lager didn't help. His shirts were always straining at the buttons
because, all in all, Sneaky was an optimist and believed heartily rhat
next week, or next month, or next year, he'd cut down on the grog
and see his knees again, and on that basis there was no reason tw
throw awav a perfecrlv good flannel shirc. Afrer many, many drinks,
he could occasionally be persuaded e tap ouc the William Tell Owver-
ture on his teeth using a pencil or 2 303 round, depending what was
to hand. Not often, mind. And only if he liked you.

Sneaky was often people’s first and last point of contact with
Meredich Downs, Wherever possible, new station hands hitched a
ride on the mail truck, as did staff who'd been given the push and
were heading hack to town. He could strike up a conversation with
anyone ahout anything, and his passengers usually arrived at their des-
tinations feeling a shade taller and more imporcant thanks to all his
You don’t say?’s and “You're a full bortle an char, aren’t you, mare?’s.

In that respect, Sneaky and Pewe Peachey the roo shooter were
polar oppasites: Peachey — as expert at aveiding conversation as
Stieaky was at starting it — could go for days without talking. But
on the occasions when their paths crossed, they ot on well, Sneaky
happy to chat away and Pete Peachey happy to let him.

Sneaky carried all sorts On His {and then Her) Majesty’s
Service — that phrase tound on envelopes irom the government —and
felt a personal obligation to his Sovereign to treat in confidence rthe
communicacions encrusred ro him in cheir name. So while he'd calk
in generaliries abaue who he'd come aeross on his cravels, or wherher
the new baby had arrtved at the next statton alemg, how many points
of roin they'd had, or the state of the road, that's as far as it went: he
never passed on tittle-tatde. That's not to say he didn’t take it all in.
He might chat about it to Lischming as they drave, the dog listening
attentively, panting here and there or pucting a paw on his shoulder
by way of response. Then Sneaky would return to his reveries about
steak and kidney pudding, or golden syrup dumplings, and his stom-

ach would stare to rumble as on they'd go.



[t was for simple conventence thar Pere Peachey gor his mail
sent ra Meredich Downs. He didn'r scem to have an address any-
where clse. His tobacca and other sopplics he got from the main
stores on the property. They let him keep a running account, like the
repular hands, which he settled vp when it was tme to be paid for
the skins. But there were other things he could get only by mail order.
Every few months, Sneaky would deliver a parcel or two tor him from
Boans or Ahern’s or Bates Saddlery in Perth. The roo shooter said he
got his work clothes cheaper there. Packages also arrived trom fur-
ther away — as tar as Sydney or Melbourne sometimes. Once he even
got a box from France. When Rose asked whar was in the parcel rhar
had came all the way from Europe he jusc said, ‘Tl sceam the stamps
off for you and bring them next tme Pm coming through.’

Perhaps i was rhac firse, bold wisic by che licde renegade and her
demand o understand the moon that meane that, ever aiter, Pele
Peachey had a particular soft spot for Rose MacBride. Tor her part,
she looked forward to his visits, and the chats with him. that made her
feel srown up. He would explain how to track animals; how to tell a
dingo from a wild dog; where to spot the constellations and the Milky
Way. But as well as showing her how to strip down o .25/20, he would
describe the difference between shantung silk and taffeta, and how to
distinguish a contralto from a soprano on the shellac 78s on his wind-
up gramaophone, cven giving her records somerimes. He would bring
her an exquisite feather, shed by o rare parror, or an unusual flowen
He would buy her hair ribbons, which she’d add te the collection in
the china dish on her dressing table. Tn blues and scarlets and areens,
satin or velvet or grosgrain, they glowed when the sun caught them.
‘Keep a place in your heart for things that are beautiful,” Fete would

say to her. DBeauw'll help vou get through dark dmes.’

29



When Lorna made a comment to Phil, early on, about whether
they should be letting Rose spend time with o grown man, and such
a loner at that, Phil said simply, ‘I'd crust Pete Peachev with my life,
and the matrer was never raised again.

A

Though Phil and Lorna, and even Warren, soon forgot about the
‘Great Sydnev Harbour Bridee Bombing', it continued to rankle
with Rose, who had been dealr a smack on the bottom and had
had ro hand over some birrhday money to her clder hrocher as ‘war
reparalions’

It was all very well taking your medicineg, but it wasn't fair, she
thought. Tt wasn't fair that Warren was always in charge. Tt wasn't
fair that he had a whole Meccano set to himself in the first place. It
wasn't tair that he eot to oo off shoutng with Pete Teachey and she
wasn't allowed.

And what was the point in owning up to smashing his stupid
bridge if you just got punished anyway? She stewed over it for weeks,
gradually resolving never ro rake the blame for anyrhing again.

This was how she came ro devise a speeial vicual, a ccremeony she
wauld use for the rese of her lile.

She'd been perfecting it for some months when she decided to
let Matrt, about seven, in on the secret.

You just write it Jown, and lizht it with a match, and it roes
away. It's magic!”

‘But', Matt said, ‘you stll did it You still broke Mum's necklace.’

12id 1, bur? She won't know. You don't have to tell her You
muson'’t tell her. And now, I've owned up under magic and ic's all gone.
All flown away in rhe wind.’

If there was something to underseand here, he eouldn’tsec it He

squinted o little to sharpen his focus. Beside him on the old lemon
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gum hranch Rosic swung her legs, making rhe whole bough sway
precariously.

‘TU's a fact. When you're grown up, you'll understand.’

When he called her dumb because it was not a face, and she did
50 break the necklace, and woudd so get inre touble, she teased a
knot from her long, straieht hair and said, ‘T won'e.’

‘How come?”

‘Cos you're not going to tell. [ always stck up for vou. And 1
didn't tell Warren when you wet your pants.’

Martt's face hurned and she old him he was too young o under-
stand abour rrach. ‘It's noc forever if yvou don't want it co he. Io's jusr
until you make it go away.’

‘Are you sick or something? That's just weords. Doesn’t mean
anything.’

‘If you don't believe me, oy it. White down. a thing you want to
make go away.” She unhooked the small notepad strung around her
neck and passed it to him, along with the pencil stub.

You're a twerp,” said Muatt.

“You're scared !

‘Am not! I'm just not a twerp.”

‘Ber you're roo seared to wrire down what you did.” Rosie scarred
A sing-song “Maclic is a scoredy-cag, Maude 1s o searedy-cac. .

He punched her shouldern She punched him harder. There was
a silence, and she put out her hand for the retum of the notepad.
“You're too lictle still)”

Mate eyved the paper. Tromise I'll teel becter?”’

I always do,” she said. ‘Always.

And so Matr wrore, in the tiniest, nearest prinrting he could
manage haltway up a swaying tree, “Wet my pants when | got scared.’

‘Now sign ir.’ Her sharp nudge made him grab che branch. *You
have ral’

He signed.

She passed him the brass cigarerte lichter that had come into



her possession a while back {at abourt the same time as one of the
shearers had mysteriously lost his and aceused a rouseabour of Talf-
inching it). ‘Now, as you light it, you say “Yawa, yawea, yawa”, then
vou send it off into the air

Whe?'

She sighed. To's “Away, oway, away” backwards, drongo.”’

“What if it starts o fire?”’

‘Then no one will remember you wet your pants anyway.’

Setting the paper aflame, Matr felt lichtened. His shame at the
memoty turned o a laugh, as chough it had been a deliberate jole
he'd played, and for a moment he felt nothing — the same wav he telt
nothing when he said the eight times table.

Girls were strange. Or mavhe it was just Rosie: he didn’t know
any others. Yawa, yawa, yawa ... The words rolled around in his

mind, and he rucked rhem away, ready to use anerher day.



MERE.DITH DownNs weas full of places for MacBride kids to play. The
old swing-set out the back of the homestead kept them happy
when they were littlies, and as they grew, there were any number of
disused sheds they could turn into cubbies. Old, abandoned cotrages
and rusting wagons viclded all sors of games of “olden days’, and
witerholes and erecks were tavourite desrinarions — when they acru-
ally had water in them. The favourite spot of Lorha's three, though,
was the old Proserpine mincshaft.

From the surface it seemed harmless enough: just a slit in the
rocky ground, ringed at a distance by rusty barbed wire, though these
days the four slack strands were more a memorial of a fence than a
practical barrier. In the dirt lay a dilapidated sion on which, years
hack, a slapdash hand had daubed ‘Danger. Keep Out’, and which
the sun had just about licked blank since. Generations of MacBride
offspring, warned away trom rhe mine by parencs, had cheerfully
ignored rhe instraction, undl in rime cthey'd grown old chough o
issue the same edict to their own ¢hildren, who ignored it in turn.

Tt was Herberr, the voungest of old Alfred MaocBride's sons,
wha'd pepred claims and established the Proserpine tantalite mine
in the late 1800s. He put up a mine head, a manager’s cottage and a

few tin shacks and camps for workers. But the vield guickly thinned



out and the price of tantalite crashed, so that decades later, the stone
outlines of floors und one or two crumbling chimnev stacks were all
that remained above ground.

The kids would ride out there on cheir horses and clamber down
the shaft, using rhe timber sleepers as foorholds, shining rheir rorches
md yelling and singing o 2eo the chrill of the ccho. Sometimes
Warren would scare them with stories of evil spitits that Tved deep
in the furthest reaches, or ghosts of miners rapped under rockfalls.

This dark, cool space was Aladdin's cave, a trenich on the Sotnme,
Bluebeard's Castle, a distant planet. Games about cowboys or attack-
ing Germans usually involved hand-to-hand combat: at eleven, Rose
could easily beat Martt ar wrestling, bur Warren was too strong. It was
around this time thar he bestowed on her the nickname ‘Bliss’, which
she was quite pleased with, until he sniggered chat ic was short for
‘ugly Blisrer’, rhyming slang for ‘sisrer’. Srill, ‘Bliss’ stuck.

There was one cast-iron rule: Rose always had to play a boy. {On
no accoumt did her brothers ever have to be girls.) If she sugoested she
micht be a princess or a fairy, Warren would make veomiting noises,
and then go back to machine-cunnine her with a stick. Sometimes
she would rake revenge by planting a kiss on his tace and chanting,
*Girl germs! You've go-ot girl germs! causing Warren to chase atcer
her, pinning her down and letting spic drip from his mouth unril it
almost touched her face, then sucking it back up again. If Rose mried
to give Macr girl germs, he would jusc wipe his cheek in disgusr, rthen

rickle her inro saying sorry.

N

The rhree MacBride kids played and foughe and grew unril, almose
avernight, 1948 came around and Warren, on the cusp oi thirteen,
left for Scatch College, the boarding schoal in Perth his father and
srandfather had attended. Most of the station owners' children
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went ro hoarding schools in rhe eiry: it was thac or correspondence
school — few lived close enaugh to rowns o be ‘day bugs’.

Two vears later, at the same aze, Rose made the journcy o
St Margoret's Ladies’ College. She had besun te develop what her
maother called ‘anice fipure’, and when they were back for the months
af Christmas holidavs, Warren took to making comments about how
Rose should wear her hair and whether a dress made her look ‘cheap’
or ‘tarty’.

Things came to a head on New Year’s Eve in 1951, a rare even-
ing on which Lorna and Phil were awav for the night at a parey ac
Charlie and Maudie Knapp's. Rose had spene the atcernoon dancing
o her one Patci Page record while Mace builc Warren's old Meceano
oh the laungeroom oo, once in o while being hauled to his et by
his sister to help her practise her twirls. Tenoring Warren's hollering
rom his room, when she started singing along, to ‘bloody shut up’,
she turned up the volume and sang louder. ‘Tractising for the board-
ers’ soclal next term,” she shouted o Martt, inches away. As Rose
intended, Warren stormed in, but instead of just yvelling, he yanked
the record from the curntable and held it high above her reach. “You
can have it back when you go back to school. If you try to take it
hefore then, 'l shove irin the sepric cank.’

An heour lacer, she appeared in the kitchen wearing lipsuck and
mascaro, and a bustline not so subtly enhoneed by a patr of socks.
‘How do T look, Bubbal' she asked, tuming her back to Warren.

She almost arinned as her older brother railed, “What the hell
da you think vou look like in chat gecup?

Tl dress however 1 like!”

Yeah, well it yvou wanr to ger a reputation as a trollop, go ahead.
And don't hlame me for what happens to you.’

And though she kicked and bir him, Warren drageed her ro the
bathroom and held her over the sink as he serubbed che makeup
ol with o ilannel. ‘No sister of ming's going vo dress like a vart! Talk

about leading fellows on!?



She whacked his stomach as hard as she could. He clamped his
hands on her biceps and said through curled lips, ‘You should hear
what they say about you at Scotch ..

Larer, Macr, who had warched the fighr, unsare of whecher o srep in
or how, appeared in her bedroom. “You all righg, Bliss?

Yeoh.'

Wanna same of doogs?’ He held out his bag of marbles. ‘T've ot
two new tombowlers

‘Nah. Thanks though, Bubba,’

hat did he do that for?”

Rose looked at her lictle brother, his arms and legs saill spin-
dly, swimming in a hand-me-down shirt of Warren's. *Ic's jusc — just
grown-ups' stuff. You wouldn't undersrand.’

‘Oh.’ Macr pur a hand ro his acher elbow. ‘Don’t worry. If he
throws your record in the sepuic tank, Tl gecic out for you!’

In the lounge room, he sat in front of the grandfather clock
they called OId Wally, trving to remember as many New Year's Eves
as he could. He was always allowed to stay up till midnight at New
Year, hut usually had to be woken on the couch by the others just
betore twelve. As the clock fiished chiming 9 p.m., he tracked down
Warren in the kitchen, reading 4 Dick Tracy comic.

Macr tolded his arms. “¥arren, whac do they say abouc Rosie ac
Scotch?’

Warren gave him a steely look. Then he elosed his comie and

slid 1t across the table. *Here vou go. Late Christmas present.’

Wik
Mace arrived ac Scowch College in 1953, aged thirteen, the vear alter

VWarren had finished school, so was left to sink or swim.,

For Martt, being surrounded by hundreds of other kids was
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overwhelming. Ie wasn't so bad for bays from rhe whear-helr or down
sourh, whe lived close ro rowns. For srarion lads, the more remoce
their property, the harder ic was to get used te so many boys.

Martt's friendship with Hughic ‘Humpty' Dumpren, whese
tamily owned one of the biggest sheep stations out Nullarbor way,
began when they separacely developed a stratesy of wandering to the
far end ot the oval during breaks, to escape the avalanche of social
interaction. Gradually, they got to talking to each other: a few words
about wool clips or mustering. Comparing notes on the horses and
dogs they'd had to leave behind, there was no need wo explain how
much it hure noc to see them every day. Their shared love of cricker
cemented the bond, and they were soan inseparable.

Humipty owed his name to his habit of refarring to his mother as
‘the old choek’, which, Matt pointed out, must make him an ¢gg. So
he was ‘Ege’ for a while, before the nursery rhyme inevitably turned
him into ‘Tlumpry’ Dumpton. Not remotely ovoid, he was a streal of
lightning on the cricket pitch — the fastest bowler anyone at school
could remember.

In November 1933, Mact and Humpey were allowed to travel
o the WACA to watch WA play South Australia in the Shetteld
Shield march. On the old green MTT bus thac chuneered hack from
the cricket graand on the Sunday afiernoon, ic was stinking hat and
stuffy and sweat stuck their shirts to their backs, but they were still
buzzing with excitement. As they rounded the Swan River, Humpty
announced, ‘T've gor my life all planned out, you know, From now rill
I'm ninecy. Just like dominoces.’

Mate laughed.

‘No, listen.” Humpty’s tone was not boastful, just sure. ‘1 go tor
the captain of the school team when I'm sixteen—

‘Sixreen? And rthe rescl’

‘Barny Jackson wias capeain ar sixreen—'

Tn 1907 Martpointed out. ‘And besides, he went on w caplain
WAL



“Which brings me to my next step: WA Team. Shetfield Shield.
Then Australia, then win the Ashes.” Humpiy's grin was growing.

That all? Jeez, vou're full of hull.

“Then I retire from crickec just as Dad’s about e hand me the
reins on Corella Ridee, and 1 secrle down o the life of a Gentleman
Pastoralist, and kick cthe bucker when ' ninery-four vears and chree
months ald.’

‘Three months?’

‘A month more than my great-grandpa. A man should have
something to aim for’

They looked at each other for a moment, then Matt slapped the
back of Humpty's head. *You know you're a dag, don't you?’

There was no pause hetore the reply, or the pinch on the hack of
Matr’s neck thac came with i ‘NWhy else would I be friends with you?’

AT

Of all their conversarions, it was that one on the bus thar sprang to
Marct's mind two vears lacer, in 1953, as he sac for che first time in
Shenton Park Hospieal for patienes wirh head and spinal injuries. It
waos just after Chrisumas holidays, three months sinee landing chest-
first in o dive for a catch crushed Humpey's spinal cord. Just a dive.
Just a catch. And juste like that, Humpry's map of his road to ninety-
four yvears and three monrths lay in ashes.

T — I brought yvou some of Mum's honeyecomb,” said Marte, and
thrust a waxed paper bundle at him. ‘Got a bic sticky.’ He took in the
blank, white walls as he searched for someching to say — normally, his
opening comment would be about ericker.

‘Humpry Dumpry had a prerov big tucken' tall, ¢h!” his friend
exclnimed, and gave o halt-laugh. ‘Sce? Bear vou o ic’

Mate was shocked. By the swearing — they didn’t much so in for
that; by the sound of his voice, which had a new, bitter edge; and by
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the face thar — all of a sudden = Hughie Dumpron was a grown-up.
Nor a2 kid any more. He found himself jusr sraring ac his friend, eves
Illing with tears.

‘Toet a lot of that,” Humpty said. “You should see my mum. Even
my dad. Evie's the worst, though.

‘She's only six.” Mact felt his own words come aut as though
far away.

*You wanna ask scuff! Wanna know the gory details?

Not wich this tone of fake bravado. ‘Nah. You're right, Egg,” he
said, and wiped his eves and nose on his sleeve.

‘Dad reckons rhey're going to sell the starion. Evie can't rake ir
over — she's a gitl. And the quacks here say T'll need years of physio
or basket weaving or same crap, so 1 have to be near the hospical
Naothing like this out our way.’

‘Oh.’

‘Well,” said TTumprty, unwrapping the honeycomb, pincering its
sticky sides with his fingers to crunch a mouthrul, ‘tell us whate I've
been missing out on. How were the holiduys!? Warren and Rosie still
picking on you?l”

Mart atcempred a smile. ‘No more than usual. You hear we had
the Ares?

“Yenh. You lose much?

This exchange berween the boys mimicked the conversations of
all the adults they'd heard in the weeks following the hushfires that
had raged over the summer. “We Lost a few wethers,” satd Matt, ‘Some
of the fences were a write-off . . . The Sowetbys next door at Maundy
Creek lost a hundred rams. They'd been loaded oneo the ouck o
get away irom the fire, but the wind picked up — changed direction.
Whole truck — poof !’ He added, ‘Poor bastards,” hecause those were
the words he'd heard his farher use when recounting the srory.

Axs the clack edged rowards four, Humpry said, “Visiring rime's
nearly ever. Good o sce you bul!

“You, too.”



“You think you might — you might come again?

Yeuh, sure.’

Humpty nodded to himselt, and inspected the wheel of his chair,
tracing a finger along the read. ‘Reckon vou could do me a — a sort
of tavour? Bring me somerhing?’

‘Course. Anything”

‘Geood. Good, veah.’

“What do you want?

Ny 220

‘Whar?

‘Doesn't have to be mine. You can bring one from your place.
Mavbe if you go home at Easter. Doesn’t have to be a .22 either. Just
thought that'd be lighter than a .303.

“Why do you wane a ritle?’

What, have vou got a pistol!? Your dad’s old service revelver!?
Tha'd be bewer, yeah.”

Na, vou spastic. What do you want a pun for?’

“What do you think 1 want a gun for, spastic yourself?”

‘Target pracrice? To shoot something?’

‘Not something. Somenne.’

Who?

‘Me, you moron! It's to shoot me.” Humpty moved his wheelchair
closer o his friend, and stared up at him, opening his arms. ‘Look at
me! Crippling my way around and crapping into a bag. Whar sort
of bloody life’s that supposed ro be?” His face was deep red, and his

checks wet with tears. “You're my friend. Help me!

If you dor't come with a gun, don't come again. Ever,” Humptey had
said to Martt ar the door. After a day of agonising, Matt had reported
the conversation in a letter to his mother, who reported it to Hump-
ty's mother, who reporred it to the hospital. He'd done it because he
couldn't be sure thar Humpty wouldn't ask someone else. Someone

who cared less abour him. Or who carcd more.
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IN THE HOMEATEAD at Meredith Downs, silence is a canvas on which
each sound trails like a colour. The wind; a single fly; the clatter
of a pan; the distant barking of a kelpie; the banging of a flywire
door. There is no continuous murmur of traffic. No vague stream
of voices. Each sound emerges for its solo, then fades into sdill-
ness, inro a silenee so complere i makes music of vour hearchea in
YOur cars.

Beneath it all — constant, steady, infinitely patient —is the deep
ticking of the ornate longcase clock in the lounge reom, shipped ourt
remm Hewish & Sons of Clerkenwell in the days when the weol ¢lip
was sold direct to London and the station was starting to show a
healthy return.

For reasons long since lost, upon its arrival the grandfather
clock acquired the name 'Old Wally', and was often addressed dir-
catly by those passing in: ‘Nighr, Wally®, ‘Happv Christmas, Wally'.
The MacBride men would pour an exora drink “for Old Wally', chen
Jdeclare chae since ic didn'c look like he was gaing to touch it, they'd
help him out.

The first Mrs MacBride to live in the homestead, Matilda,
wire of Albert, was greatly relieved when the clock arrived, for it

civilised time: put a voke on its shoulders and drove it in an ordetly,
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predictable fashion. The bush had its own, wild rules of chronome-
try: some days the wind seemed to push minutes along in a stampede
that left her breathless und exhausted. QOn others, time stretched like
a goanna in the sun, unable o creep forward even an inch. No more
such disorder wirh rhe arrival of Old Wally, which rewarded her for
making it through another sixey gruclling minutes by ringing ouc o
delicate, claborate chime, like the tinkling of fine china tea cups,
before a senarous bass declaration of the hour Though adjusting a
lever could allow these milestones to pass silently at night, Matilda
wouldn't have a bar of it, and slept all the more soundly for being
briefly woken by their reassurance, as it a servant had murmured
gently, ‘All is well, ma'am.’

After her death, though, the nocturnal chimes were silenced,
and would remain so tor decades until Lorna, in her lonely despair,
reinsraced the nighe-rime srrike.

Whilg in the hamestead it was Old Wally's decep ek, tick chat unfurled
the MMacBride lives, in the paddocks the passing of time was measured
by the growth of waool on the sheep's back, the eradual curl of a ram’'s
horns, the stretching and the shrinking of the lisht that conspired
to carry the years away. By late 1935, Warren had been helping his
father for nearly three years aiter leaving school. The wool price was
still booming, and he burced heads wich Phil occasionally, urging him
to up rhe srock numbers ro boost rhe wool vield. His tacher would
humour him up to a point, liscening, nodding, but weould eventually
declare, Pull your head in. As Tong as I'm m charge, we'll take things
steady. This country can only carry so much.”

After one such exchange, Phil said to Lotna, ‘He's as hot-headed
as his sister, that kid. At least she's your department. Let's hope she's
pulled her socks up in time for Leaving.” Rose had failed her Junior
Certificate exams first time around and had had to repeat che year,
her report card diagnosing ‘no shorrage of intelligence, but a marked

lack of applicadion’.



Now, Lorna gave a rueful langh. ‘Kids. YWhe'd have 'em, eh?’

She hadn'c menrioned the lecrer thar had come from Rase's
schaol the week beiore, reporting o week’s detention for seing into
town on a Saturday without permission. Loma had written an apole-
retic reply to the headmistress, and a stern waming to her davehtern
Phil had his work cut out managing Warten, she told herselt. She'd
tell him later, when it had all blown over

But before she'd found the right moment, an even bigeer storm
was to dump Rose back at the homestead, leaving Lorna sick at hearrt

as she rorrured herself for not having seen it coming.

VAT

‘Do you have any idea of the trouble you've caused?” Lorna demanded
of her daughter, 2 month later

Rose sat on her bed, chin defianr save for the slighrest flickering
of 2 musele.

‘Oh, vou think you're so modemn, vou and your city school-
friends!” Lorna shook her head. ‘Do vou have any idea of the shame?
Rose’s silence fuelled her mother's rage. “You betrayed our trust. And
the school’s. You let yourself dJown.’

Her daughter had been dispatched from St Margaret's Ladies’
College with such speed that November day in 1955 that she was still
in her school unitorm: navy skirt and white hlouse, and the scriped
rie in her hands chat she now kepr rolling and unrolling as Lorna
demanded how she could have done such a rthing. And on school
Properey.

Rose said nothing.

“Whe is this “Derek”, anyway?

‘He ones to Wesley. His cousin’s in my class’

These faint words, the first her daughrer had utrered, tripped

Lorna; halted the stampede of her anger.
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‘It'll be a miracle if they let you sit your final exams, you realise
that!’ She turned away. 'Your facher’'s—well, I've never seen him so
furious. He'll be atter the boy's parents.’

‘Dad doesn’t vwn me,’ said Rose, but her words sounded fragile.

‘Vell, yau're cerrainly not in control of yourself! This ts how
gitls’ lives are ruined ... This'll be all round che boarding house at
Scoteh, teo. Tmagine what i1l be like for Mate!

She turned to face Rose. “You think you're so independent, but
you're not. You're a part of this family and this family is part of this
district and your behaviour taints every single one of us.’

‘He— he said he loved me .. )

‘Pardon?!’ Lorna genuinely hadn’t heard the whisper.

‘He said he loved me,” Rose went on, barely louder. ‘And that if
loved him, I would. And if I didn'c then he'd ind someone who reallv
did lave him and who'd . . . who'd showic. ..

For moodness’ sake! Surcly you didn'c fall for that twaddle? The
heat had gene out of her tone now, and she sat Jown beside her
daughret, brushing the blonde hait from her eves.

‘He said [ was special . .

‘Oh, Rose, Rose . " Loma ook a deep breath. ‘Change out of
vour unitorm and ['ll make you something to eat. And go and apaolo-
gise to your father.

‘He never wants me in his sight again.’

‘Give him time ro cool off.’ She ook che rie trom her daughrer’s
hand and hung ir wich the blazer she picked up off the foor. How
many flecces had it taken to pay lor them, ler alone the school fees?
She felt a twinge as she remembered Phil's beaming smile the day
Rasie had first shown off the uniform. ‘He's a praud man, and you've

hurt himi dreadiully”’
For days, an electric currenc of tension arced about in the homestead.

Warren refused to be in the same room as Rose. Phil drove to Wan-

derrie Creck to make telephone calls — firse to the hov's parents, who
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were appalled thac Rose had ‘led rhe poor boy on’” and “flirred and
reased undil he didn'c know whar he was doing’. He was a chorister, 2
prefect, for goadness’ sake. And now he'd been expelled! Phil negod-
ated for Rose to be allowed to sit her Leaving examinations at the
Claremont Showgrounds, where the ravernment held the exams for
subjects toa sparsely studied to warrant invigilation at each school.
They also accommeodated che handful of tearaways that schools had

refused to have on their premises any longer.

For the week of the exams Rose was to be released into the custody
of rhe Drebhbings, whose daughrer Lucy was a dav girl in Rose’s class.
Kcich Drebbing was an old army mate of Phil's, and had one or two
cvents in his past which meant that Phil khew he wouldn't be looked
down on for asking the favourn

Before Rose lert tor Perth, Lorna sat her down in the [ounge
rovom, while Old Wally ticked away. ‘It’s not just your life, Rose.
Shame’s like a disease. 1t blights the whole flock.”

Raose kepr her eye on Wally's ornare black minute hand.

‘101l be a long tme before 1 crust vou again,” her mother was
saying. ‘You can look at the clock all you like, bur there are things
chac have ro be satd. Don't think I'm enjoying chis any more than you
are! ... You scem o think you can behave however you like, So let
me make it clear that if anvthing like this ever happens again, you're
on your own. We won't be there to smoath things over or pull strings.”
She couldn't keep the aneuish irom her voice. ‘Clontarf Orphanage
is full of habies whose mothers gave in to the first boy who took a bit
of notice of them. And those girls are ruined.’

The quarter-hour ehime prompted Lorna to her feet. *No one in this

house will mention ic again, and by the grace of Gaod, i'll be forgocren.’
That night, Rese gathered her lighter and the folded-up note she'd

written for her ritual. She sor in the lemon gum, listening to the

crickets, flicking the brass lighter on and off. Yawa, vawe, vawa,’ she
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whispered, as she watched the flame lick and shred the paper, turn-

ing it into embers then ash, which floated into nothing.
Sl

When Matt rrets home for the summer holidays a few weeks later, as
always, the first place he visits is Wallaby Ridge, out at the breaka-
ways. Like a set of spines on a crocodile’s hack that crop up and
disappear, thev sit between paddocks, fenced off to stop stock wan-
dering up the steep slope and falling oft che blind clift on the orther
side. If you make rhe climb ro the rop, you can see for miles.

He loves the spot not just for the vicw, but for its stand of beau-
tiful trees, and their story. These cucalypes, which produce delicote
yellow flowers every hMarch, are found nowhere else on the property,
or in the distriet, for that martcer. It was Jemima MacBride, Matilda's
daughter, who first noticed them, and showed them to a Mr Samp-
son, a botanist passing through on an expedition east, cataloguing
plants that were ‘new to science’. Jemima had even come up with
a name for them: Eucalyprus vigilans, because they seemed to keep
watch over the place. There was some talk of sending the samples
and drawings ro Melhourne, or even ro Kew Gardens, bur noching
scemed o have come of it. No one quite knew what had become
of Mr Sampsen, or of the samples Jemima had given him, and her
later carrespondence with Kew to find out proved fruitless. Jemima's
Jelicate watercolour pictures of them and other native plants were
pressed in a book somewhere in the homestead. Jemima herself was
in the very trees, now, her ashes long scattered on Wallaby Ridee to
be reahsorbed into the earth. The tamily sdll called chem ‘Jemima’s
trees’, preferring o remember the girl rather than the Latin she'd
coined.

From here, rhe land for miles around is an ocean, flar and

inscrucable. Mact imagines sailing aver it in the Alpha Cructs, taking
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Money's hoar far, tar away, steering not by the Norrh Star he reads
sa much abour in English boeks, bur by rhe Souchern Cross, thar
constellation in his sky and on his flag and on the flour sacks in the
STOTETOOM.

He narrows his eyes, seeing it as land acain, and watches the dis-
rant sheep, no more than dusty dots, chewing away at the saltbush.
[f Jemima's trees had once grown outside the breakaways, the stock
would long ago have made shore work of them.

Mate hasn't cold his parents abour the fight at school last week.
A kid made a erack about Rose being a tare, and Marte punched him,
giving him a blood nose. Firse rime he’d ever heen in a real isht. Bur
tamily’s family.

He pushes away the memory of the boy's taunts, and returns to
the Alpha Crucis, and what it would feel like to steer a course of his
own. What it would feel like to leave this land, this family, behind.
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IT TOOK A sood while, and o greor denl of diplemacy on Lorna's
part, ta pet Phil and Rease back on amicable terms. Rose had
scraped through her Leaving exams after the scandal, though her
marks wouldn't have gor her into university. Nonetheless, Phil had
a grudging admiration for his daughter’s practicality and gumption.
Strong-willed she might be, but stupid she was not, and he began
to appreciarte her help as he showed her the ropes of writing up rhe
station diary and keeping on top of the other, voluminous, records.
One day in 1957, scouring The Countryman for a new pump,
his cve was eaught by an advertisement urgitig parents to con-
stder ‘A business carcer for your daugheer!” from City Commereial
College in Perth. Such ads were comman enoush, but this was
the first time Thil had paid them any artention. It was abour time
they considered finding a match for Rose . . A secretarial course
would be an investment: guite the selling point that she could
help a hushand with the paperwork when she was raising a family
on a station somewhere. As he sat with Lorna on the veraunduh
that nighrt, he announced his plan, his mind made up: “We'll make
a carch of her for someone ver.” He duly made arrangements for
Rosc o take a course the following year — cven paid in advance

ta set the discount. An aptitude for administration was indeed o
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usetul skill: life wasn't jusc abour keceping your sheep watered and

"-, NN Py
VOur rences srrong.

For all that station Iand is wild and remorce, life on ©Meredith Downs,
as on all Western Australian stations, is meticulously documented,
in a different book for every task. The older the station, the bigger
the book. There are the ledgers; the wool returns; the vermin
records; the Field Book of Meteorvological Observations for the Bureau
of Meteorology in Melbourne; the cricket score books:; und che lictle
greasy shearing tally books stained with lanolin from pulling them in
and our of a shire pocker as you count rhe wool elip run by run, shed
by shed, dav by day.

And there are the diaries. Every station, every day, writes down
its activities and events. Who has come, who has sone; wha has been
bormn, who has died. They record when sheep were bought or sold or
maoved padduck. They reveal when times are good, with the mention
of new motor vehicles or lighting plant or a swimming pool being put
in. In bad times they’ll chronicle a flood, or a property destocked in
the teeth of an impending drought.

You keep these books in case the tax man wants proof of who's
heen daing whar, or the Lands Depareoment wanes evidence of
expenditure on improvements when iccomes time o file your annual
return, or the Undersceretary for Lands wants vou to back up vour
claim for rent relief in a drought. Above all, you keep them because,
a day at a time, they help you make sense of the world; add shape and
meaning to a life as subject to chance as any roll of the dice.

A ration sheep killed to feed the hands; a shearer's strike; the
declaration of wet sheep, when any blind bastard could see rthere
was harely a cloud in the sky — all will be mentioned. Which hands
were shifring srock in which paddack; who was our repairing a fence.
You'll ind enerics abour police calling ar 3 aum. because of a crash
down on the public road, ond asking for help and machinery o

clear it Mulesing and maiming will be described in the some dry,

49



dispassionate style. But after a weelk, its importance fades a little, and
atter 2 month, begins its slide to the past in earnest.

Oince in a while, there's a glimpse of the personal: a kid head-
ing off to hoarding school, or winning a scholarship. Phil MacBride's
father, Ted, had a habic of swirching from his cursive scrawl ro capi-
tals o report particularly momencous cvenes: “Th ATTENDED
RECEPTTON AT GOVERNMENT HOUSE FOR HIS ROYAL
HIGHNESS THE PRINCE OF WALES, or ‘PM WON 5 RACES
AT WANDERRIE CREEK ATHLETICS CARNIVAL.

Generation after genetation, the lives of station people are
poured into the diaries, and the ink left to dry, che pages o dust over,
and the individuals they recorded return to the earth from which

they wrung their living.

Now, as her tacher crained her, Rosic MacBride’s handwriting began
to form part of that record {chough depardng irom the noble orad-
ition that it be as neat as dog’s sick). 'PM and beys to Randwick for
baits™; WM, I'M, N. Tinnett te Joker te discuss new mill’. And it was
Rose's writing thar recorded, on the third of Seprember 1957, four
moriths before the crash, an astonishing event: the arrival at Mer-

edicth Downs of the Honourable Miles Beaumont.
Wil

Take vour pick: beet, lamb, wool, gold, cotron: the Beaumeont family
had a slice of every market in the British Empire and beyond,
stretching from Cape Town to Sydney to Buenos Aires. They owned
several large carde scations in western Queensland and the Norch-
ern Terrirory, but their wool venctures were limiced co smaller, Tusher
properies th Victoria and New Sourth Wilcs. Neow, there were plans
to braneh out into large stations in the West, or in South Australia,
ot perhaps both.



When Cecil, Lord Beaumontr, over lunch ar his scately home
in Buckinghamshire, asked rhe visiring Australian chairman of Dal-
gety’s whether he could ‘find a spot somewhere’ for his son on a big
sheep property, ‘to learn the ropes and so forth’, telegrams were sent
and strings were effortlessly pulled and Neil Tinnertt, the Dalgery’s
rep in Wanderrie Creek, duly arranged for the Honourable Miles
Beaumont to do a stint at various places, starting with Meredith
Downs.

On the day of the visitor's arrival, as Tinnets familiar, hactle-
scarred Dodge drew up, Rose warched in amazement. There emerged
from rhe passenger side the mosc handsome — and rhe cleanest — man
she had ever seen. She blinked. Dark hair, sabey subdued wich oil;
a blindingly white shire, brand new molesking, and boots so polished
thev reflected the spring sun. Neil’s appearance as he got out — the
height of neamess in jacker, tie and hat — now looked scruffy by
COMPArISON.

[hil joined Resie at the door, muttering, ‘Like something from
a blinking fashion parade!” before going out to greet him. ‘Morning.
Phil MacBride. Welcome o Meredith Downs.

‘How do you do? Miles. T garher vou're expecting me!”’

Neil Tinneer joined chem. ‘Gedday, Phil.’

Phil exchinged a brief look with Neil thao Miles didn't cacch.
‘Come in!’

LLomna served tea and cake in the lounge room, as Neil con-
firmed arraneements: Miles would be shadowing Phil and Warren,
to et a sense of station lite. ITe’d had experience in some Beaumont
ventures, but nothing on the scale of Meredith Downs. He would be

with them till January, stuying in the vacant overseer’s house.

The luggage that larer emerged trom the car heighrened Rosic’s
execitemaenr: three pale green monogrammed suireases; a tennis rae-
quet 1 a frame; and o wooden crace which, ic transpired, cemcained

a9 CTrOQuEt set.



Ihil and Warren took Miles tor a drive to see a bit of the prop-
erty, leaving Rosie and Martt with their morther at the kirchen table.

‘How old is hel?” Rosie asked.

“Tawventy-seven, [ think vour facher said.”

‘Is he married?”’

‘Noc that 've been told.?

‘And does his family really own Coolabah Plains and Salt Flats?’
Rose asked, referring to two large, well-known Queensland cartle
stations.

‘Apparently.”

‘Reckon he plays cricket?” asked Mart.

‘Probahly. Ask him yourseli, dear”

‘He must he really, really rich,” Rosie said. ‘T her he's got a butler!”

\ ¥ g

“Who cares?’ said Martc

‘And thar atrershave! Like — lemon leaves or someching.

Matt storted o sing-song ‘Bliss is i-in lo-ove, Rliss is 1-in lo-ove . L)

‘Oh, for Pete'’s sake, arow up!” exclaimed their mother ‘Rosie,
start peeling the apples while T make the pastry.”

N
[



WHEN Lorxa sENT Rose to Miles's house the next day, she
covered the five hundred vards o his verandah at an impres-
sive lick with her cargo: exera blunkecs, tor the chilly snap.

With her free hand, Rose tucked her hair hehind her ear
srraightened the collar of her blouse, undoing a butron, and was
ahour re knock, when she realised thar rhe hars of rthe Maoonlighr
Sonata drifting oul weren't coming from the old gramophong, but
the piane. She stood ransfixed by the plaving: soulful — almost sor-
rowful; note-perfect except where a couple of keys didn't strike. She
dared a peek through the window There was Miles, eyes closed,
long, elepant fingers oliding over the occasionally missing ivories. 11e
seemed in a trance, the notes floating about him of their own accord.

The flywire door she’d been propping open slipped and banged,
and she ducked hack as the music halted mid-phrase. Rose knocked,
and as he opened che door, Miles's expression was still far away.

She Teapr ar his offer of 2 cup of rea, and ook her cime wander-
ing down che passoge to put the blankets in the cupbeoard, which
now also held his suitcases — crocadile! Passing his bedroom, she was
arrested by that wonderful lemon-leaf smell. The room was neat as
a pin, with a few books on the bedside table, a paisley silk dressing

gown draped over the foot of the bed, and a pair of slippers waiting



soldietr-straight beneath. Just like her dorm ac bearding school —
pertectly arranged, nothing ro ger you detention. She'd never had a
silk dressing gown, though.

In the lounge room, thev sat down by the fire, its flames skiccer-
ing as rhe wind rumbled in the chimney.

Te was beauditul, the music,” snid Rose.

T'm awfully rusty.’

‘So's the piano. Been here since the First World War — a man-
ager cat it for his wife. Hardly been played since.” She twisted the end
of her jumper sleeve. ‘Sertled in all right?’

Very well, thank vou.” He poured her tea.

‘I[s it what you expected?

Miles looked about. ‘1c's really very comfortahle.’

‘No. I mean the stadon; us ...

‘Ah! To rell vou rhe rrurh, I'd no idea whar to expecr. We have
a number of farms dotted about, buc T tend o stick 1o the money
side of things. Then they—" An unreadable glimmer crossed his face.
“Well, my father, in his infinite wisdom, decided T should et a more
pracrical srounding, starting wich wool

‘Oh?’ Raising her cup, Rose decided to stick her litde finger our,
then her ring finger, for good measure.

‘Our properties in the east of Australia are mostly cattle.” Miles
stirred his tea. ‘I'm due to go there, too, to see more farms, meat more
farmoers.’

‘Probably betrer nor let Dad hear you eall him a farmer)”

What's wrong with being a former?

‘Nothing,” said Rosc. ‘If you are one. But there's a big difference
hetween a farm, and a station, like Meredith Downs is. Technically,
we're pastoralists '

Tsee. And “pastoralists” are .. 7

'‘Our Lund’s mostly uncleared and uncultivaced. Maybe in Amer-
ica they'd call us ranchers? In England — oh, I'm not sure there's such

a thing.”



Miles smiled. “NWell, chat's one faux pas avoided. Thank you!

Rose rried ro replace her cap like rhe Queen would. “So how
come you chase Meredith Downs?’

T didr't. My facher dispatched me, at rather short nortice. And
here I am.” Miles ewitched the knee of his trousers, considering some-
thing. ‘Can I let yvou into a secret, Rose?

She nodded vigorously.

‘1 don't know the firse ching about sheep. [ can ind my way
around a balance sheet. [ can say “Table for two™ in quite a few lan-
guages, and I'm handy in a eroguer match. But my usetulness to the
MacBrides may have been somewhar exaggeraced.’

‘No one expects you to run the place.”

Well, no. But T'd hate to be o hindrance.” He ran a hand through
his hair. ‘T'm used to sheep being white clouds of fluff in rolling, ver-
dant fields: “Sheep May Safely Graze™ and so forch .. When I was
driving with your father and Warren vesterday, [ made the mistalke
of asking where the sheep were kept. All I could see was low bushes
and red dirt.”

Rose laughed. “Yep, well, thac's where we “keep the sheep™
vou've gor to find them, though.’

Miles coloured. “Warren had a good laugh ar me roo. Can't say
I blame him.?

Oh God. Warren would be absolutely unbearable if he got o
lord it over hliles, show off his superior knowledge. Bur it wasn't just
Miles who'd have to put up with his bloody smugness . .

So it was as much to thwart Warren as it was to linger in Miles's
company that Rose satd, “Iell you what, why don't [ just give you a
run-through: whut we do, and when we do it. Enough so chat Warren
won't be a pain in the bu—" She stopped. ‘In the behind. Where
should I starr?

‘Perhaps wirh the map vour facher gave mel”’

They unrelled it on the wable, anchored with the ccapot and
sugar bowl. When Miles’s hand brushed hers in the process, though
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he seemed oblivious, it took Rose 2 moment to recover her train of
thought.

You've always got to know where yvour stock are. For most of the
vear, you keep the sheep separare. The rams and the werhers and the
ewes and the weaners — weaners are the voung ones just old enough
to be taken from their mums — all in differenc paddocks. You keep the
matden ewes and the new rams separate too.” She showed him how
the map was marked: Randwick had rams; Caulficld weancers .. . “You
put the ewes onto your pasture that has the best water, because they
need to be in cood condition to conceive, and they need [ots of water
so they can feed their lambs when they drop. Wethers don't need as
much water, and can walk turther to find it, so they're usually further
away from the shearing sheds, too.’

Miles mused. ‘It's a lot of land you own.’

We don'r actually own rhe land. W lease ic from the Crown —
the WA Government — for nincty-nine years a g time. No ong owns
their station outright. Qur Tease is vearly a million acres, but only
about’ — she putsed her lips — ‘oh, seventy per cent or so of that's
usable.” She pointed out salt lakes, breakaway country, claypans — the
shallow wind-blown patches that fill with water after rain; she wraced
a finger over Lake MacBride, eight miles long, and five miles across
in places. ‘And if a paddock’s been flogged too hard, we have to rest
it for a year or two. A bit of rain might help it to come good.”

‘Like lerring a field lie fallow.’

Yep.” Rose leaned back. “We've got fifry-cighr paddocks. Differ-
ent sizes. The biggest one’s forey thousand acres.”

Miles locked doubtful. ‘But that would be .. . sixty square miles.
That's bigeer than Central London.”

Rose calculared. ‘Could be . .

My word?

When he queried the names on the map — ‘Ponwon’, ‘Black-
jack’, ‘Flemington’, and the like — Rose explained that the paddocks
were mostly named after racecourses, the mills and boras mainly eard
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games. Someone's idea of a joke, given it was as much of a gamble.
She pointed out some self-explanarory exceprions: ‘Misery’, ‘Hepe-
less Creck’, “Snake Biwe'.

Miles frowned. ‘So ... Gosh, “Killer™?

“That's the killer paddack.” Rose registered his alarm. ““Killers”
are the ration sheep we're goine to eat. Much smaller paddock. Close
to the house, so quicker to reach’ They were usually older wethers,
she said, or younger sheep with a faule, such as black in their wool, or
a poor frame. You never killed a ewe unless she was very old or very
naughrv.

‘And what qualifies as old?’

‘More than abaut five or six. Their wool yield scares to drop, and
the ewes’ fertility, so we sell them off for meat or cat them. We might
keep rams longer than that if they can still work.”

Werk? Oh.. . " Miles cleared his throat. ‘] see)”

“Well, we run abourt four rams to every hundred ewes. We put
them into the ewes' paddocks somedme atter Christmas and ke
them out again in April when we muster tor shearing. By thar time,
some of the rams have been so busy they can hardly walk, They're
notoriously pathetic, and limp along at the back of the moh.’

Rose noticed a reddening in Miles's face, and she, roo, began
o blush. Her voice was higher and faster as she swerved o safer
graund: their flock of roughly twenty thousand sheep had about nine
thousand ewes, five thousand weaners, six thousand wethers, and
four hundred rams. Roughly. She seized the next fact thar came to
mind. “You know sheep don’t have any top teeth?”

Miles laughed. ‘And cell me about — oh, I don't know . . . about
mustering.’

‘Muscering, Well ... Rose could recite chis stutt in her sleep,
and hegan o wander abour the room, curious for any clues abour
cheir guest. She explained how rhey'd srarted to use marorhikes, zig-
zagging rom the back of a paddoeck co drive the stock undl they
eventually reached the halding paddocks in time for the arrival of



the shearers. Sheepdogs helped keep them in line, making sure the
mob didn't break up on the way, and got mobs to join togerher.

"The dogs don't actually touch the sheep, just give them the
eye.” Her words perered our as she glimpsed a black leather writing
compendium, and a picce of norepaper with a sold-embossed eresr
peeping out. She could read reday’s dare and My beloved Sandy’. A
fountain pen lay beside it

Miles caught the direction of her oaze. ‘And how long docs mus-
tering take? limagine it's quite an undertaking’

‘Usually about eight weeks. Shearing takes about four or five
weeks, and vou're still mustering all that time, sending the sheep
through the sheds gradually. Berore we put them hack in the pad-
docks, we cull for quality and cast for age — get rid of old or sick
sheep, sell off any weaners whose wool's not good enough, and sell
the older rams, and replace them lacer in rhe year. Then abour five
months after the rams have been joined with the ewes, the Tambs
start to drop, and lambing goes on for a couple of months.”

‘Ahl Now ] do know from home that farmers are run off their
feet at lambing time, helping with delivery’

‘On stations, we just leave them to it. The mothers know what
to Jo. Then, when lambing’s over, we do lamb marking. Have you
heard of that?

‘Enlighten me.’

“You do it in rhe ewes' paddocks — so noc a big musrer. You dock
the Tambs’ tails; carmark rthem — you just chop a special shape our
ol the edge of the can, like wich a hole punch: our station mark and
one for the year — the veors go in six-year eyeles. And we castrate the
ram lambs. Then we put them back with their mums, till they're old
enougrh to he weaned’

Her face clouded. ‘It there's a bad drought, though, you stop the
whuole show. You don't buy new rams; you don’t put the ones you've
got in with the ewes because the mums won't be able to feed lambs.

You sell off the werhers if anyone’ll buy them, ocherwise you just have
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ro ler them die in rhe paddocks. It you can afford rhe hullers you
can shoor chem, buc by that stage, you're probably toe hard up. You
always save your ewes if you can, beeause thev're the ones that'll ser
your flock back up and running when the rain finally comes.”

She folded her arms. ‘Right. That should help wipe the smile off
Warren's tace.’

“You're a marvel! Thank yvou, Rose. If you think of anything
else ..

Glancing at the piano, she said, ‘Actually, one thing. If Warren
rries to tell you he can play Mozart, it means he knows “Twinkle,
Tiwinkle, Lictle Srae™.!

When Rose had gone, Miles took up his pen and half-written lettern
How could he describe the overwhelming scale of this place to
Sandy? The distance; the effort everything seemed to rake? London
felt a world away. Many times since he'd arrived he'd already longed
for his Mayfair flatc, with its instant hot water and electricity and ver-
dunt, secluded garden. Here, if he wanred hot water, he had to light
a fire under the donkey heater oucside; che electricity from the gener-
ator ran tor a tew hours in the morning and che evening, though afrer
chic the barceries held enough charge ro run o couple of dim eleerrie
lights, The Mecters used wood, ond had a knock coit.

What was on at Covent Garden tonight, he wendered ...
Blinking away the thought, he imagined Sandy's voice: ‘Chin up, my
Jdarling. Make it an adventure!”

Wil

Meredith Downs had been hosting an annual Town vs Hands cricker
match for donkeys' vears. (And vyes, there was some rruth in the
rumour that all vou had to do o get a jackarooing job there was to

howl a lechal leg hreak, or have a killer cover drive.) So the thing



that made the men on Meredith Downs overlook Miles Beaumont's
plummy accent and forgive his oceasionally hightalutin expressions
was not the fact that he was a quick learner und a willing worker It
wasn't that he was an outstanding horseman, and worch his weight
in gold on a motorhike when moving a mohb of sheep. Ie sure as hell
wasn't his tide or his mongy Te was the face chiae he had a Blue for
cricket from Oxford. Blokes stopped referring to him as Little Lord
Fauntleroy when they saw him hic his first six off a crafty spin deliv-
ery from a beefy mechanic on the town team one hat spring Sunday
in 1957,

From the moment Miles walked to the crease, his bat never
missed an opportunity to send the ball cracking out to the stony
boundary, sometimes on the full. Having declared at five tor 240, the
station hands” team then sent him in to bowl, howling with glee as he
delivered a hat rrick in his Arsc overn

AL wicket, with his deep tan and pristne whices, Miles drew
admiring looks from the women from town wha'd come to warch,
thourh none as ardent as those of Rosie MacBride.

When their sister applauded a six a little oo enthusiastically,
Mart and Warren would roll their eyes. It wasn't lost on them how
weirdly Rose behaved around the trainee manager: finding excuses
to run errands to his house, volunteering to make cakes and desserts
if he was coming to visit, or showing off her riding skills.

“Ya gorca be kiddin' me!” one of che hands had declared when
Miles fiese appeared in his spodess whires. “Ave vou been bloody
cating the Omae?’ Much beer was consumed o celebrace the seation
hands’ eventual eriumph, and the ‘Ome’ refrain wos token up in toost
after toast until ‘Omo’ was bestowed as his nickname, someone even-
tually explaining to Miles thar it was a brand of washing powder

His repurtation was enhanced even more when, next morning,
he alone managed o surface ar dawn to get things ready tor the trip
out to Pontoon to start putring up a new mill. Even Phil, who'd drunk

only halt as much as Miles, was unshaven and hleary-eyed when he
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finally emerged, ro find che Englishman ar che rable, drinking tea
wirh Lorna and Rose.

Morning, Sunshine, said Lorna.

Phil squinted a response, and shuffled to the stove to pour tea
Trom the hig iron pot.

‘Good morning, Phil,” said Miles, keeping his volume low.

‘With you in a minute,” Phil mumbled, and disappeared back
down the passageway with his tea, muttering something ahour old
age and foolishness.

Chewing her toast, Rose tried to act nonchalant. Bur as always
in Miles's presence, her hearc bear a lircle tasrer. He opened doors for
het, held our o hand o help her over a fenee, or knitted his fingers
inte a foothold for her to mount her harse. She was alwavs left giddy
by the wav he scemed to look deep into her eves when he asked
her a question — about which. shed an oil drum. was in, or whether
she needed help changing the brake fluid in the Land Rover. By the
standards of Wanderrie Creek, this was courtly love.

More tea, Miles?” asked Lorna.

He checked his warch, but Rose said, ‘Dad won't leave without
the boys, and they're not even up yet.’

‘Righr-oh. Then thank you, Lorna. Mosc kind.”

As Miles passed her his cup, Lorna took in the dark pateh on the
back of his hand. ‘“That's a nasty bruise.

“War wound from yesterday. A bouncer.”

Tooks sore,” said Rose.

“What's that line from Keats? “Touch has a memory”? A day or
twa and i1l be fine.”

Keats! In that accent! Rose considered the bruise, and che smile,
and locked away that phrase, “Touch has a memory’, determined o

find our which poem it came from. And to find a place to use ir.
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A month later, as Rosie flicked through a dog-eared copy of Conn-
try Life mugazine thut hud made its way to the dental surgery in
Wanderrie Creek, 4 name caught her attention: it did say ‘Lord
Beaumaont'.

In front of whar looked like a castle, ‘Lord Beaumont' was
sitting with his gun dogs. The feature was abourt the forthcoming
wedding of His Lardship’s voungest daughter, the Honourable Alex-
andra {*the mest sousht-atter debutante of her year, and stster of the
dashing — and equally Honourable — Niles™), who was to marry the
eldest son of a duke. A photographic portrait showed her in pearls
and a satin gown by Christian Dior, with a diamond the size of a
golf ball on her perfectly manicured hand. Rose checked the cover:
three years old.

Turning hack the page, she glimpsed her onen stubby fingernails.
She rouched her hair: like marrress staffing; looked ar her gingham
skirt. She thoughtof the boys she knew, the donces she'd been ta— the
shuftling feer and clumsy hands and drunken vomiting; remembered
Derek and how he’d touched her like he owned her, without making
eye Contact.

“Tonech has ¢ memory.”

But now, the ‘dashing Miles’, who grew up in this stately home,
was here on Meredith Downs. Mayhe anything was possible? Imagine
being there with him. She conjured the pearls, the sarin; smelled
the sofr green rolling lawns; telr the cool, solid srone of che rurrers.
Imagine a conversarion thar wasn't abour stock or droughr, in a place
that didn’t reck of sheep, with a mon who dido't spill beer down him-
self, and could ask for a rable for two in umpteen Tanguages . ..

The spell that took hold saw her drift through days and plan
at night. But Miles seemed oblivious whenever she touched his arm
as she made a point, or wore a top that showed cleavage. At the
Wanderrie Creek Races, at the Knapps' anniversary party on Deep
Springs Station, at the Young Pastoralists’ Association picnic, Rose’s

artempts to ger him on his own were mert wirh his tavourite phrase:



‘Ler's join the orhers.” His impeccable politeness never seemed ac risk

ot blassoming inco anyching more.

The weeks passed. The grass dried and the heat grew. The rams were
put into the ewes’ paddocks to begin the next peneration of the hac-
Brides' forcunes. Nineteen fifty-seven wandered lazily to its end in
a string of Jdays that passed the century mark. And all the while,
silendly, relentlessly, rom time’s endless ocean, the days hauled the
tenth of Junuary [958 closer, like a shark on a hook.
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ON ANY A outback property, you con sce them, the skeletons
of dreams. Houses long abandoned, windmills rusting, fenee
posts splintered, tank stands collapsed: every one of them was once
a hopeful beginning.

Sometimes, all that's left are the remmants of hopes and the
bones of a rusting tin shack someone once called home. Oceasion-
ally, this shuck now serves as a chook shed or 2 wood shed beside a
sturdier house, and shows char luck was on their side. Maore often,
there’s just a crumbling chimneysrack and fireplace, races of hrick
foundadions, or caten-away timber frames. And noc a living seul for
miles.

Out here, whole tawns go this way, where, once, shoals of hopes
eddied around a mine site, or a port, or a rail siding, and flourished
for a while, until circumstance and that old enemy, time, hounded
them into a future cthat saw the mine exhausted, the port usurped
by an airport, and the rail leit behind by rouds. The sheep and cattle
stations they supported are battered by drought or hunks or market
collapses uncil they're nothing buc a few scrands of fence-wire ram-
pled inco the dire, and the odd warped windmill groaning for grease.

But ne one cver built o house our of despair; no one cver

invested in a new wool press out of regret. Every wreck, every ruin
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is the relic of a shrivelled dream, lasting long afrer the hody of irs
dreamer has been reccived back inro rhe carth wich Tove or remorse
ar indiiferenee.

Qur lives come and o like these gold-rush towns, We arrive, we
rrow, we thrive, then we're pone. Then the forgetting happens, and
once-solid foundations are barely traces in the earth, frrom unguess-
able lives. Whole communities and the ties that bound them are
blown away wich che dust.

In the end, we're all looking for a place to ride vuc the storm
of life. Among all chese husks of houses and fossils of trees, we are
like hermic erahs, borrowing a shelrer for a rime, and moving on.
We relingquish who we were and sorike on te our next momen,
leaving an empty shell and a few traces: some letters, o wedding
ring, a faithful pair of boots. Who con say what will last of us, and
tor how long?

We're all falling through space and time, but on the day of the
muck crash in 1958, Matthew MacBride tell more suddenly and
more spectacularly than most. When his body was thrown clear of
the sheep ruck and onto the stony road, his soul was flung clean our
of his bady, to a place outside time, exiled to a waiting room hetween

lite and deach, heoween who he had been and who he mighr hecome.

Ir was almost a week before Mace opened his eyes afrer the crash, in
Royal Perch Hospiral. Rose had gone o ger her morher a cup of rea,
leaving Lomg alone with her younger — her only — son. When he
blinked, she sprang up. Darling? Nattie?” But as she leant to kiss his
cheek he lashed out with a mrunt, hitting her face.

‘It's me, Mum!”

He looked at her with terror. ‘Of" he snarled at the stranger.
‘Gert oif!’



A nurse strode swittly across the ward. ‘Matthew! Finallv! Wel-
come hack!” She gestured o Lorna to keep her distance from him,
enunciaring slowly, ‘I'm Nurse Raglan. You're in hospital. You had a
road accident and you've been asleep for a few davs . . . Can vou hear
me QK

‘Piss oft!” Spicde tlew from Matds mouth as he kicked at che
bedelothes.

‘Matthew! exclaimed Lorna. “What en—

Don't worry.” The nurse kept a cheerful tone, eyes still on Matr.
‘Tle's not quite back with us ver . . Il take him a while!’

Wil

Tm confident he'll live,” the neurologist, Dr Linto, said later that
morning as Lorma and Rose sat in his office. ‘Burt as to how well he'll
live . . . that remains to be seen. Mercifully, there's no spinal damage;
the broken ribs will mend by chemselves. The gash in his thigh was
nasty, hut healing well. It's his head that's the worry. The doctor
explained the ‘rraumatic encephalopathy’ caused by shearing forces
moving rthe brain hack and forward in the skull. His amnesia mighr
pass, but it was too carly to tell. He consuleed his notes. “You saw how
his tocs curled up, not down? And how his reflexes were very jerky?
Indications that the brain’s regressed to a — well, a more primitive
state, Very common with head trauma.’

The general rule was thar the sooner patients ot berter, the
betrer thev'd ger, but that wasn't set in stone. As for the accident
itself, ‘It’s not helprul to ralk to him about it yer if he doesn’t remem-
ber, other than in very general terms, if he asks. If you start loading
up his mind with chings that happened to him char he can't recall, it
cauld make him paranoid, delusional . . . suicidal even. He's likely ro
be labile for quite some Uime. So .. . leave it a while before breaking

the news about his brother and his father?
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Rose sar in silence, sraring ar her hands, as if che docror mighr

see through her, discover the whaole storv of whar she'd done.

We rthink we know who we are: thar each day, we'll wake up more or
less the same person. Bur just as rocks are weathered, we are perperu-
ally formed and changed by rime and experience uncl we leave chis
world with nat a single cell we came in with. As the ribbon of eur lile
ungails, the person who goes to slecp is impereeptibly different from
the ene who wakes up. Sometimes, instead of the gradual metamor-
phosis, a single event changes a life completely, and when ic does, it
changes everyone who has ever loved them.

Lorna MacBride fretted as her new son emerged from beneach
the swelling and the sickening bruises: slow to speak; seething
with fruscracion ac his inabilicy to understand what was going on;
exhauseed after a few momencs’ conversarion; roaring at nurses. The
child she had loved and nurcured was gone, and she had to come o
terms with this stranger.

D Linto warned of confusion, agoression, anger, as well s
speech problems and lack of dexrerity; and no, he couldn’t say how or
when they'd improve. ‘Tle'll have poor judgement for a while; rouble
controlling his moods, his inhibitions, Don't be surprised if he swears
a lot more, or exhibits . . . inappropriate behaviour.” He slipped some
pages hack into a folder. ‘1 have to warn you — it may be a new self
he finds. There's no guarantee of anything. But pray, and hope ..
He locked direerly ar Lorna. ‘You go and see o things ar home, W'l

look after your boy, T promise.’
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\ x FHEN Lorya wakes in the night she misses the breaching, the

feel, the smell af Phil. She still expects to find his shirt in the
laundry hasket every morning; or his boots, like a cast of his feet, just
inside the laundry door

She remembers how, during the war, she used to hug his pillow
and whisper news about the shearing or a thunderstorm, as it he could
hear her over there in North Africa. When she mushed potaroes or
bathed the kids, there was always that background chought: He might
be dead already — youe won't know for wecks, months. And her hearr
would hammer as she imagined breaking cthe news to her lictle ones.
But she would nort ¢ry, just as Phil would not have eried — she wasn't
about o let him down.

Then, hoame he had come, not a scratch on him, and, oh, the joy
of being in his arms again, all ser o carry on the long, contented life
that war had nearly ended. But what the enemv couldn't achieve, a
wretched kangaroo had managed with laughable ease.

She gazes ar the porcelain shepherdess on the dressing tuble,
a present from Phil when Warren was born, and her arms sdill flex
to hold che intanr, breaching in rhe milky warmrh of his scalp. She
recalls the morning of the c¢rash and his casual ‘Cheerio’. Phil's

shadow, cut dewn before he hod the chance te ind his own shape.
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He would have grown our of that arrogance, that cocksure way of
his; found a nice girl wha'd reach him chac he didn'tc have ro win
cvery moment of life — that you had o et your cuard down ler love
to really blossom.

Rolling onto her side, her thoughts turm to Mattie, her littlest,
her cleverest, her little explorer, and her eut tenses. Will he ever
even be able to feed himself again?

When morning bleaches away the edges of darkness, she pulls
on a cotton shiie, slips into her gardening scuffs. She goes out to the
sweltering shed o start the generacor, careful not to ler the crank
handle smash inro her hand when ir revs up. Beside the house she
bends to light the fire under the donkey heater tor hot water — not
hecause she can be bothered to shower, but because this is the hause
of Phil MacBride, and she, and it, will carry on —rationally, efficiently,
just as he would have demanded.

Wil

Loma's first visitor when she sot back from the hospital in Ferth was
Neil Tinnett, whe had arranged Miles Beaumeont's stint. One of Dal-
gety's most popular stock and station agents, he was a friendly chap,
with a ready smile, genuinely interested in people — the lite suited
him down to the ground.

He had a gift for knowing exactly what his customers wanted
to hear about, from the cricket score to news of a new Peppin stud
fust starcing up. Alwavs helpful, too: ner jusr in gerring your wool
w auction or selling you some piping. He might know somcone
who khew semcone with a few sheep they had to offload because it
looked like their part of the country was heading for a drought. Or
he could broker the sale of a block of land at the edee of a station on
its uppers to a neighbour keen to expand. Swings and roundabouts,

Neil would sav: luck had two sides on its coin, and one man’s bad
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luck was always someone else’s good. He liked to make sure the coin
toss wus Tair, though.

When he first came to Meredith Downs in 1946, Neil Tinnett
had only jusc joined Dalgery’s. Atcer the war, the RSL {Returned
Servicemen's League was a mourhful) was the one organisation char
mactered: vou got ta know a bloke when you were both up against
the Japs or the Germans. You knew who yvou could rely ong who'd
had a rough trot and could do with a hand up. These honds were
carried back into offices and staffrooms and shops and farms across
Australia. So when Neil looked up his old commanding officer, Thil
MacBride, he got the Meredith Downs business on a handshalke.

When the wool price went through the roof in rhe early fif-
ties, Neil had more work than he knew what to do with. Sheepmen
evervwhere bought up big: new machinery, new plant — built new
homesreads even, as wives rejoiced ar the chance of indoor plumhing
and walls that acwually joined up with the windows.

The MacPBrides were comfortably off — a solid family with a solid
hormestead and twenty-odd thousand solid-quality sheep. Not the
sort to go mad on spending. Now, here was Lormna, like one of the war
widows on Neil's beat, tryving to keep hold of a propercy the size of a
small country.

Maudie Knapp opened the door, and sent him through to Phil’s
study, where he sat with his hat on his lap.

He was raken aback when Lorna came in. Her greying hair was
dragsed back inro a serufty knot. Her checks were drawn and her
eyes swollen: just aboute belenged in a coflin herseli.

Neil." She didn'e attempt a smile. He went to stond but she ges-
tured to sit as she lowered herself, poket-straighr, to the edpe of the
armchair opposite. *Come to sell us up?”

He couldn't tell whether it was a gquestion or a joke. ‘Nothing
like that, Lorna.’

‘Tust a pastoral visit then?’

Neil inhaled deeplv. The familiar room, wich the enamelled
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brass plares from Egypt on the wall, and rhe army compass sicring
an the desk, scemed almose ro smell of Phil MacBride, He ber if he
apened the drawer, his medals would be in there between the pencils
and paper clips . ..

“To think of all he came through, then this . " Neil said. ‘Thil
was a fine CO and a good friend, Lorna.” He glanced at a photo en
a table. ‘And Warren — well, he was a beaut chap. Chip off the old
hlock ... There are things to sort out, in due course. But ['ll keep
everything ticking over for as long as [ can.’

‘How much do we owel”’

“You're in a lot betrer shape than some places. Phil had his head
serewed one Neot oo much to worry about, as long as the weather
behaves itsell.’ He paused. ‘And .. . young Maott? Any news about
whether he'll L. He left the sentence hanging.

Die®

Neil's voice was gentle. “Whether he'll recover soon.”

Lorna gazed out of the window atc the frond of Palestine palm
nodding in the breeze. ‘I wunred to wait, until he could be at the
funeral . . . Phil's and Warren's, I mean . . . But the doctors said best
not.' She turned o him. ‘ “Best nor™! Whar in God's name's thar sup-
poased o mean?

Means he's alive, Lornal’

‘At least they didn't suggest burying all three together!

Neil cleared his throat. T wanted to talk to you about some-
thing. I know Phil was very impressed by Miles . .

Lorna's face fell. ‘Oh — he'd been due o leave. [ wasn't even
thinking . . .’

‘1f it's all righe with vou, I'll huve a word. See it he can stay on
for the next few months — at least until Matt's — well, back on deck.
You're three men down, Lorna. Even you can't manage rhis place on

your own.’



It had been easier than Neil expected to get Miles to extend his seay.
The Englishmun had made a joke about being ‘rransported ro penal
servitude ror lite” that Neil didn'’c quice get.

“The MacBrides are a nice fam—avere a nice family,’ Miles said.
‘Seemed so close-knic. We Beaumones aren’r as .. ." He lefr his sen-
tetce unfinished. ‘Of course Tl stay on, ll Macds back on duc” He
gave a laugh at some private thought. “Ie’s nice te be wanted.

Starting his car, Neil assessed the rapaz sky. There had been pre-
cious little rain, and there were murterings about a possible drought.
Migrht need to destock before lone, Berter to sell what they could
for what they could get than watch the sheep turn to bones in the
paddocks. But one step at a time. He'd ratse it next visit, perhaps, if
necessary. But he couldn’t help thinking that the coin of the Mae-
Brides seemed o be bad luck chese days, heads or tails.
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A.S Dr LixTo described it to Rose, the brain tiptoes up to memory
of rauma from two directions. First, the patient gradually
recovers the recent past, forming new short-term memories that huild
hackwards in time from the present. So, a few days after regaining
full consciousness, Matr could recall having breaktase, or being vis-
ired hy a dacror that morning. Memory also grows forward, from the
distant past towards the traumatic event. The old, Tong-reinforced
memorics — his name, who his mother was — tended to stay put once
they came back. Bur new information could be as hard to carch hold
of as clouds, and could come and go as rreely.

e asked Rose more often about Phil and Warren, and about
his mother, and why they weren't there. Matt would then forget he
had asked, und ask again. When Dr Linto said she could break the
news of the deaths, bafflement played across Matt's reatures. Then
he became convinced thar because Lorna wasn't there, she musr
have died roo. And cach nighr afrer Rose disappeared back ro the
hostel for padents’ fomilics, Mace would ask whether his sister was

also dead.



The Wanderrie Creek police cleared the road of the blackened sheep
carcasses and the mangled roo. They meusured the skid tracks and
towed the burnt-out wreck back inside the boundary of Meredith
Downs.

Sergeanr Wishearr, who had made sweer rea for Lorna in her
kitchen on the day of the erash, went te Perth o intervicw Martc in
hospital.

‘Use short words,” Dr Linto wamned. ‘Simple sentences. He can't
divide his artention berween two things ar once, so only ask one
question ac a time . .. Imarine you're trving to sit an exam when
vourte very, very drunk. That's what vour quesdons will be like for
him at the moment. So go gendy . . . [ doubt you'll ger any sense out
of him ahout the accident itself, though.’

Sl

Our memory reminds us what we like; prompts us about things ta
avold. In its absence, Matthew MacBride, when offered a cigarette
by a fellow patienc wich bandaged stumps instead of legs, accepred.
From char day, he was a smoker. When asked if he spoke Freneh, he
said he didn’c know.

Gradually, though, he recovered more snippets about his family,
the station, the season. But he could remember nothing of the
accident.

Or why he was ever in the truck in the first place.

Wil

On the last day of January, Macesics on his haspial bed, knees hugged

up to his chest. The hair still hasn't arown back over the white snake
of flesh. on his scalp rom the stitches, but it will, the doctors say, it
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will . .. Jusr give ic cime . . . ‘In cases like this, all we know is thar rhe
brain is somerimes — hot often, but sometbnes — eapable of repairing
itsell in ways we can’t even begin wo understand. Pray that this will be
o “sometimes”,! Dr Linto tells Rose.

She lengs for Mart to roll his eyes at something she said, tckle
her in revenge for calling him a twerp . . . but he just sits, rocks. It
she had a time machine she could change things, would do it all
differently.
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THE Frunt CraTE room, on the western side of the homeseend,
stores things that are important but not official — keepsakes and
so forth: an archive of happiness preserved in the boxes that give the
space 1s name.

It's taken Lorna almost a month to bring herself to enter it again.

She drags the duscer over the shelf where her wedding dress lies
boxed in rissue paper. She remembers the thrill of slipping on rhe
ivory duchesse satin at the dressmaker’s for the final ficting; recalls
how, as a child, Rosic was enchanred by the seed pearls and lace on
its bodice. Perhaps Rose will wear ic herself one dav — the odd cuck
and a scitch to the hem s all it would need.

Side by side in the jarrah cupboards are the ‘Tamily Fruit Crates'
pine crates in which. apples or oranges were once delivered, and for
which Lorna had sewn calico linings to hold the most special family
memoties. When she came up with the idea as a newlywed, she and
Phil had jusc one crate berween them: it seemed only natural to
share. Layered carefully were things like their wedding invitation; a
newspaper cutting with che rainfall report for the day (Phil's contri-
burion); the long kid gloves she had worn juse thar once. There was
the ecmpry sced packet from the pumpkins she planced in her firse

act of taking over the Meredith Downs vegetable mardens; o swarch
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of blue hrocade from the curtains she had run up on the old rreadle
Singer; the menu from cheir rvenrierh-wedding-anniversary dinner
in Perth. Deazens of treasures that took her, in the span of a few cubic
feet, from the carliest davs of cheir life tosether ro the framed citation
awarded to Phil on retiring as Diswict President of the Pastoralists’
and Graziers” Association just a few meonths before his deach. Odd,
how so much time could fit into such a tiny space.

Warren's crate had the litde card from the hospical with his birch
weight; his blanker, erocheted by Phil's mother, long dead. Crayon
drawings; school projects in brown scrapbooks showing the different
soil types of Western Ausrralia and rhe effeer of rainfall on the wool
clip {complete with tufes glied o the pages now stiined with wool
grease). There were the articles from the Wanderrie Creck Fxominer
about his capraincy of this or that sports team at boarding school.
His first tooth.

A numbness crept throuch Lorna: the crate was now camplete.
There would be no more treasures. Her own crate would have no
addirions either — what was the point, without Phil to share them!?

Rose’s Fruit Crate had a erimson satin bow — FPhil’s idea. It was
‘just nice, seeing as she’s a girl’. It had her best doll and her baby
bonner and the collecrion of cucalypr tlowers she pressed when she
was ning, when she heard the story of Jemima's crees. The Tnce hand-
kerchief in it had been Loma’s grandmather’s. A shooting trophy. A
couple of old shellac discs.

She rumed to Martt's, filled with essays and maps and a boat made
of matches. His certificate for being Dux of the school, awarded weeks
hefore the accident. Such an enguiring mind. Even as a litelie, he'd spin
the globe on Phil's desk und tell her, ‘T'll go there! And there!” prodding
with an inky finger. She had always thought he was the one she’d have

ro give up; the one she'd have to learn o live withour soonesr.



For a while after the crash, Old Wally stopped working. [t turned out
that Lorna, tuking over what had always been I'hil's task, had over-
wound it. The clock was dismantled and dispatched to Wanderrie
Creek in pieces, wrapped in pages of The Cowgryman.

Time regressed ro irs wild srare, turning day inro nighe it ir
winted, so that Loma found herself hardly sleeping during che dark-
ness, then falling into lictle catnaps in the afterneon. Eventually, she
recalled the story of Matilda, and, restoring the repaired clock to its
position of authority over day and night, Lormna, too, found solace in
the midnight chimes.
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IN EARLY FEBRUARY, Matt is transferred to the Shenton Park Rehab
centre, where years earlier he had once visited Humpty Dumpton,
to begin intensive rehabilication. [t's less clinical than the surgical
ward he was in, the air of urgency replaced by one of resignation. In
its single storey, with wide, lino corridors, evervehing seems to be in
slow marion as Parkinson’s and scroke patients wade chrough empry
space as though contending wich a flood dde.

Doctors encourage him to wear his own clothes during the dav.
The rehab staff arve fiiendly, and ler Rose sitin on NMartt's sessions, where
the physiotherapist gets him to try o stand on one leg, walk with his
eyes closed — things that now cost him effort. Matt, who just weeks ago
could manoeuvre 2 horse in a stock yvard with one hand, or balance on
the rails in the shearing shed. When he fails some of the occupational
therapy exercises Rose feels sick — tracing model leteers on a page with
a pencil; clipping pegs onro a srring; putting a key inro a lock. ‘Fine
dexreriry mavements,’ the physto explains ro Rose with o smile.

There's ne elling how he'll reace to her these days. Sometimes
he sits like a grump. Then, without warmning, he'll Tavgh hysterically
at semething mundane she's said — a report thar they've had some
rain, or that a foal has died. Then rage bursts out of nowhere and he
shouts and sobs.



Rose gives him a hug, strokes his hair like when he was little,
lers him rest his head on her shoulder — it seems to soothe him. She
wonders what the hell he makes of it all.

S

A few weeks later, Sister Smiley, the fair-haired nurse Rose has got to
know a little, laughs as she makes her usual joke: "That's your smiley
sister, and I'm Sister Smiley.” (Same joke for every patient with a vis-
iting sister.) When the nurse tries to take his blood pressure, Mart
puts a hand on her brease and squeezes. ‘Enough of thar, chank you!”
she mucters, and swats ic away. He Tooks a¢ her sheepishly and then
at Rose, who babbles apologies, but the nurse says matter-of-factly,
Toss of inhibition — classic with head injuries. We et a lot waorse,
believe me. It pass . . Or it should.”

Rose is still blushing when, at the door, Nurse Smiley turns to
say, ‘He's not doing too badly, given what he’s been through. And he's
actually getting betrer about the misbehaviour” She purs a hand to
her chest and, as though Matt were no more aware than the furniture,
leans confidendially rowards Rose: ‘Last week he oried to gec matron

tor fouch his privaces. She gave him shorr shrifr, T ean rell youl”
N

By early March, two months afrer che accidene, Mact had a stragely
beard: when a nurse had asked ages ago whether he wanted a shave,
he'd given an indifferent shrug thar was taken as a ‘no’, and ic had
heen lett ro grow.

You look like o real dag,’ said Rose as she pushed o chair in frent
of the basin. ‘Come on. Let's get the old Bubba back.”

From her bag, she produced shaving things from the chemists,
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as well as a small portable ransisror radio. Ar home, they'd be lucky
o pick up rhe serarchicsr shorewave signal of the ARC with a rthing
like that, but here v could gec all the stavions. She perched it on the
window ledee, and tuned it undl Marey Robbins began to sing about
a whirte sport coat and a pink carmation.

‘Right. Scissors first,” she said, laying pages of the West Awstralian
on the floor to catch the hair, and began to snip. When she slipped a
hlade into the razor, Maet reached for ic, but she held i away, 'Nu-uh.
They reckon vou're not up to this yer.”

‘Cos 'm spascic ..

‘Cos you need rime. You can do your own shaving erecam
though — I'm nwot your maid.’ She squeczed o dallop of minoy cream
onte his paltm and frothed it, then handed him the wer brush. He
hesitated, stumped for a moment by the task of co-ordinating with
his mirrer image.

‘TJust whack it on any old how.’

Once the shave was finished, Rose rolled up the used sheets of
paper and sruffed them into the bin. Mare leaned down to pick up the
clean ourer pages, where the headline blared: ‘OUEEN MOTHER
VISIT TOMORRON; then, ‘Full motorcade roure inside’.

“Who's the Queen Mother? asked Mo,

Rose watched his face, waiting for meore, but his expression
returned to blankness as the thought shid from his mind and he
shifted his raze to the mitrar again, as though trying to place his own
face from somewhere,

A shiver went through her, but whether it was from relief or

guilt, she couldn’t cell.

Taitesday, 7th January 1958

Rose wiped her forehead sitch the back of her hand, then leaned

on the handle of the rake, ranning herselt with her har, Talk about
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glamoner . . . She imagined Miles's debutante sister, Alexandra, doing
this job — spreading sheep manure on the rose bed — in twinser and
pearls, her srilettos like cockeail sticks spiking the small round dags.

Flies crawled about Rose's eyes, and chough she waved them
away as she pur her har hack on, they returned a second larer ‘Ger
off, you bastards!” She swung the rake around her, buc che flics just
chung to her for the ride. ‘Armrgeh!” She hurled it down. Bugzer hum
blast damn bleody helll?

It wasn't just the flies and manure, though. Lucy Drebbing, her
friend from school days, had just recurned from London with her
parents, sailing on the Anrora Queen via Venice and Monaco and
blah blah bloody blah. For months, Rose truly had tried ro he happy for
Lucy each time Sneaky Snook delivered a newsy letter, or a posteard
of Buckingham Falace or Windsor Cascle, buc it had worn a bic thin.

She resred her chin on her hands, propped on rhe recovered
rake handlz, and surveyed the horizon beyond the neat rose marden.
Yeoh, she loved this place: it was where she was from; where she'd
want her bones to crumble into the earth when she died at ninety,
no matter where she lived in berween. Maybe by then she'd have a
husband and kids and erandkids . . But hefore that . ..

She’d heard her dad calking to her mum about which families
had sons who'd be a good match for her fin due course’. His idea of
a good march meant How meny acves ! How many sheefr? How marny
meches of vain ! Sort of chap you'd be hapbry 1o have a beer with ! A whizs
with a bogged oreck?

This restlessness had started beiore Lucy's trip. Te had been chere
cver singe the gallant Englishman arrived. The Honourable Miles
Beaumont . .. She watched him, sometimes, quietly reading a book
on his verandah, like a heautiful statue. If he noticed her, he'd look
up and always, akways, smile as he said hello. So kind, so — chivalrons
thut was a word thar didn't get wheeled out much around Wanderrie
Creek.

[t had heen lovely wo daydream. Bur he'd end up marrying a



princess or somerhing. She was aware of a sort of ache deep inside ar
the thoughr thar he'd be leaving soon, heading over Ease.

But his tales of safaris and Scottish castles and South American
junales made her dare to believe there was o whole world to discover,
where she could be not just the MacRBride girl, but her actual selt . .
whoever the hell that was .

She took a sip from her waterbag, then splashed some over her
so that it cascaded off her hat brim. Luey and her bloody postcards.
Ii Lucy could ger o London, there had to be a way Rose could do it
Today was the seventh of January . .. She calculaced the number of
days hetore Miles left, and ler an idea peep our trom rhe hack of her
mind. He always took her seriously. No ane ¢lse had ever treated her
quite like he did. Who berter to ask abourt travel, and how to get a job
in Londen? Hell, his family might even give her a jeb. She wasn’t sure
as what, but if she could wrangle a woolly ram and shoot a tiger snake,
she could probably handle whatever the Poms could throw at her.

Ot course, she'd have to convince her mum first, and lec her
work on Dad. It also meant not letting Warren know. She could just
imagine him ragging her, putting on an English accent and holding
out his little finger to mime drinking tea. As for Martec — he was hope-
[ess ar seerers.

AL lunch o few days before, Miles had asked 1o sec Proserping
Mine befere he lefr, and Matt, so keen on geology, jumped at the
chance to show him. They'd decided on the tenth of January. Phil
and Warren would be busy taking some wethers to rown, and would
he dropping Rouse at the Young DPastoralists’ meeting {which she
always reterred to as the Young Dags’ meeting). The Queen Mother
was visiting Perth next March, and all the WA Young Dags’ divisions
would be sending representarives to the citv to juin the thousands
lining the streets in the hope of a glimpse of the royal carn

Rose poked Tazily ar a few sheep droppings as a plan hegan to
form, Her dad would have a e ifshe just announced she wasn’c going
But 1f hMatct were o ask to go to the meeting instead of her ... He
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was looking forward to showing Miles the mine, though. He wouldn't
be breaking his neck to take her place ... Then inspiration struck:
Martt's secret crush.

Pattie Gosden had heen captain of the Sc Hilda's debaring ream
lasc year, when Matr caprained Scorch. Deharing being abour the
only activity where gitls and bovs were in the same competition, it
was o hotbed of romance for the brainy kids and prefects. Macee had
asked Pattic to the Scotch ball Tast November. The Gosdens had a
station a bit west of Wanderrie Creek — mainly Collinsvilles, and
some pretey food country, so Dad hadn't objected ro the potential
caurtship. It Rose were to tell Matt chat Pactie Gosden would be at
the Young Dags” meeting . . . [ she were to offer, as a favour, to show
Miles the mine, and let Matr take her place . . .

Of course, Parttic wouddn’t actually be there. Rose had gor the
lercer wich the lise of arcendees and the list of apologics: Pactie would
be i Perthe Well, Rose would just say she'd farsowen. Mawdd st
over it. And she'd make it up to him — do his next turm at putting the
sheep dags on the roses, maybe. Tt was no big deal.

Stll, she felt a twinge that night as she saw Matt trying to act
natural when he told his dad about raking Rose’s place at the meet-
ing. When Warren eved him suspiciously, Matt gave a shrug: "You
never know. 1 might get picked tor the Perth trip to see the Queen
Mother ..." He didn't want Warren's rageing any more than Rose
did. ‘Bliss doesn’t mind swapping,” Marr said, rhough his face col-

ourcd Itke sudden sunburn. Yep, hopeless wich scerers,

Sa, at the same time as all the MacBride men set out for Wandemic
Creek on the tenth of January 1958, Rose rode out to Proserpine
Mine with Miles, ‘Last-minute change of guide,” she'd explained.
The morning was sparkling and fresh. There was an vccastonal
jingle of a bridle from the techered horses as Rose walked Miles
around the ruins of the old mine manager’s house, flicking up the

odd rusted pot or fragment of violer glass wich the toe of her boor.
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‘All those lives, and all char's lefe is some bics of meral and a hele in
the ground.”’

““Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!”” mused Miles.

‘Shelley! We had to learn ‘Ozymandias’ by heart for Enalish.
Sounds better when you say it, though.’

At the edge of the mineshatt, Miles peered into the gloom, burt
Rose put a hand on his arm. “Watch it! That's a straight Jdrop.’ She
shone her torch down the sides, lined wich splintering wouod. ‘Just
follow exactly where 1 g0

As thev clambered down the sleepers, which Rose’s feet knew
by hearr, Miles called our quesrtions abouc che consrrucrion, yield,
aperations. He in turn told her the story of Tancalus, who gave his
name to the tantalite in the ming, and his punishment of hever ger-
ting hold of the fruit and the water that scemed within casy reach. ‘]
know how he feels,” said Rose.

‘Me too! Rose thought she could see something pass across
Miles's face, but he went on, ‘And of course Proserpine is the Roman
version of the Greek goddess Persephone.” He recounted the rale of
her exile to the underworld for half the year

They fele their way along the low, narrow passageways, the rorch
sametimes exposing an animal bone, or some miner’s relic: g tobaceo
tin, a buckle. Miles knelt wo pick up something that glinted. “Ti's — o
toy ¢ar'

“That's Warren's!”

‘Shall we take it back to him?’

‘“Nah. I hid it here when [ was about seven. [1e can have it back

when he gets a bit nicer”

Back ahove ground, covered in dust and soon sweating with the
hear, rhey sar on eicher side of the old chimney srack, resting againse
the warm bricks as Rose poured tea fram a thermos. She'd plaved
here all her lite, bue she'd seen i¢ through new eyes today: Tancalus.
Persephone .



She gathered her courage and confided, on a completely secret
busis, her dream of travelling to Englund. Miles listened courteously,
gave encouragement, sald he'd still be 1n Australia, but would be
delighted to put her in touch wich friends. As tor a job, though, he
said his family could be a rricky lor, bur his sister Alexandra was a
cood sport and would probably be happy to help ind her something.

As they mounted to leave, Miles gave his horse’s mane o gentle
stroke. ‘T'm going to miss this corner of the world, and Tl miss you' —
her heart bumped, but he went on — ‘all of you MacBrides. You've
heen very kind to me.’ He gave a rentle kick to get his horse walk-
ing but Rose waited, taking in a Jdeep breath. On the brink of her
grand, secret adventure, she had an almost solid sense ot happiness.
She would make her own lite, climb her own mountains, fix her own
mistakes.

The shoe of her harse clanged as it srepped on che flarrened
Danger. Keep Qut’ sion, and she smiled au the thoughy chot her years
of playing there, being whoever Warren said she had to be, were
finally coming to an end.
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PREVA[LING MEDICAL WISDOM favoured getting head injury patients
back to familiar curf, where family and friends could visic more
casilv. So in mid-March, two months after the crash, Matt waved
coodbye to Sister Smiley, and was oransterred o Wanderrie Creek
Regional Hospital, the nearest major medical base to Meredith
Dawns thar had a consulrant physician and rehahiliracion faciliries.

That consultany, Dr Donald Foirehild, ran through his patent's
condition with Lorna, glancing accasionally at the notes on his desk.
Mart still suffered ‘some neurological deficits’. His balance could be
ifty, and he occasionally strugeled o get words out if he was tired or
upset. His memory, though miles better, remained a patchwork, with
same things pertectly preserved, and others sdll tar heyond reach.

‘So! What happens now?” asked Lorna.

“We step up his occupational therapy, sharpening his mocor skills
and so torch. He's in his own clorhes, gerting used ro everyday living.
I think he might be ready for a shore rrip home.”

Lomna fought a tear. “When?

He could sec her struggling with the emotion. How had this
woman, still it and handsome, even managed to put ene foot in front
of the other’ ‘He could have a weekend visit, say. Just as an experi-

ment.’ He consulted the calendar on his desk. ‘No risky activities of
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course: no riding, no driving. Absolutely no drinking at all: one drink
will have rthe saume effect us ubout five . . . Are there people who can
help you?”’

‘My daughrer Rose. And our rrainee manager. Some of our other
hands if necd be.’

‘Coming home for the firse dme can be very confronting for
patients, Mrs MacBride, so so very, very genth. Tl sort out the
deratls for ..o let’s say Friday the twenty-cighth of March. Te'll give
him semething to work towards.”’

il

That last Friday in March stareed off hot, with only the softening of
the light betraying the arrival of autumn. Rose fideeted en the veran-
Jdah as she watched her brother emerge from the car and wave away
the offer of a strong, friendly hand from Miles.

Assailed by sights and smells both familiar and foreign, col-
ours and sounds that had been with him only in his hallucinarions,
Mart wondered whether this ‘recurn home' was jusc another hour of
unconsciousness. He gripped Lorna’s arms and looked into her eyes
for a long time, halt expecting her to vanish, but she gripped him
back, and said, “Welcome home, darline.”

Raose came and grabbed him fiercely. ‘About bloody time, Bubba!”
she said, a tear running down her cheek.

Matt brushed it away. ‘Gedday, Bliss.” ITe stepped back. “Where
are Dad and Warren?” Then he grabbed the car roof as his knees

buckled.

That evening, Miles joined them for dinner, and Rose was gratetul
for the skill wirh which he smoarhed che conversacion, subrly guid-
ing Matl onto topics that puc him av case, waiting politely while he

scarched for a word. She loved the gallant Englishman for providing

58



a kind of anacstheric for this firsc garhering of her shrunken family,
where the two gaping empry ehairs made Toss feel final, now; solid.

The talk was about the welcame boost in weol price; the broken
lew of Bob Sowerby, next door on Maundy Creck station; a couple of
hands whe had left and some who had joined; how WA had done in
the Sheffield Shield. No mention of Phil or Warren. No mention of
hospitals. Matt ventured the occasional question, but mostly let the
conversation flow around him, like a faintly familiar river,

As the evening wore on, his speech slowed, and his concrol of
his curlery became clumsy. When he fell asleep at the table, Lorna’s
hearr melred. “The poor kid's exhausred.”

‘Righe-ho. Let's get vou to your cor, Marthew MacBride,” Miles
said, and guided him down the hall to his room, where he helped him
into pyjamas and into a bed which Matt eved with a frown. He couldn’t
remember this ward, or this Endlish. doctor wheo was wishing him geod-
night. A joke about smiley sister and Sister Smiley echoed somewhere

in his brain. But he was oo tired. And he slid into a deep sleep.

Ir was decided rhar Mare should have a rour of the properoy the nexr
day. Rase had valunteered o ke charge, assuring Loma chat she
was twenty years old, and had been bossing Mate around since she
was three, so was perfectly capable.

“They've been talking abour rain,” Loma muttered as Rose
headed to join her brother in the car, ‘but [ can’t see much sign of
it.” She searched the uninterrupred blue. ‘Sdill ... Watch out tor
the roads.” She hobbed down to speak through the driver’s window.
‘Mayhe you shouldn’t go . . . Just to be on the sate side . . [

‘The whaole poine of the trip is ro remind him of stuft, Muam.
See familiar places. Why even bother coming home if he just stovs
in his room?’

Rase had an itinerary planned that would include spots with
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happy memories: a look at Lake MacBride; a visit to the Top Shed,
the bigger of the two sheuring sheds; maybe a dip in Blackjack water-
hole. Lorna had put her foor down at the sugeestion of Wallabhv
Ridge — far too cricky for him to negotiate the climb on rocky terrain,

not fo menrion the drop on the other side. Perhaps on his nexe visir,

By the time they reached the Top Shed a couple of hours Tater, the
emphatic blue of their starting point thirty miles away had been
transformed, with isolated thunderstorms skirting the harizon.

Bugger It was good to have rain, but not today. Noe this far from
the homestead. The empty shearers’ guarcers lay a hundred yards
away. 'Right, Bubbu, out you gec. Picnic better be in the shed.” She
passed him the blankerts and the Esky and gathered up the cardboard
box packed higgledy-piggledy wirth picnic things. She heaved ar the
wide corrugared iron door, making ir sereech and rumble on ics roll-
ers, and was hit by the familior stink — of the dags and the lanoln
and the ammonia of sheep piss; the machine oil and the diesel of
the engine that powered the handpieces; and, today, the rich, herby
smell of approaching rain.

“Welcome to Restaurant Le Top Shed!" Rose declared.

Matt explored the space warily, taking in the stands, tracing his
hand down the rubes rhat dungled from the shearing plunt, free of
their usual combs and curcers; examining the thick red dust they left
in the whorls of his fingerrips. Yords ambled inro his mind: ‘Expert’.
‘Stencil’. *Smoko’. Tt took him a while to rerrieve their meanings. He
picked up o woit of Hecee, touched it to his check, stretehed out the
crimps, then relled it between his fingers and held it te his nose. The
smell, the greasy feel; the way the davlichr sliced upwards between
the floor slats . . . Without warning, he burst into tears.

‘Hey! Bubba! YWhat's wrong?'

He turned awayv to hide his face. He'd told himself that ic would
all he ditferent when he got home — he couldn’t forget home. But here

he was, lost and hawling.
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The clang of the first fow raindrops like gravel on the shed roof
made Marr jump.

‘Iv's all right,” said Rose, her mind half measuring the quickening
af the rain.

The vasmess of his loss — of his father and brother; of his old
life — surgred through him. ‘It's not all bleady right! Nothing's right
any more!’

[t was going to be a tricky afternoon. Rose put an arm around
his shoulder, and he rested his head agninst hers, an old gesture
herween them. The rain began to plummet like darts, and she pulled
rogether a few halt-empey hales of dirry wool railings and cthrew a
blankec ever them. ‘Here you go, a couch.” She ook the foil-wrapped
sandwiches from the Esky, then spiked open a can of lemenade, and
handed it te Matt.

“Welcome back, Bubba,’

As thev chewed their sandwiches, Rose tried ta come up with
old stories that might cheer him up: sate scuff, from long before the
crash. All three of them riding an old mare called Butrercup. *You
always used to say *Cutrerbup”.’

If you say so.

‘And remember Bex, your first pup? Dad gor him from Termire
Plains for you.’

Where is he?’

Raose frowned. “Well, he's dead, Bubba. Snake hite. Years aso.’
She hoisted herself off the bales and pushed open one of the tin shut-
ters. ‘Guod, it's like bloody Noah out there.”

‘Should we head back?

“Too late. The road’ll be a luke by now’

Matt joined Rose at the window to watch the sky unload its
enormous burden of warer.

Rose, one hand on her hip and che ather an rop of her head,
caleuloted. “We're betwer off waiting it out here for the night, W
can sleep in the shearers’ quarters if we make a run for it Tacer. 1¢']
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probably stop before long and run oft into the creeks. Should he OK
in the morning.’

Won't Mum worry?

‘There’s nor much choice. She’ll know we've been caughcin the
storm.’ Rose hlew air from her cheeks. ‘Should he some lanrerns and
stuff in the cupbeoards. Check thac side.” She smiled. ‘T found a2 game
of draughts ence — shearers need something te de when the sheep
are wet.

They started opening the row of small, dusty cupboards lined
along two walls, ‘Empry beetroot tin,’ reported Rose. ‘A racing suide
from 1953 ... Ah, here we go — lamps and matches. Still got kero in
them. Whart ahout your side?’

‘A horseshoe. Half a tin of powdered milk . . . Pack of cards . . .
Torch ..\

‘Torch and cards are handy. Anyrhing else?’

‘An ald book,” said Mol “The Commonwealth Pastoralisis’
Almanac 1913 He pulled out the heavy volume and rested it on
the floon. Hidden behind it were two cans of Emu Export beer and,
beside them, a bottle. He took it out and gave it a wipe on his jeans
to et the dust off. ‘Corio Whisky!” Ile checked the cap. ‘Never
opened.” The bottle glinted in the light of the lamps Rose had lit,

They sat hack down on the blunket, und Rose began to shuffle
the cards. ‘Ler’s play Fish.” They'd played the game since they were
riny, but, just in case, she said, “You know how it goes: nve cards
cach. You ask e for a type of card — Iike “Any fives?” —and T have ro
give them to you, or il T haven’t got any, T sav “Fish” and vou take o
cord from the pile. Whoover makes the most pairs wins.’

‘And the loser skulls a heer,” said Matt, apparently surprised to
hear the words come ourt of his mouth.

“Whac!'

‘Didn’t we do that!”

"You did it with Warren,' Rose said, then felt like she’d poked a
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‘Oh," said Marc. Then, wirh a sudden grin, ‘T can do it wich you,
then.” And before she could srop him, he had spiked open harh cans
ol beer and was handing her one.

‘Hev!” Rose exclaimed. Mum'll gee cross.”

‘Geonna tell en me?’

‘No, but—'

‘I'm bloody sick of it!

Rose watched his cheeks suddenly redden, the vein pulse more
visibly on his cemple, like when he was about to cry as a haby. A
thought came tapping on some window of her memory: her lie thar
meant ir was Marc in rthe rruck, insread of her. Her expedition ro the
mine wich Miles, her dreams of exatic tavels all seemed patheric
now. Shameful.

She eved the can ... One beer wasn't soing to hurt him. ‘OK,
you're on. Loser skulls a beer”

Lasing the first hand, Matt downed his drink in one. ‘Apain! he
said, and Rose shuffled and dealr, drinking her beer quickly, in case

he losr.

The rain hammered the roof, and an occasional flashbulb of light-
ning wene off, leaving a snapshor in front of Macr's eyes — the wood,
the bed, the boede wich its boast of ‘Auscralia’s Champion Whisky'.

‘Tt's good, being back,” he said as the alcohol made his shoul-
ders loosen, his jaw relax. He emptied the tea from their muos and
it sloshed through che floor slats, ‘Celebration!” He reached for the
whisky.

"No vou don’t!’ Rose tried to grab it, but Matt snatched it back
with a cheelky grin.

He splashed some into each cup. ‘Cheers! Come on, down in
one,’ he said, and skulled. *Huh! Too strong for you!” hur Rose said,
‘As i and followed suir.

When Mace poured another slug, Rose snacched the boctle. T
keep the rest for when vou're properly home.
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Mact skulled again, and starced tickling her to release che botde.
‘Surrender!’

‘Stop! OK! she said, gigeling in spite of herself as cthey tumbled
on the wool, and she finally released her grip, her head already woozy.
This was the litrle brather she remembered, happy for the firse rime
in months. She planced a kiss on his checek. *Girl germs! Gorcha!” she
said; then, more softly, “You wie back, after all. Yeah, T’ drink to chat.’

They sertled back down to the game. When Mart tried to match
a king with a jack Rose smacked his hand. He froovned at the cards,
then laughed. Tenalty for cheating! Goera drink again.”

*Go easy, Bubba,” his sister said, and poured more into her cup.
At leasc if she drank it, he couldn’t.

Eventually, she was declared the winner, and they both toasted
her victory.

‘Right, 'm bursring tor a wee,’ said Raose, and looked worricdly
through the window. ‘Tl get washed away cud there .. She glanced
at the slatted floor. “Na looking,” she said, as she withdrew unsteadily
to the dark corner, haisted up her skitt and manaeuvred her undies,
squatting with relief and re-emerging from the shadows..

Matt, too, had a cloudy notion of wanting to piss. ‘Back in a
minute,” he said, and stumbled o the door

You'll get souked!”

It's only rain.’

When he eame back, Rose sald, ‘You look like a4 drowned rac!”

He surveved his soaked clothes and giegled.

Yeoh, hilarioos, but Tl geciv in the neck i you ger pneu—
pricu—~Oh, you know.” She honded him the other blonker. ‘Hang
your stuff to dry on the rail and purt this around you.”

Matt removed his boots and socks, then pulled off his shirt and
jeans and flung chem over the wooden rails. In his underpants, he
wrapped the blanker around himselt as Rose got a tea towel o rub
some of the water out of his hair, oying to avold his scar.

‘Ow! Noc so hard”
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‘Righr. There you go, vou dill.” She gave him a tap on the nose.
‘Now sray in-bloody-side!’
He poked out his tongue, and she rolled her eyes. ‘So grown up!’

The clouds had sucked the light from the dusk, deousing the ends
af the shearing shed in a thick dimness. Lamplight flickered around
the walls, throwing shadows where the draught through the batrens
made the flames dance. It was like playing cubbies down the mine as
kids — little outlaws in a pretend world made from contruband snuck
out under their parents’ noses: marches and candles; fruit cake and
cordial; Dad’s medals so rhey could be soldiers; a silk perricoat of
Mu's so that Rose could be a bride {thaugh that always got veroced).
She smiled dreamily at the memory of those days, and at sceing Mate
became his old self again. A hazy warmeh was washing through her.
Who cared if it was only the booze? Who cared if all this was enly
pretend!? Tomorrow would come soon enough.

They ate the last of the oranges and called it dinner, as chev lay
side hy side, playing I Spy, the gaps gerting longer, the guesses often
not even starting with the right letrer.

Mare tried to pick up his cup but kepr missing. ‘Bastard won't
keep zrll.” He poinred sternly. “Seay! Heel!?” He wished his bed would
stop Hoaving up towards the ceiling. He scored ac che meual roaf.
Never noticed it before. Byverything was different tonight ... ‘No
ward round yet?

“What”’

He squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them wide. ‘It's dark.
Doctor’s usually here by now, Matron . .. Sister .. .7 He laughed.
‘Sister Smiley!”

‘Oh, ha bloady hal’

Mart felr pleased ar remembering rthis nurse's name. Then he
remembered that feeling, when he'd reached our and rouched her

T Mace. T chink ..

A muffled buzz of anxicty shot through Rease. Somewhere far, far
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away, the last vestiges of logic wondered whether she should try to
get him home, rain or no rain.

‘Defnitely no more of this for vou,” she said, and skulled the last
of the whiskv. She vaguely recalled some plan abour the shearers’
quarters, bur rhey scemed an ocean away now. Ac least here she was
dry, and there was someching like o matoress. She sank further ince
the worm, comforting blur of the drink, and the fuzziness that, just
for the moment, made the real world feel like another planet. Playing
cubbies, Warm and safe.

For Matt, the shed was rotating slowly; the rain was deafening, and
the rthunder stopped his hearr tfor a momenr in this strange hospital
that stank of sheep. A woman's hand rouched his chest, causing a
thin clecrric jolr. *OK. Time to sleep.’ As she pulled a blanker over
him, her skin brushed his shoulder, sending anorher jolr erackling
through his body, and o sob burst fram him.

He was drifting away from any familiar moarings, slipping into
a foreiem current. The hand soroked his hair and the woman's voice
spoke to him quietly, words he couldn’t make out. She was wiping
the tears from his eves, holding him tight, cradling him ‘Sorry,” she
was saying. ‘I'm so sorry,” leaving a kiss on his rorehead that made his
whole scalp tingle. And the feel of her, the touch of her fingers on
his skin, the smell of her hair, made him told into her, fold inco the
sofrness of whoever this was. It he closed his eyes the bed spun less.
His blind mouth found her neck, hands cireled her back, and, driven
by the contusion, by the sheer frustration chat had been building
up so long in the wreckage of his old sclf, something in him broke
Joose: some instinet — suddenly free of its safe enclosure — that now
followed a path as surely as a river seeks the sea. And in this twilight
moment of the twilight world he'd come to fear since he'd lost him-
self, he felt freedom flood his veins.
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16

HE 1AST OF the darkness still clung around Rose as she waoke.

The thudding in her skull might crack it in two; her sandpaper
throat might choke her Focus slowly revealed the shearing shed.
Something about raln — ferocious rain. There was silence now, hut
for the occasional heavy dripping from gaps in the iron roof. A weighre
on her chese gradually resolved inro an arm. She rried ro raise ir, chen
realised it was not her own. A bolc of horrar surcaked through her
and some strange sense, a fragment of a drcam, scoured her put. She
needed re vomit. She needed the wilet.

As if repelled by a magner, she jumped off the bales, where
Matc lay on his belly like a corpse, mouth open, legs flung wide. A
memory flashed like lishtning and was gone. She felt tor the torch
and trained it on the body: a trickle of sick ran from the side of his
mouch to a rail down through the shed floor, but he was breach-
ing, pale and sweaty in the jaundiced beam. Her mind slammed
the door on whitever her body remembered, and serambled o the
safety of here and now. Summoning her 3¢ John's Ambulance train-
ing, she fele the pulse at his wrist; checked his airway; then relled
him onto his side into the recovery position. and pulled the blanket
up, before slipping outside. She slapped her bare feer inte a chilly
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puddle, sobriety wicking up through her from the earth as the raw
air of duwn splashed her face. Think! Think, youidiot! Then, benearh

that, Keepr your mind on now.

She managed ro pull his jocks up and ger his shire on, and rhrew
a blanker over him in the back scat of the Land Rever. Drag.
ging him down the ramp to the car was like hauling a stubborn
wether. She doubled over to vomit again, and wiped her mouth
with warter from a paol at her toes. The sun was up now and skew-
ered her eyes as she did her reckening. It would take ewice as long
to get him to hospital if she tried to reach che homestead firse.
‘God, mauke the roads not be washed away,’ she muttered, and
headed off.

Half a mile down a rrack she realised she'd rurned che wrong
way. ‘Bloody srupid basrard of a road!” she shoured, slapping rhe
steering wheel as she spunic around. Whenever she hicpuddles, she
khew te drive straight through rather than try to skire them. The
dirt on the tracks was hard and compacted with years of use, and
would see you sately across. The ground o the sides, even though
it lovked drier, would be soft and hopeless, leaving you bogged and
buggered.

The treacherous road kept her mind occupied. She glanced
in the rear-view mirror, checking for signs of conscivusness in her
brorther. QOecasionally rhe rhought would come o her: He's just
asleeh; then the counterpunch: But what if he's not? would swing in,

md she’d imagine him in a coflim, like her facher and Warren.

Wil

Whisky, for Gad’s sake! I vour father were alive he'd give you such

a hiding, twenty vears old or not!” In the davs afterwards, Rose was
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almosc graretul for rhe harshness in Lorna's voice as she ealled her an
irresponsible idior.

‘The poor kid deesn’t remember a thing! Doesn’t remember
being home at all. When he come round in hospital he asked Dr
Fairchild whar day his visit was going to happen”

Te — I didin't mean to—

“You were supposed to be looking atter him! But trust you to
lead him into trouble.’

‘1 didn’t lead him — he found the bottle: he wouldn'c stop
drinking.’

‘Don’t you dave oy and blame him, Rose MacBride! Ar lease
have the deceney to take responsibilicy for what happened. Dr Fair-
child says it's set him back weeks —months even’

Rose reeled at this rare, unleashed fury of her mothen

‘T didn’t mean. it to happen.’

‘Tust how many chances do vou think you deserve?’

Lorna willed her breathing to slow. 1 sell have mweo children. Tive
fiving childven . .. At least Rose had had the sense to ger him to hos-
pital ... ‘Let chis be the last time you bring trouble to this house,
Rose MacBride. I don'c think I can take much more.”

Rose was only vaguely aware rhat her morther had lefr her hed-
room. She tried o press down the patchwork of sensadons thad kept
surfacing. The rain, the boaze, the blun How at firse, she couldn't
believe what was happening, thought the whisky was making her
imagine things, so she didn't even try to push him away She could
have. Easily. Then suddenly it was too late. Memuories were just splin-
ters: a touch here, a sound there. There had been no torce at all: just
a sort of clumsy need, like a licdle kid, who burely knew who he was,
let alone who she was and what he was doing. So quick, so — so noth-
. A handful of muddled seconds.

Larer, the relentless convierion thar she had eaused rhe damage

which meant he didn'c know whae he was doing, braughe up the
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memaoty of other refrains she’d heard so often: ‘led him on', ‘been a
tease’, ‘asking for it’. Would anyone believe her?

Since childhood, Rose had convinced herself thac she was never
to blame for anything. Nothing ac all: off ic drifred with her smoke
and incantarion. But rhe crash had changed rthar. The crash, Mace's

head: now this: everything — cveryihung was her faulc.
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THERE'S A RHYTHM to the year here as strong as any lunar tide. Set
Iy the sun and its limitless power, the rhyvthm carries on now
without the MacBride men. Troughs wouldn't clean themselves;
sheep wouldn’t turn up of their own accord to be shorn. The sta-
rion kepr a tew permanenc hands and boundary riders for fencing
and mill runs — rrips to inspeer rhe windmills ro cheek they were
in good order — and walching out for dog tracks (fencing being as
much about what vou kecp out as what you keep in). At mustering
titme, more hands usually came from the rowns and the local mis-
sion, camping out for the duration as they moved the sheep roward
the holding paddocks around the shearinge sheds. Then the shearing
ream would turn up — the shearers and the cook and the expert and
the wool classer and various shed-hands, and tor weeks che sheds
would be a potent brew of muscle and banter and beer, undil the
shorn sheep were driven hack ro the wilderness and rhe clip was
loaded onro rrucks and senr for sale and everyone dispersed again,
leaving the sheds o ereok their corrugated lamencs, the ghoses of
the men's swear and swearing still floating in the air with the smell
of the woal.

There were a few outcamps on the property — rouch and ready

places tar from the homestead — to even up access to the stock. One
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had been staffed for years by Ceolin Dunleavy, an ancient Irishman
who'd once taught about Yeats at Trinity College in Dublin berore
his tondness for drink proved his undoing. At another, Jackson and
Duaisy lived in the old shack they'd moved into when they got mar-
ricd deeades ago. They srill rook off for ceremonies in due season,
or for the occasional big funceral, but their kids had grovwn up and
moved away, so it was o guicter place now. The MacBrides hadn't
always won friends by their support of any natives who worked for
them. But long aro, Augustus MacBride had declared, ‘Anvyone who
calls themselves a Christian has a dury to help his fellow man, black,
white or brindle. 1 treat anv man who works for me fairly and with
respect.’

Hiring and firing had always been Phil’s domain. Miles was
doing a wonderful job of helping to hold the torr, but Lorna knew
they needed more station hands given rhe crash had lefr them
three men Jown. She re-read the lewer: S 0 T am nincleen and
a holf. T am six foot two and weigh cleven stone. T did my junier
certificate at Esperance High School. I have had some expetience
with merinos on my uncle’s farm at Fortitude Gulley. I have my
own dog”

Written on lined exercise paper, with no spelling mistakes, it was
like so many others she received seeking work. And like the others, it
was accompanied by a letrer from the hoy's tormer headmasrer, and
one trom his parish priesr, both confirming rhat he was an honesr lad
who eame from good people and rthar rhey hearrily recommended
him for any pesition working on the land. She smiled, and added it
to the pile to her left.

Loma opened the next envelope, this one from a widow and
her seventeen-year-old son: the hushand had managed a big prop-
erty in the Northern Territory hefore his recent death. Candidartes
for another of the outcamps, perhaps . . . She was about to take it to
Raose, usk her opinion, burt tutted to herself. The girl walked around

in a complece dream lately: you could hardly gec a sensible word
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out of her. Had she been roo harsh on her abouc the srace Marr had
gor into! Bur Rose never scemed to lisren unless she read her che

TIOL acl.

Rose had no words since — since whar? She couldn’c speak ro her
morher abour ir. And she couldn’r bear the rhought of heing bear
Matt, so hadn'c argued when Loma said she'd take ever the hospical
ViSITs.

Rose’s one island of comfort was Miles — kind, friendly, under-
standing. She could barely remember the version of herself who had
conftessed her secret travel plans, and she was grateful thar, with his
tvpical tact, he’d never mentioned them again.

In lute April, he ofiered to teach her to play croquet, and she
arrived ac his house on a Sunday afternoon. ‘Come through o the

“eroquer lawn”. T've sec up che hoops. Lemonade?’

‘Everything all right?' asked Miles, when thev reached the back
verandah.

“Yes* Rose sat down in the canvas steamer chair he Justed off
fur her.

‘Now, how much do you know about crogquet?”

‘Nothing, except that it’s very genteel,’ she said vaguely.

‘There are few more ruthless endeavours, [ assure you.”

He explained che rules, and rhe racric of using your shor o
knoek the opponends hall off course.

‘Sabotage .. murmured Rose.

“You scem a little distracted. Sure you're all tight?’

She stood up. ‘Let's start.”

He handed her a mallet and a ball, and showed her the various

shots, getting her to copy him.
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‘Gently, Rosie,” he said when her ball raced off into the gerani-
ums. ‘1f's more about strategy than mighe”

She was just here. Just now. There was only this. When he put
his fingers over hers to correct her grip on the mallet, she felc again
the flurrer of old davdreams — scarely homes and rolling lawns, When
his hands couched her shoulders o line up her side swing, she wished

he would leave them there forever

“You let me win, didn't you?' she asked as her ball hit the peg after her
first circuit. She was aware of two complecely different [ayers of her-
self, like oil floating on water: she smiled, and watched herself smile.

Then rthe fantasy evaporated. All that she'd driven from her
mind came crashing back, and she ler our a howl of tears.

‘Rose, what's che macrer?’

‘Evervrhing!”

He handed her a monogrammicd hondkerchicl, You've been
through — such a lot.

You've pot no idea what I've been through . .. If you did, you'd
have nothing ro do with me.’

He searched her tace, trying to decipher her meaning.

Against his instincts, against his better judesement, he leaned
down to give her a lighrt kiss, as though he might kiss things herter.
Bur when she responded urgently, fiercely, holding his head as she
kissed him back, he pulled awav.

‘T shouldn’t have done thac,” he satd. *Please forgive me)’

It wasn't the first time Miles had been in a sicuation like this, and
it probably wouldn't be the Tast, he supposed, but he knew there was
1o point in trying to explain. ‘You're a .. . a lovely git, and I'm .. .
well, I'm very flattered. But . .7 Ile fiddled with a cuft. ‘I'm not the
right sort of chap for vou.”

*Oh, [ know! “Out of my league.” Warren told me thar o mv
face once.’

‘Goodness, no! That's not it ac all. You're — you're clever and
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yvou're funny and yvou're excellent company ... Bur afrer all thac's
happened ra yau . .. One's emorions, well — rhey can leave one very
vulnerable, Really: all my faule. T can’c apologise enough.” He racked
his brains for an excuse. Tm afraid T have to be going. T promised
yvour mother I'd check on the stores — see what we're running low on.

Please forgive me for not seeing you out.”



18

T\‘s;fo navs aFTER the humiliation of the croquet afterneon, Rose
stood beside her mother, chooks clucking loudly as she openced
the wire sare to their yard.

‘But why now, for goodness’ sake, just before muster?” Lorma's
tone was exasperated.

‘Miles is still here. The new hands have started. Mact’s coming
home," said Rose, tollowing her in, armed with the hasket. *You'll
managea.’

The discussion was abour the secrerarial course Phil had wanced
Rose to do. Lorna was nonplussed by Rose’s announcement that she
waonted to start it now.

T've been trving to ask vou Tor ages but you're alwavs too busy
to talk. Dad already paid for it.” She took more ezos fram Loma. ‘Tt's
only till the end of the year”

‘Matt's hack in two days. Waie till atter that, and we can calk
about it again, Surely you can waic two days.)’

“You don't give a dumn about me!’

Lorna took a step back.

‘Ir's rrue! No one in rthis family ever has! I'msick of being rreaced
like a — like a—" Rose harled the basket to the ground.

“What

Rose—" Loma stored in disbelief as Rose ran off,
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leaving the shatrered eggs in her wake. She picked up the hasker,
and scroked the one intaer ege wich a thumb, rhinking. Mare was
the priority right now. Rose would cool afl. Lord, that gir] had a wild

streak, though.

‘Matt's back in two days.” Lorna's words were like a knife to Rose, still
desperate to keep distance from her brother.

She had ro get away. She dug our the old forms from her facher’s
desk, and wiped the rears from rthe pages char he had complered in

what scemed a differentd lifetime now.

The following day, Sneaky Snook rhe mailman rook anocher hite of
one of the sausage rolls Lorna had packed for him. Just o tide you
aver Gll Tunch,’ she'd said, passing the dnioil package chrough the
window of his truck. They were still warm, and the arema that filled
the cabin had Lightning drooling too. Sneaky had stopped halfway to
the first mate, a mile down from the homestead, and rucked in, feed-
ing one to his dog because ‘“tair's tair’. He pulled his hanky from his
pocker and wiped the sweat from his forehead, then wiped the grease
from his mourh, and finally his hands, ready to put them hack on the
sreering wheel.

‘Righry-oh, Lightning,” he said. ‘Wexe srop, déjeuner!” and pur
the truck inte gear, whistling the opening bars of “The Queensland
Drover'. Nearing the gate, he blinked at o figure. A mirl, She waved
an arm.

“That's Rosie NacBride, isn't it, mate?”

The dog loocked ahead, then turned to his master, panting in

Vig'\)I"UUS agreement.
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Rose had already swung the oate wide, and was standing by the
window.

*Gedday, Rosie. What are yvou doing out h—

‘Can I gec a lift with you! To town?’

‘Course. I've just come from rthe house. Could have saved you
the walk.’

‘Go through and T'll ¢lose the gate.” She replaced the chain, then
hoisted a duffle bag from behind the garepost and slung it inte the
footwell before sliding onto the seat.

‘Off von a jaunt?”

‘Sort of.”

Your mum didn’t say anything.’

It's . . . a surprise.]

Sneaky risked taking his eyes off the bumpy gravel long enough
ro study hern Away from the glare, her face was red and her eyes
swollen.

‘Everything QK

Yep.” She turmed to maze out of the window.

You sure?’ pressed Sneaky, giving a brief pat te his Jog, sitting
between them on the front seat.

*Sure as egys.’

Sneaky wiped his forehead again. "How are you gerting hack?’

Raose turned and cupped rthe dog’s head in her hands, leaning
inrairs face. ‘T'm fine. Tell vour boss thar, would you, Lighrning? And
rell him T don't feel like ralking any more. Dido't sleep well.

The dog nuzzled into her neck, the nub of his missing leg
nudging her ‘Good boy,” she said, ‘moooad boy,” and rested an arm

around him.

They drove the rest of the way in silence, Sneaky speaking only to
Lightning while Rose dozed.
Funny lot, the MacPBrides. . . Everything they'd heen through . . .

Rosic could be a handtul — always had been. Well, she was grown up
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now. None of his business whac she was up co wich her ‘surprise’ for

her morcher.

Wakey wakey.” said Sneaky when the truck finally shuddered to o
halt in town. ‘Last stop.”

Rose'’s eyes shot open and she glanced around. For a mement
the mailman saw 2 look of dread cross her features.

She got out. ‘Thanks for the lift)”

‘Where did you say you were going!”

‘Just the hank, then the train station.” She gave Lightning a fare-
well par. Bye!

He watched her wipe her nosc on the back of her hand and wipe
her eves with the heel of her palms. ‘Right, Lightning, Let’s go and
see old Elsie Twvitchen back at headquarters.’

At about the time Rose was ¢limbing out of the mail truck, Lorna
was pacing her daughter’s bedroom, clasping a picee of paper. An
empty envelope, addressed to ‘MNum, lay on the bed. On the pace,
tomn from an exercise book, jumbled words and phrases passed in and
out of focus. ‘Going o Perch’s ‘knew vou'd try to stop me'; ‘promise
['ll be fine’. The ink was smudged in places, and made reading all the
harder.

This was well beyond Rose’s usual shenanigans. Lorna turned
it over in her mind: che drifring abour in a daze since Marr's visir
then the rush te ger away before he came home ... There™d been
a thought niggling samewhere at the back of her mind, but she'd
isnored it. Something about Pattde Gosden, and Rese’s mendon
that she would be at that Young Pastoralists’ meeting. At the
time, she had smiled to herseltf: no wonder Marte was willing o

go in Rose'’s place. Then something Pattie Gosden's father had
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said at Phil and Warren's funeral made her think there had been
a muddle, and she'd given it no further thought. Bur later, tidying
Rose’s room when she was away at the hospital in Perth, Lorna
had glimpsed a YPA letter about it, which had Pacde down under
Apologies’. Wirth a sick teeling, she had to admic rhe likelihood
chat Rose had deliberacely lied. Noc for che firse time. Rur Lorns
had kepe it to hersclf.

And now Rose — maddening, fiery, mercurial Rosic — had left.
If she tried to force her to come back, she might lose her altogether.
Rose was nearly ewenty-one. She had plenty of old school friends in
Perth: Lorna had to use all her selt-restraint to resist telesraphing
each of them to truck her down. She thought through o hundred
strategies. Most of all, she wanred to talk it over with Phil.

Lorna MacBride, until recendy a woman of such competence
and deciziveness, could now anly sic numhbly and ler rthe phrases
cumble in her head. Oh, Lovd, Phil! Whar showdd T do? The timmedi-
ate task still was geeting Mate safely home — he needed her the most
right now. Rose was more than capable of taking care of hetself for a
few days.

Wil

Two days later, Loma was bath greatly relieved and deeply hurt to
receive a telegram. ‘In Perth STOP OK STOP Will write soon STODP
Love Rose STOT.

[t's possible that Lorna’s hurt might have passed; that her wish
to forgive her daughter could have survived the next communica-
tion, but not the one that tollowed ic Sneaky Snook delivered them
both on the same rrip, about two weeks larer, and she waired rill he’d
gone before looking at them.

What she read first was the posteard showing the sweep of the
Swarn River taken from King's Park.
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Dear Mum,

Pve decided 1o skip the course and go travelling around WA,
T'll get worvk as ¢ cemp oy frudt picking, cec. Tl be back in time for
Chyisomas. If vou don't hear from me, no news is sood news.

Rosie the Prodigal

Next, she opened a lecter addressed o Phil, from the secretarial

college.

Deay My MacBride,

Themk you for yowr lezrer of 299 April 1938 requesting o refund
of course fees. As per your written instructions, we have issued the
cheaue directly to your daagghter, Rose.

Enclosed please find your copies of the relevant forms, Please
acknowledge safe receipt in due course.

Yours sincerely,
Ethel Suilly,

Admirdsevative Diveceor

There on the page wos Phil’s signature, dated months ofter his death.

That Rose had tricked Mact into taking her place, had let him
eet blackour drunk; thac she had walked out on them just before
the muster; that she'd stolen the course fees: these didn't entirely
surprise her. But to sign her dead tather’s name . . . That was a calcu-
lated desecration, and something in Lorna hardened that dav.

This time it would have to be Rose who oftered che olive branch;
Rase who finally faced up o what she had done, and how she had o

change.
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19

ERNESTINE Boranac wore her hair in o dyed Black perm thacecould,
rumour had it, withstand the forces of the tropical cyclones
that tore through Port Grace in the wet seasen. The whites of her
slate-orey eyes were subtly tinged with pink, perhaps a reaction to
the thick hlack eyeliner that made Nefertiti's look restrained, or to
the constant shroud of smoke from her torty Rothmans a day. She
waore sling-backs wirth kitten heels, and tight-ficting frocks invari-
ably adorned with a large sparkly brooch, matched by voluminous
carrings. And cthere was lipstick, a good deal of it in a red which
macched the blood ot the slanghrerhouse she ran.

The Port Grace meatworks funnelled in livestock from the
northemn parts of Western Australin. The tawn sat at the delea of five
mighty rivers which entwined to shed their load where the animals
shed their lives. In the old days it would take a month or more of
droving for the stock to arrive at the abattoir, a few miles short of
the coast. These davs, they arrived by road trains on graded roads,
having made the trip from even the furthest starion in under a week.
Like in the old times, though, the mearworks killed only in the Drv
season, rwenmv-odd weeks from May ro Seprember. Only a madman
would oy getting beasts there in the sweltering Wet, when oyclones

could wash away roads with a foor of rain 1 a day, or nonchalantdy
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unroof houses and flacren fences and anyching else charc dared stand
up ro rhem.,

Ernestine Robanac eyed the girlin the chair across irom her desk:
she locked nervous. Tidy, though. Scurdily built. The alder woman
dipped her ash. ““Rose Smith.” Good start: easy to pronounce. Easy
ta spell. Not exactly a lot of scholars around here. Gort your Leaving
in maths?’

Yes)

‘Done hookkeeping before?

“Yes, for our sca—ior our farm.’

Rose explained she was from a sheep farm down souch; wanred
to travel, see a bic more of WA; decided o stop in Port Grace to save
a bit of money.

Tamily or friends up this way? Emestine asked, slotting her cio-
arerte back between pursed lips.

o’

[ort Grace was as far away from the run of family and friends as
Rose had been able to think of, or afford, at short notice.

‘How'd you'd hear abour the job again?’

‘The sign — in the window of Elders GM.’

{0

The woman gave a sharp [augh. ‘See? Who needs ro splash our
on newspaper ads when o bic of paper, 2 pen and o drawing pin'll do
the trick?” She stubbed out the cigorette and immediately dosed her-
self another from the navy and white box. ‘Any references?

‘Not with me, no. Buc [ -1. .

The woman, who could calculate by eye the weight of a steet to
within a pound, cast the same protessional glance over Rose. Finally,
with a wave of her hand, she said, 'l can always tell the wrong'uns.
Half the rime they forge their references anvway, You've gotan honest
face.' A cough rumbled deep in her lungs. ‘Any quesrions?’

“The ad mencioned nccommodation?

‘House comes with che job.” The unlic cigarere jiggled on Ernes-
ring's lips. ‘Nothing flash, butit’s clean, give or toke o fow spiders. It's
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usually upwind of the killing yard, so a bit easier on the old schnozz.
She thought. ‘And on the ears, for that matrer. I'll do you cash in
hand seeing as vou're moving around. What yvou decide to tell the
tax man's up to you.” She scrabbled abour in a drawer and pulled out
a heavy iron kev. ‘Fronr door No idea if the lock works, mind you —
not really mach need for ic. Power’s still conneered. Water, too.” She
handed it to Rose. ‘Come and I'l] show you areund the warks. You'll
be here in the office, but you mighr as well know what all the num-
bers are about.”

So beran the tour of the enormous entetrprise — three storeys of
carrugated iron, starting with the steel race to the killing vard, full of
a moh of Poll Shorthorns from the far north roday, waiting their turn
for the holt pistol. The srench was overwhelming. Rose had been
used to the smell of the slaughter room on Meredith Downs, but
here, the dung and the blood melded with che reek of rhe gurs and
the rendared fau and the skins hung out o dry, not Lo mention the
marrow extracted and the bones ground o meal. Without waming
she turned toward the tin wall and vomited explosively.

Tock! Get us a drink of warer over here, will you!" Ermnestine
shouted over the erowl of machines and bellowing of beasts to
a dungaree-clad man twenty feet away, and curned back ww Rose.
“Takes a while to get used to.”

T'm so sorry”

‘Oh, don't worry abourt ir. IT [ had a guinea for everyone who'd
done that on their firsc day, T eould rerire.

= ok %

Within a few weelss, Rose had drifted into a world of tenuous safety.
The pay was reasonable. The work was easy. The nausea from the
stench was largely relieved by the jar of Viek's which Mrs Bobanac
presented to her on her second day. A dab in each nostril worked

wonders.,
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She didn't have o ralk, rucked away in her lirrle offtce our the
back. Her mind was occupted every minute of the day with rhe digirs
that had o be mustered and wrangled and subdued into an order
that was reassurtmaly solvable. There was always a right answer if you
just followed the rules. At night she was dead tired, all the concen-
rration leaving her exhausted and hunery.

She read more than she ever had before, working her way
through the shelf of volumes left by the lasc bookkeeper, who had run
off with the daughter of che licensee of the Drover’s Reward Horel.
Raose’s evenings were filled wich the Reader's Digest, Wisden, and the
Cartlemen’s Bible, puncruared by Dickens and Srephenson, a Broneg
ar two, and an inordinate amounc of Mark Twain, None of them
brought her much pleasure, but they did bring her sleep — black,
drecamless sleep, inta which she would escape until the town's reost-
ers crowed her into the following moming.

Atter a month, Ernestine gave her a pay rise {‘T don't see why
vau shouldn't get as much as a bloke"), a better chair, and a hrand-
new adding machine. ‘l want you to feel at home,” she said as she
hrought in a turguoise vase made of anodised aluminium, and flled
with vivid scarlet roses, in plastic.

‘Thanks, Mrs Bobanne,” said Rose, almost rearful ar rhe gesrure.

‘Call me Ernie,’ the woman wossed aver her shoulder as her heels
clacked rowards the door, bracelers jingling, carrings bobbing, hair
rock-still.

Ernestine Bobanac, General Manager, saw in Rose a version of her
own younger self — a girl who was bright and capable and wheo,
though she wouldn't admir it, was seeking refuge from somerhing.
If Ernestine had had someone to help her stand on her own owo
feer, she wouldn’t have had ro marry Ivan and go chrough all rhar
that enrailed hefore the release of widowhood sranted by che war,
losing a hushand but gaining his meooworks. Besides, she cold her-

self, it was nice to have an employee who didn't drink or smell or
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try to touch her behind. That the gitl was good at her jobh was a

bonus.

Sametimes, o thought of home — home in the old days — would creep
into Rose's mind ond she would ache with the missing of it the lote
afternoon light slanting through the orange dust that the mustered
sheep always trailed in their wake; the view from the verandah,
strung with waterbags on a hot summer's moming; swimming in the
dead cold of a creek in early spring. But those thoughts led inevitably
to her family, now shrunken, and to the fragments of that night of
rain, which made it impossible to return. So she would fix her mind
again on che numbers, on the plastic flowers, rill she was safely back
in her suspended animarion, immune to the distressed bellowing of

the carttle, the snarl of the bone sows and the reck of the renderings.

N

When Marc came home from hospiral, much of rhe pracrical burden
of getting him back o normal icll on Miles Beoumont, who had kept
his promise to stoy untl Mare was back on deck. More thon ence,
Mhliles had to smooth over situations, both with the station hands,
when Matt would muddle instructions about which paddock to
muster or which fence to repair, and in town, where he could fly off
the handle about a spilt cup of tea or giving the wrong money for a
newspaper.

The two had never spent much time alone rogether — Miles was
a good ren years older than Macr, and had rended o keep company
with Phil or Warren, Bur he liked che kid, and o friendship grew
between them as Matt learned o depend on Miles, and Miles grew
to admire Matt's determination to get on with life.
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It was Miles who suggesred they resume the rradition of main-
raining Monnv's pearling lugger. ‘Good exercise for you, co-ordinarion
and se forth, he'd said. ‘But no climbing the mastjust vet, methinks.’
He noticed how it scemed to soothe Matr — undertaking simple,
repetitive tasks, even if he had to be reminded of the basics now
and then. And Miles enjoyed the Quixotic endeavour: no chance
it would ever see the ocean again, but it dekled him to imagine it
might.

As they worked, they chatred about cricker, about sailing, Miles
gently enguiring how Marct was gerting along.

1 ieel like a owo-vear-old,” Mact confessed as rhey sat mending a
sail chewed by mice. People come up to me and acc like they know
me, ahd sometimes T ean’t tellir they do. Te's worse if T get worked up:
then it's like ... like falling down a well with no sides, and no way
back up. I can't tell if people are telling me the tuth: not about them
hut about me!’

Miles shook his head as he pierced the canvas patch with his
thick needle. 'I can't imagine what that's like.”

‘And 1 keep finding vut stutt. Things people say 1 said or did.
Like when Mum had ro remind me [ was Dux of the school.” He lev-
ered rhe lid oft a rin of varnish. ‘Ies a8 it 'm nor really a person — I'm
jusL a1 story, that someone ¢lse has w well me!’

Miles knotted and cut the thread. Maybe we're all just stories,
in the end . .. My family’s version of my story isn't much like mine.’

‘Huh?”

‘Let’s just say you and I both have lives that have been edited,
one way or another.”

Tl swap places it you like. Youve got a brain that works, and the
girls all throw themselves atyou ..’

‘Thar doesn't necessarily mean [ carch them.’

Mard's face reddened. T don't even know if 've ever —well, ever
even kissed a gitl’ Remembering faces laughing at him in own, he
said, Don't tell anyone.’
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‘Of course [ won't.”

So much for ‘touch has a memory' ... Miles tried to imagine
what it must be like not to know something so fundumental: all the
kisses and naked skin and the passion he had known. He thought of
Sandy — those eyes, those lips — and longed tor them. ‘Don’t give ir
a second thougho P'm rather good ac keeping seerets, as ic happens.
Qccupational hazard.’

Matt nodded, relieved. And rising like a bubble from deep in
an underwater cave there appeared to him a picture thar made his
eur stir: flickering lamplieht, a shadow on a wall. And rain. So much
rain. But he couldn't tell if it was a frasment of 2 memory or a trag-

ment of a dream.
ikl

In early August, Lorna’s heart raced as she saw Rose’s writing on an

envelope. In it was a card.

Dear NMum,

P awell end enjoying life. Pve been up noveh emd am just posting
this whilc I pass thoouph Port Grace. T'm actually saving lots of
money becdause T oct baid casudl vates and it's cash in hand, so
no tax. Sav hi to evervone Jor me. Sull planning to be buck for
Christmas.

Rosie x

[t enclosed a bank cheque, drawn on the ES&A hank in Port
Grace, repaving half the course tees.

Wharever else Rose was, as rthe cheque reminded Lorna, she
was resourceful. Perhaps the dime away was actually making her grow
up. Repaving some of the money had re be a soad sian, surcly? Loma

pictured her as a little one, feeding an abandoned lamb, and a for a
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moment she longed to hold her, stroke her hair. Then she remem-

bered Phil's signature, and was torn again berseen hurr and anger.

Four months inco her job, Rose fainted ar her desk, nicking her fore-
head on rhe handle of rhe adding machine. ‘Mighr need a sricch or
rwo,’ Erncarine said, dabbing rhe wound wich a cea towel, ‘Berrer ger
you to Doc Daulby. You oll right to stand up?’

‘Of course,” said Raose. T feel so stupid! T've never fainted in my
life." She noticed Emestine glancing at her ankles as she rose.

‘Hardly worth the drive,” said Ernestine as she parked her Buick
outside the surgery. ‘Butr I couldn't take the chance of you fainting en
me again.” She opened her door and dipped a foot out, then turned
hack, gquickly rugging off her wedding ring and handing it to Rose.
‘Here, per. Why don'c you slip this on, just tor the wisit!”

“Whar tor!” A low warning hum arced rhrough Rose.

Ernestine gave a hmmph. ‘Pompaous old bugger, Daulby can be.
Used te make my bload boil, Less Tikely to talk down to a married
worman, that's all.’

Dr Daulbhy’s pepper-coloured hair was glued with oil into stripes thar
hegan from a parting just above his right ear.

““Common misconceptions ahour conceprion”, I like ro call them,’
he said as he washed his hands after examining Rose. ‘Menscruarion,
or something like ic, doesn’t alwavs stop. And you tell me your cyele’s
always been ormatic ... You're about five months, T'd say," he said, sit-
ting and leaning his elbows on his desk. ‘First bahy: such a blessing’

Rase’s face burned. ‘But it’s a mistake, I'm telling vou! You're

fust wrong.’
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‘No chance of that, 'm afraid.’

‘But ] — [t was only . . . [t can’t be?

‘It can take a while to digest the news when vou find out late [ike
this. On the brighc side, though, most of the waiting’s over. Junior's
going o be here hefore you know ir.’

Revalsion swirled in Rose’s belly, in her chroac, behind her oves.
¥ \

The doctor was peering into her face, tapping her cheeks. *Back with
us, then?' It took her a moment to realise that she was lying on the
bed in the consulting room. And another moment to remember what
she'd just been told.

"Tuke a few good deep breaths . .. That's right,” said Daulby.
‘Here — have some warer. Easy does it He helped her sit up, swing-
ing her legs over the side of the bed. ‘Berrer now?” He went back o
his chair re make some nores. “Your hlood pressure’s a licdle on the
low sidg, so we'll want to keep an cye on chat. Nice healthy dict,
plenty of rest, plenty of sleep. T ean explain all this to vour hushand
if you like.’

Tt I— Rose stopped, searched her palms, trying to find the
words. ‘[f I wanted — not to have the baby . . what would [ do™

‘Not have the baby here in Pore Grace? Well, T can make
arrange—'

‘No. It | wanted to not have the baby . .

His smile vanished ‘Are vou ralking abour an aborrion, Mrs—'
He flicked a glance achis appoinmment sheet, and gave a slower blink.
Wrs Smich?’

T can't have this baby, doctor. Te's — it's not pessible.”’

Well, it's not possible to kill it, either I'm sute you're aware that
abortion is and always has been a crime, for doctor and patient alike,
and one this late, where there's a perfectly healthy mother and baby,
is .. ." He paused, and shook his head. ‘Utrerly unthinkable’



If you've gor one, love, now's the rime for family,” Ernesrine said
when Rose sar beside her in rhe car afrerwards, rhe gicl’s rears and
snot and hair mingling as she caged her faee in her hands. T can wrice
to them for you—'

No! They must't know! Please don't make mel”

Ernestine put a hand on Rose’s forearm. Tet, I'm not going o
make you do anything. No one's going to make you Jdo anything. And
if anyone tries, you just let me know. Takes a brave man to tangle
with Old Ernie chese days.”

‘Bur whar am [ going to do? How am 1 going to survive!”

‘Exactly rhe same way you do now. Your story’s youn husiness,
but you don't have to marry some brute just to keep a roof over vour
head. You've ot a house — it's not Buckingham Palace, but it's free
and it's yours; and vou'll keep coming to work and doing the boaoks,
and when it's time, you can have the baby here, and then you can
take your time to sort out what's next. Sutficient unto the day is the

evil thereot.” She snorted. ‘Stupid bloody expression, but it's true.’

A%

[t was lare November when Miles approached Matr one afternoon
as he was clearing out the old stables. The MacBrides had never
got around to throwing our the old carchorses’ harnesses irom the
carly days, and thev hung on the walls, furred with red dust, shed-
ding stutiing and sheltering insects. Time to fling them on a bonfire,
Lorna had said.

‘Need a hand? Miles asked.

Wouldn't say no.”

“Your mother tells me she's expecring Rose back soon.”

‘Apparently.’ Matt heaved one of the collars onto a fire outside
the stable.

‘And you got the all-clear from the doctors, T underscand



More or less. And I'm OK to drive again. They call me a mir-
acle. Not as though | ean turn water into wine . . 7

‘Huave vou tried?”

When Martc laughed, Miles said, ‘Buc you're up w taking over
the reing, vou chink? Wirh your mather and Rosic?”’

T — we'll be righe. Eventually?

Miles picked up seme carthorse reins cracked with age. “These
for the pyrel’

‘Chuck "em on’

When Miles flung them into the flames, a shower of sparks
erupted. “Then, if things are hack on an even keel, I've come tor my
Nune Dimirtis.”

Martt narrowed his eves as he searched his memory for the
phrase. Something from chapel at school. ‘You're leaving?’

‘Tt vou can cope, yes.

Matt pulled one end of the shatt from an ald coare ‘T sappose
vour family are keen to get you back.”

‘Ha! I'm a black sheep remittance man, and proud of it,” said
Miles. His smile slipped for a moment. ‘No, I'll travel around a bic . .
Visit some of our other properties . . . They're in no hurry to have me
home.’

‘Have you told Mum you're going?’

I wanced to ask you first.’

That night, Matcsat on his mocher's bed while she was acher dressing
table, slipping hairpins from her bun. T'm only cighteen. T wouldn't
have a ¢lue how to run this place, Mum.

‘But I have, darling.” She reached out a hand to him. ‘Te'll be all
right. Rosie’ll be back. And Neil Tinnett'll always help.’ She touched
his cheek. “You know more than you think vou do.”

‘Do I

“You were horn here. You've been handling sheep since you could

walk. Not like Miles, having to learn ic from seracch. I'm sorry o see



him go, hur he's already stayed much longer than we had any righr o
hape.” She drepped che ast hairpin inco the erysoal dish. “You'll de a
hne job, Mattie. Just waic and see.’

Two weeks later, Matt helped Miles load the last of his things onto
the back ot the mail truck. Lichtning was sniffing around the cases,
the smell of old crocodile skin a welcome curtosity. The only tcem left
on the ground was the wooden crate which had arrived wich Miles.

‘Don’r forget vour craquer ser,” said Marr.

‘Actually, that's for you!’

Ml

‘A souvenir of the mad Pom you had to put up with.”

Lorna emerced from the house with Sneaky, whe was wearing
the smile of a man carrying freshly made sausage rolls.

‘Righty-ho, Lightning!" he declared. ‘Lead the way! and the dog
jumped into the cab of the truck.

‘Thanks tor being such a godsend, Miles,” Lorna said, raking his
hands in hers. She held his gaze in silence. ‘T, .. we couldn’t have
coped wirhour you.”

T've felt very much at home here, Mrs MacBride.” He ook onge
[ast look at the homestead. There was a crack in his voice as he said,
‘Better not keep Her Majesty's mail waiting. Cheerio.’

Then he was gone, as dazzlingly clean on his deparcure as on his

i;l]_”]_”.lVEll UVET A year ago.

Later that evening, Matt was about to store the hox on a shelt in the
shed. On a whim, he opened the crace, and ook our a maller; felc
the weight of one of the wooden balls — exaccly a pound, according
o Miles. A smile came o his lips as he recaptured the picuure of the
day Miles got the Omo nickname. Replacing the ball, he glimpsed
something red at the bottom of the crate, and slipped a hand down



for it: a preeting card featuring a Grenadier Guard in a sentry box.

He read inside:

My darling Miles,

Something to kech you entertained during vour exile in the
Colonics, and ro remind ~you of our pames together. They can't keep
us ubart fovever.

All my love,
Sandy.

Hmph. Dark horse, thought Matt, and imagined a reunion on a train
plattorm somewhere, Miles sweeping this mystery woman up in his
arms and whirling her around like they did in films. Mavbhe Meradith
Downs's loss was Sandy's gain. He pur che lid back on. Onee Raosie

vot home, they could work out berween them how to play the game.

A

When Rose went into labour while Ernestine was visiting her a
week before Chrisrmas, the older woman was untlustered. ‘Righr-oh.
About dme we sent for Doc Daulby, T reckon.’

No!" Rose snapped. T don'c want him anywhere near me?’

T know he's an old sa-and-so, but you need someone who ktiows
whart they're doing, pet.’

‘Not him! Anyone but him!”

Ernestine sat on the bed and brushed the girl’s hair from her
eyes. ‘T wouldn't wunt the old bastard either.’ She screwed up her lips
as she pondered. ‘Let me pop home guickly o make a relephone call)’
she said, and dug aboucin her handbag for her address book wich the
numbers wricren on che inside front cover under ‘Emergency’.

She was scon on the telephone o the Flyving Docror base in
town. ‘Yes, [ know you're not here for us townics, June, burt the poor



lass got on the wrong side of Dauncless Daulby from che off . .. Too
crue,’ she replicd o some comment, “You know whar rhe ald coot's
like. 8o T wondered il one of vour medics micht do a merey dash.’

When the nurse hesitated, Ernestine reminded her that she had
denated the money for their new transceiver system last yvear

‘It's her first, and she's young . .

Adter some discussion in the hackground on the two-way radio
about who was available, the nurse said, “We've got a fellow from
another distrier covering for Dr Appledore. Nice hloke. Very good.

He says he'll come.’

An hour later, Rose paid scanc actencion to the man wich che black
bag who appeared in the doorway of her bedroom. To was all she could
do to remember to breathe, as urced by Ernestine.

‘Afterncon, Mrs Smith. How are you doing? the docror asked
with a smile, dropping his bag, ‘I'm Dr—" e blinked at the patient.

‘Rose!” he ventured. ‘Rosie MacBride?
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FOR A MOMENT, Mact thought he was secing a ghost. As Rose
walked throaugh the front Joor of the homestead just after Christ-
mas, she looked hagrard and wretched and not quite of this world.
Lorna had collected her from the "drome, rogether with the baby and
Dr Finbar Rafterty.

Though Lorna carried the infant, and Dr Raffercy held Rose's
few helongings, the girl seemed more burdened thun either of them.
Like a child herself, she was lost and frail in a way she had never
been. When Mare went to give her a kiss on the eheck, she reeoiled
so violendy thao Dr Raffercy said, ‘Lec her get her bearings. She's scill
a bit tepsy-turvy . .. You're doing a grand job, Resic. A really srand
job.” When she moade no response, he rubbed his palims together.
‘Could you rustle up a cup of tea for us, do you suppose?

‘Of course! said Lorna; then to Rose, ‘Important to keep your
fluids up while vou're nursing.” Since she'd heard the news a week
ago, Lorna had teetered berween outrage and sorrow and over-
whelming shame. She tried again to build a hridge to her danghter,
this sciff scranger. ‘T remember [ alwavs had a drink on the go — tea,
or harley warer or’ — she forced a laugh — *a dose of medicinal stour
come sundown.” The doctor caught her eye and zave a quick warmn-
ing shake of the head.



‘And I'm sure your mam won't mind making up some formula for
che lirtle man in a bic

Loma was about to guery this, but at Raiferty's glance said,
‘Right. Tea. You all go through to the lounge room.”

She tried to hand the infant to Rose, but when her dauchter’s
face clouded, Lorna thrust the swaddled bundle at Matt, who held it
to his chest as it he'd just marked a foothall.

Rose led the doctor inco the lounge room, gazing as though
she’d never before seen the dark wooden turniture, the photographs
in their frames, the heavy curtains. She sar beside the longease clock,
and was surprised as irs name, ‘Old Wally’, appeared silendy in her
mouth. les ticking fele Toud, reproachtul, and for a moment conjured
the vaice of her father, How many times had it ticked and chimed,
ticked and chimed, since she'd left? Strange to think that tdme had
been passing here ar exactly the same rate as it had for her in Port
Grace. It was stupid, time. Only brought rouble. Only told lies: one
minute didn't have the same lensth as another. A handful of seconds
could wreck your whole lite. Forever.

She brought her attention back to Dr Rafferty, who was examin-
ing with exaggerared interest the chess board on the table beside his
chair.

‘T shouldn’t have come back.’

‘Port Grace was no place for you, Rose. You belong with your
family.’

Standing in the hallway with his charee, Martt stroked the downy
scalp thac fitted neatly in his palm; ok in its mysterious smell. 11e
inspected the dny face, its skin with a few minuscule pimples, mouth
sucking even in deep slumber. It was the youngest haby Mart had
ever seen. Reminded him of a joey before it got its fur, all translu-
cent skin and heat and heartheat. For a while he simply stared ar ic
chis lirtle creature thar had ripped aparcr the tew remaining threads
ol his already tormn family, rending mother from daougheer Te was past

mending now.



For Matt, the time since the crash was often a slippery skein of
impressions and halt-memories and hypotheses and jagged feelings.
He could remember the exact moment Lorna had cold him about the
baby, hut the informadon had been so bizarre thac he couldn’t quite
belicve it wasn't anorher of his brain's tricks. Fin Rafferry had senr
a crypric telegram from Port Grace and Lorma had driven inco town
to telephone him, recciving word of Rose’s true whercabouts, and of
the baby's birth. Fin had urged Loma to take her daughter in untdl a
decision was made about what to do with the child. There had been
shock, then terrible anguish in his mother’s eyes when she broke
the news. Mart recalled Lorna's hewildered face as she murmured,
A ho's on earthy's the father!, a grey vell of shame descending on her.

Now there was the feel of this new body in his arms — lighter
than a tlecce, a whole life sec deking all on its own, with a future
he couldn’t imagine, and a past char hatfled him. ‘Bloady hell,” he
mutierad.

The child apened his eyes and fixed Mact with a leok of such
stern intensity that he felt naked, defenceless. The baby blinked, and
stared amain, this time eiving the slichtest of frowns, as if demanding
something.

Matt touched a finger to the tiny cheek. ‘Geddav,” he whispered,
and carried him into the lounge room. ‘Huas he got a name yec?’

Rose gazed ar her brother, *MacBride, I suppose.”

‘Oh! [ didn't mean . . . T wasn't asking—'’

‘He means a Chrisrian name, Rosie, lave,” said Rafferey. ‘And |
think the answer to thar, Macchew, is “not yet™.

Wil

From the moment Rosice sct foot in the door with the corrycol chree
days earlier, she had remained tight-lipped and stony-faced on the
subject of the baby's father No matter how gently Loma tied to



hroach rhe subjece, her daughrer simply would nor he drawn. A grim,
iey silenice would descend on her, and wirhour closing her eyes, Rose
made it clear she no longer saw hern

Lerd knows what Phil would have done if he'd got his hands en
the boy. Or the man? As Lorna hung out washing or fed the pigs, she
racked her brains. Could that Derek fellow have come back into the
picture somehow! Or a hoy from the Young [astoralists? Someone in
Wanderrie Creek? Or there was no telling who she might have met
at the hospital in Perth. Bur the girl was barely hanging on. She dared
not push her oo far

Uncil Rose would ralk, Lorna simply had o carry on: going
through Flintgrave's latest bumph on this year’s stud rams; answering
Qdlum & Chopping about their shearing contract. And, of course,
writing up the station diary.

She looked at her entry for 27th December 1958 and considered
her decision to omit any reference to the baby in the mention of
Rose’s return. It the plan she was nursing worked, the whole episode
would tude into the past, as such stories, mercifully, often did.

She tound her hands, of their own accord, paging their way hack
o just over nine months ago, interrogating the entries for clues.

For vears, mosr of the diary was in Fhil's handwriring; oceasion-
ally hers ar, Tater, one of the children’s; and once in a blue moan that
af o manager or o jackaroo: when, sav, Phil had gone to collect her
and each newborn from haspital. Later;, more entries were by Rose.
Arter the crash, though, it erupted into a kaleidoscope of penman-
ship. Some she recognised — Miles Beaumont's, Maudie Knapp's — and
some she didn't. As tor the comings and goings, the excraordinary —
the names of the police, or the undertakers — rubbed shoulders with
the mundane: the arrival of some well-sinkers; agriculture hoffins
from the CSIRO; a fow stray Seventh Day Adventist missionaries.
Lorna rried ro call ro mind rhe faces of the men who fearured in rhe
diartes around thar time. Such memorics were hazy acbest.

As she noticed more and more entrics in the graceful copperplate



of Miles, the tiniest thought prickled: no more than a needle poised
to pierce a veil. Then, for reasons she couldn’t explain, it was fol-
lowed by an image of the Annunciation: the Angel Gabriel, wings
spread wide, delivering his news to the Virgin Mary.

She noriced it was Rose who had wrircen ‘RM and MB ro out-
comp’ on 23 March, just before Macd's visit, and the Angel Gabricl
drifeed back theo hermind’s eye ot this mention of her eip with Miles
Beaumont. The words were neat, the pen not pressed with any par-
ticular force .. but in contrast with the plainly written sentences
that followed, about which of the hands were dummying a houndary
fence out at Joker, and which laving concrete ror the new shower
block for the shearers’ quarters at the Home Shed, there was a little
flourish to 'MPB'. She flicked back over the pages. There it was again,
cach time Rosic had wricten Miles's inicials.

She elased the baok abraprly.

ok &

In bed that night, the little needle thoucht of the Annunciation
came back to her, She got up and wenr to check, tracking her fingers
down the relevant Gospel verses by rorchlishe. Her memory hadn't
failed her: the Virgin Mary didn’t seem to have told a soul who the
father was, not even Joseph — that was left to the angel.

Lorna considered Mary’s silence, horne of some deeper wisdom —

telling not even her mother — and her heart softened.
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FOR MATT, THE sudden appearance of this baby at Meredith Downs
was just another of the ruptures in the laws of nature that had
surrounded him since the kangaroo had bounded in front of the auck
and turned the world haywire. It took a lot to surprise him these days.

Warching Rose with the haby reminded him how she used o
bring in newhorn, morherless lambs. Bur she'd been more loving co
the arphanced lambs. With (he baby, she was almost businesslike —
just keeping him fed and clean. Tt was Loma who rocked him and
figeled his ractle; Matt himself who cammied him. about the house and
out to the sarden to hear the parrots and smell the rang of eucalyprus
and salthush on the evening air.

The baby never left the homestead, let alone the property. There was
no showing him off to neighbours, or parading him around town. Any
artemypr o raise the quesrion of the farher was mer wich such wild panic
in Rose’s eyes that Lortin senuinely teared what mighe happen if she
pressed for details. She would give her daughter a few more davs before

addressing the other inevitable issue with her —having the child adopted.
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Ever since Rose got back, Matt had noticed her watching him. She
seemed to peer warily from some inner den, a wounded animal
checking the air tor satery. One atternoon, as he fixed a kitchen tap,
he turned o find her behind him.

‘How long have you been there?' he asked.

A while.!

You must be really bored.

Rose ignored the joke, and slid down the wall to sit on the floor
‘How came you can remember how to replace a washer?’

Mact was putting all his force into unscrewing a nut with a
wrench. ‘Different bit of my brain. Motor memory.' Dr Fairchild had
explained that it wasn't at all surprising thar Matr could still remem-
ber pertectly well how to perform some general manual tasks but had
occasional holes in his memory for facts and events.

‘There's staff you still really don'c remember, isn't there?’

Matt unserewed a pipe under the sink. ‘Like what?' Rose's
silence drew him back out into the light, Are you erving?’

‘Nao."” She wiped her nose with the heel of her hand.

Some instinct made Matr avert his eyes. He turned on the tap,
now fixed, and poured himself some water. Through the window,
the rusty old swing-set whined in the breeze. He could remember
that well enough: hours and hours of playing on it. Wirhout turning
around, he said, ‘I'm glad vou're back.’

Raose didn'r replv.

A rhought had been worming away ar him for davs: a thoughr he
barely had weords for in his ewn head, let alene to speak alood. He'd
say i, just ongg, in cose. Eves firmly on a rag as he washed it in the
sink, he said, ‘Bliss, if anyone —if anyone made you do anything . .. T
yOU Want me to sort someone out for you, you know you just need to
say.’ In uttering the unutterable, the implications grew on him, and
he said more urgently, ‘Gaod, if it's anyone from around here, anyone
[ know . . .7 He stopped when he caught the look on her face.

‘Sorry," he said. ‘None of my husiness.”
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Omce he'd gone, Raose sat rocking, rocking. She was tired, so tired,
but sleep was impossible. Staring at the wall, it changed colour — the
whole room seemed to rake on a ereenish tinge, She screwed up her
eyes and rubbed them, then looked again, forcing the colours back
into realicy.

il

The late night was storry-cold when, navigating cach familiar floor-
board to ensure she made no sound, Rase crept out of the house to
sit silently on the verandah.

The knowing, the remembering, was like a cancer that would
spread. For so long, it had been her constant fear, a dread char sucked
all future from the world. But surely Matt’s comments thar afcernoon
meant thar what had happened had noc only fallen chrough one of
rthe holes in his memory, bur rhar ir was safely stuck beyond reach for-
cver, like the moment of the erash irself. Perhaps the knowing mighr
anly ever be hers.

For the first time in months, Rose dared ro feel o glimmer of
safety.

She thought back o all the MacBrides whe must have sat on
this verandah before her: their triumphs and disasters. She barely
remembered thelr names. Who knew what secrets had gone to the
grave with them? If there was no one to torce the truth on her, maybe
she could survive. Once the haby had gone.

In rhe distance she could just make out a pale glow: ir would be
Pere Peachey, back from a kill. Night was his time, and for o moment
she was comforted by a vague sense he was keeping vigil wich her, this
man whe by all accounts had lived throush things beyond imagining.

From her pocker, she pulled her old brass lishter, flicked it apen

and closed, relishing the cold, soothing touch of it.
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THE pay Mirs Blencombe visiced, remarkably icw words were
spoken beyond light pleasantrics. A sturdy matron from the
Anglican Society for the Australian Family, she briefly inspected
the baby in his carry hasket. ‘Such a bonny little chap. The couple
I've lined up are overjoyed.” She slipped a fallen dummy back into his
mouth. ‘Naturally, [ can’t say much more — we have strice confiden-
tiality tor borh the unmarried mother and the adoprive parents. But
they're a lovely young pair. The house is very modern, and she keeps
it sporless. Regular church-goers. He's gor an excellent job — a pro-
fessional gentleman, Poor Lass had to have o hysterectomy after same
surgical complications.

She gave Rose a sympathetic glance. ‘T con promise that your
baby will have a much berter life than you could give him .. in
your situation. An illegitimare child has a very hard road to hae, I'm
afraid.’ To Lorna, she said, “You were quite right to get in touch.”

As Lorna poured rea, Rose asked, *“Strict confidentiality™. Does
that mean it will never be able o find me?’

Taking just 2 moment to understand che ‘it’, Mrs Blencombe
said, ‘Norin che ordinary course of things, no, he wouldn’r, dear,” and
stirred in a sagar lump thoughtfully.

“You can promiscl’
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The woman replaced her reaspoon and rurned the roses on the
cup ro face those on the saucer as she considered. *There have been
instances —very rare — where a child, once he's old enough, has gone
in scarch of his original parents, and found them. Generally just the
maother Butit's very unusval. We certainly don't pass on information.
But sometimes they manage to picce together dates, or snippets from
here or there. It can be a tamily likeness that gives the game away.
But we strongly discourage that sort of investigation. People rarely
want to be reminded of terrible mistakes they've made. And as for
the child, well, you know the saying: “Where isnorance is bliss, "tis
folly ro he wise.”’ She sipped her tea

At this qualification to confidentialicy Rose’s checks had paled,
but Lorna took the paller for something else. ‘Tt really is the best solu-
tion, Roste darling. A good home. A happy life. And you can put all
the . shame .. behind you!

She rturned to Mrs Blencombe., “What happens next?”

The visitor ran through the paperwork. When she mentioned
registering the birth, Rose interrupred.

‘Duoes it have to be registered? Does my name have to be on the
hirth cerdificare!”

“Well, ves, ir does. Bur chat’s jusr a formalicy”

‘And you den't — yvou don't have (o put the name of — the facher?

‘No, deat, we don't have to do that. Frankly, many girls just can’t
say for sure who the fatheris . .

Bur my name would be there forever, if it ever looked for it?

‘I suppuse so, yes.’

A silence fell. Neither Rose nor Lorna couched their tea. Out-
side, one of the dogs harked. A crow cawed. Eventually Old Wally
chimed the hour, and Mrs Blencombe put down her cup. “Well, I'd
betrer be off. Long drive ahead. T'll scay in Wanderrie Creck ronighr,
then head back down to Perch comorrow.” She pur on her har and
cloves. ‘T be back soon ta bring the forms and collece the Tictde
chap.’ She looked carnestly at mother and daughter. “You're doing
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the right thing. You'd be surprised how often this happens. And how

completely it's forgorten, given time.’

That cvening, when Matt came home trom a mill run, Lorna intercepred
him on rhe verandah. ‘Ic's all arranged.’ To herselt she murmured, *The
only people who have any idea are Maudic Knopp, Dr Rafferty ond
Pete. A couple of the hands © .. but they know not to tolk.” Turning
back to Matt, she said, “The paor love can get on with her life.”

Wil

The next day, Tate aitarmoon sun spills onto Rose’s dressing table throogh
a wap it the curtaing, splashing heat onto the hand that holds the pen.
The snuffles from. the basket behind her are occasionally joined by the
vibrant song of a butcherbird outside and, somewhere closet, the buzz-
ing of an insect that has found a way in Jdespite the flywire.

She tears a blank page from an old exercise book of her grade
four notes ubout the inundation of the Nile and the tapping of rubher
plants in Malaya. She applies the tip of the pen and warches each
word as it forms on the paper. She knows she has o ser down every-
thing she can remember, everything she could say out loud if she had
the courage. Becouse that's how the maogic weorks.

A wasp lands on the dish of coloured ribbens close by, and the
buzzing intensifies as it patrols their bright satin for pollen. She shoos
it off with a vialent slap.

Her hand is shaking. If she can force the words outside of her, like
squeezing vut a sting, she can make it all disappear. The hardest thing
isn't the writing of the words themselves, but overcoming the urge to
change the story. Time and again, she hears a voice — her own — saying
but suvely you coudd have . . you shoudd have . L L why didn'e o juse . . 2
In that shadowy memaory, she 1s horrified by the look en Mawds face;

the tears that dissolved into something forcign, then an expression
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she was never meant o see; the touch rhar made her freeze, unable o
move beenuse she was unable ro belicve her senses. Beside his body, in
thot bricl instant she was in a scparace world, distant, cold.

Te's all my fault,” she writes. Because the one thing she's sure of
is that it's not her baby brother’s faule. Ir's not his fault he was mental.
[t's not his fault he didn't know what he was doing. And it’s a shaort,
downhill cumble from ‘All my tault’ to ‘Serves me right.” And even
thar hurts less than writing ‘Matt is the facher” This, she prints, line
atter line, in capital lecters.

She reaches into the hiding place and draws our the brass ligheer,
irself rhe subjecr of s own nore when she firse ‘disappeared” ic from che
pocket of o shearer’s dungarees years back when he'd gone tor o shower

She will make this go away. Matt will never regain the memeory.
The baby will live far away in a modern, spodess house.

She folds the paper over and over — it hurts her eyes to see any
af the words. Yawa, yauwa, vawa,” she whispers, flicking the lichter on
and otf.

A plercing scream comes from the bassinet, and Rose twists to
see the wasp on the babv's arm, withdrawing its sting and flying otf.
She hears her morher running.

‘Rose! Whae in God's name—1?"

She swaffs the note and lighter ino the hiding place, and picks
up the baby but Loma rushes in and shatches him fram her arms and
starts soothing and shooshing, “What did you do?’

Tr was a wasp. Stung its arm.”

‘Oh, you poor soul,” Lorna tells the baby. ‘Toor, pour lictle thing.
Come on, lec’s get a cold compress tor vou. Shh, shh, lictle one.” She
gives u brief shuke of the head, and her look accuses Rose of incom-
petence more eloguently than any words.

The spell of rhe rirual is broken, its promise of crasure losc.
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A twenty-eight parrot is singing to itselt in the big lemon gum out the
buck, and Matr listens, caught by the intricacy of the notes — these
birds will sit for hours on end, constructing elaborate songs as hright
as their green feathers. He and Rose are sitcing on the hack verandah,
wound togerher in rhe song. Ie's the firse fime since Rose came home
aweek ago that she hase’t made an excuse to move away from him.,

She and the baby scem to spend a lot of time sleeping. Matt
sometimes sces her surfacing from her bedroom late in the afternoon,
still in pyjamas; or sitting at the kitchen table at three in the mom-
ing, juylessly feeding the baby his bottle, gazing at the ceiling while
the baby stares at her.

Mact rolls a cigaretre, lights it

"You smaoke like a kerosene fridee these days. It stinks.”

‘The nurses said doing rollics counted as therapy — manual dex-
reriry. Pracrically good for me. Do you cver smoke?”’

‘No.”

Ty I? You know . . . befere?’

T've told you: you started in hospital.”

Taking up the sandpaper, Matr started again on the ald cor
Lorna had asked him to repaint for the baby when it had firse arrived.
The flywire that protected the wooden frame was still incact, and the
hinges on the top had responded well to a drop of vil, so that it lirced
up and folded hack easily.

‘Do vou remember heing in this coc?”’

‘Course nor,’ said Rose, and Marc wondered if her irrirarion was
because she el stupid for not remembering, as he so oiten did.

Matt's memory had grown back like o mash. To fill the holes
about the crash, he had to rely on others. Loma had seemed resistant
at first, changing the subject or saying she was busy Only eradually had
he worleed out that, for her, answering his questions meant discurbing
a terrible wound, like picking out shards of gluss. They required her
to relive a rime that had taken away her hushand and her eldest son.

As for other events in his lite: for bare faces and the like, hea
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could ask Pere Peachey; or Neil Tinnerr, mavbe. Buc there was other
rerricory — private cerritory — rthar he wanred o recover. He some-
times wished he could ask Humpty Dumpton, bur any attempt o
contact him since that doy i the hospital vears age had been met
with. silence. That left Rose.

Applying the paint with care, he said, ‘Can I ask you a question?”

‘Nhat about?”

‘Me.’

Her features hardened a traction. ‘OK.

‘“When I was in the hospital, in the beginning . . . Did you — did
vou, well, chink I'd gone nurs?”’

‘How would T be able o tell che difference?’

The parrot had fallen silent, and the only sound, other than the
clacking of its beak as it plucked buds off the branches, was the soft
sapish, swish of Mart’s paintbrush.

‘1 didn't know whether 1 was Arthur or Martha for a while.
Sometmes [ ... [ used to wish they'd just up the morphine and let
it all he over.”

‘1 know the feeling.”

Mart turned, bur Rose wasn't smiling.

‘Last check-up, Dr Fairchild said Tll probahly never remem-
ber some of the staff. Says iCs the brain's way of protecting us from
trauma.’

‘Tacky you." Her maze drifted. ‘Gonna rain, you reckon?

‘Nah. We had some zood falls while you were — while you were
away, though. Nearly two inches at Canasea for July.” At the talk of
rain, something stirred in his belly. ‘1 keep having this dream about
rain. Ar least, [ think it’s o dream.’

Rose’s cup jolted against ics saucer. “What!”

‘Really heavv rain on a rin roof — like someone’s chueking gravel
on it And ifs dark. Don't know if I'm even in the dream, or if ids
sameone clse. And there’s ... a gir]? Noidea what ids supposed o

1

Meian ...
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‘T'robably means you're still nuts.” She clenched her jaw.

Matt pressed on to what he wunred ro know: ‘Did [ huve a —you
know — a girlfriend? Before the crash?’

Your tell me.”’

‘That's the poinr. T can't bloody rell vou! Can vou imagine whar
that feels like?”

Rase picked up her cup, oying te keep her hand stcady. “You
were pretty keen on Pattie Gosden!”

Tatrie Gosden?” Mart searched, and finally managed to retrieve
an image of a girl with red hair. “Was she — you know — keen on
me tool’

*As far as [ know, That's why you were in the truck — you were
going to meet her at Young Dags.’

“Why!

The urge to rell him abouc her lie rose in her throac. Bur rhe
words simply would not form themsclves. ‘Scarch me. She sent you o
get-well cord afeer the crash.’

‘Oh.’

He tried to trace the fine wire of feeling that made his put
tighten. ‘Do you reckon she's the irl in my dream?”’

‘How would T know!” Rose stood up abruptly, and went inside

without anocher word.
Wil

Rose couldn’e think. She couldn’c breathe.

She stood over the cot, watching the baby, the putfiness of birth
having left s Tace, revealing hints of what its feacures would be. She
was graceful for the few feer’s distance. Graceful co be bevond reach
of its milky smell, of the werrifying, intimate sound of cach breath.
Moonlight glistened on the saliva on its dusty pink bow of a mouth.
Inside her, the loathing of it and the yearning for it did battle.
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As she hent to touch ane of its mintarure fingers, already grow-
ing o healchy, pure whire crescent of a nail, rhe siekening realisarion
struck her that it would get bigger and bigoer, Even il it went
a sbotless, modemn house; even if Motr remembered nothing — this
creature would just continue to grow and be in the weorld and one
day it could hunt her down and interrogate her and there would be
nowhere to hide. She could fend off the questions of a child, but
this thing would one day be a man, with all the irresistible wiles and
torce that entailed. The world could not protect the hoth of them.

A thoughre crepr up stealchily in her sleep-starved mind: it would
rake so licde — just a pillow held gendy, painlessly, over the riny fea-
cures, and they would all be free. Her belly loosened and her heart
slowed at the imagined peace that would follow.

Then legic sct in and her heart roced at the certainty that she
would be shackled even more tichtly by whart she'd done.

She pulled the curtain closed, leaving the baby in darkness, and
went to pace the verandah.

She needed a surer way.
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THE RUMRLE OF an approaching cor drew Pete Peachey warily to
the flap of his tent, still holding the rifle he'd been oiling, Tt
was Loma's station wagon, but the silhouette ar the wheel told him
even from this distance that she wasn't the driver Squinting into
the brightness, he made out the fair ponytail of Rosie MacPBride. He
emerged from the tent to tetch the billycan, which was on the fire by
the time the car came to a halt behind his camp.

He waited to hear the car door shur, but the only sound was
Srrife, harking his hello, paws pressed on the window of the tamiliar
vehicle. *Get out of it, Strite!” Pete growled, and the dog regrectully
lowered his frenc legs. There was still no movement, so Pete put the
mugs down and approached the Heolden with his usual unhurried
strides. With a half-wave he nodded to Rose, whe attempted a smile
from her side of the open window.

‘Rosie,” he said, the single word charged with tenderness.

She looked up at him, her hands still gripping the steering wheel.
Pete.”

‘Long time.’

“Yeah,' she said, ‘long rime.

He touched the window frame. “You — ah — yeu planning o

1
get out!
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She was abour ro reply when a burbling trom rhe shadowed scar
beside her crupred into o tull-throared seream, a baby announcing irs
presence by Hinging its arms out in fury.

The sound, the sight, startled him, sending a bale of sensation
throueh his chest. His face, however, betrayed no more than a long
blink. His eyes resisted the basket, and he focused instead on Rosie,
waiting for her to attend to the cries. But she kept her hands on the
wheel and her eyes straighe ahead. His artendon flicked from mother
to baby and back as the cries intensified and Strife whined in alarm
and confusion.

‘Rose?’

The deep lines on his torchead buckled briefly downward and,
looking past the gitl, he satd, ‘Hey, hey, hey. Steady on there, fella . ..
After olancing about as if for help, he finally hicched up the waist of
his trousers a fraction, walked around to the other door and opened
it to extract the basket with one hand. Above the screams he said to
Rose, Tl take care of this bloke. You just . . . just join us when you're
ready.” He returned ar the sume lanky pace to the rent, where he laid
the basket on the long rickety trestle ourside it that served as kitchen
and writing desk and workbench.

As the child roared ar the world, face flushed, righr and hard
like o tomate, Peachey lifted him o slot the hot Tiwde head inte his
awnh nheck, rubbing his back softly as he held him against his chest.
Yeah, yeah, you let "emn have it, mate. You bloody well let "em have
it,” he murmured. The smell of the baby's scalp, the lishtmess of the
tiny body: muscles and heart would no longer be denied their mem-
aries, and for a moment the roo shooter's breach failed him.

Then he satd, “Thauat's the way, mate,” stroking the huby's cheek
lightly as he rocked him. ‘Tell Old Pece all abourt it, while he males
us acup of rea ...

The deep voice, the strrong hearcheat, the now steady brearh of
the man, grodually worked cheir spell on the bolby, whose ¢ries soft-
ened to yowls and then intermittent grizzles, and Peachey transferred
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him to the crock of one arm, so they could gec a beteer look at each
other. He picked up the botrle of milk he'd noticed in the busket, and
touched it to the babv's lips.

After a few minures of sucking furiously, the child was sated, and
thrust up a hand o explore the srubble on the man's chin, scowling
at the prckles. “Well, T wasn't expecting visitors,” Pere said, and st
about pouring the tea with one hand. He gloneed at the baby every
now and then — at the slistening lips, the picrcing stare, the long
eyelashes, still clumped into points by teardrops. ‘No bloody wender,
mate. No bloody wonder . )

He was so engrossed that he didn't notice Rose standing a few
feet away, watching with putfy eves. Pete rook in her drawn face, her
greasy hair. Must have lost at least a stone.

‘It's good to see vou,” he satd.

“You roa.’

He stirred sugar inco the dn mug and handed it w her ‘Have
a seot.

Tloy you want to put him in his basket?’

‘Nah. He can perch on me and [ can perch on this.” He dragged
over an upturned fruit crace, ‘Got a name?’

Fose shook her head, and he turned to the baby, “Well, T'll just
call you *Sir®. But you can call me Pete!”

Strife came to sit with his paws out in frone, resting his chin
on his masrer’s boors. Every now and then, a breach of breeze made
the leaves of the deserr violers shiver inro silvery ripples. Then
stillress.

When Rose glanced over at Pete he'd clased his oyes, and was
holding the baby lightly to his chest, lulling him and nodding slowly.
The infant gave a few progay blinks before surrendering to sleep with
a heavy sigh.

‘[t’s fine to put him in the cot,” said Rose.

‘He’s not hurting anyone.’ Pete moved him onto his lap.

‘Good cally lacely?”
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‘Not had.”

Mutn says we've been having o bugger of o cime wich rhe
dingoes.”

“Yeah. Mere dogs . . . Morctoos . .. Sheep aren't the only things
that like the water those bores pump up”’

A heavy silence settled on them. Then Rase frowned, and in a
sob exclaimed, ‘Oh, Pete!’

He gave her a sideways glance.

Whatever that thoughrt had been, she wiped it away with the
hack of her hand. ‘Do vou think ic's fair, all the roos you kill?

His neck stiffenced as if ar a rifle shor. She was all over the shop,
and he khiew becter than to attetpr an answer.

‘They never did anvthing to hurt you!”

He stayed silent.

‘Do vou think i's ever rioht, killing something?”

Fete pulled up the edge of the baby's cotron rug to shade its
face. “They don't suffer, the roos. Kill "em quick, kill 'em clean. Malke
good use of the skins, of the carcasses.” He squeezed the baby's toot.
‘They're here, then they're not. Free until their last breath, There are
worse wavs of dying. And of living.’

Worse ways of living . .

Pele gove Strife’s head a serach. ‘Geling any sleep?

Rose made no response.

‘Tt's hard, at first — bad enough when there are two parents orying
to managze.” He rubbed his stubble where the baby had touched it
‘Gets easler . . .

‘How would vort know

Wasn't always just a roo shoorer, Rosie . . ." He stood up, and
flicked the dregs onto the ground. 'Have another cuppa,” he said,
ignoring the question in her eyes, and reached for her mug. ‘Shall 1
give vou this hMeke while T sore our che hilly?

He'll be all rightin his basker,” she said, and Peachey placed the
little body expertly in the wicker carryeor.
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‘Sure you're right to drive home?’

Just needed to get out of the house for 4 bic

‘Stay as long as you like. Strite likes having company, don't you,
mate!’ The dog pricked up his ears, ready for conversacion. ‘T've got
some hiscuits here somewhere. You could do wirh feeding up.’

‘Daor't vou want o know?’ asked Rose suddenly.

Knew?’

“Whose itis ...

Peachey continued to look under this and thart, finally rattling
a tin. ‘Males no ditference to me, Rosie love " He emptied the few
hiscuits oneo a chipped saucer for her.

[t would, you know.”’

Is that a fact,” he said, packing a few loose rounds back into
their box. He ran his fingers along the torpedo-shaped brass of a
buller. ‘Nea sleep . . . ['ve seen blokes rurned o gibbering wrecks from
that. Couldn’t remember their own names.’

He rested o hand on her shoulder. “You need a decent sleep,
girlie. You can't see the world straight, the state you're in. And you're
in no shape to drive home. I'll take you. When you're ready .

[er eves drifted o che basker ‘Tl never be ready, Pete.

[ used to think that ... He scratched his head. ‘It passes.
Time'll get you through anything, in the end. Old Bugger Time ...
He tollowed her gaze to the sleeping haby. ‘Hardly seems a minurte
since vou turned up here when vou stowed away in my crailer . .. The
sceret’s time, Rosic love. Give ir cime.”

And he lTooked at her with such kindness chac for a moment
Rose felt bathed in something like hope. Then words came out
of her mouth before she even knew it: “Can I leave him here?
With youl”

‘Is he a good shot?

‘He will be if he hangs around you long enough.’

He picked up the hasker. ‘Come on, girlie. Let's get you and Sir
back to the homestead. Where you borh belong.?
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‘For herrer or for worse, ch?’

‘Oh, tor herrer, 1 reckon. Always for berrer . . . Evenrually’

Atfter the hirth of her son, Rose MacBride's mind reached places
which, if we are lucky, we will never know. As nighe gave way to
dawn she warched rhis liccle baby: perteer, withour guile, wirhour sin,
and was enoulicd by the cervainey thar he was nocand never could be
safe from his invisible birchmark.

Since Matt's questions about his ‘dream’ of rain, her hope that
that memory had gone forever had crumbled. Something about
another mind holding the knowledge completed an electrical
circuit — brought the truth ro life in a way that was utcerly impossible
to bear. This baby who gazed back at her with neither judgement nor
understanding would one day be scripped and judged and hounded.
Always and forever

Rose's facther had drummed inco her from ehildhood thatic was
wrong to let an animal suffer. No martter how valuable, ii it faced
tertible, enduring pain, it had to be “put out of 1ts misery'. The ewe
whaose labour had gone wrong; the ram savaged by a dingo; the horse
crippled by a dog rrap. “You den't just wait and haope for the best,” he
would say. ““Wait and see” is the coward’s way’

For the first time, Rose cruly understood what her tather meant.,
In whatever forests of Jdistortion her mind had wandered to, she
lighted upon this single memory as a crumb crail of logic. She had
cost Mt his richr mind, had caused all chac flowed trom char, and
had ho right o live — that was unarguable. And she could see now
that the baby, still unnamed, didn't deserve to be condemmned to a life
that was cursed. She had to put it out of its misery.

From the moment the thought came to her, she felt an unex-
pected lichmess.
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She turned her mind to death and how it danced around her,
slipped through the rocks and the trees, slithered through dusr and
wauterhole alike, bringing the release of ending.

The sound of the infant sucking at its fist in the cor beside her
spurred her back to rhe present — it would soon be hungry and srarr

to <ry. Her thoughes owisted and swirled.

N A

Sicting at the dinner table, Lorna recalled che rule abour a woman
being a bride for che firsc year of her marriage, and thereafrer, o
wife, She wondered whether there was some sort of cquivalent for
widowhood — would she become a relict, perhaps? Tomorrow would
be the tenth of January. She tried to remember sitting in this chair the
night before the crash — was it savoury mince on roast she'd made for
dinner? The talk about the trip to town the following day . . . As if it
were any old meal on any old nighe. How could she not have known!

This evening, the sombreness was lightened by a single glim-
mer of hope: Rose had stopped spending all dav in her pyjamas; had
washed her hair and brushed ic nearly. She had even volunreered
ro make dinner. The ealm rthac seemed re have descended on her
daughier Lorma put down to the approaching adoption, the reliefl it
promised.

After serving roast hogeet and a wifle, Rose insisted on ¢lear-
ing away the dishes herself. When Rose returned to the table, Lorna
gathered her courage, “We didn't celebrate a sinale birthday in this
house Last year. Matt, your birthday’s in three days. We're going two
have u nice dinner, just like we used to. And I'm going to make you
a cake. And, Rosie, | wanted to ask vou about something, oo ...
Her daugheer sriffened, bur Lorna pur a hand on her forearm. “Whar
woauld you like to do for vour twenre-first? T know it was in June, but
betrer late than never ..
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Rose threw her mother such an odd look thar Lorna frowned.
T. . Yex' —she counted on her ingers — tir was detinirely your nvenny-
hrst, darling. You prebably don't wont a big do like Warren's ...
Perhaps a haliday somewhere? Onee vou've .. " Here she came to a
complete stop. ‘Once everything's finalised with the little one. Mrs
Blencombe’s coming the day after tomorrow. A change of scene after
thac'll do vou good.”

Rising from her chair, Rose sald, *Thanks for thinking of it." At
the door, she turned to Matr. 'You're—" She glanced at a nappy pin
on the sideboard. “You're all right, you know, Bubba. You're a good
kid.” She gave him a hricf, radiant smile thar tound a mirror in his
face. No dig, no sarcastie remark to aundercat it: just 2 moment of
undefended fondness between them,

‘Goodnight. Both of vou. Sleep well!

In the hours that tollowed, Old Wally chimed away 10 p.m., then
eleven, then, as Rose stood in fronc of the clock, midnight, pushing
her into rhe renrh of January. The baby squirmed in her arms, and
for a moment she allowed herself o imagine ic growing wirh each
chime: crowling then oddling then suriding pase Old Wally and rais-
ing a glass to him at Christmas as MacBride men always had. But the
moment's warmth tumed to ice in her belly: that could never he.

The smell of wood polish, the ricking of the seconds, the waft of
the crickets’ chirrup through the flywire — thev were as much a part
of her as her heartbeat, there beneath all the moments of her exist-
ence, even when she’d been uway from them. Strange, thart it could
all fic wichin this space, her lite. Rocking the haby gently, she wallked
soundlessly rhrough rhe orher empry rooms one lasr rime, whispering
their names to him.

The baby snuffled, and she squeszed her eyes shut, then opened
them wide, as if to sober up. From the hook th the kitchen, she lifred
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the kevs to her mother’s Holden, hefore closing the back door behind
her with a soft, familiar click.

Ontside, she approached the dogs, chained ar their shed, and
patted and shushed them. ‘Good boys. You stay quiet, now.”

The nighr was warm and rhe scene of the mulga and rhe cuca-
lypes eddiced abouc her Gazing at the Southern Cross, for the first
time i months she allowed herself the thought she'd pushed from
her mind: I T coudd just wundo it all — go back i tme . .. She whis-
pered uncertainly te a God who'd always seemed stand-offish, and
in the past year completely absent: ‘If you can do everything, then
make the day of the crash go away, that first day. Just change those
few moments. Then I'd have my whole tamily, and everything would
be normal. Please? The words, murmured aloud, dissolved as cears
channelled down her checks.

The sears said noching. The haby opencd his eves and regarded
her, taking in cvery inch of her foce in respecttul silence. The dogs
clinked their chains.

Looking up at her heloved moon, she felr its old comfort harden
into something colder ‘Come on,’ she said to the baby ‘Time to go.
Before it's too lace.”

She drove at a snail’s pace away from the house, the engine
harely turning over, tyres almost inaudible on the gravel. The white
of the verandah was picked up by the moonlight; the silhouette of
the mill stood senrinel; beside her in irs basker, che haby began ro
Jdoze, lulled by the ear's purr. Regrer and relicf, longing and despair
switled chrough her body as, in the rear-view mirrorn, the homestead
sank into blackness.

150



A.S PETE TEACHEY neared the Proserpine Mine just berore dawn
that January Saturday, a parked car caught his eye. “What the
hell would Lorna be doing out here ac chis hour!?” he asked Strife,
heside him in the Jeep. He'd had a rotten night's shooring, so had
raken the shorreur across this paddock: empty, there wasn’t much
chanee of his rrailer gerring bogged.

The world was just en the cusp of surrendering its monochrome
to colaur, a transition that alwavs absorbed him. Bur the sight of the
station wagon sent a wiry unegase through him, and he pulled up.
‘Back in a minute,’ he said, and grabbed his torch. ‘No. You stay put.

‘Mrs M.7" he called into the stillness, but his voice disappeared
over the distance. ‘Lorma?” He shane the light through the window:
a baby's bassiner lay on the front seat, empty, save tor a bottle of milk
that slowed in che beam. He scanned the surrounding area again
wirh, then wirhour, the torch, but ic revealed norhing.

Perhaps Rosie had had rrouble gerring the baby co sleep? He
remembered how the car engine could sometimes quicten licde ones
down. But this was a bloody strange place for a Tullaby. He recalled
her weary, hagpard fearures. Now, the look reminded him of how he
himself had felt, standing ar chis place not long after the war, when

the dark pit had beguiled him with the neatness of its solution. He
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broke into a sprint towards the old shaft, hurdling the rangled wires
of the fence.

‘Rosie? Rose, are yvou there? If's me, Pete.” At the mouth of the
mine, his torch illuminaced the rocky sides below, sending a couple of
lizards slithering away from rhe dazzle. His eves took rime to adjust ro
the darkness, to the deprh. His focus slid down the rows of wooden
sleepers, and the jagged walls beyond them, to something that made
his out churn: fuchsia wasn't a colour that belenged there. Fuchsia
polka dots. ‘Rosie! he yelled, this time hit by the echo that bounced
straicht back at him, so that for an instant he rook it for the girl's
reply. ‘Oh Christ . .

The dawn was intensifying, drenching the surroundings in
oranges and duscy greens. In the few short moments he had heen
there, ants had begun cheir morning work, and he absently brushed
dozens of them off his legs, ignaring rheir burning hices.

cte knew the way down the ming; Phil MacBride had shown
him where the footholds and handholds were along the way. He'd
returned several times on his own, but not since that last one, when
it had taken him all his strength to walk away from the edre.

I1e felt for the rungs offered by the sleepers. Sometimes the
ancient wood would splinter under his weight and he would plum-
met to the next one, only just managing to dig his ingers in to stop
himselt tumhbling into freefall. The deeper he went, the more musty
and damp the air grew, unrouched by rhe now picreing sun above.

‘Raosic?

The terch’s bacceries were nearly spent, and ofiered only a dim,
burtery circle. Tt took a moment for him to picee tamether the frag-
ments: a slippered foor; an outstretched hand. Face down, she was as
still as the rocks around her ‘Rosie! Oh, sweetheart!”

Her cotton pyjamas were ridiculously clean, and it was only
when ete turned her over that he saw che sticky blood pooled
beneath. Her face had been bashed against a jagged piece of granice,

staving in her cheek and nose. *Oh, little one, no ..
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As he rouched her shoulder, of all the thoughes thar erowded his
mind, one came ro the fore: Fee seenaworse. Andinwas rrue. If anvone
had to ind her in dhis state, it might as well be him. He brushed the
matted hair from her eyes. ‘Let’s get you home, love,” he soid, and
shone the rorch upwards. He willed his thoughts back to the prac-
rical, and bepan calculating weight, and angle, and depth, reaching
out his arms to estimarte the clearance, and whether he could Jdo it
alone.

He could almost have missed it. Something vellow. Pete shone
the failing corchlicht on it, and at first scrugeled o make ouc the
shape. In a yellow smock, there was Rosie’s licrle lad, on a nesr of
fallen leaves and dire, o wickle of blood coming from a small cur
near his eye. Thrown clear from her arms upon landing, he supposed.
Christ. Never even had a bloody name .. . At least he'd be able to
retrieve one corpse, he thoueht erimly, and wenrt to pick it up.

Burt whereas Rose was cold to the touch, this littdle body was still
warm. He looked again, and put his ear to the baby's chest, touched
the fontanelles. The tace was faintly blue, the translucent eyelids
unmoving, but there was a heartheat. He picked him up and held
him rightly to his chest as the child ler our a ery. *That's the way . . )
He rocked him gendy, kissing rthe downy sealp. ‘Remember me? Io's

cle. We're old mates.” Now there was fury in the child's screcams.
You just keep those lungs working, Sir, and Old Petell do the rest.
Baby cradled in one arm, with renewed urgency, he began his ascent
to the light.

Wil

Fin Rafferty knew, of course. He was the ane who flew ourt to check
on the baby Completed the details for the death certificate, too. Pete
Peachey — well, he'd found the poor girl, so he knew Lorna and Matr,

of course. The other person who knew was Sergeant Wisheart. [t was
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routine for the police to come out and have a word ahout deaths on
a property. There were enough of them, God knew:

Making his way into Lorna's kitchen again, a year to the verv
day since he'd announced her widowhood to her, Wisheare was scruck
by the unfairness of being back chere. It he had more familics as law-
abiding s the MacBrides on his beat he reckoned he'd be out of a job.

Arriving by car, he got there a good while after the Flying Docrer,
who confirmed that Rose's fatal injurics were consistent with a fall,

‘Fall . . or jump, would you say?" he asked Fin, out at che airstrip
later.

The doctor thought carefully. ‘A fracrured skull's a fractured
skull . .. *Fall or jump” is your department.” He bunched his lips,
remembering his landing on the Meredith Downs airstrip just atter
Christmas. ‘Rose had had a hard time of it wich che baby. A lot of
shame. Knew whae it must have done to her mother” He gave o
arunt as he heaved his bag into the plang, then folded down the siep
to the cockpit. Do vou think there's any good to be done by dragging
them all through the mud now?’

Wisheart took a deep breath as he put his notehook hack in his
pocket ‘Let me have a death certificare, and I'll see about the rest”

Sergeant Wisheurt took the view that it was his place to investigate
wrongdoing, and ensure it was punished. He wouldn'c pur up with
wife beaters or cacrle rusrlers, He came down like a ron of bricks
on rapists and thieves. All in all; it kepe him precoy well oceupied.
But there were cases, he believed, in which there was clear daylight
between what the law demanded, and what justice called for

The policeman was not inclined te punish Rose MacBride. A
suicide would mean an inquest, which would mean a sideshow. It
wouldn't be Rose whe was punished anvway — it would be her poor
bloody mother and brother, and that innocent baby, who surely
deserved a chance at least?

He quizzed Pere Peachey aboutr the circumstances in which
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he'd found che hody. He inspecred the scene. He spoke to Mart and
Lorna, who said ic was all their taalr: i 0 girl does something like char,
then surcly ics enly because vou iailed o notice something? Failed
to stop her?

In his cells back in Wanderrie Creek, Wisheart had a bloke
wha'd been stealing eold from the mint, another who'd tried ro chop
off his wife's head with an axe, and a woman who'd put her little boy
into scalding water to ceach him not to wet the bed. He was buggered
if he was going to spend time and money on a circus about suicide
when it should be spent on punishing the wicked and trying to ser
the damaged on rhe right crack.

Would anvthing be put right by reporting it as suicide, holding
ah inguest? Would justice be served? Anyonc's lite improved? The
hell it would. So Rosic MacBride died in a foll. A tragedy. Full stop.

Nothing too hot. That was the phrase which kept rumning through
Loma's mind as she looked through the things hanging in the ward-
robe. It was important o choose something comfortable, light. There
wouldn't be much shade — just that sun blazing down mercilessly.
She pulled out a dress at random, and held it to her. In a daze,
she drifted to the bed, and sat hugging ir. Through the window, a
crow harked its disgust at the heat, or mavbe just its despair — long,
gutrural syllables as black as its feathers. Lorna stroked the sleeve’s
cutf and noticed a hurton missing. Too lare ro sew it hack on now.
Her mind knited back to the previous January, and the frayed cuft
anh Phil’s shirt. He never cared about clothes. Sdll plenty of wear in
this,” he'd say, if she suopested a new one. A new bore, a new ram —
well, that was different. That was an breestment. That would make
you money, not fricter ic away. Ie had been right — the frayed cuff, the

mended tear in the knee of the cousers where he'd snagged them



on fence-wire freeing a ewe that had got her head stuck. She had
put them with the tweed jucket, the sturdy woollen socks, the Ro M.
Williams boots that had been resoled and restitched umpreen rimes.
That was the man. Those were his cloches.

Rose chose Warren's clothes rhar day. Cricker whires. He'd
always looked so doshing in them.

Washing. Sewing. Cartng for her men and what they wore. Loma
remembered how it had suddenly all seemed so trivial. Not nearly
enough, surely? She would have done more. There should have been
time for more.

You alwavs assume there's going to be more dme. Now, when
Lorna’s thoughts return to Rose, she’s almost startled by how she
failled to know that her daughter’s, too, would he a life cut short.
All those things she thoughe would come o Rose later in life; even
the torgivencss and reconciliarion she chought might somehow caome
about, over the baby, In hindsigh (hese hopes secemed ridiculous.
Such a liwde life,” Loma had whispered when she'd heard the news
of her death.

In her daughter's room now, the faint trace of Rose's scent
almost overwhelmed her, but she pressed on, pulling at a few blouses,
some checlked shirts, skirts and, finally, 2 mint-green sleeveless dress
with finy pink roses around the neck thar Lorna had sewn for her
She picked out some sandals, and laid them beside rhe dress.

“You'll never be hor in rhar, will vou, love?' she murmured. Then
she garhered rhe elothes ro wrap, for Pere Peachey to take o Grib-
bles’, che funeral direcrors i town.

Ay she left, her eye strayed to the comer of the room, where,
deep in oblivion, her nameless grandson lay in his cot. In light of
events, Mrs Blencombe’s visit had had to be postponed, and the baby

slept on, in limbo.
N2
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When he woke on the morning of Rose's funeral, ir rook Maor a
moment ar rwo to ind his way back o realiry. Since helping ro haul
Rosc’s bady rom the mine a weck ago, it was hard o distinguish
dreom from day and fear from wishful chinking. Just when his mind
had finally besun to trust its etip on the world, he had to factor in yert
another unfathomable absence.

Stretching the skin on his prickled jaw to smooth the path of
his razor took him back to that day when Rose shaved off his beard
in hospital. Now, Old Wally's chime drifted down the passage, and a
word came to him. ‘Untimely’. He'd heard ic used a lor about Rosie’s
deach. As he rurned it over in his mind — ‘un rime’ — it refleered new
angles of meaning, Not jusc ‘premarure’, but ‘existing outside time’
like ‘unworldly’. As i life had escaped the limits and laws of time,
and events years apart now bled into and over one another

He recalled Rose's lifeless body; imagined her, heading to the mine
that nirhe. Ile could feel the bumps under her oyres and the stones
under her feet; the dark, damp smell of it, cold and mysterious, like
the hreath of the underworld spirits Warren used to scare them wirh.

He was in a dim inner vision, replaying their underground games.
And over and over, he saw his sister’s corpse come tumbling down on
the rhree of them — grown-up Rose and her haby falling pase them or
cven landing on them mid-swordfight, mid-ureasure hunt — as though
she had always been going to tumble down that mine. He felt a shap
pain and blinked at his reflection, the razor in his hand. Maybe the
rao was always poinge to bound in front of the rruck; was still bounding
in some eternal present. He splashed away the last of the foam on his
face, and dabbed at a nick with the cormer of a flannel.

Walking past Rose’s room, he heard rhe baby gurgling and
sucking at nothing. Who was his father? So far, he looked like any
MacBride haby in tamily photos. Marc wasn'c sure he could cope with
knowing any more, ver. There'd be rime to find oue. Or ro ger com-
fortable with not knowing, once Mrs Blencombe had taken him.

Back in his room, Lorna had left one of Warren's suits for him to
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wear. He braced himself for how Rose would rag him about it, then
remembered.
‘Sorry,” he said, in apology for the forgercing.

S

As funeral proceedings drew to a close, Matt glanced at his mother,
dry-eyed beside him. She looked so old. She’d always seemed ageless,
but today she seemed to stoop, tacial muscles grim heneath paperv
skin, and she walked with a perceptible hesitation at each step.
Marcr and Pece Peachey ook up position as the lead pallbearers.
Wasn't all that heavy, the coffin. As they carried it fram the chureh,
Matt was vividly aware that his face and Rose’s were inches apare,
divided by a mere polished plank. If he turmned his head, he could talk
to her; look into her eyes, almost . .. get her to change her mind.
Then he remembered the shattered face. e concentrated on keep-

ing the steady pace.

At the wake, a girl with short red hair approached Mact and, when
it was clear he had no idea who she was, said, ‘Ifsme . .. Parrie ..\

Parric)’

‘Patric Gosden.”

That name . .. And yes, the face ... Matt remembered Rose's
words, the girl in the dream: “You were pretty keen on Patrie Gosden.’

She was pood-locking, but he felt .. nothing. A sick nigele
emerged. ‘Pactie. Of course .

‘Are you all righe!”

Matt's hand strayed to the scar under his hair

“You nevar gor in touch,’ she said.

‘Twas in a road accidenc lasc year. Hurt my head.’

Thnow ... T waited so long to hear from you after the school

donge ..
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There was somerhing about her = her lips, the way she shrugeed
her shoulders . .. Like fumping over a erevasse, his memery cumbled
onto a feeling: he'd kissed those lips, he was almose sure of ic. He'd
put his arms around that waist. What clsc had he done?

Glimpsinge the memory throuoh a dense foo, Matt squinted as his
own words laid the path back to that time. “You were going to be in
town . .. That's why I was in the truck. [ was going to see you at the
Y1I'A meeting.’

‘Must have vour wires crossed. I was in Perth. 1 choushe Rose
would have told you.’

Pactie rouched his forearm. “You srill here?

“Sorry. Miles awav. So what are vou up to these days? To would be
good to see you. I could drive over ..

She explained she was at uni now, in Perth. The conversation
stumbled to a hale, and she had walked a few paces when Matrt called,
“Wait!” ITe caurht her wrist. ‘Did I ever — do anything to vou? Go too
far? Hurt you?”

‘Apart from torgecting [ existed?”

‘Apart from that, veah.’

‘No. You broke my heart for a while. Bur I'm fine.” She touched a
daincy silver ring on her right hand. ‘I'm going round wirth Greg now.
He'’s 1 my chemisay wite © .2 She kissed his check, and her hand
linzered a moment an his shoulder “You take good care of vourselt.

She gave him a sudden, tight hug, her skin hrushing his neck,
and as he brought his arms up to her back, his bady took the measure
of her, then let pa.

He imagined her in his dream, but the feel was wrong, the smell.
He was interrupted hy a gnarled hand thar sought his. ‘Matthew.
Glen Chiselhurst, old mate of vour dad’s from army days.” And for
the moment, Marr rerurned o the room, ro the present, leaving the

dream ra rain ies rain in some deep eavern of his mind.
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LATF_ THAT NIGHT, by torchlight, Leama drifted o the stavion diary
almast in a trance. She reached ineo the desk drawer and took out
Phil's old Cenway Stewart fountain pen and the hottle of midnight-
blue ink. Unscrewing the barrel of the pen, she squeezed the bladder
to empty the last few drops back into the bottle, before dipping the
nib in and pressing the rubber again, this time to suck in the blue,
like sucking in the breath needed to say whart she had to.

She wrote: ‘Rose tuneral.” There ic was. Up there on the first line
for 16 January 1939, The nib resred on the page; then she saw rthar
the ink had cseaped the confines of its tull scop. She ook a picee of
blotting paper and soaked up the mistoke.

She couldn’t bear to sce the words all alone like that, and scarched
for ather things to write: ‘5 pts Top Shed.” ‘Mugey.' There wasn't much
else to report for that day: the station had come to a standstill for the
funeral, with just Maudie Knapp staying behind co look after che haby

Lorna tound herself flicking buck, a tew weeks at a4 dme, and
soon stumhbled upon the writing of Miles Beaumont, und of Rosie.
The sighrt of her daughrter’s handwriting stabbed her; flung at her the
flar, unarguable facr of deach. And rhe gnawing quesrion.

She stood up and rubbed the small of her back, that niggling

ache thot had started when she was pregnont wich Warren, growing
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more pronounced wirh cach child uncil it had evenrually become a
pertmanenc companion. Tomorrow. She would deal wich things romor-
row. Padding back down the passage, she looked in on the baby in his
cot, breathing easily, arms flung wide, one thumb mecting an mdex
finrer with perfect poise. A snarch of song drifted into memory — a
piece fram a school carel concert: ‘O magnum mysterium’ . . . ‘Oh,
great mystery', then something abourt ‘Iying in a crib’.

The child took a deep, world-weary hreath. He'd be awake and
wanting his bottle soon. Lorna continued o the kicchen and warmed
the milk, scill by torchlighr, caking consolation in the brillianr scars

rhrough the window.

Telegrams went hack and forch wich Mrs Blencombe, postponing
appointment dates, and with cach delay, Lorna sensed the change
within her deepening. Magrm nvseerioom. The myscerious babw lying
in a monget, come Lo redeemn the world, Inspite o hersell] since Rease’s
death she had found that the tiny, warm body brought her a visceral
comiort the way he cazed at hey, free of sorrow, wanting o be touched
and held and sung to. Day by day, he was taking root in her heart — for
good orill, she couldn’t say.

She'd consulted Matt only briefly on her decision, worried in
case he ohjected, but he gave the same shrug he gave so often these
days. ‘It yvou chink it's what we should do .. 0

Sa Lorna MacBride eventually ser off ro Perth to regiscer the
birth of her only grandson, on the same day as she registered the deach
af her emly daughten A hint of concern crassed the face of the young
man behind the counter at Births, Deaths and Marriages, but she
eyed him fiercely, daring him to pity her He cleared his throat and
pointed to the boxes relating to ‘Father’. "You den't seem to have

filled these in, Mrs MacBride.’
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No.’

[t's —ah — not an oversight, then?

No.?

He gave a nod that segued inco a shake of the head — verv slight,
and he exhaled as he considered something.

To pre-empe any challenge Lorma said, ‘T understood ic cauld be
left Dlank. T did teleoraph o ask.” She undid the clasp on her hand-
bag. ‘T can show you the reply they sent—"

The clerk waved her hand down gently. “You're right. That box
isn't always filled in. As long as we've gor the mother's decails, the
birch can be registered.” He slid the forms back, with precisely pen-
cilled *x's showing where to sign.

Within the armour of her brittle manner, Lorna felr melted. She
was even ashamed of how she had chosen the child’s name. Rose had
reterred to him ar hest only as ‘the baby', and ar werse ‘i), and had
resisted all urgings o think of what we call lim. So, after Rose’s deadh,
Loma had epened the book of names Phil had bought for her when she
was expecting Warren, but didn’t pet further than Andrew. It would
dorn. For his middle name — Ross, same as all the eldest MacBride sons
for penerations, There was no other surname but MacBride to give her
grandson, so he might as well have the middle name that went wich it.

The clerk signed something with carbon paper under it, and
tore along the perforation to produce Lorna's receipt tor the applica-
rion for the dearh cerrificare. He repeared the procedure for che birth
certificare, and handed rhem to hen

She opencd her handbag and slipped inco v the dacumentary
remains of her dovehreer, and che beginnings of her srandson. A Twrief
sense of comfort ran throuch her as she thought of the twe of them
together for a moment, enclosed in that safe space, enfolded and car-

ried by her, as was only rightc.
N2
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Lorna MacBride rhoughr abouc ic. She thoughr abour ic as she
wittered her roses. She choughr abour ic as she tallied rhe cash book;
as she fed her grandson his bottle and burped and changed him; and
as she put him in his cot, washed and content and blinking drunk-
enly to sleep. It crossed her mind re menrtion it to Marte, but what was
there ta say yet? She would dare this ene approach, and if nothing
came of it, well, that would be that.

She went through the ritual of filling Phil's pen and ook a sheet
of the thick cream writing puper that she suved for her most special

correspondence.

30 Januanry 1959

Dear Miles,

I trust this letter finds you well. I am not sure where you are these
days, so L hope you will foxgive my writing eo your ‘at the office’, so
roy speak.

I hawve such fomd memavies of the tme you spent have, end, later,
such gradtude for the kindness end support you gave Mevedich
Downs al such a difficudt time.

It is becanse I think you made good friends heve that T felt vou
wonld want to fnow that our beloved Rosie died suddenly three weels
ago, in d fall at the old Proserpine Mine. I shundd also tell youe that she
is survived by a son, who was born on 18th December last year, He is
a fine, healthy boy, who is the image of my oun MacBride habies.

Matt has made a wonderful recovery, and comtinues to confound
his doctors.

If you ever wanted ro visit, and pevhaps mect Rosie’s son, T would
weleome you. You know where w find ws, und that no appoinement
is necessary. Of course, yvou must be very busy, and T realise we gre
very far flung.

With fond wishes,

Lorna
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She read it over briefly, then addressed the envelope care of
Beaumont Enterprises Ausrralia in Sydney, printing in the rop left
corner: ‘Private and Personal. Please Forward’. Adding the stamp,
she ook it to the kitchen and slipped it into the post o he collected
by Sneaky.

She had sent the signal. Who koew whether it would reach

Miles, and whether it would shed any more lighe?
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THE DISTRICT W3 still agoe at the latest MacBride death. Of course,
the old timers could dredge up stories of worse calamities —entire
tamilies burnt to cinders in a bushfire; three generations blown up on
the same night shift at a gold mine — but even they conceded that
Lorna had had a precey rough oo

Peaple’s solemnity turned o confused amazemenr however,
when, a few wecks after burving her daughier, Loma MacBride, jow
firm, eycs sct straight ohead, appeared in the main streer of Wan-
derrie Creek wheeling . .. a pram. Whether it was just the heat
that made her face flushed, who could say? But, hat and gloves in
place, she walked with measured paces into Spearritt’s the Mer-
cer's (who prided themselves on selling ‘everything you can think of
and a few you can’t’) and bought dummies, nappies and pins, and a
Wendy Boston ceddy bear. She added sheets for the cor, and a fine
silver napkin ring, which she had them engrave chen and chere wich
ARMN

Lomna had been on the point of ‘consuliing” Phil aboucic all, but
some deep knowing silenced her, and instead she confided her deci-
sion, and then her plan, to Maudie Knapp from Deep Springs station.
‘But, Lorna, are you sure!?” Maudie had asked.

‘Of course I'm not sure.”



It's not too late to go through with the adoption,” her friend
had said.

After long choughe, Lorna said softly, ‘He's all I've eot left of
Rusie . . . I'was oo harsh. Too hard on her. Always held her to a higher
standard chan the boys — thoughr ir was for her own good. Maudie,
this is the only chance T'll ever have of making things up to her!?

The words silenced her friend, and Maudie made the pact to be
in Wanderric Creck at the appointed time today, to meet Loma in
the tea rooms and, baby in the pram beside them, have a cup of tea.
In public. In broad daylight.

As Maudie refreshed the pot with hot water, she muttered
through a clenched smile, *Thev'll stop staring eventually, dear. Just

look like I'm saying something rerribly interesting.’
il

On the day Lorna went to buy baby things and let her gsrandson
be seen in town, Matt set abour redecorating Rose’s room for the
baby, as his mother had asked. His sister’s bed was still made up, with
Ramsey rhe old knicred sheep srill guarding her pillow. As he leaned
forward e suip the bed, he was tiken aback. Evervthing sdll smelled
of Blue Grass, Rose's porfume. He wrestled his atrention back to the
task, removing the badsteads from the wire frame beneath the single
marttress and resting them in the hallway.

It was late afternoon by the tme he finished returning the tar-
paulins and paint tins to the shed. He carced out the bedsteads, then
last of all the mattress. Turning it lengthwise to stand it against the
shed wall, one of the handles came away, revealing a neac slit in the
fabric.

In the dim lighr, he pressed his fingers againse che ricking ro
explore it. Something wos buried in the horschair and the weol.

Reaching in, he pulled out o small, cold abjcet — Rose'’s brass lighter

166



Delving further, he found a sheer of paper, tolded over and over. He
held ir co the lighr, and read “Yawa yawa yawa'. He smiled ar the
memory of his sister’s daggy ricual, and his own initiation inte it en
the ree branch as a child.

He hesitated, tom between respect for the dead and the urre to do
what he knew full well she'd have dene in his place. He could almost
hear her: Come on, Bubba, whar are yoe weating for? Iave a sticky-beal!

He pushed the lighter back into the marttress, and carefully
unfolded the paper, wondering what childish confession she had
atashed vears ago, ready to burn. Buc it svon became clear that chis
was somerhing recent — something he was never meanr ro sce.

The words on the page melded wich the smell of the matoress,
and a kalcidescope of events, of dreams, of sensations and puzzles
whitred and pulsed ond rattled and finally clicked into place, ripping
into his insides.

His dog Trooper came into the shed and gave a thin whine at
the sight of his master, now curled on the floor, eves wild, gasping tor

breach from the blow of Rose’s words.

A

There is 2 dme when anvehing is possible: a time when we could be
whoever we dream of being. Then life gets in the way, and our extst-
ence shrinks to a single moment. So the man who cracks his head on
the corner of the bar in a stoush, whaose brains and life leak our there
and then, well, gradually he's hoiled down ro Jimmy whe died in thar
braw!’. People usc hindsight to map the road o his demise, bestowing
retraspective sionificance on points along the way. Just as Jesus was
always ooing to die on the Cross, they prune and shape their memory
of a fellow’s life so that it always led up to this inevirable event.

The same goes for Burt, the one who punched Jimmy so hard his

head cracked against the bar. Burt who spent the next ten years in
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prison; who, until the second before the fisht, was ‘a decent bloke'.
But arter . . . he’s only ever ‘Burt who killed thatc bloke’, because of
this one moment into which, it turns out, every day of his life was
being funnelled all along.

There are some events vou can't come back from. Some gares
close off cvery other path you could possibly take. A single moment
in your past denies vou a future: condemning vou to a death in Tife.
And in that moment, as he read those words, Matthew MacBride
stepped through just such a eare.

il

Though Matthew MacBride's life is changed irrevocably in the
moment he reads Rose's note, the landscape gives no hint of it. It
remains unmoved by his shaking terror, his vomiting, his endless
nights without sleep. At sunset on Wallaby Ridge, where he sprawls
helpless and exhausted, the earth accepts him. The trees shadow
him, unmaoved; the rocks stund steadrast, unjudging. The sky remains
implacable, undented by his transgression. Nature's response is
silence: a refusal ro be appalled or impressed.

It is Lorna who notices the difference, from the moment she
cets back from Wanderric Creck, when he disappears for hours and
comes back drunk. Loma whe is confounded by his relapse into anger
and rudeness like after the crash, picking fichts with staff, botching
hasic jobs so that she has to et station hands to Jo them again. And
he won't even stay in the same room as baby Andrew chese days.

She is so worried that it's some sort of flure-up of his old head
injury, brought on by news of the baby hecoming public, thar she
even persuades Fin Ratferty co tly in, under the pretence, for the
purposes of the radio eall, rhac rhe child is unwell.

Back at the airstrip, having secen Mat, the doclor ells Lomna,
‘Cognition, movement — all scem OKL Bur T agree, something's off.
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I'd call ir a depression. Keep an eye on him, Lorna. Time may sorr ir

aur. If he gees worse, ger in rouch wirh Dr Fairchild.’

It's all Matr can do to soring a sentence together these davs., As for
Fin Rafferoy’s visit: he was a nice enough bloke, hur he had no bloody
iden. No one did.

Whenever the squalling comes irom Rese’s old bedroom, Mac
cocs to the doorway and stares at the cot, watching as, wet or hungry
ar colicky, the baby stiffens and shrieks. It takes all Matt's control
not to shriek too. Once, he gets as far as standing beside the sleeping
haby and touching its cheek. The creature gives a slight wrigale and

smuacks his lips, then goes back to his dream.

Now, in the shade of Jemima's trees, Marr considers the docror’s
words of encouragemenc — serhacks happen, srill miles ahead of
where he was after the crash — bute they mean nothing., He's spent
the morning repairing the fence around the old mine and nailing up
anew sign painted by ane of the hands, saying ‘Danger. Keep Qut'.
A familiar urge rises in Matt — he has to get away. Then he
thinks of his mother: he can't leave her to carry on alone. ITe ima-
gines a life for them in the city, where no one knows who they are.
He will hide his time. Time. Patience. These are the words thar
come silently to his mouth over the weeks that rollow. Silence itselt
becomes a balm: a soft, absent rouch thac gives him at least a glim-
mar of peace. The rocks are. The sky is. The rrecs grow on regardless,
same of their branches dyving, but not because of him. This counary,

unflinehing, timeless, might save him.
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In the days and weeks after the revelation of the MacDBride baby,
webs of opinion spread out across the wires and the alrwaves and
along the dusty roads. Station people disliked uncertainey. There
were enough imponderables in lite, what with the weacher and the
wool price. So in answer to the inevirable question — Wha the hell's
the father? — cveryone formed o theory. Not the same cheory, ba o
theory, noncetheless, which took the burden off the question mark,
and allowed a sense of satisfaction in their own powers of deducrtion.

They proposed a range of candidates: one of the shearers; or a
regular visitor to the property — that roped in Sneaky Snook and Dete
Peachey and Neil Tinnett {these were rejected by those who knew
the men}; someone from Perth, perhaps — after all, she'd heen at
boarding school there. And, more recently, she'd spent a lot of time
hanging around her brother's doctors, for that matrer. Or another
patienr! The trone runner, from o crowded feld, however, was thar
posh manager they'd had in, Miles of Money: he showed a ¢lean pair
of heels before the girl came home ... Each persen would say, “Of
course I can’t be sure, but ] reckon it’s .. )

The thing that stopped it becoming an open sport was that
the girl was dead. Made it less fit for entertainment somehow. The
MacBrides had been through the mill. So, people might have looked
surreptitiously at the bhaby when it turned up in public with Lorna
or Marr, hut they kept any wisecracks abour the tamily heing raken
down a peg or two rill they were our of carshor.

And s, from birth, a layer of invisible intormation draped over

the MacBride baby like o caul, to which 1c remained oblivious.
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LIE2 SWARMED OVER the feast of roo meat that Mate and Dece

Peachey had cur up and laid on the bait racks, ready to inject
with ten-eighty poison. Though dingoes weren’t the roo shooter’s
domain, he was happy enough to help out.

Whilse a kangaroo would drink your sheep’s water and cart cheir
feed, rhe damage it did wis nothing compared wirh a wild dog. Thar
animal could rip the heart out of o hundred sheep in a single nighe,
often not bothering to eat them: it hunted just out of instincr.

I the ald days it was strychnine they'd have laced the meat with
before scatrering it around empty paddocks. Of late, the Agriculture
Protection Board was experimenting with ten-eighty because, since
the poison occurred naturally in some West Australian plants, it was
less likely to kill narive animals which had built up an immunicy co it
over thousands of years. Feral cats, dogs and rabbits, though, didn’t
srand a chance. Nor did people, for chat marrer.

The signs on the racks said, ‘Danger! Poison!” The labels on the
hotdes and the boxes sported a skull and crosshones. Pece Peachey
wasn't one to make a song and dance abourt things, but even he sow
the wisdom in wearing the thick rubber sauntlets that made your
hands sweat like hell.

Martt took one last drag on his cigaretee and sguashed it, swiped
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his hair back oit his torehead, then scratched his nose for good
meusure.

‘Let’s stare this end,” said Peachey, and they took oppusite sides
of the hait rack — a long, home-made frame abhout waist heighe huilt
from old drill pipe, strung across with fencing wire o make a nerring
table top of sores, four feet by twenoy feer. Four racks stood side by
side, cach with fist-size Tumps of roo meat.

M lact passed Peachey a poison bottle with a laraoe syringe attached,
then picked up his own. The gloves made his hands clumsy, and he
pushed the plunger down so hard that the liquid sguirced back out
from the meat.

‘Eusy does ir,” said Pere, injecting pieces with unhurried effi-
ciency. When Martt botched the next chunk, Peachey said, ‘A little
goes a long way, remember. One push'll do yvou, nice and slow”

‘I know thar!?

A thought of the baby broke Mawds concentration yet again: the
future seemed to streteh before him like a prison. He kept wishing
the needle he held was soing not into the meat but into his own arm.

Head dawn, Pete watched. ‘Keep an eye on him, will you, Pete?
Lorna had said. “There's something not right wich him, but for the
life of me I don't know what’

In some ways, strychnine’s the better way to go,” mused Peachey.

Whao! Marc wondered whecher his thoughes were that obvious.

‘In the overall scheme of rhings . . " Pere kepe his sreadv rhvchm,
“Ten-cighoy rakes a fair while to work. Slow and painful . . . butwirth a
dose of serychning, i¢s lighes out, instandy.” He spiked another picee.
T T were a dog, I'd prefer that!”

‘Good to know”

As they made their way along the rack, Martt continued to
fumble.

‘Everything all right?” Pere usked.

‘Mind vour own husiness.’

Peachey ler the remark pass, bur when Mact spilled some of the
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poisan, just missing his feer, he grabbhed the borrle. ‘Ir's noc cordial,
son. Here, ler me doic

‘T'd be better ofi drinking it Mac’s voice threatened o erack.
He took a frustrated swipe ot the open container, which toppled,
drenching his shirt and jeans, and he couldn’t keep the despair from
his tace.

‘Right, that'll do, soldier,” said Pete. ‘Get your gear off and we'll
wash you down.” He sorode to the car for the jerry can of water, hut
when he got hack, Matt was still standing there, now without gloves,
soaked in poison.

In an anguished, almose dreamy voice, Marc said, ‘Ic's all shir.
Life's turned into one big shithole.’

TeN get o bloady side worse if you don't get out of those clathes.

Suill Matt remained frozen.

‘Tet's et this off you,” Pete said, and with fingers hampered by
eloves, undid Matt's shirt.

‘Lean on my shoulder and lift your foot,” he instructed, bending
down to heave off Matt’s boots and socks. ‘Right, cun vou manage
vour strides?

Mart tumbled with his tlies, and gradually scruggled tree of the
drenched fubric, one leg ar a time. ‘I'd be berrer oft dead,” he said, as
though it had tken him all that time o work eut the though

Well you don'e get e be dead roday, mate. Peachey doused him
with swills of water. ‘Keep your eyes closed,’ he said ar one peoing, hbut
remained otherwise silent as he wiped him down, reminded of times
years ago when he'd dry the littdle boy and his brother after an afrer-
noon's swimming in a waterhole. The arms and legs he rowelled now
had hair und were taur with musele, vet ar this moment, it was the
child he seemed to be touching, not the man.

They drove hack ro Peachev's camp in silence. Te was dusk, and Pere

found Matt some trousers and a shire, chen lic che fire and made cea.

Strife, banned from the dog-bait expedition, welcomed the arrivals
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and licked Matt's hand, though he received only a distracted pat in
response.

Pete studied the bov's face: weary und shadowed, a line ecched
between his brows. ‘Don't worry about the haits. There's plenty of
rime ro put them our.’

After a long lall, Mace burst out, ‘How come I'm the one who
still has to live?’

He was not much of a onc for touching people, Pete Peachey.
If he let Lorna kiss his cheek at Christimas that was news. But now,
he reached a ganely arm around Martt and drew him in to his side.
Matt allowed his head to touch Peachey's shoulder, then leaned awav
again, tears running down his tace.

"That's the way, boy,” said Pete, and parted Matr's arm.

“What's the bloody poing, Pere? It's all — God, one big bloady mess.”

‘Messes have a way of sorfing themselves our .. L in the end.

You dor't know that. You don't know anything!’

Thknow what it’s like when vou can't . . . sec o way out.”

‘Naot like this vou don'e. And it's only moing to get warse.”

Peachey looked at the boy and took a breath. Tl tell you this.
For what it's worth. When vou spend time as a POW, chings happen
that you couldn't begin to imagine. Things get done o vou ... He
paused at some thought that seemed to get stuck in transit. ©. . . that
vou think you'll never survive. And you end up doing things to other
people jusr ro keep existing one minure more . . . The crick is to keep
living, Martr: earry on one brearh ar a cime, one dav aca fime.”

There was silence, punctuated only by the spiv and nzzle of
the fire.

‘But how do you get aver it? The . . . stuff that happened?’

Peachey rose to feed the fire another few bits of branch, and
poked the red coals until flames licked the dry bark, “You don'e. It's
part of you. Never goes away . . . But if you're lucky, it loses its hold
over vou . ... He turned, ook in the boy. ‘Mate, you go on because

the world’s interesring, and the ricker our of hare’s one-way. Living is
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yvour one chance of revenge on life." He cthrew his cigarerce bure inco
cthe flames. ‘Hew old are you now?”’

‘Nincreen.

He cyed the trees, reduced ro oudines in the distance. ‘T wasn't
so much older than that when I started ripping blokes' suts out with
bayonets. You don't always get a say in how life turns out.’

Pete poured some of his tea into the bowl beside his chair for
Strife, weighing up the things he knew — about lite, about Meredith
Downs, abour Matt and all he'd been through. ‘Your mum’s not get-
ring any younger — she can't run this place withour vou . .. And as
for Rosic’s baby — he's vour family.” It he saw Marc ilineh, he didn'c
rematrk upon it Teomy book, i vou've gor respansibilities, you may
as well shoulder them willingly, Same things, the more you run from
them, the harder they hunt you down.

Mart hugged his own arm, and shifted in his seat.

“That business today .. " Peachey said. ‘If you wanrt ta drown
vourself in poison or some bloody thing, I can't stop you — you'll find a
way. But if you do . . . you'll never know what you missed our on.” He
poked the fire again. “You'll never know how the kid curned oue You'll
never see your future, Mate. You'll juse have been buried by your pasc.’
He lic anocher cigarerre for rthem horh and gazed ouc ro where the
moon wias starting its climb e the sky — o fay, ivory harvest moen
held up by the silhouctte of some elderly gum aees. ‘Full moon.” He
drew on his cigarette. ‘Rosie always laved the full moon, didn't she?’

Mart nodded.

“Well, stick around to tell her little boy that. Show him the full

moon. Show him what she loved.”

Wil

Davys pass, and weeks, as Matt tries to make sense of his life. When

he can, owards sunset, he comes o Wallaby Ridee, in breakaway



country, where he can catch the last trace of the sun as the Just
quiets and the animals still themselves for a while.

From here you can just make out the scar that appeared one dav
in 1947 when the earth gor resdess and shrugeged, creating a three-
foor ridge for rwenry miles across the properoe I's a reminder char
solid ground, unchanged for millions of years, ¢an rearrange itself
without warning or permission. You just have to live with the new
terrain. Repair what roads and fences you can. Start from serateh for
the rest of it.

Marte contemplates the secting sun — this moment that turns
his mind to lite and the death it promises. He can sit all atternoon
watching a tree: watching the light slowly carve into it, and show
him every piece of its bark, every notch where an insect has bur-
rowed under its defences and started up a wound that's never going
ro heal, even though the rree sravs seanding. He can see che seart of
its buds, the scars where a branch has been torn oft by the wind or
sawn off for a fenecpost. But if he watches Tong enough —if he just
sits there, facing the western sky — everything he thought he knew
about thar tree will start ro dissalve. The details zo first, then the
colours, then before long he's lefe with just a lacy black tracery of
leaves and branches — a flat black skeleton propped up by the last
of the sky. When Matthew MacBride looks at the evening sky, he
knows he, too, is a skeleron waiting o happen. Time will not he

denied irs due.

This cvening, Martt cves the withassing moon, ponders its one side,
always concealed. He pulls the folded note frem his pocker and
strikes a matcch, scrunching his eyes to clear tears that blur the flamne
on the paper as it completes the magic that Rose had begun.

The borders of the paper etch an illuminated laceworlk as the fire
eats its way inwards, turning up the edges in pure orange flame. He
holds it until it is barely a corner, lambent flames licking his thumhb

and forefinger, which protect the word ‘rain’. When he is sure thac
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ir, roo, will be consumed, he frees ir, and ir flakes upwards inro the
cvening skv.

He is drawn back to that mement on the lemon gum branch
with his sister as a seven-vear-old — to how overy part of him felt
lichter once the words on that first, long-ago pare had floated cut of
existence. Yauwd, yaua, yaua.' He mouths the words silently now, and
waits, alert for any physical change that might come over him.

I"erhaps the magic left this world wich his sister.

He is scill here, unconsoled, unforgiven . .. He gives in to tears
and sinks to the ground. A lone boobook calls above the click of the
crickers.

He thinks about Pete’s words. 'If wou've gor vesponsibilitics, ~you
ey as well showdder them willingly” 17 he keeps his mind on the tasks
of cach day, he'll survive, maybe. Before it ultimacely takes him from
this world, time will build him shelter
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PART II

Image To Come
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Fridery, 10th Jonuary 1969

ON MEREDITH Davwss, our towards the boundary tence, hours
from the homestead, vou can see the blackened hulk of a ruck,
a Bedtord in its day, rooted into the tall grass that grows up around
its wheels. The bare metal pedals — clutch, accelerator, brake — seem
lonely for a toot to give them purpose. In the air around float many
ghosts, which never quire leave, despite the breeze thac hlows through
ime, in this graveyard of abandonced things.

A dark-haired bov drives the truck far aut into the desert, or
sametimes to the ocean, though its wheels stay anchored in the dirt.
The two station hands whe have brought him today dump broken
pump jacks and an old fridee next to the other scrap metal that lies
about. They are oblivious to the child's imaginary journey, and to the
array of special places he has on the stacion. Just past his tenth birth-
day, this is one he cannot reach on his own. Mose, he visits on fooc or
by bicycle, more rarely by horse; almaosr always wich his kelpic, Rascal,
whaose eyes have the mischicvous look chic gives him his name.

The boy haunts the station like a spiric reacquainiing icsell wich
once-familiar terrttory, drifing through erecks and paddocks and
rock-holes. He explores. He collects. He imagines. He gathers objects,
and builds them into stories: the casing of a brass army compass; the

holt from a .303 rifle; a field telescope; a broken sextant — these speak
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of the war, of his erandfather; or of Pete TPeachey, the roo shooter. He
seeks out rocks with brilliunt colours or uncannily strict ungles to add
to his precious collection.

In his world of fragmenes, knowledge comes in pieces rather
than as a smoorh endrery, o this MacBride hoy mixes and melds and
adds whatever 15 required to create o whole, Nowhere is this more
necessary than with his mother, and he invents details, about the
shape of her fimgemails, how she sounds when she sings, her favour-
ite foods. Today, when he gets back from the truck and rides out to
the Iome shearing shed, he cooks with her, concocting potions in
battles the colours of stained glass, discarded over decades: dire and
a dash of engine oil; iodine and a splash of friar’s halsam; washing
powder and a Bex and Mercurochrome. She tells him it will he deli-
cious and gives him a proud smile.

He wipes his hands on his jeans and drops to his haunches ro
haul Rascal into a hug and o pat for watching padenty and nol trying
to cat the cooking. Slinging an arm over the dog, he peers into the dis-
tance and says a prayer for his future. Then he wonders whether God
can even see him, just a dot in all this space. He wonders whether
God's ever been out this way at all. It's not easy o reach

In Lorna MacBride’s kitchen, on rhe wall calendar the renth of
January is unmarked, but glows with menace. She commemorates
the date with no religious service; no groveside wisit. She and Martt
make no mention of its significance in front of the boy. But the ¢hild
notices, over the years, that she spends a little time at the piano on
that day, playing the same three pieces. For her hushand, it's TPack
Up Your Troubles’, for Warren, “The Wild Colonial Bov', and for
Rose, ‘My Love 1s Like 2 Red, Red Rose’. In the evening, she sits on
the verandah and takes in the waft of the gardenias, their scent full

of memories of long ago happiness. Then she prays for the strength
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nor o miss the blessings life may bring, srill; prays for her surviving

san, and for Rose's boy, sprung up like wild green whear in che deserr.

Distance and time. These are the elements that have rewoven the
tabric of lite vn Meredith Downs after Rosie MacBride's death. Matt
never forgets the date: of the crash chat flung his lite off its axis; of
the night a year later when his sister broke under the weight of what
followed. When he can, he spends the anniversarv here in Money's
shed, sanding, planing, varnishing rhe penrling lugeer.

He wonders where his great-uncle might have sailed o, miven
enough life. Maybe one day Mate will take the veyage for him, scatter
his ashes in the ncean. One day scon .. Then he remembers Pete
Peachey's words from a Jecade ago: ‘Stick arvound . . Show Rosie’s haby
the full moon. Show him what she loved.”

He dusts the urn that holds Monty's ashes, and promises to
return with a heer on his birthday, then climbs down from the hoar
and heads out into the blinding light.

Wil

The Meredith Downs that Martt oversaw was a leaner affair than his
tather would have imagined. The wool price was a quarter of what it
had been in its heyday, and the money from rhe larest wool clip was
a tar ery from Phil MacBride's inal wool cheque.

I the [950s, Ausualin was soid o ‘ride on the shegp's back’
thanks ta the boom caused in part by America’s demand for wool
to clothe its army in the Korean War. When the federal sovermiment
snubbed America’s offer to buy the entire national clip, the price
hit a pound a pound. Suddenly, wool, the staple of garments since
the Dark Ages, became too costly tor others not to have a crack ac
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replacing. Only 1 madman would have predicted that its competitor
would come not from an animal or a plant, bur from a viscous liquid
deep within the earth: oil.

Converted into fibres wich names like Nylon, synchetics prom-
iscd convenience and cocomomy. Impervious ro droughe, disease and
death, oil was tumed into cheaper fabrics, which could be chucke
into a washing maching with water as hot as you liked without shrink-
ae, liberating housewives from the tyranny of hand washing.

In consequence, by 1969 the MacBrides had had to tighten their
belts. They replaced the ageing ex-army motorbikes, which cost a
fortune to maintain, with zippy Kawasakis. They made do wich fewer
permanent hands, hringing in seasonal help for musters and lamh
marking.

That January, going over the books wich Macer, Neil Tinnetr
reassured him: “There's sdll a healthy living ro he made, as long as
vou don't oeL o Jrought. Just keep your heod down, and take thinas o
scoson at o time ... You MacBrides have always adapred to forcune.”

But oil wasn't the anly threat to Meredith Downs that Mother Earth
had up her sleeve. The economy of Western Australia had alwavs
see-sawed beoween agriculture and mining. The colony’s early davs
had heen dominared by livestock and crops. Then the [890s ushered
in the Gold Rush, bringing new mining laws thar cumped earlier
land laws when ir came to who could do whar on rhe Crown land
occupicd by pastaraliscs.

When the casy wold soon dwindled, most of the grand towns
it paid for withered away, leaving the pastoralists once amain with
the upper hand in the ficht for survival. Undl, in 1960, the see-saw
swung again when the Federal Government loosened its export ban
on iron ore. Suddenly, the state’s immense unmined iron deposits
beneath Crown lund were worth stageering money in foreign markers
hungry for steel. The starter’s pistol had been fired.

Within the million sguare miles of Western Australia lay
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unguessed-ar mineral rreasuries, and miners turned fresh eyes o
the ourhack, scouring ic all ever again. As well as iron ore, claims
were being staked for bauxive, molvbdenum, nickel, copper, mineral
sonds — just about whatever the seologists could imagine. Trom as
tar away as Switzerland and America, companies came to explore,
and every day seemed to bring news of a new find, of nickel or alu-
mina, even uranium. Drill a hole practically anywhere in this state
and vou'd ind something worth a bob.

The miners had the power now. And the pastoralises, tor all thar
their Crown leases were vast, were being reminded, often paintully,
thac they were merely remporary holders of the surface of the carth,

- . i
at the merey of those wanring what lay under it
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ON THE TENTH of Jonuary 1969, Bonnie Edquist cases her eye over
the open country soaked pink by the setting sun, and gives a
snort. This certainly qualifies as the middle of bloody nowhere. Just
what she'd begged her uncle for

Ass she runs her fingers through her hair, chey rasp with the Jdust
that's already got everv-bloody-where: in the creases of her elbows;
grinding berween her teeth, even though she only got here today.
Her gaze curns to che welcome sight of the bush shower — a giant
canvas bag rigged up ro a tree hanging over the ereck. She'll shower
with her elothes on, and soip them off when she gers back to her
coravan. She's the only woman on this geology survey team, and all
in all, the blokes behave. But still.

The crew ser up camp a couple of days ago, so are happy to get her
precious contribution of fresh milk and bread. Bonnie's worked with
all these boys hetore, and as thev sit around the campfire that even-
ing, ir's the usual chat: the hear; the ants; the rock samples they've
starced to collect and map; how che hell anyone can gec the stuft
our of the ground if if's there. Merv Sempron, older rhan the rest by
twenty vears, reminds them that's not their problem. They just have

to find it Tony Criddles, who used to copy her geology notes at uni,
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passes her the Aerogard spray, and she douses herself in icin an eftorr
ro ward off rhe squadrons of mosguiroes.

Mick, the youngest ficld assistant, hands out more cans of been
As Bonnie takes hers, she asks, ‘By the wov, how did it go with the
owners!”

‘Haven't called in on them vet. Wanted to get properly set up
first,” savs Tony.

She stops her beer haltway to her lips. “You're kidding! Ever
heurd of manners?’

‘They can't stop us heing here, can thev! Manners is all it is)
says Mick.

Manners and comimon sense,” she says. “This far trom anywhere
you nead all the friends you can get . .. Tl go myseli comorrow.”

Before Bonnie tumns in, she sits on the step of her caravan, cooling
her face with a wet flannel, lishts out so as not to attract insects. The
night is alive with their tilling and clicking and crosking. Looking
up, she is duzzled by the wide bright wash of the Milky Way, unfaded
by city lights. For a moment, her heart contracts at a memory of dan-
cing under moonlight, Stewart's smooth cheek touching hers, the
feel of his arms on her hack. She shakes her hend, ‘New searr,” she

whispers. ‘Ger thee wo bed, Edquise . .

The nexe day, the thermomerer Bonnie earries in her Land Rover
tells herids 113 degrees: she con feel every one of them, dry oir born-
ing her nostrils,

She walks along the edee of the dam, bieger than an Olympic
pool dug into the earth; through binoculars she surveys the sparse,
flat salthush country all around. There isn't a breach of wind, so the

mill stands silent, gasping tor breeze ro pump the warer into the tunks
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and troughs, as evaporadon inches the waterline downwards. The
sheep that ran off at her arrival are once again dotred around the dam’s
edges, thirst overcoming fear. On top of the tank heside the mill, a
burcherhird is perched, on the lookoue for any lizard foolish enough
to break cover ar rhe horrese poine of the day.

She got through the morning's scarch carlier chan planned: che
aren she’d chosen was 2 dead Toss: not o promising rock in sight. She's
taken plenty of photas anyway — at least she can rule that place our.
It'll he as hot as hell in her caravan, with no breeze, just the flies pet-
ting into her eves ., Better go and call in on the owners, let them
know what's going on.

But ... in front ot her, the glistening surfuce of the dam is
irresistible.

She ventures a few steps down the slancing side and scoops
wirer fo splash her tace. Unlacing one dusry Kodiak hoor, then the
ather, she pecls oft her sturdy black woollen socks. She unbuckles her
ald khaki army surplus shorts and lets them drop, already undoing
her checked shitt as she steps out of them. Sweart trickles down het
face, her neck, and she blinks it from her eyes. Gingerly, because the
side of the dam is barbecue-hot and meacherously sloping, she edges
down into the water, then lets herself drop into the delicious cool.
The sheep baa in consternation, some trotring off in protest.

She somersaules, over and over, and swims around the bound-
ary of che dam, grimacing ac the sheep dags rhar have rolled down
the sides, and here and dhere a ran's skull or o tew hones where an
animal has iallen when the water was too low o reach but too tempie-
ing to resist. She beging her old game of secing how leng she can
swim underwater, then repeats the exercise over and over

By the time she surfaces for the last time, the dam is echoing
with the urgent bleating of sheep and she sees the butcherbird flee
its post with a single flap of its wings, alarmed by some threat out of
Bonnie's view.
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MERE.DITH Daowns HAD inched its way through the decade after
the crash, the new, strangely shaped MacDBride family growing
in the shadow of the one shattered by a lishrning strike.

Matt's health recovered. The past receded. Qver the years, he
regained some sorc of equilibrium. As though dumped by a giant
wiave, he gradually scrugeled ro his feer. Marthew MaocBride emereed
as o quict, inrespective man, though friendly enough tewards the
station hands and people in town. He took over seme of the roles en
commitrtees that Phil or Warren once held, which stopped him from
becoming a complete hermit. A good bloke, people would tell you,
though to ruess his age from his manner, yvou might add ten vears.

For Matr, there were still dark times. Still, sometimes, the poi-
sonous knowing would rauce chrough his veins and he would feel sick
and cold from his tingling scalp to the ends of his toes. He would
shake wich the nausea of ir, ar nighr, in his narrow hed.

Bur he wouldn't ran away. This was the life he was in: an inno-
cent boy depended an him. He knew, oo, that Lama’s love for Andy,
and Andy's love for them both, needed the special oxvgen of ignor-

ance to survive.
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As tor the boy who is beginning to stack up his little pile of years:
during that decade, distance and isolation weave him a cocoon even
more dense than that of other kids born onto remote stations. The
few people who do cross the borders of Meredith Downs are kind
ro Andy MacBride. The pacdiarric nurses who ily in owice a year ro
check on him on their rounds are cheerful and encouraging; bound-
ary riders bring him hilbics or baby quolls orphaned by dingoes.

By the time Andy's four, shearers let him flop ento the feathery
fleeces piled up in the bins after classing, waiting to be pressed. On
his mail round, Sneaky Snook starts to deliver him comics, and for
his fifth hirthday Pete Peachey tashions him a coy rifle out of mulea, a
beaurifully hewn and polished thing that the child carrs everywhere,
even to bed. Noticing Andy's tascination with the colour and feel of
the rocks he encounrers, Matc saves him any interescing examples he
comes across, and passes on his childhoad copy of Junior Genlogy. He
makes surg, o, that the boy knows how to hold o erickel bat, how
to bowl overarm, and that he understands the basics of footy (though
Andy's first attempe at the word, with. a misplaced ‘5", gives rise to
Matt's nickname for him: ‘Sooty’).

He lies with him at nighe under the sears, showing him throueh
field glasses the pointer stars to the Southern Cross, helping him
identify Sirius and the ancient constellations chat alide soundlessly
over their night. Martr chinks of Rose as he explains how the moon
waxes and wanes; how if's the same moon Andy’s mum loved when

she was lictle; how there's a side of it we ean never see.

Andy's life is a far cry from how Mate and Warren and Rose grew up.
He’s never been shoved just to see if he'll fall over He's never had to
fizcht feor his toys or his toffees; never had to defend himself against
teasing or ganging up. So on che rare oocasions he does encouncer
other littlies, Lorna has co give him a gentle push to play wicth them.
For years, Andy is oblivious to another ditference in his situation.

Yes, his story books feature mummics and daddies, buc they also have
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gobling and bhunyips, and ic's only by accident char Lorna realises,
when Andy is abour chree, char he believes parenes are feritious. So
she gently inroduces the idea thac he, too, once had a mummy and
daddy, but that ‘they’re not here any more’. Even that voung, the
child can detect a change in her voice, a tishtening in her neck.

If you watch a bungarra, those huge, muscly lizards thac can
give a racehorse a run for its money, you'll notice how they take in
their surroundings. They don't just see and hear: they taste the air
around them, slichery pink tongue venturing to test the atmospheric
pressure, sensing tor danger. Andy MacBride develops a similar skill.
Withour heing aware of i, the lictle boy learns to sense che difter-
ence berween those things if's “safe’ to talk about, and those ic's not.
Grandpa Phil, for example — that's OK. Lorna and Matt will reeall
tales about a habit of his, or a funny episode. They talk about Unele
Warren, and how sporty he was.

Fe's allowed to ask about his mum — within limits. Was she
a good rider? Was she brainy? [t's ‘very sad’, how young she died,
Lorna says, ‘taken from us too soon’. Sometimes she says, “When
vou're older, vou'll understand beteer,” and sometimes, ‘There's not
much o tell. She was a lovely girl, and would have grown into a good
morher .. " A kiss is always besrowed on rhe rop of his head ar thar
poing, like o full stop. Or a keep-oud sign.

By the time Andy s seven, he knows it's all right to ask Nanna
Loma about the Crash, but not Matt. “Too many bad memories for
him,’ his erandmother says. ‘It there's something you want to know
about it, ask me, Beetle”’

[t's not that anyone would ever get cross with Andv about his
questions. [t's more like when the barometer in the lounge room'’s
dropping betore a eyelone, and you feel the air change. That's what
it’s like if Andy mencions his farher. Lorna will say, “We didnt meer
yvour dad, love, so T can’t rell you much abour him. T ean rell vou,
though, that I'm locky o have such a lovely grandson.”

As for Mate, he'll just touch a fimger to the sear under his hair
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and say, ‘Can’t help you there, Sootv.’ Or, ‘Tm the last person to ask:
atter the crash my memory packed up for a while. Now, brush your

teeth before bed und T'll come and say goodnight.”

The correspondence schooling Mare did as a kid had heen replaced
by School of the Air, which broadceasts Tessons to far-flung pupils over
the Flying Docror radio. Listening to the teacher, and speaking into
the wireless microphone when it was his turn, Andy besan to devour
information — the mare exotic, the hetter. In a social studies lesson
once, he heard that you train elephants by starting chem off with a
big heavv chain around their ankle when they're young: chey v tw
break it hur can’t. As the elephant grows, the hig chain is replaced
wirh a lighter one, then with a rope, then a thinner one, uncl even-
rually, the erearure is so unused to being able to break free, ir can be
kepr just by a picee of sring. Even Andy didn’t nerice how he gave
up asking questions thar changed che air pressure.

It was like scaling off the roam in Sleeping Beauty's tower,
which eventually rat so overorown that no one remembered there
was 2 whole castle behind all those therns, A whole castle. Lec alone
a sleeping princess snoozing away inside it for a hundred years. How

could everyone in the kingdom torgec that? But they did.
N

In September 1966, the councryside was still ablaze with colour from
the wildflowers that show up after the bite of winter — vast swathes
of pinks and violets, reds and blues that burst onto the landscape like
fireworks, and disappear after a few weeks, though che season was
lare rhis year. A couple of new jackaroos were due to stare shortly,
living in the old manager’s house where Miles Beaumont had ence
stayed. Sprucing it up for their arrival, Mate was accompanicd by

seven-year-old Andy, who had begeed to help.
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“Watch eut tor snakes and spiders, Sooty. It's been empty o while.
[t zoing to start on that stuck kitchen window.”

“What's my joh?”

Marte cast an eye about, and from beside the concrete laundry
rough picked up a few rags. “You can be chief duster”

In the lounge room, Andy ran a finger over the ruble, furred
with dust, and smiled at the gleaming stripe he'd made. But when he
started polishing, che dust jusc sectled straighe back. He soon goc ted
up, and wenr to explore the other shadowy rooms.

In the bachroom, he stood on the bach o reach the cabiner,
where he discovered o little blue bottle of Mercurochrome. Under
the dressing table in a bedroom he found a hox of matches and a
rortoiseshell comb, and a flotin wedged between two floorboards. His
search tor stray marhles or comics proved fruitless: anywhere grown-
up hands could reach had been picked clean. Behind the heavy chest
of drawers his little fingers made out something flac, and managed to
winkle it out: a photograph portrait of a man, in a unitorm like the
Queen's soldiers wich che big furry hat and sword and hoots. The
wriring on rhe hack was bevond him, so he skipped hack ro Marr.

‘Laok at the treasures T found! Can T keep them?”’

Martt tumed from sanding the window frame as the boy laid the
booty on the table and thrust the photo at him. “Wha's this?

‘Noidea . . . Looks like a Grenadier Guard”’

‘NWhat does the back say!’

Marte read aloud, **I'll miss you terribly, darling. And I'll wait.
All my love always, Sandy xx".’

Mart's memory stirred. Something about Miles . . . Something
abour a ‘Sandy' . ..

Andy pur ouc o hand for the piccure, buc Mare said, ‘T hang
onto that, acrually ... And the matches. You can keep the rest. Let
me know when vou've ... He swadied the pheto, 00 umm ...
finished the dusting.”
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That evening, Matt took the photograph to the shed. Sandy . .. His
memory must be up ro its old ricks. He blew thick dust oif the cro-
gquet set. Inside, there it was: the card he remembered — not a photo,
bur a sketch, like a greecing card for ouriscs. [dentical writing. Iden-
rical signacure. ‘My darling Miles, Something ro keep vou entercained
during your exile in the Colonies, and to remind you of our games
together They can’t keep us apart forever. All my love, Sandy’.

When Miles had called himself a ‘black sheep’, Matt had raken
it as a joke. Now, shock streaked through his body, then a sick sense
of betrayal, of having heen deceived by this man he looked up o —
God, envied. All that tme they'd spent together and Matt had had
no idea.

The race in the phorograph was yvoung, good-looking . .. Matt
cast his mind back to a conversartion wich Miles — someching about
barh their lives having been edired. He pur a hand o his head as
thinas fell inte place.

God knew what would have happened if people here had found
out. Out this way they liked the rules keptr to. Only last year he'd
heard about a well-sinker working on a station eighty miles away,
who'd been caught with one of the young station hands during a
party for the shearers cutting out. Both men had ended up in hos-
pital. One lost un ear. And nothing more was ever said about ir.

His fingers rembled as he rolled a cigaretre and lit ic, then set
light ro hoth cards, lerring rhem burn on the concrere tloor. “Yawa,
vawd, yewea' — from nowhere, the words appeared on his rongue. He
seamped out the ashes, and headed back o the house.
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OR ALL THAT the world was changing in 19646, life in Wanderrie

Creek was much the same as ever. The Bachelors’ and Spinsters’
Ball was still on the same weekend everv year; Queenie Podger was
still president of the Country Women's Association; Sneaky Snook
wis still the mail concracrtor for Meredith Downs.

There was, however, o notable alreradon in post office sraffing.
Around the time Andy was helping Maut prepare for the arrival of
the new hands, 1 Mr Clive Eedle was transferred to the Wanderric
Creek Post Office to get things shipshape after Old Elsie Twitchen's
son turned out to have been stealing postal orders from his postmist-
ress mother. It wasn't Clive who caused raised eyebrows, but his wife,
Myrtle. And the problem wasn't so much her zeal in helping her post-
muaster hushand with his duties, as an unusual habit she had, which
soon earned her the cag of ‘the tuneral fanacic’.

No one ever called her rhar o her face, of course. Bur over
i few sherries ar the Wanderrie Creck Races o year or so afrer her
arrival, a gathering of district mawrons tried in vain co recall o single
funeral at which Myrtle had not tumed up. Most of these women
had attended some of the funerals — everyone's someone’s great aunt
or eodmother or former governess around these pares. Bur between

them they couldn’t recall even one that Myrtle, horn and bred in the
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Perth suburh of Mount Pleasant, had missed. Life, for her, seemed
just ane long opportunity to mourn.

[deally placed to hear about the demise of anyone within hun-
dreds of miles — what with handling celegrams and running the paroe
phone line for those whao had ir, as well as having the ability ro listen
in on the Sched — she possessed dour frocks for every weather. Noch-
ing aboave the knee, no sleeve higher than two inches above the
clhow {a necessary concession to avoid heat stroke during the ser-
vice. Bome of those bush churches were barely tin sheds).

As to why she attended them — less kind souls speculated it
was a sort of wish fulfilment to get rid of her Clive, who wasn't the
most exciting man God ever put breath into, and whose psoriasis
made him very difficult to look at some days. Whatever the reason,
evervone knew thac tunerals are the one social occasion a person can
respeerably arrend uninvired.

What people didn'c know was that, where an order of funeral
service had been printed, she archived it in dedicated desk drawers.
On each pamphlet, she wrote shorthand notes about the manner
and circumstances of death. Where there was no official hookler,
she would make the notes in a lictle black leather noteboolk and slot
the page into the archive. A casual shuifle through her ‘Drawers
of Death’, as Clive called them, would reveal annotations such as
‘Heart failure. Aged 90 <o house already passed to children’, or ‘Shot
herself with hushand’s .22 (he carrying on with cook).’ *Car erash
{his taulr).” ‘Car erash (nor her taulr).” ‘Dicd in labour leaving chree
children under frve.” ‘Fell down pub stairs®." ‘Dicd in sleep™.” Ascer-
isks marked Nyrele’s private suspicions, where it scemed to her that
the truth was being dlossed over or downright suppressed. In these
cases, she conducted her own further enquiries, sometimes over a
period of years: patient guestioning at morning teas; casual enguir-
ies to anyone buying a stamp. She was in no hurry. The thing about
truth is thae it will always wait.

She would ponder her mysceries in her garden, taking cender

196



care of her Lorraine Lee rose bush. Divulging her suspicions in a
whisper, she would ask the plant, “What do vou think, darcling?”

The MacBrides, so garlanded wich deach, held a peculiar fas-
cinatien for Myrtle, particularly the story of Rosc. TFrem the moment
she'd heard it, there was something abourt it that drew her in. Like a
jigsaw puzzle made mostly of sky, it would take patience and time and

observation, and Myrtle Eedle possessed an abundance ot all three.
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B‘f THE TIE Andy torned nine in December 1967, the Deportment
of Health had long sinee stopped sending birthday cards to check
omn his weight and number of teeth. Any post for him from School of
the Air was addressed to Lorna; Pete Peachey mave him the exortic
stamps from his own mail, as he had done with Rose. Butin the same
way that Andy had once believed that only other people had mums
and dads, he rook it without question that only other people gor lec-
cers. When he mentioned chis over a cup of Owvaltine at the kitchen
rahle with Sncaky Snook, a few weeks atcer his ninth bhirchday, che
mailman tousled the boy’s hair and said, Nonsense! What you nece
is o pen pall” and explained bhow the system, prometed in ‘Junior
Corher' of the Countryman, worked.

It was with a great sense of solemnity that on his next visit, Andy
handed Sneaky the letter to ‘Junior Comer’. When Martr showed
him the published version weeks later, Andy was beside himself at
reading his own words, officially typeset — somehow proof that he
actually existed:

Daar Unele Berr,

I would like to have a pen pal please. My name is Andrew
MaeBride and T am nine yearvs old. Tlive on a sheep station called
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Meredith Downs, near Wandervie Creek. My hobbies are rock
collectng, cricker and sheep. If anvone wordd like to he my pen
bal, please write to me ac Meredith Downs Station, Vie Wandervie
Creck, WA

“You've got ta give it a bit of time, son,’ Sneaky said when Andy
accosted him on the next mail run. The following time, he said, ‘Jusc
hecause you haven't heard yet doesn’t mean you won't. There's prob-
ably a kid just breaking his neck to write co you, but it’s shearing time
where he is, or they're in the middle of sowing or harvesting. Juse sic
right, voung fella-me-lad.’

Andy gradually gave up rushing our ro ask, ‘Anvihing for me, Mr
Snook? In fact, he had put the whole episode behind him as ‘scupid’
when, afrer almost three months, Sneaky finally arrived flourishing
an envelope for ‘Master Andrew MacBride’. It was marbled red with

dust, and Andy raced to his bedroom to vpen it.

17 Ore Street
Mot Haleyon
Wosrarn Australia

10ch April 1963

Dear Andrew,

I wordd like to be xour pen ped please. T am eleven years old
in November so guite older than you 1 like rocks, and have
a very sood collection. T also like sheep. There are some very
hig sheep statioms near here and I visited one once which was
guite interesting. The shearing shed smelt a lot. 1 live in Mount
Haleyem. My fathey works om the mine. They mine crocidolite,
which is Blue Asbestos. It is a vevy impovtant product for
Australia.

When T gvow wp Twidll be a geologist or maybe work in the
ashestos mune with my futher
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A list of my best rocks 1s on the back of this page. What rocls do
you have?
Yours sincerely,
Harry Badger. (PTO)

Andy raced o the kicchern. Tve got a pen pal, Nanna! T ool o
leteer — look!” He thrust it almost into Lorna's face. ‘He's got seme
turgite and red-banded jasper.”

The last time she had seen Andy this excited was when he got
Rascal as a pup. As she watched him show the leteer to his dog and
warn him not to dribhle on it, something in her hearc gave way tor a
moment. [t was impaossible to overestimate the thrill ot the outside
waorld making its way into your lite here. The thoughe that Andy
might really have a friend — a boy who shared his incerests, his hob-

bics, gave her the courage to hope.
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VERY D.vy, MYRTLE Eedle scours ‘the local rag’, as she calls the

Wanderrie Creele Examiner, and the Wesr Anstralian when it finally
arrives from Perth, as well as any other newspapers that happen o
come her way.

She always scarts with the Deaths and Funeral Nodces, mark-
ing her diary nccordingly. She keeps on top af rown matcters, too: the
clection of a new mayor; a fancy-dress ball sponsored by the Rovary
Club; the results of a cake-decorating competition. She revels in a
roval tour — no matrer how minor the royalty or how distant the
visit — and reads with delight about every vice-regal reception, or
road lined with flag-waving schoolchildren.

Myrtle is especially keen on the court reports. She tollows crim-
inal cases, studyving the eventual verdict, then the sentence — seeing
justice done. Something of a bush lawyer, she can recite the penalries
mefed oue by rhe WA Criminal Code. Murder won't ger you hanged
rhese days: technically ic scill could, bur in pracrice ics commuted.
Manslaughier — that's imprisonment with hard labeur for life; rape
and carnal knowledge, oo, Incest will also get you locked up for life
(if you're a man. Only three years if you're a woman). Doesn't matter
that there was consent. Same for ‘unnatural offences’: you could get

fourteen vears hard labour, with a whipping.
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It she spots a judge in town, dining in starched solitude at the
Grand Imperial Horel, she tries to imagine how ir teels to sit down to
beef stew and dumplings, knowing that you've just sent a man to gaol
for the vest of his days.

Somerimes she weeps aver a haby found lifeless ac che hands of
its dranken father, or o girl’s Tife blighted by a rape. There's a strange
comfert ta be had in the tumule of others” experienee, which lets her
count her own camparative blessings. Clive Eedle's not the greatest
catch a girl ever had. But he's kind and he's fair, even if his skin is
on the flaky side and his breath's not as fresh as in the adverts. And
he lets her keep her little notebooks, and doesn’t laugh at her when
she cries at the heauty of the winter blooms of her Lorraine Lee rose
bush. Any one of the women who ended up on one side or anorher
of the criminal trials Myrtle follows would be grateful for 4 man like
Clive Ecdle.

And when her thoughts reach (his poing, she fetches the Golden
Whatile Cookery Book to hunt aut something really tasty for his dinner.
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ﬁ NIYY ENOWs WHERE he's allowed to go in the homestead and where
w's not. Lorna's strict about privacy: it a door’s closed, you
knock. You stay out of her bedroom unless inviced. You musm't touch
Grandpa Phil’s haoks unless she’s there to check your hands are clean.
You keep mway from the old station diarics because they're important
husiness recards. And you don't rouch the Family Fruir Crares.

Andy obeys these rules wo the letter. As long as someone else
is around. But when he's alone — if Loma’s busy in the orchard and
Martt is out with. some of the hands somewhere, say — then the lure
of Rose's Fruit Crate, the ultimate shrine of ‘Mum things’, becomes
overwhelming.

[t holds treasures like Ramsey, the knitted sheep that's a
pyjama holder; two dolls with eyes thac blink if vou shake them;
her merit award for a poem called ‘Jemima's Trees’, written when
she was tourrcen. There's an old shellac gramophone dise: "My
Love Is Like a Red, Red Rose’. Andy especially Tikes her hible,
bearing on inscription from a godmeother he's never heard of
He likes the whisper of its fine, rice-paper pages, cdged in scar-
let and cocl under his fingertips. Sometimes he pretends he's a
vicar, doing blessings, Sometimes he imagines he's Jesus the Good

Shepherd, being very knowledgeable about merinos and tlocks,
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though he can't help noticing that the actual Jesus doesn't seem
to know much abour sheep, and never mentions shearing or the
wool price. He hasn’t even gor a sheepdog.

These are top-secret missions: Nanna Lorna would be dark abour
it if she caughr him, or worse sdll disappointed, so he explores a licde
at a time, replacing things exactly. Like scouting the coastling, he first
sets the general sense of an ebject — a beaok, a box of hair clasps, o bag
of knitting — then decides what's worth deeper investigation next time.

i .
el
14ch June 1968

Dear Ands,

Thembk you for your letrer. It is good 1o have a pen pal. Your vock
collection is very good also. Expecially your rektites.

In this parcel is some crocidolite. 1t is like the bit of wool you sent
hecause it has skinny fibres that you can pull into strands with your
fingers. Ashestos is very bnportant because it makes the world safer.
It is used to insalate howses and also on engines of ships and also by
scientists for filtexs that acid can't spoil

The toun T live in s new. There ave approx. 600 people. Moy
familvy is my mum und dad, my sister who is a baby and me.

Ontr roum is the Pride of the North West. It savs on the sign. All
the houses have water and electricity. They are ashestos. The schoo!
and library and hospital are also. There is a swimming pool. When
it is more than 105 degrees at school we are allowed to g home.
What is the higgest temperature you have cver had? How tall are
yeur shech? Dy you go to school?

Who is in your family?

Yours sincevely,

Hearry Badoer
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29th Tune 1968

Dear Harry,

Thank you for your lerter of the 14% inst. |Sneaky had assured
him thart this abbreviation would make him sound very
businesslike.] I have put your execidolite in my collection.

Yonir town sounds good. It would be good o have a swinuming
ool W swim in the dams if it Is very hot. Ov also waterholes end
crecks. I they ave not dy. T is sometimes 120 degrees.

Oner vums are approx. 3 feet high at the shoulder when they
are in the wool and the ewes and wethers are a bit smaller. Each
sheep has approx. seven pounds of wool when you shear it. We run
Shawsdale merinos which are good in dry country. There used to
he Belders but they can he had mothers and sometimes leave their
lambs if they are frightened. My nanna says they are flishiy and not
worth the trouble.

I have a lot of vams horns and skidls do vou want one?

My fumily Is me end my grandmother Mys Lo MacBride end
my unele who & hey son My Matthew MaeBride. The MucBrides
have been pustovalists since olden davs.

Did youer family come to Western Australic in the olden days too?

Yours sincerely,

Andy MacBride

15ch July 1968
Deay Andy,

Thank you for your lerter My family came to Western Ausrralia

two vears before I was borm from Italy. Our name before was
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Bagagio but people could not spell it or savy it so they changed it to
Badger wwhich everyone can say. My Italian first name is Eveole
which is Hercules but people cannat spell that so I am Harry.

My dud used vy work on the marble guarrics m Cavvara in Iraly.
When | wm a geologist I might so theve but 1 wauld probably go o
the King Leopold Renges in the Kimbeyleys frvst because the rocks
ure so old that there are no fossils m them so they have existed
hefove life om earth which is good.

Do you have a mum and dad as well as your grandmother and
uncle or are they dead?

I wenidd ves please like a sheep shaull.

Yours sincerely,
Harry Badger.

Sl

[t was a cool morning in Septemhber 1968, not long atter lamb mark-
ing, as Matr and Andy did a mill run on horsehack. The sheep were
back in their separate paddocks, with just a few weaners left to be
separared from rheir morhers.

Mac rarely rode these days: dociors had wamed that he couldi’t
risk a fall, and that o gentle oot from time te time was his limit. So
it always felt special to Andy when his uncle took hitm out riding.
Lorna had taught her prandson to ride and given him his own horse —
Caramel. Tle wasn't a bad sear for a kid of nine, thoush he Jdidn't
have chat knack that hers had from spending so long in the saddle
that it was just another set of legs thevy put on of a morning. But
the days when horses kept the whole show going were long pasr,
and only a few remained, more as a tribuce ro rradicion. Motorbikes
meant char a1 handtul of stockmen could flick around the paddocks
to muster: as Matt explained to Andy, their machines never needed

food or rest, never needed hobbling at night to stop them wandering
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oft. And now, lighr aireratr could spor the sheep 250 feer helow chem,
khocking cven more ritne off che musrer.

When they reached Poker, Mact and Andy stopped o give the
horses a drink and have a look around, check everything was all
right. Matct turmed the warter from. the bore back en, now that most
of the winter rains were finished, but wasn't happy with the flow. He
tethered the mill to bring the squeaking sails to a standsdill, and the
water trickled ro a hale, He fiddled with the rods, daubing on grease.

Andy sat on a rusty oil drum, warching Mart intently as he
worked on the giant mecal strucecure, which dwarfed him. Ie blocked
our rhe sky above him and made Andy’s skin cold where it case a
shadew: a tarty-foor tower topped wich a steel sail fourteen feer
across, cach of its blades six reet long, and its tail, just like every other
mill on the property, branded with ‘Southern Cross’,

Caramel’s bridle jingled as she tossed her head.

‘Did you do all the mustering on herses in the alden days, Matt?”

Mart laughed art ‘olden days’. “Yeah, it was mostly horses when 1
was lictle.” He elimbed down, retrieved the scrubbing brush from his
saddle pack, and ser to scouring the trough. Andy fetched a hrush
from his own saddlebag and starced on the other side, serubbing our
sile and dend beerles and o miacred bundle of feathers.

What's the first thing you cver remember?’ Andy asked.

Matt Tet his brush hang in his hand as he thought about it ‘]
don’t know if it's the very first thing, but T remember Rosie oot an
orphaned lamb, and I fed it from. a bottle. T dropped the hottle and it
tried to eat my ear instead.’

Andy squinted at his brush. ‘Matc?’

Yep?

‘If the thing vou remember is called 2 memaory, what's the word
for a thing you forger?”

Mare gave him a look, then turned skywards re consider. “Never
thoughe about ie. T don’c acrually think cthere is o specihic word for o

thing vou've forgatren.”
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‘Is that because you don't remember you've forgotcen it

Martt had heard so many medical discussions abourt the nature of
memory: what gers forgotten, how the memory recovers, and what it
recovers. A sick feeling washed through him. There were some mem-
ories he would never ger back., And some he didn'c wane o ‘Goed
question,’ he said at last. "Let me know when you've got the answer.)

Trecken there should be a word. Fovgerment, sov. A Jorsevnent is
the opposite of a memory.”

Matt turned the word over in his mind, contemplating the time
when his life had been one big forgetment.

Andy traced ‘forgemment’ in the dirt with a stick, and added a
gquestion murk. ‘Everything rurns into a forgetment eventually . . .
It's sad.’

‘Maybe." Macr swatred the flics away, and checked his watch.
NMayhe nat.’

Andy cohoed his uncle’s gesture, aware thot he had probably
taken his questions as far as he could for now. If he pushed toe hard,
the shutters would come down, and Matt's mood would darken. So
he quit while he was ahead.
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NE_-"LR THE END of September 1968, at the Terth Roval Show with
Matt, Andy is allowed to wander by himself around the exhihb-
its of produce and machinery, hiscory and handicraits. He loves che
vast Wool Pavilion, with open boxes of pillowy fleece as far as the eve
can see, some awarded ribbons, all wich dust clinging to the greasy
ends, giving a clue ro where they're from: the dark grey-hrewn
dirt from down south o the ochres further up and inland and the
brick red of up north. He feels at home with the sticky touch as he
stretches out the staples with a snap to test their strength, counts
the ticht crimps that make the finer fibres so precious. Unlike the
city kids, show-hags strung along each arm, traipsing after their par-
ents, Andy hardly notices the whift of sheep dags that still haunts
the wool.

Next stop is the Sheep Pavilion, where he sizes up the various
breeds thar have come from hundreds or even a thousand miles away
{merinos are besr: he won't be persuaded otherwise). He pares the
Heece of an ehormous Peppin ram te feel the heat of the creamy
white wool undemceath, and carcfully closes it over again so that
the surface fibres stick to each other and seal the coat. He inspects
the hooves, the big frame, the enormous pendulous resticles like a

halloon filled with water, and the fac folds of wool cascading irom
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the animal's chest, all of which features have eamed it a bouguet of
rosetres, including Grand Champion Ram.

He’s looking torward to lunch with Marte in the Members’ Pavil-
ion, all starched tablecloths and silver cutlery and ladies in frocks, so
he's been making a hig effore nor o wipe his hands on his rrousers.

The Roval Show is o time for country kids — the ones who haven't
started boarding schoaol in Perth vet, or won't be going — to make new
fricnds, or catch up with old ones. They misht know cach other from
their regional cricket or tennis tournaments. Or they may have tuned
into the same lessons on School of the Air. And station people tend
to marry station people, so there are often relatives floatdng about. In
fuct, there’s another MacBride at this gathering, a second cousin or
something, still in his riding gear from the polocrosse display march
he's just played — his ceam from the Kimberleys against one from the
Goldnelds. Sixteen, surrounded by his mares, he's older than Andy
by scven years, and not interested in mixing wich the Tiwde kids’, as
Andy's heard himself desertbed just now when he said hello.

Andy tries to think of something to talk about: something that
will sound orown up. ‘Do you get many cektites up your way!”

“Who cares? says the cousin, Johnno, and [aughs with three or
four older boys from his ceam.

We get tons of them, says Andv. “They're really interesting.
Don't you reckon! That chey've probably heen in actual outer space,
and then rhey end up geering licked by sheep?” Ac the srony silence,
he rries again. "Do you get any fosails?

NWell, Gran's precyy old,” cracks Johnno, and Andy gives the
laush that scems expected of him, though he doesn't think it's as
fum:l.y as the others appalien.tly do.

Andy offers his hand to the first of the other boys. ‘I'm Andy
MacBride. I'm a sort of cousin of Johnno

PPSort of 7 is right,” smirks Johnno, and eives a slight sidewavs
nod towards Andy.

The friends look at Andy, then back ac Johnno, and one of them
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laughs: ‘Sa rthis is the one thar buggered the MacBride purchlood
lines.” The others chuckle.

T don't get you,” savs Andy.

The oldest of the group savs, “They always said you hMacBrides
could be bastards.”

When Johnno pracedcally doubles over ta show how funny this
is, Andy says to the riend, “We're not bastards. We're very friendly
when vou get to know us.’

He thinks he’s pulled ofi the joke because the others laugh
uproariously, hut Johnno says, ‘Get your granny to explain whar a
hasrard is, mate.” Then, rurning away slighcly, “You're going ro need
to underscand.’

T know what a bastard 1s,” Andy blurts. ‘And an — an arschole.
And a ... ashithead. T bloody swear oll the bloody time!”

The alder boy cackles. ‘I never said you were a shithead, just a
hastard. The MacDBride bastard . .

None of the group had noticed Matt approaching.

“You right there ure vou!" Mact asked him, then turned to his
cousin with a quick dip of the chin: ‘Johnno ... These kids giving
vou trouble, Andy?

“Whao's this?' the older one demanded.

With a slight squenk, Johnno replied, “This is hMaw, Andy’s unele!

“That all right with vou, son?’ Matt asked. Without taking his
eyes off the youth, he asked Johnno, “What's his name?

‘Ah — this is Greg Crimp. He's from up—"

‘Crimp,’ Mate cut in. “You'd be Geordy Crimp's kid, would vou?

“What it 1 am?{°

‘Geordy Crimjr . .. Now, why do I remember thar nume?” Muatr
mused. “What 1s it I heard abouc him not so long ago?’

A change came over the boy's face. Bencarh his freckles, his face
rurned a scarlee vou'd never have guessed it could manage, and Macr
said, ‘Glass houses and stones, Greg, And your atm’s pretey shithouse.!

The others had now switched their attention from Andy, oying
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to decipher whatever it was that Matt and Greg Crimp held in the
tense space hetween them.

Martt broke the silence. ‘Right, Andy, time to head off. But
betore we go, reg wants to apologise to you.’

Crimp's head jolred hack.

‘Don't vou, Gregory . . 7

Why?” asked Crimp.

‘Because if you don't, my memory will get better. I'm pretoy sure
it was something really interesting that your dad had been up to’

The boy lovked at Matr, but couldn't hold his gaze, and turned
his eyes to the dirt at his feet. ‘Sorry.”

That's OK," suid Andy with an innocence that made Mact's
heart hurt. The little boy put out his hand to shake Crimp's. ‘See you
nexe year mayhe,”

To Johnna, Marce said, ‘You should be really proud of yourselt?

As they walked towards the car park, Maw braced himself for
the inevitable question. ‘Mate, isn't “bastard” just a swear word for a
nasty bloke? Like, you know, “you bloody bastard™?

“Well, yeah, in slang, Soot. But “hastard” acrually means some-
thinge else too. I'll explain later Buc don'e let the likes of Johnno set

to vou — they're just deadshics”
N

That November, as Andy works through the sums in his CI'M text-
book, Lorna casts an vccasional eye in his direction from Phil’s old
desk. The davs when her kids’ correspondence lessons used to arrive
in a heitty bundle by post ac the starc of each rerm seem a lifecime
away, along with the srruggles ro keep the children ac cheir desks ac
muscering time, or when one of the sheepdogs had pups. Then, for
a sceond, it's as though her three are still righe there: happy, scrufty
larriking, with their lives ahead of them.
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A tew more years and Andy’ll be off 1o boarding school ar Scaorch.
He's quick and diligenr — juse like Mare was. Such a lovely lirde how
When she gets ve that peint, the other feclings Hoad back, the ather
thoughts: it should be Rosic enjoying these moments with him. Tt should
be Rose who's filled with. pride at his report card, or at how he's mas-
rered the art of casting Rascal out to the balance when thev're working
a mob of sheep. Rose is missing out on the loving of him, and he of her.
Then Lorna strays further inco darkness: how could her daugheer have
abandoned this lictle boy, who's rubbing an eye as he concentrates on
a sum! But of course it wasn't just Rose: the boy's tacher had a loc o
answer for, driving her daughrer to do such a thing . . .

There had never been any reply from Miles. There are ho
answers to be had, probably never will be. She turns to her grandson.
‘Right-oh, sixteen times tables, please, for ounces, then fourteen, for
pounds. Off you go)

Homework done, Andy comes to pore over his favourite things on
Phil’s desk: the bayonet that serves as a letrer opener, the army com-
pass as a paperweight. He lifts it, wacches the licde bubble float abourt
in the liquid under the glass as the needle bobs giddily. About o pur
it down, he asks Lorna whar cthe paper under it is.

Tust the brochure frem Mr Flincgrave ot Shawsdale Stud. You
khow, the chap we buy our tams from. Shows the dams and sires,” she
says, and explains the importance of the bloadline in maintaining a
comsistent flock.

Like any bush kid, Andy knows the facts of life: they're hard
to avoid in a world that depends on the arrival of lambs and calves
and chook eggs at the right cime, but he's never thought about it like
this. He thinks back to his recenc visit to the Show and che enormous
grand champion ram he’d parred and inspecred, wirth all irs roserres.
A shadow crosses his face as he remembers Johnno's friend, and the

erack about ‘the MacBride puveblood Ine’. When he’d asked Lorna
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whether he had to say he was a bastard, she'd told him just to say he

was an orphan and leave it at that

Lorna knows nothing of the project Andy stares that altermoon. So
far it features just him and Rase, and Lorna and Phil, on the dam
side, with all the spaces on the side of the sire hlank. Whether he's
colouring m rainfall maps for geography, or out exploring with Rascal,
throughout the days his mind drifts co that blank space, and he works
on his handwriting to make sure that when there is a2 name to put in,

he will be able to write it beaurifully, so that his father will he proud.
Sl

The early January trip to town had become something of a ricual for
Lorma and Andy. When it came around in 1969, Matt, as always ar that
time of year, was busy with the hands getting the last of the rams into the
ewes' paddocks. This left the coast elear to shop for Macc's approaching
birchday on the twelfth. Lorna had houghr him a new shire, and Andy
had chosen a botde of aftershave for him on the basis thacics plasde lid
was i the shape of a cowboy's head, and thercfore of mdisputable qual-
ity. Loma had kept to herself her apinion that it smelt like sheep dip.

‘Right,’ she said, ‘see you at the library at two, Beetle," and
headed into the sparkling white CWA building, in time for the com-
mittee luncheon.

Flies droned in the hear, and Andy’s palm sweared around rhe
twenty-cent piece his grandmother had given him to buy an icy-pole
betore visiting the cool, jarrah-panclled municipal library. Bur rodav
he was busy, and srrode seraight pase the milk bar, resisring rhe elack
olits doorway curtain of colouriul plastic strips that kepu the ilies our.

He hurmrizd on to his destinadion near the town's edse.
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The low iron gare of the graveyard squealed as he enrered. Tomb-
stones jurted trom rhe bone-dry earth ar drunken angles. Desiceared
grass surrounded o few graves, and all were coked in red dust, their
marble cracked, the inscriptions of many lost to the years. Even en
blazing days like this, a breeze seemed to whisper amongst the head-
stones, above the criss-crossed lizard tracks and the shallow gulleys
where thunderstorms had lashed the ground and left scars but no water.

A crow’s mournful caw — like an Ah, hugger it! — ricocheted off
the headstones into the barren paddock beyond. As Andy approached
its gravestone perch and sat down, the bird flapped away.

Al that moment in Wanderrie Creck, you could find people
having a beer or a fight or bach. You could find women Luughing and
men weeping, government clerks writing and bookkeepers adding.
You could find an old woman dying while o daughter sat beside her
reading a boaks kids in back yards playving skippy and knucklebones
and skittles. Miners washed the dirt from their backs while their
wives scrubbed it from their dungarees; men argued over che price of
a wool press or the pros and cons of mulesing. There was probably at
least one proposal of marriage being made, and several more of a less
permanent nature being accepred or rejecred. Buc of all the activiries
heing grappled wirh in thac rown on rthac day, no one could have
gucssed Andy MacBride's.

When a skink skiteered out fram behind the grovestene, Andy
took it as a signal o finish his conversation with a Mr Rertram Cull-
och {1916-1960): . .. so that's what [ came to let you know,” he told
the lichened granite slab.

He stepped over the low iron railing around the srave and cast
a finger about the plots. ‘Eenie, meenie, minie, mo . . 7 The rhyme
ended on a Mr Theodore Dearlove, another stranger, and Andy wan-
dered over and sar cross-legged, facing the gravesrone.

‘Hello. There's somerhing imporrant I've gor to rell you.” He
wis ving for 2 aravity somoewhere between Sir Robert Menzies and
the man on the Movietone newsreel. His heart beat faster as he said,
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You don't know me. But you knew mv mum, Rose. She died just
atter I was born. Mavhe you culled her Rosie . . . Anyway, What I've
come to say is: you're my dad.” He paused, to let his tongue taste
saying you're my dad’ our loud — in broad daylighc. Ic felt [ike running
around wirh no clorhes on. The feeling of ir, rthe touch of the conso-
nants on his tongue: these were not words he could speak in frone of
another Tving person. He had made sure not te sound sad. Or sissy.
No one was moing to want a son ltke that. ‘Anyway, [ just wanted to
introduce myself. Very elad to meet you ’ He left Theodore Dearlove
{1934-1965) to his own devices, perhaps to swap glances of astonish-
ment with his fellow grave dwellers.

At his morher’s grave, he paused to pull a carerpillar off the
angel. He wondered what she looked like now, there but gone. His
mind turned to other people he'd known who disappearcd — folks
who dritted through, pirched camp for 2 while, or rurned up as 2
bookkeeper or a shed hand or boundary rider and then vanishad for-
ever, without warhing or trace. Te was like chae with his mum. She'd
lived lots and lots of days, but there was nothing left of them; of het
It was all part of his theory of forgerment,

Looking it up arter his talk with Mate, the dicdonary wold him
there was no such word, as did his English teacher from School of
the Air. Andy, however, was sure this was just an oversight, because
forgerment was everywhere — vou only had to think about ic: all those
ancient languages wirh funny wriring no one could underscand now,
or civilisarions people ‘discovered’. They were just someone's every-
day life ance.

And maybe his dad didn’t have to be o forgeoment.
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Sanoday, 11th Jonuary 1969

ALL MORNING ON their mill run, Andy has heen getting Mate ta try
to guess what he'’s giving his uncle for his hirchday tomorrow.
An elephant is Matt's larest suggestion.

‘Too hard to wrap,” says Andy.

As rtheir ute pulls up ar cthe dam, the sheep scurry off like a
schaol aof fish, tallowing rheir leader down the side and off into the
serub.

“Who the hell—? Mate exclaims at the sighe of a parked Land
Rover.

Rascal leaps off the tray and dashes up the side of the dam, fol-
lowed closely by Andy. By the time the boy reaches the top, the dog
is snitfing a pile of tolded clothes.

Andy is asconished: something’s moving under the water. He's
vaguely hoping crocodile, though he knows it can't he. The thing
emaerges to take a greac gulp of air

A lndv.

With no clothes on. Nat even undics.

He is transfixed.

She sees him and gasps. She tries to cover her body, but he
watches her discover that if she does that, she can't tread water, Her
face is as red as a Santa suit.
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They stare at each other tor a second.

Uh, hello .. 7 the lady calls.

[t's Matt who responds, appearing over the dam’s edge. He
squints. ‘You right there!” When he tells Andy to wait by the car, the
kid throws him a look and scampers away.

‘Hello L7 the woman says.

Um — afternoon.’

T — didn't hear a car”

Matt looks away, a flummoxed hand on his head. ‘Mind telling
me what you're doing in our dam, miss?’

Tewassohot ... [

‘Actually, berrer get dressed first. [l just . . . Rascal! Come, hoy’

'l — They—' Before the woman can splutter an explanarion,
Marcr has disappeared, leaving her to clamber out. She towels herself

with her shirr, pulls her clathes on, and hurries dewn re her car

T so sorry,” the woman began. ‘Are vou one of the owners — the
MMacBrides?

‘Matt, yeah. You lost or something?’

No.’

Mace frowned. “Where are vou headed?’

‘Here. Meredith Downs.’

His fingers gripped a cigarerce. Should he have heen expecting a
vizit? He didn’r recognise rhis woman — slim, blonde; hair in a pony-
tail and Tong tanned legs showing between her shorts and secks. *Did
vou tell us yvou were coming?

‘Scems not. T was on my way to introduce myscelf, let vou know
where we'll be working. We've set up camp out near your eastern
houndary fence.’

You've whar?’

‘[ should have explained. I'm wich Haollamby Mining., Bonnie
Edquist.” She held out a hand to shake.

He drew on his cigarerce; tricd o unjumble his choughts. The
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occosional fossicker was one thing, Even a lone prospector didn’t
worty hitn too much. But Hollamby Mining was the big league.

Plenty of other properties in the district had been invaded by
bloody miners. It had only been a matrer of time before someone
turned up here, bue it was stll a shock.

He asked to see her Miner’s Righe. If she had that, there was
pretty much nothing he could do to stop her.

‘I haven't got it on me, but the whole crew’s covered by a con-
solidared Righr.’

““The whole crew”?

Just a small team of geologists at the moment.” She pulled o
folded map from her pocket and pointed to the spot, assuring him she
hadn’t seen any stock in the paddack.

‘That doesn't mean much — that paddock’s twenty thousand
acres. Buc as ic happens, no, there shouldn't be any stock in it ac the
moment. What are vou looking for, anyway?

Bonnie shitted her weight to one hip. *Wont know till we find
ic...

Well wharever iris, you're nor going re find ic in eur dam, arc
you? Poor bloody kid didn't know where o look.’

‘Sorry,’ she said to Andy, then to Mate: ‘But whotare the changes
of anyone coming out here?

‘Hirher than yvou seem to think. It's a dam.’ Matt elanced at the
sun and checked his watch. There was nothing he could do about this
right now. He needed time to chink, talk to his mother, *\We're behind
on the mill run. Andy,” he said, and gave 2 nod toward the windmill.

Rascal scrambled to the hov's flank, and Andy picked up the
roolbox, mumbling a fainr ‘Bye . .

‘Righr.” hMacr rook o breach, ‘Ger vour boss ro call ar the home-
stead and explain.

She took off her sunglasses, squinting at the glare. "Actually, T

am the hoss.'
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As Andy tethered the sail, ready for Matt to climb the mill,
Bannie’s Lund Rover started with u growl und receded into the
distance.

‘Why were vou so crabby to her, Mart?”

‘She’s had news, Soot. She's a miner)

What's wrong with miners?

Matt picked up the wrench. "Miners and sheep don't mix.”

‘How came?’

‘Because any so-and-so can buy a licence called a Miner's Right
for fifty cents and call themselves a miner. Then they can walez onto
our property, do a bit of paperwork, and start digging a bloody mine.
Right in the middle of a paddock.”

‘But this is our place. They can't do stufi without our permission,
can they!’

‘Te's complicared, Soot. Basically, we lease our land from che
sovernment, and mincrs’ righis Lo get what's wnder (he ground beat
ours to use the surface.’

Andy drew Rascal close to him, circling his arms atound the
dog's neck. ‘But — but — fair go!”

‘Nothing fair abourt it.” Matt rested on his haunches to explain
to the boy how the rules were made for the goldrush davs of small-
time fossickers und prospecrors. Nowadays, big mining companies
hauled in drilling rigs and bulldozers that could leave the starion's
fragile roads unusable. ‘And if chey peg a elaim on prime pascure, near
cood warer, then our stock can't use i

“What's pegging a cloim?’

“They hammer in posts and dig trenches at the comers to mark
land they want to use. You hear about them chopping down trees;
cutting fences that are in their way ..

‘Bur the stock’d get out!

‘Exactly. And they buggerise around with warer”

The encounter with the stranger had rattled Matr, and his words

tumbled vur unchecked. Jack Birchmere trom Quondong caught



a moh of drillers doing rheir washing in one of his sheep troughs —
witter was undrinkable.”

Andy scowled.

Martt went on almaost to himsclt, ‘“They put dewn bores, burt
sometimes move on without sealing them, so sheep can smell water
they can't reach, and hane around and die.” He reconnected the rod
that had become Jdetached from the mill head. ‘Or they can get stuck
in the claim trenches if they're duy too deep. The miners can lodge
as many three-hundred-acre claims as they want.”

The hoy looked vut to the horizon, doing the sums, cthen turned
worticd eyes on his uncle. “They can't take our whale starion, can
they bag?

Matt thought of Termite Plains, where practically the entire
place had been pegeed for nickel a vear ago, leaving the Brevany
family with a homestead and a vseless rump of salt lake and not a
penny af compensation. e only said, ‘Let's hope not.”’

Andy turned the spanner in his hand over and over torn
between the excitement of having actual geologists on the property,
and the fear they could destroy his home.

‘Will T be able to watch them do their exploring and sturt?”’

Mart's fice darkencd. ‘Sceer well clear’

WAl they definitely stare a mine here?’

Martt wiped sweat fram his forehead. ‘Not detimitely)”

Sidling up to him, Andy put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Nanna
Lomma always says not to meet trouble halfway. And the lady seemed
nice.’ Ile passed him the spanner, and gave him the bravesc smile he

could manage.

Wil

A day later, Bonnie Edyuist stood in the shade of the homestead

verandah. Snatches of ‘Davdream Believer’ drifted ourt from a record
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plaver somewhere while she waited for her knock to be answered.
She hoped the broad brim of her har hid her blush at the memory of
the episode at the dam.

Marct opened the door, his smile vanishing as he recognised her.

‘Nice har!” said Bonnie. ‘Having a party?’

Mace snatched oft cthe shiny cardboard pary hat Andy had
insisted he wear to blow out the condles on his birthday cake. He
looked at it in surprise, then threw it behind him.

Seeing she wasn't poing to get an answer, Bonmnie said, ‘As prom-
ised,” and from an envelope addressed to ‘Miss Bonnie Edquist, T lead
Geologist', drew out a copy of the Miner’s Right, bearing the seal of
the Mines Departmenr. Matt inspected it, checked it was currenr,
and handed it back.

She rucked itinto her pocket. ‘Look. You must already know min-
ing's going crazy. If ics nor us, ic'll be someone else turming up. We're
local, but we're not running on the stell of an eily rag — we won'Lbe
cutting comners on the regs. And we like to be good neighbeours.”

What, by setting up camp without even coming to tell us you're
here!”

Bonnie held up a hand. ‘Bad stare, I admit, but I've read the hovs
the riot act. We know you're running a business.’

We're running our home.”

'O course. [ underscand.?

‘I doubrir. .

Macer recalled an old joke about the real money being net in geol-
ogy but ‘nearology’: the best chance of imding a mineral was pegging
a <laim next to a knawn body of are. If this lot found something, the
world and his wife would pile in straight after them.

Beneath his anger, Matt sensed something else. How many years
had it taken to build a safe, quiet [ife here again? How soon would
this bloody woman wreck it?

We'll respect your stock, your fences, your water points,” Bonnie

was saving. “The boys all know o leave gates as we ind them. We've



got a herrer rrack record wich pastoralistz than most orher miners in
cthe srace.” She smiled. ‘And yes, I've heard the stories . .. No washing
aur socks in your sheep coughs . L)

Martt ignored the joke. ‘And you're looking for what, exactly?’

Bennie pushed her hat down. a little. *Hard to say.’

Mart gave her a look.

‘Might be any number of things here. We've looked at the aerial
photos and the aeromagnetics. The magnetometer map looks prom-
ising, but unril we get our hunds and knees dirov, we're just guessing.
Galena, copper, manganese, columbite . .. You're probahly ourside
nickel councry, bur you never know . .

Footsteps sounded from the hallway, and Lora, also in o parey
hat, opencd the Hywire door ‘T thought T heard a car carlier .. She
turned to Matt for an cxplanation.

“This', said Matt, ‘is apparently the head seologist from Hol-
lamby Mining. The ones who are looking to peg the place.”

‘Did you sav “head geologist™?

‘I'm Bonnie.” She extended a hand to shake Lorna’s. ‘Beautitul
homestead.’

‘It does tor us,” said Lorna. She breathed in the burning air
You'd herrer come in ... have a cup of tea” As an afrerthoughe, she
added, ‘And the bathroom’s just at the end of the halll” There were
certain tules of bush hospitality, miner or no miner. ‘Andy’s disap-
peared to his cubby with Rascal, Matt. You coming in?’

‘No I'm off te check on that fence at Joker” He erabbed a bunch
of keys from the hall table. ‘T'll get vut to your camp after that, Miss
Edquist: check the gates and fences. And the woughs.”

Heading off, he passed her parked Land Rover. Brand new and,
under the dust, emblazoned with ‘Hollamby Mining and the logo of
a wombat.

Bloody wombars. They'll dig under any fence our Nullarber way.
Butit's the antmals thae iollow them in through the holes that cause

the real damage.
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M‘r’RTI_F_ axny Crve Ecdle ot the post office weren't the only new
faces in the officialdom of Wanderrie Creck. For some time,
there had been rumblings from the higher-ups in Ferth abour Ser-
geant Wisheart, the rown's senior police officer: running things his
own way: turning a blind eve too often; not bringing in enough in
speeding fines. So, at the end of 1968 they'd given Wisheart a gold
watch und a pension, und imported from Subiaco Sergeant Bene-
dice Rundle, complere with permanenc-press shirs and a ginger
mousrache.

Benedicr Rundle was never ‘Ben’, nat even to his wife, Janing,
who accompanicd him with thair son Govin and daughter Pam
their brand-new Holden Premicr station wagon with venctian blinds
in the back, in time to enrol them in Wanderrie Creek Primary hefore
the new school year started in February of 1969,

A year in the bush {‘Rural Posting’) was required for Rundle’s
CV on his way to the top, and he'd dodged it as long as he could.
Armed with degrees in law and statisties from the University of
Maelbhourne, he was the ‘new face of policing': the WA government
was keen ro standardise the enforcemenc of law around che scare.
S0, no more missed revenue opportunities by lecting locals off o

fing, or waving through o @un licence o few weeks after it should



have heen renewed. This place had been che Wild Wesr for long

chough,

‘Statistics’, Rundle likes o tell Gavin, *are usetul not jusc hecause
they rell you whar's chere, bur whar's missing.” Ar this peint, Gavin,
wha's heard this before, usually rakes a break from che press-ups he's
doing beside his father, who'll convinuc his specch without losing his
awn count. His dad won't notice thot he's stopped, propped on our-
stretched arms, wrists tilted backwards.

‘Sure,” Rundle continues, ‘folks are different from one place o
another . . . But fundamentally .. people are people .. * At each
pause he's a few inches higher or lower. “They don’t change that
much. Su ... He takes a breath und squeezes out the next words: ‘It
vou turn up in a town and find chat no one is ever ined for, say, driv-
ing wichour a licenee, whar do vou do!’

“Yau interrogate the numbers,” recites Gavin,

‘Exactly. You interrogate the numbers ... And if the rates of
reported drink-driving are cighty per cent lower than in the Tast cop-
shop you were at, what do you ask yourself?”

“What are the chances!

This conversation had heen carried out in one form or another
since Gavin was old enough to count the peas on the tray of his high
chair. A father should have an interest to share with his son, after
all. And seacistics were Benedice Rundle’s interest. Wirhin wecks of
arriving in Wanderrie Creck, sifting rhrough che old records, he tound
himself asking more and more frequenidy, “Whao are the changces?
Speeding fines scemed virtually unknown in the shire during the
reign of Sergeant Wisheart. And no one ever seemed to have driven
withourt a licence in his time . A lot of the other paperwork was precty

sketchy, oo,



Funny thing was, once Rundle set up his own speed trap, the
numbers starced to fall buck into line with the average for country
districts of WA, When, on two consecutive Tuesdays, he checked
the licences of evervone driving down the main street, he discoverad
thar hfreen per cenr of them didn't actually have one. “Things were
a bit dghe,’ they'd mumble, and they had o save moncey somewhere,
and Wisheart had always been a good sport on that score. But in
Rundle’s baok, if they could affard a car, and the perrol to go in i,
well . ..

il

People soon learned to be careful about what they let drop when
the new cop was within earshort, including the fact that ‘Serpeant
Rundle’ was swiftly contracted to the nick name “Trundle’. They
parked further from the police station if they had bald tyres or a
broken indicator lisht. They cook the back roads after a night on the
turps. Nonetheless, arrests for being drunk and disorderly shot up, as
did fines for selling liquor to minors.

One or rwo drafr dodgers, misrakenly believing rhac flecing ro
the arse end of nowhere would keep them safe from being called up
for national service, rell into his net, and ended up shipped off to
fight in the Victnam War after all.

Even Benedict Rundle, however, knew he had to pick his bartles,
so he ler the town's brothels tck along (a hundred years of mining
tradition couldn't be undone overnight). Besides, thev kept undesira-
bles off the streets, and kept respectable women sater. Prosecutions for
‘unnatural acrs’, however, suon saw an increase: he picked up men
for carrying on wich cach other, or wich sundry fauna (hoth crimes
were covered by secrion 181 of the Criminal Code, he liked ro point
oul), some instances being deemed so serious that they were tried n

arth, with the perpetrators endine up in Fremantle Gaeol. Abortions,



incesr, bigamy, ‘the whole moral sewer’, as he pur it ro Janine over ris-
sales and mashed potaro one evening, needed dredging. Tuse beeause
these peaple Tive in Woop Woop, docsn’t mcan they can behave like
3avaucs,’

[.ate at nicht, he'd sit alone by the radiosram and listen te his
classical recards, reminiscing about his student days in the Melbourne
University Choral Society and picnics on lush lawns and trips to con-
cert halls. He just had to scick this place out for a year. Then he'd be
hack in the city. Only Perch, bur chat was jusc about a citv, anyway.
And he'd wipe the dusc off the record cover thar had sertled just in

the rime since he'd caken ic our, and cake solace in the cello solo.
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WO WEEKS AFTER her grrival, Bannic again braved o visic to the

homestead, bringing the compony’s lotest annual report, and
some brochures for investors. Lorna thanked her, and laid them aside
before pouring tea

Ferched on the edge of the sofa, Bonnie ook in the lounge
room: the tamily photos going back vears, the big grandtather clock,
the piano. She reached into her bag. 1 . .. also hrought something
our lawvers put together ...

Martr eame in as she was speaking, and Lorna offered him tea.

T'm right thanks, Mum.” He turned to Bonnie. ‘Lawyers?

Tt's — it's just a sort of summary, about what we're allowed to
do. So that there are no surprises. [ don't know whether you've
had much experience with mining companies .. She handed
a thick letrer ro Lorna, but Marte intercepred it, and started to
scan 1k,

He read the words “from the 1904 Mining Act” aloud. *“The
holder of u miner’s right shall, subject to this Act and the regularions,
be entitled {except as against His Majescy) (1) to take possession of,
mine, and occupy Crown land for mining purposes .. .7 He glared

ar Bonnie.
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Te's best if we all know where we stand. Noching personal.’

“This savs you can’t occupy Iand where there’s a dam or a bore.
Secuion 28 (4.

Bonnic pursed her lips. ‘Acrually, if vou read a bit furcher, you'll
see we can't do it “without paying compensation”™.’

Larna reached out a hand for the paper. “We'll have a word with
Neil Tinnett about it, Matt.” She turned to Bonnie, “Was there any-
thing else?’

‘Actually, [ was wondering it we might be able to come to some
arrangement abour supplies. Is there any chance vou'd sell us some
fuel? You've gor betrer storage faciliries rthan we have.’

Why would we do tha? asked Mato

We'd pay vou a premium. Say, ten per cent?’

‘That's still Tess than vou'd have to pay te set it to your comp,’
he said.

‘Fifteen per cent?

Lorna said, ‘I think we could arrange that. . ' Matt threw a dark
glance at his mother, bur she hadn'c finished. ‘. .. with an agreed
limit, and payment in advance.’

‘Great.” Bonnie pushed on. ‘And —would vou consider selling us
maent? We haven't got a fridge, so probhably jusr some hurehered curs
now and then!

‘The lTawyers” letter doesn’t mention any tight to our sheep,’
said Matt.

Tlis time it was Loma who frowned at Matt. Usually, they hap-
pily gave meat to visitors passing through. [t wasn't as it they were
short of it . .. “We can probably work something out.”

‘And if you give us a map of your tracks und paddocks, and mark
where your stock are, Ill malke sure we stay as far awav from them as
we can.

Mare and Lorna exchanged a look.

We don't keep spare maps just lving around,” soid Mace
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‘Actually, T brought one with me,’ said Bonnie. ‘Maybe vou could
just mark on that with a pencil?”

Lorna took it from her, ‘Leave it with us.’

Driving hack ro her camp, Bonnic rotred up the wins and losses. A
ves on fuel {thac was big), a maybe on meat, and on unlikely on unga-
zetted roads en the map. Damn: she’d meont to ask if they needed
anything brought back from town tomorrow. ‘Always make yourself
useful if you can’ was her philosophy. They must know a hundred ways
to make her life ditheulr, Mining Act or no Mining Act. Iler peace
mission hadn't been an ungualified success, but thev hadn't marched

her out of the homestead ar gunpoint, either. Could have heen worse.
Sl

An uneasy truce developed on Meredith Downs. Other than to
collecr fuel or meat occasionally, the miners kept themselves to
themselves. The paddock they were working in wus heing spelled.
For weeks, Matt and che hands had been caught up repairing fences
on the orher side of the properry, forey miles away, and conracr had
been limiced.

Taking o shorteut back to the homestead one aftemoen in corly
February, Matt did a double take and pressed on his brakes: there was
the rangy ficure of Bonnie Edquist, leaning acainst her Land Rover Its
freme had been staved in by a wee, thanks, she explained, to a blown
oyre on the ungraded dire erack thae just about passed for a road.

What the bloody hell were you doing here anyway? demanded
Matt.

‘Just having a scout around.’

‘Snaoping for promising formarions . .

W, it s my job.”

You realise you could have been here for days, don’t you? Could
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have died of hear stroke. If [ hadn't taken this shorreur . . Ir would
have been our prablem it somerhing had happened to youd?

T've gor plenty of warter, some food. The boys would have come
looking eventually)

Burt her voice was shaky, and Martr scudied her more closely.
“You're bleeding’ He gestured te her neck. She reached a hand
around and her fingers came back sticky red.

‘Did you pass out?”’

‘1 — [ don't think so. But [ didn’t notice this,” she said, examining
the blood. *And [ don’t remember . . . Her words trailed off as she slid
downwards and Marr grasped her arm.

“You all righc?’

She had already Blacked out. Matt lowered her to the ground
and slipped his hot under her head. ‘Miss Edquise? Bennie!? Can vou
hear me? Oh, for Pete’s sake!”

Fetching the first aid kit from his ute, he also grabbed a jerry
can, and raised her feet on it ‘Come on. Back you come . . . Bonnie!’
He put two fingers ro her neck, and his gut relaxed as he relr a pulse,
clear and scrong. He brushed her hair back from her face and trickled
some of the water trom his waterbag onto her cheek, bringing her
around wirh a2 starc.

‘That's beuer” He was about o offer more encouragement when
she turned and vemited on him, drenching his shire and his jeans as
he knelt. ‘Bloady helll” He surveyed the result with a grimace.

‘Oh God!” Bonnie groaned.

e leaned in, vhserving her pupils; got her to follow his finger o
her nose, wiggle her toes and fingers.

‘1€'s just my neck .. . 1 can barely turn it.”

He dressed the cut, then held the waterbag to her lips. ‘Drink
A0me warer”

She raok a few sips and pushed ir away.

Mart splashed water down his shire and jeans, wiping eff vomit
with an old towel.
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‘Better get you to our place. You all right to stand up?

Bonnie pushed a hand on the ground to raise herself, but col-
lapsed. Squatring down, Matt pur an arm under her knees and
shoulders and hoisted her up, carrving her the few sceps o his uce,
sliding her carcfully onro rhe sear, then wenr o check her ean As
well as the blown oyre, the radintor was buzgered, and the fronc axle.
He hauled out the water bottles and her shoulder bag and Toid them
by her feet. ‘Right, let’s get a move on.”

Turning the key, Matt’s hands froze as splinters of a memory sur-
faced: a sunny morning; the smells of a fully [aden sheep uck: a glimpse
of the back of his tather's neck, criss-crossed with deep lines from che
sun. He gave u gquick shake ot his head, like a dog flicking off water.

They headed oit down the red, red track, the car jolting on the
stones and shuddering over the corrugations. ‘I'll radio the Flying
Deocror when we ger back. You might be concussed.’

Bonnic protesced, but she hod grown paler. *T feel a bic sick.”’

Wary of a repeat, hMatt touched the brakes o fractien. ‘Shall T
stop?”’

‘No. I think it’s — oh, actually it's you. You smell of sick.

Matt wound his window Jdown further to let the smell vur and
the dust in. He fell inta a silence, tapping the steering wheel with a
finger now and then. Glancing over after a while, he saw Bonnie's
eyelids were gatting lazier with each blink. ‘Righr. Just tallk — out
loud, so I know you're adill alive.”

‘Abhour whar?’

‘Anything ... First ching a docror would ask vou: what's your
name? What's your dote of birth? What day is it todoy? Where are
vou? Who's the prime minister?’

‘Uh-huh.' She closed her eyes, silent.

Well, come on. Name”’

‘For goodness” sake ..

I'm serivus. Full name.’

‘Bonnie Elizaherth Edquisc.”
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‘Dare of birch?”

‘Third ot February.

Mart glanced av her ‘No, the dae’s the next question. When's
your birthday?

“Third—yes, third of February.

“Your birthday’s today?’

Is it?”

Is what?” asked Matcr, wondering who was more confused.

‘Is today the third of February?

“Was this morning.’

“Then ic's my birrhday.' Bonnic closed her eves a2 moment, con-
sidering something. ‘Ha! Yep. Definicely my birchday

‘Happy birthday,” said Maott. Turning out beaut so far ...

‘A real doozy. You haven't asked how old T am.!

‘Naot sure I'm supposed to ask gitls how old they are. Anyway,
don’t want to strain your brain.’

Bonnie tried to turn to him, but couldn't. ‘1s chat an insule?

‘More whaut the medics call a cognition test. To see if you can tell
it's an insult.’ So? Keep talking, Miles to go vec.’

When she suggested he talk and she’d listen, he peointed our
cthae thac would only prove he was awake. He flicked a erusader bug
off the windeow frame. He didn’t want chis bloody woman on his sea-
tion, let alone in his car, but she'd be an even bigger preblem dead.
“Tell us about — oh, anything. What you were looking for today.”

Tust getting o know the ground. Siems of what micht be
underneath.’

And so they drove on, mile after mile, surrounded by stunted
rrees, joined by the occasional fly or grasshopper thar hlew in, or
splattered against the windscreen. Bonnie talked about her erew; her
ioh at Hollamby Mining, whose owner, Sir Reginald Hollamby, Marr
knew, wias a millionaire with operations all over Wesrern Auscralia.
She veld him about her geology degree; her family {omitting cthe fact
that Jir Reginald was her unele); how she lived with her parents in

233



Peppermint Grove; why she refused to learn how to sew. To all of
these, Matct nodded, or gave an vccasional ‘uh-huh’, until she said,
‘T'll just grab a catnap.’

‘No you don't.’” Having run out of questions, he remembered
somerhing a nurse had once asked him in rehab therapy, “What's
vour hidden talent?”

What?'

‘Like a party trick — something you can do that no ene would
expect.’

Bonnie thought abouc it. ‘I can peel a banana with my toes.
Daoes chat count?”

Martt uctually laughed, and gave her a sideways glunce. 'Oh, that
defnitely counts.’

What's yowr hidden calenc?”

“The poinr is for vou ra ralk, nor me. Do your faurreen times
tables for me.

And so she began on that, faltering, it had te be said, until,
as shadows stretched long in the thick honeyed light, they drove
through the =ares to the homestead.

Wil

When Bonnie woke the next moming, daylioht was leaking through
the curtains, and she gradually pieced rogether where she was: the
previous day; the prang She vaguely remembered Lormna, instruceced
over the wireless by the Flying Docror checking her tor fractures,
re-dressing her cut; asking about pain, whether she felt dizzy or sick.
The advice had been to keep an eyve on her owvernighe, in case of a
mild concussion.

Bonnie screwed her eyes tight and opened them again: no, she
hadn’t imagined the figure of a boy sitting in an armchatr en the

other side of the room, staring at her. She stared back.
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“Thar's Nanna Lorna’s nighrie.”

Bonnic checked. she was indeed wearing a nighric.

T'm Andy. Matl's my uncle ond Nanna Loma’s my grandma.” A
the question on Bonnie’s face, he said matter-of-factly, ‘B ly mum was
Martt's sister but I'm an orphan now.’ He looked down at his bare feet.
“We—um — we met at the dam.”’

‘Oh God? said Bonnie. ‘How long have you been sitting there!’

‘An hour and twelve minutes. Nanna and Matt took icin curns
in the night. The doctor said vou needed o be "observed” to make
sure you didn't stop breaching or choke on your vomir and scuff. 1
ok over so Nanna could cook breakfase.”’

‘Ah, Well, chanks.’

‘Are you going to vamit? Or choke?”

‘T hope neot.”’

‘Good,” said Andy. He wiped his palms on his shores. ‘Head Quiz
is a4 very unusual name.’

Tardon?’

‘I've heard of Bonnie betore, but not Head Quiz”’

‘Ah. Ic's Edguise, not Head Quiz . . . But that's not the strangest
version I've ever heard.’

‘Are you going to bulldoze our fences and rake our hest pasrure?”

She blinked. “W2ll, we won't bulldoze vour fences. W might
discuss putting in gates, maybe. As for your best pasture — minerals
den't ask permission for where they tum up, I'm afraid.’

Atter a silence, Andy said, T've ot a rock collection’ He folded
his arms. At Bonnie's puzzled luok, he repeated more clearly {per-
haps the crash had made her deat), ‘! have got a rock collection.”

‘That's what 1 thought you said,” she replied, her fingers explor-
ing the dressing at the back of her neck.

‘Aren't you a geologist?

“Yes.!

Tsn’v that rocks ond sculi?’

“Yes, that's rocks and stuff.!



The bov gave a short nod. ‘So, have you got a rock collection?”

Bonnie thought for a moment. ‘I collect rocks all the time —
that's what I'm doing here.’

‘I mean your own rock collecdion. Treasures and thac”

“Yeah. 've gor rreasures, Loads)

Whac sorc?’

‘Gash, Where do T stare?

“Top three,” Andy shot back, as though it were a well-established
convention.

Squinting with the effort, she nominared a piece of banded brec-
cia, a sample of arsenopyrite in the middle of a quarez cryseal, and a
hig piece of hotryoidal chrysocolla with azurite.

Andy nodded approval, and asked how she decided what was a
reasure,

‘Hmm. Somerimes because rhey're rare. Bur somerimes hecause
of where T found them or who T was with. Some are presents ..

‘Huh," said Andy, and it wos impassible to tell whether he
approved or not.

“What about yours?' Bonnie asked.

‘Mine’s mostly stuff from our statton. But I've also got guarez
and zircon and gold and a litde emerald. ['ve ot tekeites. Wanna see
them?

‘Sure.’

T go and—"

‘Um, maybe not right rhis minuce . . ." Her head was killing her,
and she was trving o hgure oot the ramilications af the prang and
how the hell she was gomma to oer anvwhere.

‘Oh,” Andy said, as grown up as he could. ‘Another time . .. T'll
go and tell the others you're not dead.”
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SE[{GE_"LNT RINDLE HAD frequent cause to visit the post office, what
with the summonses that had to go by registered post, or the tel-
egrams to Perth.

‘All quiet on the Western Front, sergeant? Myrtle would ask,
somehow reassured by his stern face.

‘Saristierory,’ he would respond.

As the weeks went by, Myrdde’s enquirics progressed wo: ‘Seuing
in well?’

‘Satisfactorily.

‘And Janine and the voungsters?” She'd met the wite in the gro-
cer's several times, and seen the children riding their Malvern Stars
up and down the main street, gradually accumulating iriends.

Rundle gave her a sharp glance, and a fine muscle in his cheek
flickered. ‘They're well, thank you.’

Myrrle hbeamed ar rhe breakrhrough.

‘Searting o feel like a loeal? Myrde asked rthe sergeant one
Thursday in carly March.

‘[l finding out who's who and whot's what.”

She slid him a form to sign. ‘et me know if 1 can assist in any
way on that score. Always happy to help’
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T see.’ He straightened the pen on the counter. ‘Barry Hapwell,
from Salthush Gulley Stadon. You ger much mail tor him?!”

‘For Barrv in particular?

‘In parcdicular.’

“Well, I'd have ro say no. He's one of those hippie vpes. Spends
mosr of his tme in Perch.”

‘Never gets mail from the university? Nothing to indicate he's
studying?’

‘Nort that comes to . ." Myrtle worked out where this was goina
', .. mind.’

‘Seen him recently?””

Nuo.’

You know he's been called up though.”’

T'd gachered as much.,” The mustard-coloured envelopes for
Narional Service were unmissable, and she had indeed pur one for
Barry in the Saltbush Gulley mail bag o whilzs back.

‘His mother’s claiming he’s cligible for student deferment.”
Rundle scratched a fly speck from the glass on the fading Annigoni
portrait of Her Majesty on the wall beside him. ‘Good sorts are they,
the I Tapwells™

*As far as [ know. {(No asterisks about them in the Drawers of
Death.)

Well. If vou see Barry abourt, let him know I'm [ooking for him.’
He slipped his lecrer inco his pocker, then wirh a nod consulred his
wireh, ‘Afrernoon,” he said, and scrode our inco the srreer, the door

swinging closed behind him.

Wik
Thar afternoon, Myride was manning the lore alone. Strictly speaking,

she wasn't a PMG employee. But any wife worth her salt helps her
husband where she can, and Myrde could often be found minding the
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counter while Clive was ar a Roads Board meering, or our inspecring
rermite damage to relegraph poles.

Sitting in the back of the post allice, sorting the mail, she tuted
as she assessed the badly tom wrapping on some packages that had
fallen off during unloading. She cast a olance at her oreat roll of
brown paper and its sharp slicing edge: perhaps she should rewrap
and relabel the worst of them? Getting a peek at the contents barely
crossed her mind as she ser to work.

So. .. Mrs Swincer was buving romantic novels again . . . Things
must he had our there on Bilby Rock. Young Rupert Threlkeld had
got not one hut s toy rrains for his hirchday, She felr a twinge as
she imagined the lictde boy plaving with them, and moved swiftly on:
she quite liked this new frock of his mother’s .. . Of course, she could
run it up herself en her Singer for a fraction of the price: more money
than. sense, some people.

The final parcel intrisued her Postmarked Melbourne — a flat-
tish rectangle that would usually mean a dress or some such — but
feather-light. [t was upside down and the torn paper exposed a box
with ‘Gearge's of Melboume™ — the monogram of the famously swish
department store. She checked the rime. Another half an hour before
Clive was due hack. At rwo o'clock on such n hor afternoon, no one
in their right mind would come o post o lecter, and even if they did,
they'd just ring the counter bell.

Moving of their own accord, Myrtle’s hands opened the hox to dis-
cover layers of tissue paper cradling something frothy in azure satin. A
negliree of crépe de Chine, with vreandie silk acruss the bust, fastened
by a cream satin ribbon. She gasped. Myrde Eedle, wite of a postmaster,
owner of nine different mourning dresses, had never in her life even
seen such a delicare garment, let alone held one. She longed to put it
ro her cheeks, to her lips, but her powder and lipstick ruled rhar euc.

Under anorher sheet of fissue lay o marching nighrdress. She
blushed. Rue chose shocstring satin seraps: surcly they wouldn’c lase 2
single night's sleep? Useless . ..
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In some far recess of memory or imagination, an old, deep sen-
sation awoke in her, and she quickly bunished it.

She turned the item this way and that; seroked it; sniffed ic; ran
it over her forearms, barely conscious of her rapid pulse. Only when
she held ir againse herself did she discover ir was for a much raller
woman, with a bigzer frame: more the size of the station women she
served. Soupping, that was the word for them.

She checked the address label: “Meredith Downs Station’. That
Lorna MacBride! Too old for nonsense like this, surely . .. Myrtle
recalled the wistful smile that came to Loma's lips whenever she men-
tioned her late hushband. She pictured Lorna's frocks, and imagined
her in this. Impossible! Bur there again, Myrrle Eedle knew herter
than most people that you can't rell what's really going in someone’s
life from the oucside. The thoughr stabbed her, and che texture of the
delicare tabric took her fingers hack o a long-ngo touch of rhe sefresr
lambs’ weol bonnet, barely bigeer than her hand, and the younger
self that had crocheted it with such care. She shivered, and muttered
aloud, ‘Pull yourself together like a sensible girl!”

Folding the lingerie paimstakingly back into its nest, something
made her glance at the label again Below the Meredith Downs
address, in small print was: ‘At [ Peachev Esy.’

Myrtle reached for her glasses, and read again, buc the name
remained the same. She polished the lenses, as if it would help her
undersrand. And ir did.

Goad Lord! The dark horse ... Her mind raced ac the pos-
sibility, and she immediacely recacegorised Loma's smile [rom the
wistful to the illicit. Then she reconsidered: it wasn't necessarily
Loma MacBride he was carrying on with, but in all likelihoad
it must be a station-owner's wife. Or daughter She conjured
Peachev’s image: lanky, athledic, guiet. He did have a certain —
magnetism . . . Or could it be one of the girls in the brothels here
in town? Much more their sort of work attire, after all, she said

to herself, recovering her compaosure, and disconnecred thac thin
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cleerrie current of memory that had made the back of her neck
ringle. Mr Peachey . . . Well she never . ..

She considerad the letters and mongy erders he oceasionally
sent to Dueehslond. Never scemed to et any replics. Didn't say
much, Peachey. Rarely attended funerals, and didn't look like he'd
be having one himself any time soon, so she'd never paid him much
attention before: didn't know a thing about him. Now, she made a

little note in her black hook, and went about rewrapping the hox.

241



40

ON THE NOTICEROARD of the Wanderrie Creek Warden's Ollice,
pages fluttered like butterflics trying to escape the drawing pins
that anchored them against the March breeze. The requirements had
long been the same: pee a claim in the ground in the country round
about, fill out the form stating its exact location in Jegrees and min-
utes, and stake your claim for specified minerals. For decades there
had been a handful of eluims a week, but lately there were dozens a
day, festooning the noticeboard and the walls heside ic.

Once a claim was duly advertised in rhe newspaper, and che fees
paid, unless an objection was lodged it would be granced, and marked
on the districr registry’s map, which was periodically sent to Perth to
update the central record. The job of mapping those rights fell to the
Mines Department's busy cartopraphers, one of whom, a Lawrence
Niblock (MS¢ (Geog.) UWA) now sharpened his pencil almose o a
needle, which he rested on the thick paper in front of him while he
consulted the dare on his desk calendar, then printed it neatly: *3rd
March 1969

He checked the claim ac hand: an area in a paddock on a pas-
roral lease in che shire of Wanderrie Creck. He applicd his pencil ro
the m ap.

When the English arrived, the Australion continent wos alveady
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home to probably ar leasc half a million people, spread across three-
million-odd square miles. Classifying it as ‘pracrically unoceupiced’,
the colonists were apparently unable o dereet an existing legal
system, so declared the entire Tand mass terre nullivs, and imporced
English. law lock, stock and barrel. Rather like the illiterate, they
could see, vet not interpret, what was in front of them. For the land,
though not marked by man-made borders, was intricately bounded
by law and custom and tradicion, described in hundreds of complex
unwritten languages by people belonging to highly evolved groupings
wirth connections to specific areas: all of which faces were, in 1969,
largely losr on the Mines Deparrment, and indeed rhe Land Regiscry.

This picee of land under the pencil of Lawrence Niblock had,
in the last century or so, magically become property’, now owned by
‘the Crown in right of the State of Western Australia’, and Teased o
pastoralists for up to ninety-nine years at a time. Both imunediately
before and afrer this, the paddock itself loaked not so ditferent from
how it had looked for thousands of years. Yet at this pencil stroke its
very nature had changed. This wasn't achieved just by Lawrence’s
whim. He was the instrument of a legal mechanism that crossed
oceans and millennia: righes in veal properey.

He checked o number on rhe memorandum, and drew o line. Ir
always struck him as a kind of alchemy: by the precise application of
graphite, without his leaving his padded leather drafting stool, hun-
dreds of acres of bush had just changed their very nature.

The cartoorapher inspecred the tlree-hundred-chains-to-
an-inch cadastral map of the relevant pastoral lease — sheep, muost
probably, out that way — its paddocks entered in an elaborate hand
on the map of the Department of Lunds and Surveys. This was the
intormation that was stored. Naot the feel of the red, fine soil, the
rang of the salthush on rhe wind, the thin call of the wedge-railed
cagle high, high above asic carricd a riny jooy ro irs nese for irs chicks;
not tales of how the consiellodons above it were birthed in the ame-

less Dreaming Just the meosurements, the water points, the names
= 1 1
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of the registered rights holders, and the fees they had to pay, on pain
of forfeiture.

Leaning forward, he interrogated his handiwork under a magni-
fying glass: the land was caprured.

He yawned, and rranscribed rhe claim derails inco the regisrer,
camplete with the folio reference, the dace, the survey fee, the shire,
the plan, and the exact location of the claim, checked it again, then
put the map into the out tray, ready for dispateh re the Government
Printer.

Just as the MacBrides’ richt to occupy Meredith Downs had once
been conjured on the map, suddenly, a right to enter and explore
beneath irs surface had been granted to a mining company. Now,
a mineral elaim was granted to Hollamby Mining Led for cobalt,
coppet, nickel, molybdenum, rhodium, palladium, iridium, zinc, lead

and ashesros, Trwas all sertled.
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IN 1969 WANDERRIE Creek is husier than it's been in years, thanks
to the influx of mining companies from around the world, with
outfits hig und small pegging nickel claims. There are more men
drinking in the pubs — the drillers who pull out the core samples and
the wruckics who haul up their equipment; the boffins who come
and ga, opining on whether whiat comes our of the ground is any
good. Some Lop brass cven swan in by helicopter. The enly pasieral-
ists not moaning about a mining boom exploding on their propertics
are the ones who were canny enouch to pee the first ¢laim. Shop-
keepers and pubkeepers and petrol stations are happy enough at the
nurn of events, thoueh.

‘Rome wasn't huilt in a day, Bonbon,’ Sir Reginald Hollamby
said, when Bonnie apologised for initiul poor assay resules. “You can’t
jruet the stufl in the ground. Just don’t miss it if it is there. Wait too
long ro peg a claim and some other bugger will have bearen us ro it
And so, a8 rhe weeks passed afrer her prang, her ream had carried on,
with Bonmnic eccosionally recuming o Perth to repart in.

According to the locals who hod dealings with her in town —
at the assay office; at the Warden's Office; at the chemists” who
sent off her pictures to be developed — Bonnie was a friendly type,

smart, but easv to get along with. And it didn't take [ong for the
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grapevine to pass on the fact that she was Sit Reginald Hollam-
by's niece. This meunt she was immediately accused of getting the
Head Geologist job because of her connections: a woman reallv

couldn’t be up to it
A

When Bonnie came to drop in a chegue for fuel in Muarch, Matt
was out, and it was Lorna who wrote her a receipt, and offered her a
cup of tea. As she was finishing it, Andy appeared ac the door o the
lounge room, one hand holding che orther elhow, silene.

‘Hi," Bonnte said.

‘Hello. Nanna Lorna, can T show Miss Edguist mv rock
collection?

T'm sure she’s very busy®

Td love to see it,’” Bonnie said. ‘I it's all right with you, Mrs
MacBride.

Lorna was far from thrilled about the idea of the woman traips-
ing through the house, but the excitement on Andy’s face pricked
her. When clse was the poor kid going ro be able to show it ro
anyong!

Pleose? said Andy. ‘Ac lease some of it?

Lorna viclded, and Andy led Bonnie down to his toom, where
he had already arranged his best samples on the floor, including a
large array of tiny black specimens, some shaped like small marbles,
some like buttons, and some like miniature dumbhbells. None was
bigger than an inch or two.

Bonnie reverently inspected each of them, before declaring,
“Thac is, by a counoy mile, the most impressive lot of tekrites I've
seen ourside a muscum, kiddo!

Blushing, Andy cvened up one of the rows. ‘T like all the rocks,

burt tektites are the most exciting.”
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‘Are they from around here?

He nodded, and she asked, ‘And you know rhe name for Ausrra-
lian cektites, don'c you?

Australites!

“Yep.' Bonnie examined one with the magmifying elass. ‘How did
you get them?

‘Teople bring me them”’

‘People don't usually just give away rekeices.”

‘Pere Peachey — he's vur roo shooter — brings them. Or some of
the hands. And neighbours and that.’

‘Lucky you!”

Andy carctully wrapped another one back in cotton wool. ‘To's
cos they fee] sorry for me.’

‘Vorry for you?’

Andy's tale of his mother's fall at the mine, delivered in amatrer-
af-tact tone, left Bonnie floundering.

‘1 never really knew her, so I can't really miss her.” He went on
packing away his colleerion. ‘I sorr of miss her a bit now, though ..

‘Of course ... This was not Bonnie's domain. People didn't
usually stray inco the deeply personal when discussing their rock
colleerions. And she discussed rock collecrions a lor. There'd heen
no mention of his father, though she recalled his saying he was an
arphan ... She steered onto sofer ground, handing him the last
sample. “Tell you what, T'll make sure that if the boys tum up any
tektites, we save them for you’

Andy's face fell. ‘Means you feel sorry for me too . .

‘It means [ fike you. And [ remember how much I loved it when
my uncle’s people would bring me finds. That's how I got my hir
of arsenopyrite in the quartz crystal thar I cold you about. It's still
rthe thing I'd save it my house were burning down. My Prime Sample.
Whar abour vou? Whar would vou save?’

Andy squeezed his eyes shuy for o moment. Te's not a rock. T'd
save Ramsey. Te's o oy sheep that's o pyjama helder From my mum's
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Fruit Crate.” He frowned. ‘I'm not supposed to play with the stuff in
the Fruit Crates, so don't tell Nunna Lorna)’

Though stumped at whatever his mam’s fruit crate’ mighe he,
Bonnie mimed zipping her lips. She smiled. ‘You're a funny litde
bloke, aren’t you? An old head on young shoulders.”

‘Is that good or bad?’

‘Oh, it's good, mate. Detinitely maod.” In the distance, Old Wallv
struck the hour She held up fingers red with dirt. ‘Better go and wash
my Tites.

Andy was left considering his collection with a renewed pride.
This ladv understood it, in a wav that even Matr didn't. It was a
funny feeling. There were su muny more things he wanted to talk to
her ahout.

As Ronnic was saying goodbye ro Lorna, Mart came in, grecring her
with a wordless rown.

Tust settling up for the fucl,” said Bonnic.

‘Right.’

‘And Andy's been showing me some of his rock collection. So
impressive!

Matt gave her a look. “That's a bit low, isn't it

“What do you mean?

“Tryving o get information ouc of a licde kid?

‘He was showing me rekrices. We're not exacdy going to scare
minitg them!’

Matt iele the heat come o his checks at having jumped to che

bl

wrong conglusion, and mumbled an “Oh ..

That evening at the dinner table, Matt said, ‘Sout, watch what you
say to thac Bonnie Edguist.”

*She’s really nice.’

‘For all 1 know, she is, But it's bad enough having her lot holding

arifle to our heads. Don'c hand her dhe ammunition for it. Remember,
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she doesn't know nearly as much abouc this place as you do, 20 be
carcful whie you rell her abour which of your samples came from

where!”

‘T thoughe Andy was pulling my leg jusr now,” Bonnice rold Macr a
weck Tarer ‘He said I'd find you in “Monov's shed”, and when T asked
him what thae was, he safd “The one with the boat in 10"

Martt clambered down the Tadder from the deck. “What can T do
for you?’

‘1 went to see your mother. Thought maybe while we've port
the drill rig here, you might want us to put down a bore or two tor
vou. She said o check wich . . 7 Her words mrailed off as she took in
the line of the bow, the gaif-rigged sails, the heighe of the masts. ‘Is
thac. . . She turned ro him. ‘Is it a pearling lugger?”

“Yep,” said Marr, surprised ar che accurace idenrifcarion.

‘A long way from Broome, 1sn't she?’

“Yep!

When it was clear he wasn't going o claberace, Bonnic said,
Precey shallow draught”

‘Big tides up that way — means she doesn't topple over when
she's heached at low tide.’

Bonnie ran a hand along the wvarnished cmber. ‘Brings back
memories,’

‘O your davs as a Master Pearler?!

She caloured ac the sarcasm. “Of sailing — thac smell . . . rhe var-
nish, the oil.’

‘So, the map?

Bonnie pulled it from the satchel slung over her shoulder.

He examined the pencil marks, and some printing he recognised
as Lorna's. Tl look tonight
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‘Don't leave it oo long” Bonnie surveyed the hoat again. ‘Not
bud eondition, considering.” She rested a hund on the keel. ‘Do you
look after her yourselr?”’

*Yeah. Sort of a family radidon.”

She walked around ro the other flank. *You know I've gor ro ask.
What the hell’s she doing heve

Matt gave her an abridged version of Monty, his bet, his fate.

‘Ever think of sailing her?

‘One day, maybe . . Her seams have split, being out of the water
so long. She'd have to be recaulked; eased back mto the water very
graduallv. Huge job . .

‘Precey landlocked here: do you know how to sail?” At Mact's
expression, she asked, *Where'd you learn?”

He told her abouc starting at school, evencually building up to
ocean racing. ‘Crewed on the Bunbury and Recurn once.”’

AL the mention of the gruclling 170-nautical-mile race, from
Fremantle dewn the coast to Bunbury and back, Bennie said, T've
crewed for that on my uncle’s boat.

‘I thought girls weren't allowed?”

Technically. But my uncle tends to get his own way ... [ had
to earn my place though — "No passengers”, as he always savs. |
still remember the swish of the hull dhrough the moonlighe on the
water . . . Getting a bit too close to breakers on reefs . . . Terrifying.
But worth ic.’

‘Sounds abour righr.’

Bonnic tugged one of the ropes, working on a theughi. Most
people have to worry abour protecting their boat from the sale and
the wind and the waves — from wsing it. Butvou have to protect yours
from not using it — dust and white ants; dried-our timber. T'robably
takes more effore.’

Marce lit a cigarerce, ‘Might as well do this now.’ He checked the
map again, then gave a nod. “They look OK. Thanks.” He handed it
hack. It there's nothing else ...
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Tl ger our of your hair.” Bonnie srarted ro leave, bur rurned
back. ‘It vou ever ger her into che warer, [ volunceer ro crew:’

‘T wouldn’t hold vour breath.”

Grumpy sort of bugeer, thought Bonnie as she drove away 3Still,
miners could hardly expect to be welcomed like Old Home Weel.
She wartched the enormous shed dwindle in the distance, and shook
her head. A pearling lugger! . . . You could hide just about anything
on a place this hig.
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WARM EASTERLY was gusting Jown the main sirece of Wanderric

Creck when Sneaky Snook parked his mail truck behind the
post atfice. Clive Eedle had opened the bix back doors, and save a
wave, As Sneaky hoisted the canvas cover of his truck, Lighening
appeared at the tray, tongue stretched out.

‘Out you get, old rella. Bar’s already open,” said Clive, pointing
to a basin of water by the door, and the old dog made his rickery
three-legged landing to set about lapping noisily.

Tve gor a couple of registered lerrers to sore our before you go,
Sneak. Myrtl’ll fix vou up a cool drink. She's in the garden with
Lorraine Lee,” Chve said, repeating an old joke, and headed back
into the office while Sneaky arraneed the load in delivery order of
the properties along his route, pulled down the tarpaulin and went
through to the back yard.

Myrde turned from snipping a spent rose. ‘Morning, Sneaky’
She threw the dead flower onto the compost heap and slid her seca-
teurs into the basket by the door as she came in. ‘Have a seat,” she
said, fetching a jug from the fridge.

‘Lorraine Lee rhriving?”’

Myrtle smiled. ‘As ever’ She poured two glasses, and sat oppos-

3

ite him at the table. ‘So . . . what news on the Rialee?
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Sneaky grinned ar Myrrle’s habitual question. *You know: the
usul.’

They chatted about the Millers” kids, just getting over chicken
pox; about the state of the roads. When Sncaky mentioned that old
Arthur Glew's funeral was planned for Tuesday, Myrtle jotted some-
thing on a notepad that materialised from her apron pocket then
vanished.

The mailman’s eyes wandered to a batch of biscuits cooling on
a rack.

“Where are my manners?” Mvrtle exclaimed. ‘Shorthread?

Sneaky parced his rummy. “Won't say no.’

She slid o placeful in frone of him. ‘And how are things at Mer-
edith Downs?

‘They actually had a decent shower ar two a week ago. Coun-
y's looking good.”

“That reminds me: [ papped a parcel for Mr Peachey into their
hag. He's sull out that way, isn't he?’

‘Far us [ know”

Myrtle twiddled one of the little yellow pompoms that fringed
the tablecloth. ‘He's a dark horse, that one.’

Sneaky gave o look that neither agreed nor disagreed.

T'd like o mect his wife . . .0 satd Myrile.

Wiping his fimgers on his trousers, Sneaky turned with an expres-
sion that invited mare derail.

‘Or perhaps it's a pirlfriend . .7 Sneaky said nothing ‘Girl-
friend, then . .. Well .. . I can tell you, because you're really I'MG
too. Let's just say that some lucky lady's getting a very nice pres-
ent.” At Sneaky's look, she added, ‘His parcel came undone. 1 had to
rewrap ir.’

Sneaky sipped more squash.

Twas trying to work our who the Indy might be. T ean’t chink of
any womeh oul that way whao aren’t marmied.” She checked for any

chink in Sneaky's expression. Unless of course . .. Well, none of the
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girls thereabouts would be old encugh to be interested in a man Tete
PPeachey's age . . ." She looked directly at the mailman: "Would they?”
‘Search me.” Draining his drink, he slapped the glass on the
tahle. ‘Delicious. Thanks. I'll go through my day a happier man!’
When he was sately gone, Myrile opened her norchook again,
this time doodling oll around the word ‘Peachey” wich question marks
of various stylcs.
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ST_-‘LND]NG IN THE shade of the homestead verandah, Matct exam-
ined Bonnie’s map. Marked in biro were two new bores, which
would bring up precious water, sunk by Hollamby Mining, in recurn
for not lodging an objection to their claim. In truth, Lorna and Matr
hadn't had much choice, knowing Hollamby could outspend them in
any Aghe in the Warden's Courr.

‘Glad we could help,’ said Bonnic.

Mart couldn't quite bring himself to thank her, and just nodded.
We'll start putting up the mills tomaorrow.’

O1d Wally's chime reminded him: better erab lunch. He had o
join the boys fixing the lichting plant for the ITome Shed. ‘Goodby—

He was interrupted by the loud rumble of Bonnie's stomach,
and she reddened. ‘Skipped breakrast.’ The gurgling came again,
louder.

Mart found himself saving, ‘Srav for lunch if you wanc.’

Bannic hesiraced.

TN just be o sandwich, Mum and Andy are in cown.’

They settled in the wicker chairs at the old table on the back veran-
dah, enveloped in the solid silence that Bonnie still hadn't got used
ta, even after all these weeks.



She took a bite of the sandwich Matt had made her. *So good to
have a change from Spam and rinned srew.”

You'd soon get just as sick of murton and chutney sandwiches,
[ can tell you. When you're out on a muscer and they've been in the
sun, or warm from che horse, they rurn to mush inside the foil.’

He amswered Bonmnie's questions about mustering, due to seart
in April, ready for shearing in May; explained how these days using
a plane to spot the stock cut down on time. He couldn't tell whether
she was genuinely interested, or just tryine to steer him away from
quescions about FHollamby's plans,

He topped up her tea. “Your brochure mentioned crocidolite.
What's that?’

*You'd probably know it as blue asbestos.”

‘Thought it rang a bell. Andy's got a pen pal in Mount Halevon.
Didn't knew vou found it anvwhere clse in WAL

Bonnic gave a poul. ‘Maybe no one’s looked hard enough.
Mount Haleyen's just about been worked out. And the price is in the
doldrums.”

‘And you reckon it’s in this new claim you've pegred? asked
Matt.

It we don’t include it in the claim and it’s there, someone else
can hag it. But us tor fiinding it — if you could rell from just the aerial
geophys and a look ar the surtace, I'd be ouc of a job.’

She pushed her empry place away and sac back, caking in the
land thar strerehed before them. The expanse almost had a densiry ro
it ‘A million miles rom how T grew up: the neat suburban block and
all thot. You've got to drive for hours just to get off the property - ..
hlust be a precty hard lite.” She crossed an ankle over a knee. ‘Maybe
it's ditferent though, if you always knew you'd take aver the station.’

Wasn't supposed to be me. I thought yvou'd have heard about . .
There was —a crash ..

‘I — I had heard: about your dad and vour brother and sister—'

By reflex, Mact said, ‘Rose didn't die in the erash.’
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‘Andy acrually menrioned . .. a fall. Sorry. Didn't mean to ger
inro . L)

Mart gazed intentdy av the cigarerte he was rolling, and when he
finally spoke, it was more to himself. ‘T was mcant to be the ene that
got away . . Go to uni, or build boats or make maps . . Sail around
the wortld . .

“You still could, couldn’t you?”

‘Not — not until Andy's old enough co take over, or to decide he
doesn’t want to. Mum couldn’t run this pluce by herself — she's ger-
ring on. And she'd never leave . .

Ronnie stood and swepe che erumbs off her shorrs. As she pualled
her car keys from her pocker, Martr said, ‘Hang on.’ Returning with
the map, he sketehed in a broken line to a road that came out near
the Hollamby camp. ‘That's a fairly reliable track. Only dire, but i1l
knock a few miles off your drive back,’

Bannie thanked him, and chalked it up as progress.
As Matr watched che dust crail trom her car, he was aware of an odd

feeling, He wasn't used to ralking about himself. And he couldn’t
quite work out why he had — ro Bonnie Edquist of all people.
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(No, [ woN'T reconsider i, satd Sergeane Rundle, arranging his
police tunic on its cedor hanger and slotting it precisely into
place on his side of the wardrobe.

‘But the poor kid's heartbroken,” said Janine. ‘Surely you can do
something? You're his facher, after all”’

‘I am his tather, yes." Rundle buttoned the mustard permanent-
press shirt thar signulled his rerurn to the domestic realm. ‘Bur [ made
my decision in my capacity as his hockey coach. He's just nor up
the standard of some of the orher boys, Janine. He hasn't carned a
place.”

Te's only a gome, for zoodness’ sake.” His wife handed him his
end-of-dov olass of beer, but he put it on the bedside table and went
on working away at some scuff marks on the shoes he'd just taken off.
‘It's not as if he's a draft dodezer or someching,” she said.

T thought you of all people would understand . . This is exactly
what ['ve been up against ever since [ got here. That attitude: “The
rules are for other people.” Well, where would the world be if every-
one thoughe like that?

“You're making a mountain our of a molehill, darl,’ said Janine.

Molchills have o way of turning into mountains all by them-

sclves.” He consulted his watch: time te attend to the stamps that
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had arrived in rhat day’s post. One or cwo racher inceresring Souch
American ones would nicely fill a Tncuna in his colleccion.

As Rundle marched o the lounge room, Janine processed
behind with his beer, and sat opposite him ac the table, where he laid
out his album, magnifying class and philatelic paraphernalia. She put
the glass on a coaster and pushed it towards him with a fingertip.
‘Come on, love. It hasn't been easy for Gavin: new town, new school.
He's hearthroken not to be on the team.’

‘For the last cime, Janine: 1 don't make the rules, [ uphold them.
The only reason Gavin should be on the hockey ream is meric. How
much respect do you think he'll ger — I'll ger — it everyone can sec
cthat he's only there because he's my bov? If people know Tl bend
the rules for my own family, thev'll be quite entitled to want me to
bend the rules for theirs. Barry Hapwell © . . that draft dadger .. his
mather was in tears — hystevical — when we arrested him. Called me
an unfeeling brute. And worse.”’

‘I'd probably have done the same,’ said Janine. ‘Damned ridicu-
lous system, the birchday ballot. How vou can bring yourself to dob
those poor kids in, 1 don’t know.’

‘Like Churchill said abour democracy, “If’s the worst system
except for all the orhers.” My hrorhers didn’c ger a0 ehoice abour
whether they went to fight in the war” He glanced aca photo on the
mantelpicce of three boys in army uniform. ‘Keith didn't ask to dic in
El Alamein. They were called up and they went.’

“What's that got to do with the price of fish? I'm. not asking you
to fight a ruddy war for Gavin.’

Rundle slapped the album shut and stood up. ‘It stares with one
little thing like this. A lictle bending of the rules. A little favour
And hefore vou know 1, you owe someone something You owe it to
them not ro do your job where it concerns them . . . We fought a war
nor so long age so thar you didn'r ger ahead juse heeause vou were a
member of a particular party, and you didn’c gee gassed becouse of the
particular wav you prayed to God. For Pete's sake, we're fishting one
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right now so chat we don't all have to become members of some com-
munist collective and recire bits of Mao's Lirtle Red Book! My part of
this war is to enforce the rules thar our freely clected government’ — he
jahbed the mhle wich his finger at each of these words — *has puc in
place. And rthar stares wich < . . He rook a brearh, “Wich the Wander-
ric Creck Under Fourteen B Hockey Team.”

After dinner that evening, Rundle knocked on his san's deor, and
" 4 L : o

proffered a tennis racket and ball. ‘How abourt a hit against the garage

wall befure lights out, sport? Get some praceice so you'll be ready

when they pick the pennant teams for school. Give you a chance to

really shine’
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THINGS WERE WINDING Jown at the Flying Doctor tennis fundraiser
on Sturt Plains Statdon, forty miles down the road from Mer-
edith Downs. Every vear, locals gathered for che tournament on a
March Sunday. As ever, Bill and Dorothy Harrop hosted the event
with efficient good humour.

This year, the pairings in the mixed doubles had scen Finhar
Rafferty, the senior Flying Doctor, teamed with Bonnic Edquist,
wha'd scored an invitation thanks to a sizcable donation by her uncle
towards the new plane. They worked their way up the fixture ladder,
finally raking on Dorothy Hartop and Mact MacBride The Jdecid-
ing match was interrupted briefly by the presence on the court of
a king brown snake. Time was lost not due w the snake itself, hut
hecause Dorochy had axed its head so forcetully with her racker thar
the wood had split.

When Marr hit a shor suspiciously tar beyond rthe hascline,
handing vicrary to his opponents, Bonnie prorested. “You did char
ah purpaose!’

‘Thank God he did? shouted a voice, and a cheer erupted as
someone speared a new kee.

‘If you hadn't thrown the set, sure now I would have! Dr Ratferty
said o Matt. ‘I'm too old to be running around like that.
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Mact turned to shake Bonnie's hand. ‘That's guite a backhand
vou've got.’

Years of Saturday mornings at Arthur Marshall's Tennis
Academy.

‘And she fixed rhe generaror when [ couldn’ ger io ro seare car-
licr!” said Derothy. ‘Quite cthe all-roundern this one. A real careh!
Now, timne for a drink. Beer or barley water?’

They headed back to the bough shed, where by now most of the
food had been devoured, but the ‘amber nectar’ still flowed freely.
Some of the older codgers sat in folding chairs and areued about the
Wool Board. Grandmothers swapped war stories about invasions of
ants or infestations of moths, while the younger men tulked ericket
scores, and who'd got how far with which bird.

The talk amongst some of the girls was of the Bachelors’ and
Spinsrers” Ball, rhe annual maring ricual knewn ro WA counrry
towns as carly as the 1920s.

‘Arc you going, Bonmic? To the B&ST Dorothy Harrop asked.
T won’t be, of caurse — it’s hardly for martied folks. But vou should.
They're usually a hoot. And a good way to meet someone. If you're
looking, of course - . " She saw Bonnie's eaze drift to Matt in the dis-
rance. ‘What have vou got to lose? Ask him. But .. ." Leaning in a
little, she said, "Word to the wise, dear. You'll probahly have to make
the running with thar one. A truly lovely tellow, but not exactly the

forward ovpe.”
¥l

It was dark by the time Matt was ready o leave. ‘Sure you won't stay
the night?” Bill Harrop asked.

T be ticht.,” Matt lit a cigarerte and took a long draw en it
‘Early start tomorrow.’

‘Give my regards to your mum, then . . . Night, Bonnie,” he
called to a figure approaching the car heside Matt's.

Martt rurned to her. ‘Heading back to camp?’

Yep.
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“You right inding your way in rhe dark?’

Maybe T could follow vou as far as rhe sealed road?

‘Tl be taking a shorteut accually, through a few back aacks. Just
follow me, and we'll come out not far fram your camp. T'll make a
detour to make sure you get there QK. Just keep vour eyes peeled for
stray stock, and roos”

There was just enough light from the homestead for Bonnie
to make out the shadow of stubble on Matt's jaw, and the way his
Adam’s upple moved as he spoke. Beneath the cigarette smoke, he
smelr of soap, and that unmistakeable smell of hlokes — the smell
thar pervaded all her days ac camp. ‘Acrually, T was wondering—
Withaut warning, she sereamed and searced tlapping the hem of her
shirt. ‘Aagh! There’s something up my top!” Then, ‘Gead! It's on my
back now!" By reflex, she grabbed Mart's arm. ‘Get it off! Ger rid
of it!’

‘Stay still!” Matt lifred her ponvtail with one hand and strecched
the collar of her shirt outward to checlk her back Before Bonnie
could say anything, he had put his other hand up the shirt and flicked
off a huntsman spider four fingers wide. He brushed her damp skin
again, picking off a detached spider leg, and stamped on the damaged
crearure.

Ueh!" snid Bonnic. ‘T'm okay with snakes, but T hate bloody
spiders!’

“That ene wouldn't have done you much harm.” Mart ser her
ponyvtail back in place. *You all rieht?

“Yenh’

“What were you about to sav! Before the spider. You were won-
dering something’

‘Oh! Well, just. . . are vou going to that thing?’

Mart looked ar her, lowering his head.

‘The Rachelors’ and Spinsters” Ball chey were alking abour.’

‘Oh, thae ... Nah.

‘Oh.’
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“Why, are you?” Matt was locking at this girl now: her eves; how
her blonde hair picked up the light.

‘I thought 1 might,’ she said.

He ook 4 moment ‘Good for you. Hope you enjov it

‘I probably won't know many people there. 1 — well, I wondered
it you might want to come with me?’

Matt shifted his weight on his feet as he considered the invita-
tion. ‘Nort really my cup of tea. If [ want ro drink mysclf unconseious
I can do it at home — don't have to put on a dinner suir for it.’

‘T just thoughrt it might he fun. I bet you'd look sood in a dinner
jacket, conscious or unconscious.”

Matt took a Lust drag on his cigarette and stamped out the hutr,
T'm sure you would too ... Look good — in a ball dress, I mean.
Though somchow [ doubt you'd be unconscious . . .

Somewhere inside rose thar feeling. Gerring o the brink of
somcthing, and being vanked back, like o daz on o ¢hain. This isnt
for yone, this swufl. You lost the rieht ¢ long time ago.

He considered wamning her off getting mixed up with a
MacBride — how the bad luck might rub off. *You can oo by yourseli,
vou know — that's the whole point of a B&S. But if vou really want
campany . . . ask Steve Glew. From Friday River Station — that really
tall guy over there. Great bloke.”

Despite the darkness, Marte saw Bonnie’s face flush. He opened
the door of her car for her. Jusc tollow me, and blow your horn it
anything’s wrang.’

‘On second thoughis, T can lind my own way.’

Her car followed Matts down the long driveway and out through
the homestead gate, then the two of them tumed in opposite direc-
tions, each threading their own fragile trail of light through an ocean

of darkness.
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M_-‘\TT HADN'T sPoKEN o Humpty Dumpton for nearly fiiteen
vears — not since the day he had refused to bring him a gun in
hospital. The letrers he'd writren had been returned co sender, and
Martt had finallv given up. After the crash, for a while he'd forgotren
that Humpey even exisced.

Neaw, Marr greered his old friend, helped aur of rhe ear in frone
at the homestead and into his wheelehair by a saikingly auraciive
redhead. Rascal and Trooper both strained on their chaing, barking
at the visitor and his strange contraption.

“Setele down! Martr ordered, and they stood on full alert, hoping
the muests might need rounding up.

‘Sorry about the dogs,” said Mate, ‘Gedday”’

‘Martt, you old bastard! How the bloody hell are you?” Humpty
erinned as he wheeled himself towards his friend. *This is Coral. My
missus.’

The pride in Humpry's face dissolved Mards apprehension,
and he 12lt o surge of happiness as old aficetion, walled of for years,

washed through him.

Sixteen years, thought Martt as they sart in che lounge reom and Lorna
poured tea in the good china. Sixteen vears since that bus ride after the
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cricket when Humpty had mapped out his lire. Where the hell were
those two kids now? How could lite pull a vanishing mrick like thar?

‘Hugh's always talked so tondly of the Meredich Downs mob,’
Coral was saying. ‘I've been un at him for years to be in touch, hut’ —
she shrugeed — *you know how it is. Life gers in the way, doesn't ir?
But when T heard my cousin's wedding was going o be in Wander-
ric Creek, Tjust bulldozed him into it She tumed to her hushand.
Trdn’t T, sweetic? Tt's only a hop, skip and a jump away, after all ..

Humpty lauched ‘Unforrunate turn of phrase for me ..’ but
his wife replisd, “You can cope,’ and leaned over to squeeze his hand,
throwing in a kiss on the cheek.

‘See the sympathy [ ger?” said Humpty.

A figure whipped past the doorway.

‘Andy? called Lorna. Silence. T know you're there. Come and
join us.’

Humpty's eyes widened as there macerialised before him o rep-
lica of Matt and Warren as kids. “Whea! Talk about o MacBride!” For
a maoment, his voice caught in his throat, then he held out a hand.
‘Gedday. I'm Humpty. Old mate of your uncle’s.’

‘Surely it was only yesterday you two were that size? said Lorna.

Andy stepped torward to shake hands, then, armed with cake,
settled cross-legged in an armchair As the grown-ups chatred, he lis-
tenad like a derective to what he classed as Intellisence — how Matt
and Humpry knew cach orher, and cheir rales of rheir time ar Scorch,;
Humpry’s visits ra Meredich Dewns; ericker marches; musrering and
comping and making an old bacheub inee a boat durtng a fHoed one
tite. How he met Coral when she was working as a rehab nurse o fow
vears after his accident.

Tt wasn't quite love at first sight,’ said Coral More that he
wouldn't take no for an answer. Said he needed someone to take him
to watch ericker macches and I'd do!’

‘I call her my silly mid-on,” Humpty said. ‘Because you’d have to

have rocks in your head o volunteer tor her position,’ and he looked
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inro her eyes with such a deep passion char ir chrew Macr off halance.
Just for 1 moment, he dared ro pav arcenrion re o sensation in his
chest: a Tonging for something.

Humipty turned to Andy. ‘Play cricket?’

“When. there's enough people. Otherwise I just practise bowling
against the stumps. And Rascal fields.”

‘Rascal?”’

My dog.”

‘1 used to play a bit myselt in the old davs. How about a match?”

Andy couldn’t help bur stare ar the wheelchair

‘Don’t he fooled by the wheels!” said Coral. “He's sdll 2 demon
bowler. And I'm asually his runner when he bars)

As il no time had passed at all since bavhaod, they trailed ourt
through the back of the hamestead and along the pach to what had
once been the cricket pitch watered and mown in season by Warren
and Matct, where Meredith Downs had seen martches between jack-
aroos and shearers and drovers and cockies from far and wide, and

where Miles Beaumont had once turned so many heads.

Left alone after the macch, Mate gathered the hails and stumps,
Humpoy the hacs. Mare was pensive, wiping the wood ta ger che dirt off.

Humpey rubbed his jaw. ‘T — well, T didn'c like o say anything o
your mum. But T know vou've all had more than vour fair share of
strife since T last saw vou. I was sorry to hear it

Marte shrugeed, and put the stumps back into their old army
duffle. The day was fading, throwing long shadows over the men,
thickening the air so that the calls of the cockatoos seemed o echo
off nothing. Martt was stll holding one of the bails, turning it in his
fingers, tracing his thumb over the letters ‘MDD for ‘Meredich Downs’
he'd carved in i vears ago, back when Humpry was going o caprain
Australin. Back when chere was o future. Meredith Downs, for as
long as he could remember, Tor as far as he could sce. How could so
much space feel so suffocating now!? He pushed the thought away.
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‘Here you go. Souvenir,” he said. "You can burn it and have your own
Ashes.”

Humpty took the bail with a laugh. ‘God, [ was a dickhead back
then.” He put it in his shirt pocket. “Thanks, by the way. For telling
on me. For relling vour mum.’

After a silence, Mare said, “The way things have turned out
here — sotnctimes T know how you fele.”

‘How I fele?

‘Like there's no way out. Like life's a — I den't know . . a prison.’

If you don't like it here, why don't you just walk away, licerally?

Mum's entitled to ar least one of her kids, T reckon.” Matt
paused. ‘And there’s Andy . ..

What about girls?” asked Humpty, *The birds must be queuing
up e be Mrs MacBride Junior.”

‘Oh hugger off.”

You could do worse than ger mamed and hove some kids.
That's . .. &I, nippers aren’t on the cords for me and Coral. But
we'te goihg to try to adopt. “Give some kid a happy home™ and all
that.’

I reckon you would,” said Matt.

*So what's stopping you I

Matt gave him a clip on the back of the head, which Humpry
automacically countered with a punch in the arm, in their old ritual.

‘Come on,’ said Mare, “Time for rea.’

Finishing her cup, Ceoral gave a soeteh. *OK, Dumpten, we'd berter
got moing if we're going to make it to Wanderrie Creck this side of
Christmas.’

‘Righto. You head out to the car and T'll be with you in two shakes,
Just wane to see the view from the back verandah one more tme.
Come on, Matt — a trip down memory lune,” and the two men headed
out to the wide verandah and around to the other side of the house.

Never changes, does i, this place?” mused Humpry.
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‘Nor mueh ro change.’

‘Thar silence ... Thar's whar [ miss mosc from Corella Ridge.
Never oot it in the ciy. Sull; life works out in the end.’

Bur den't you regret .. .ovou know .0 Martt ventured, eyes em
Humprty's legs.

‘The accident? What'd be the bloody point? Besides, if all of
that had to happen for me to meet Coral, I'd do it all over again.’
Marte [ovked shocked, and Humpty said, ‘Bloody oath . . .7 He lifred
each foot hack onto the toor plates of his wheelchair, and cackled.
‘It’s the human hloody condirion, mace. Life: bite che bastard. Chew
off one dav ar a fime. That's my eminently qualified philosophical
advice.” He gripped Matt's arm wich a foree belied by the lighness
with which he said, ‘Nah, vou'll be right. Eventually. None of that
bullshit chinking . . . Beaut kid, by the way, that Andy. Get the mak-
ings of a decent spin bowler’ He paused, “When you think about it,
everyone’s life’s a prison — of days, sort of. The crick is to gec caomfort-

able in it, I reckon. Find your freedom inside whatever your prison is.”
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vy Rock STaTiov is a big property. Sixey thousond sheep in it

heyday. Down to thirty thousand now. A shade under 2 million
acres. Ten inches of rain a year if you're lucky. But plenty of space
for a party.

Madge and Brian Swincer never mind hosting the Bachelors’
and Spinsters’ Ball there. Arter all, they met at one nineteen years
agy, getting off to a racther over-enthusiastic start that saw them at
the alcar and the maternity ward in precoy short order. Four kids later,
they rell chemselves they've done all right, considering.

The sixteen-stand shearing shed, once of the biggesc in the stace,
is decked ourin erépe-paper streamers and balloons, with only the
accasional sheep dag clinging to the wooden slats of the floor The
early-autumn afternoon is hot, so the corruzated iron shutters are all
propped open, and the big dootrs are flune wide to coax in any breeze.

All day, neighbours have been turning up wich salads and trifles
and grog in eskies. The pig's been roasting on the spit since dawn, the
sheep since a little later. The Birchmeres are cattle people, so they've
brought a sceer, butchered and ready o barbecue on the halved forcy-
four-gallon drums.

Brian Swincer and Sally, their oldese, are set up at che properey’s
main gate, about a fiftcen-minute drive from the homestead. They
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greet the arrivals, check chey've gor a ricker, sell them one if they
haven'r, and dircer them up rhe road according to wherher theyv've
brought a swag or a tent or have bagged a place in the sheorers’ quar-
ters or the sleep-out in the house. Some will sleep in the back of their
ute or in their car Most won't sleep art all.

At about six, a blonde woman and a Jark-haired man arrived, dressed
in their inery.

‘Gedday,” said Brian Swincer. He hoiked his glasses up onto his
forehead o get a becter view of the fellow hehind the wheel. ‘You're
a Glew, aren’r you?’

‘Can't deny 1, Mr Swinger)

Brian seratched his cor as he caleulated. ‘So vou'll be the young-
est: Steve, risht?’ He peered into the can

‘Oh, said Steve, ‘and this is Bonnie. It's a double ticker.

Tleased to meet you, Bonnie.” Brian consulted his list. ‘Now, Steve,
['ve got you down as a swag, and vour [ady friend’s got 2 guernsey for the
shearers’ quarters. Just iollow the dust rrail up dll you hit somerhing.’

With a wave, they set off on the last stage of their gruelling
drive, during which only an hour ago Steve had had to strip off to his
undics o change a ryre. T wouldn’t usually gec my daks off in fronr
of a bird,” he'd exploined. Aiter the tme spent with her crew, Bonnic
wash't fazed, and concentrated on keeping her hem out of the dust
as she paced behind the car

The homestead on Bilby Rock was a rickery affair, the original walls
huilt from local stone, but added onto all around with dmber or corru-
gated iron or fibro or anything else that came to hand when it needed
mure rooms over the yvears. [t wasn't grand, bur it had a wide, closad-in
verandah surrounded by bougainvilleas in a rioc of orange and pink and
erimson. Three date palms towered abeve the flac land, living mortu-
ments to three Swincer boys safely home rom the Grear War, the last
one having died only four months age at the age of seventy-nine.
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They pulled into a cleared paddock where cars and trucks and
utes cuked in red dust were parked in maore or less identifiuble rows
for hundreds of yards.

Bonnie inspected her long navy sarin dress, recrieved on her last
erip to Perth; checked her pearl ear sruds were sccure; rouched the
pearl collar around her neck. She telt o sinking in her scomach as she
remembered the last time she’d arrived at o porty in this dress — for
her engagement. A different man, when she was a different person.
She had hesitated over bringing it to wear this evening, but it was
the only long dress she owned these days, and she was determined to
put all that behind her. Yet the memory stung, even now. Her grand-
morher’s words from back then rang in her ears: '*You'll just have
to make rhe best of it, dear.” She took a deep hreath, and smiled as
brighty as she could as Steve opened her door.

E ok ok

A couple of hundred people had already eathered by the time Martt
MacBride got to the shearing shed at Bilby Rock, having reluctantdy
answered Madge Swincer's plea delivered in person o come and
help out. “The Brinley boys have gone down with chicken pox or
some wretched thing. You know whart it's like, Matt — there’s alwavs
some twit who impales himselt on a keg spear or picks a fight about
a girl vor some damn nonscnse.’ So, despire his protests rhar he never
went to these shows, Mace, dressed in black e, freshly shaven and
hair brushed, stepped into the shed, where, amid the racker of the
jazz band and the roar of conversation, girls' heads turned discreety
as they scrutinised the handsome newcomer, and the shapely bru-
nette on his arm.

*Can I ger vou a drink?” Mate asked her.

‘Il huve a glass of champagne.” Ac the look on his face, she
burst into laughter and poked his arm. ‘Had you there for a minute!

Punch'd be grear, Matrie.
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Wairing tor the drinks, he looked around rhe shed ar che taces
he knew and the faces he didn't. He sdll gor called a snob ocea-
sionally when he loaked straight through a bloke he'd maybe plaved
cricker with, or a girl he'd debated at school. In fact, even when
Madre Swincer had introduced them back at the homestead tharc
atternoon, Matt had been at a momentary loss.

‘Rhonda. Kippin,” the girl had added for emphasis. ‘T used to —
Warren and 1—

Madge intervened. “You remember Rhonda. She and your
hrother were very close, weren't they!”

The words ‘Were they? had been on rhe rip of Mard's tongue.
But yes, he gradually did remember something abour a Rhonda. He
tapped his temple with the heel of his hand.

T harely recognised you cither, to tell the ruth,’ she said. “You
certainly scrub up welll”

Madge put a hand on the shoulder of each of them. “Matt, would
vau be a dear and drive Rhonda up to the dancing? I€s all under con-
rrol at this end now, [ think.” She paused to inspect them. ‘Nice, she
said, patting them both on an arm, and headed oft to oversee the

concoction of another massive drumful of punch.

Mate retirned wich Rhonda's drink and a beer for himseli.

‘Have o dance with me?’ Rhonda asked.

T not much of a one Tor dancing, Kippers,” Matt said, and
they both laughed at the old nickname for hetr that had sprung out of
some hidden compartment of his memeory.

‘Fair enough. Buc I am. Mind it 1 desert you?!”’

‘Go tor your life.” He raised his beer in salute.

Rhonda drifeed off inco the throng and was soon flinging her
arms around a man she cither knew very well or wanred o, ‘Bloody
Kippers,” he mused. “Warren and bloody Kippers, thaaar’s righe ..
and he laughed aloud as he liv a cigarerte.

As the throng grew, the night got warmer Long evening dresses
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were hoisted up and tucked into girdles at the hips, or gathered and
tied in 4 knot at the side. If there were lavers, thev were shed. Mas-
cara ran, lipstick smudged, how ties hung loose on collars or tound
their way onto women's wrists or bare necks. Oceastonally Matr was
called on o carry a bare-toored girl over a patch of sround where a
beer jug had shactered, or forry some boctles of spirits safely o the
bar. He was o popular paint of call for rollies and his lighter. Once or
twice he had to persuade a bloke to mind his manners, but managed
with no more than an arm around the shoulder and a ‘Come on,
mate, time for a smoke, I reckon.”

He was leaning against the corrugated iron, taking in the crowd
around him, when a woman with a familiar fuce approached. ‘Mat-
thew bloody MacBride!” she satd. ‘Lordie! Talk about a hlast from
the past!” The punch glass in che woman’s hand was neicher tull nor
steady, and she kissed Marcr on the lips — a real smacker.

Mace uncangled her amms from his neck and held her a Tiude
at a distonce to gt a betrer laok. ‘Angic? Angic Bellaqua, isn't it?
Another old gitlfriend of Warren's.

“The one and only!”

A man's hand slid around her shoulder, and its owner said, “That
glass looks shockingly empty, Angie! Step this way and we’ll correct
that immediately.” As the anonymous hand steered her off towards
the bar, it snaked down to squeeze her behind, and she returned the
compliment.

Macr collecred anocher beer and wandered our of the shed unril
he found an empry keg, which he claimed as a stool. He rolled o
cigarette, and summeoencd amain the feeling of Angic's kiss. Bloody
Watren: two old flames at one party. Anvone would think he was
Casanova. Not much family resemblance, then . . Matr felt his
cheeks redden: the handful of times he'd got near to going out with a
girl it had guickly fizzled into a paralyzing awkwardness.

He flicked his lishter on and off several rimes hefore finally
touching the flame to the paper. Would Warren have ended up
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wirh Kippers? he wondered. Would he have dirched her for some-
one berter looking, maybe? In the space of a few seconds, he tound
himsell constructing a whaele unlived ivcure: Warren’s six kids, his
father's retirement cclebrations — the whale world chot might have
existed but for the crash. A wife for him, maybe . . Rosie and — oy,
Christ, Rosie . . .

In the silence that hung there after the end of a song, Matt's eye
was drawn to a figure that cleared the treeline of dancers spilling out
into the paddock. Steve Glew, as tall and thin as a telegraph pole,
was instantly recognisable above the resc. The music starred again,
samething slow and romancie, and rhe girl he was wirh pur her arms
on his shoulders and started o sway with the beat. Ic ook o secand
to realise it wos Bonnig, and a few maore to recover fram the gut
punch of it: his body was cold, fingertips tngling with the adrenalin
jolt that had ambushed him. She hung her head down, just sway-
ing, swaying, and when she threw it back to laugh, the light caught
the sweat on her chest and shoulders above her strapless gown. The
more he warched Bonnie, the more he felt somerthing shift inside
him. He tried to identify the sensation. There was anger, mayhe, or
even jealousy?! And then he placed it: it was whac he’d felt when he'd
seen the look rhac passed berween Humpey and Coral. Thac deep
longing. That knewledge of what he could never have.

And it could have been Humpty's words or it could have been
the beers or the moanlight on Bonnie's shoulders — or it could have
been just years of plain frustration that drove him to his feet, dropping
his cigarette and navigating his way — stepping vver a dead-drunk
hloke still hugging a beer jug; past the barbecue where a last few
pieces of steak had turned to cinders; fending off u stray hand from a
girl trving to tug him into her orbic — inally making it across the pad-
dock, ro pur a hand on Sreve’s shoulder in greeting, before turning o

Bonnie and raking her hand o ask “Wanna danee?”’
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MATT COULD PRACTICALIY do the drive back frem BRilby Rock Sta-
tion Blindfold. Te was flat and dusty and bumpy, ond by the time
you'd opened and shut all the gates along the way, took ahout three
hours, This morning though, sometimes it felt as if it was taking all
day, sometimes just five minutes.

It relt like seeing the landscape for the first time: the rusted
orange of the dirr road; the dazzling aquamarine of the sky; the pair
of falcons hunting in tandem, hundreds of feer abhove. What did che
world look like from up rhere? What would rhey make of rhis bloke
in his car who was singing under his breath and capping his ingers in
time on the steering wheel?

He slawed a little and steered with his knees as he pulled the
stopper from his waterbag and took a swig He splashed some on his
face and threw the bag back onto the seat, beside a note scrawled on
a woman's folded handkerchief: 'IOU 1 x dinner jacker — Quiz’

[t had got chilly as they sat talking down by the creek just berore
dawn, and Matr had slipped his jacket over her shoulders, taking her
hand in both of his to feel its rexture — the whorls on her fingertips
and the callouses she said were the geologist's occuparional hazard.
To be looked aclike that — locked right into, without a trace of blame,
as though she knew o part of hitn that he hadn’t known himself . ..
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Where had it come from: that dance? Thace kiss? How whar
came nexr needed no words, telr complerely ordinary, as rhough he
was just a normal bloke with a normal Tife alter all?

A sentence formed in his mouth as if he were reading it en
a passing road siom: “Welcome to Hope™. He picked up the hanky
There was that perfume. Flowers; like the smell of her skin and her
hair There had been laughrer — they had skated between shy gigales
and embarrassed laughs as they'd been thrown otf halance by the sur-
prise of it all. Then the awkwardness had vanished like morning fog.

He slipped the handkerchief into his pocker and drove on.

A fow miles inside the boundary of Meredith Downs, as Marc
approached Two Up Bore, just before the Top Shed, he noticed sheep
crowded around the empty trough. The pump might have packed it
in. Might as well check now. He was still hummine to himself as he
eot his toolbax; still smiling at the thought of the [OU in his pockert
when he inspected the mough and cleared out three crow carcasses
that hud caused a blockage, He checked that the water was flowing,
put his tools away. Then the shearing shed caught his eye, and his
whole body elenched.

Na clouds obscured rhe sunshine. The cempernture didn't
change. Bueas he drove the rest of the way home, new he could enly
see so farin any direction, the dirt and the sky assuming their familiar

prison hues.

Coming in the front door, the silence struck Matt. Then he remem-
bered: Lorna was taking Andy to the annual church fece for che
missions. In his bedroom, he pulled off his hoots and shirt and
headed to the bathroom w ger some Bex for his head. He leaned
on rhe hasin, waiting for the powder to dissalve in the heaker of
water, Nothing had changed .. . He gulped down the liguid. This
was his life.

As he passed Old Wally, he had a sudden urze o force the ¢lock’s
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hands backwards, around and around to undo the years. Back to the
day of the crash, when everything luy open und possible before him.

On his way past Andy's room, once Rose’s, Matt’s toe smashed
into a roller skate. For God's sake, Andy! Nursing his toot in his fin-
gers, he fele the lase dregs of thar sense from the night hefore drain
away. Who had he choughc he was kidding? He flung che roller skate
down the passageway and headed to the bathroom, stripping off the
rest of his clothes. Bugger lighting the denkey heater. At first, he left
the taps just barely on, as usual. But the drizzle thar spilled down over
his head hardly even got him wet, and suddenly infuriated him. Srueff
it! He turned them on as far as they would go, making them gurgle
and splutter with shock. Fingers eradling his scalp, fuce turned up to
the chilly water, his sensations of Bonnie — the touch, the scent, the
smile — were washed away, his tears drowned out and carried bhack
inra the carch of Meredich Downs.
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MYRTLE EEDLE KEEPs a bowl of hutterscotch toffees on the post
office counter, ‘For kiddies only’, and glares at any adult who
tries to swipe one. She usually pops our from hehind her post to
inspect any baby in its pram, or jiggle the toot of a toddler on its
mother's hip. She even bumps down postage prices on Andy's heavy
parcels e his pen pal.

She never demurs when people refer o her as ‘childless’: cvery-
angc has their cress to bear. But the older she sets, the more suffocating
she finds the label. After all, a ‘childless” woman of thirty might have
rour kids by the time she's forty. But when Myrtle turns fifty-one, the
door on the prison cell of childlessness is finally slammed shut, and
she feels its clang deep within.

Myrtle's fiftyv-second birchduy falls on the same day as the funeral
of Dorochy Borrett trom Betcong Flats Station (Heart tfailure, 83,
widowed. 3 children,12 grandchildren), so her morning hegins in
church. {Preshveerian — born Medhodist bur marricd our.’y Lorna
MacBride is there, and Macthew, Myrde draws immense comiort
from their presence, and their apparent ability to withstand untold
grief.

The tear in her eye is blinked back by doing the calculation in
her head of how many tunerals she has attended since that first one,
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for a neighbour, when she was eighteen. The relief that welled up in
her on that long-ugo November day in 1935 feels fresh this morning:
that was the day she had sobbed unconcrollably at the requiem mass
of a Mrs Spanney ({30, mother of young owins, drowned in hoaring
aceident’); shed rears and collapsed into her own loss; under camou-
tflage af the death of a nice enough neighbour wha, in all henesey, she
barely knew, and no one had batted an eyelid. Myrde’s mother had
put a consoling hand on her shoulder, and when they got home, her
father had made her a polony and tomato sauce sandwich, the first
time he'd done anything for her since she’d come home from Sydney.

Bv the time Myrtle met Clive, newly back on civvy street in
1946, she was twenty-eight and ulready an old hand ar every aspect
of funeral rites, the war having accelerated her experience consider-
ably. Ar first, ic hadn't fele sate to explain the reason to him — surcly
he weould wash his hands of her? Then, by the time she realised char
he would have Toved her anywaoy, it fell oo Tate: the failure wo el
him this once — big — thing, might make him think there were others
she had hidden. Tt would crack the foundation slab of the marriage
that, if it wasn't the only thing she wanrted, was at least the only thing
she had. And the more thac time passed, the more she couldn't bear
the thought of the hure that would come to Clive's watery eyes, his
scaly cheeks, it he were to discover that every time she had planred
a Lorraine Lee rosebush and he had watered and fed and pruned it
with her, he was in tacr toiling in a forcign land — a parr of her pase
where he didn’c speak rhe Ianguage.

Myrile's thoughts were drawn back o the Borrett service now,
as the final hymn floated into awarencess, and she found she was
already singing it. The coffin was carried out by sun-scarred men in
rarely worn suits, and the licht streamed onto the silk lilies on the
altar. For a moment, Myrtle thought her knees might give way, and
she wanted to fold over and collupse. She wished Clive were beside
her to hold her up. "The day thou gavest, Lord, is ended . . " Oh, the
whole damned life thou gavesr . . . Fifty-two today . . . Her haby would
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he abour twice the age, now, that Myrde herself had been when she
gave birrth ro her ar sevenreen.

She sar down in the pew and ler athers lile past her Looking
up, Lorna hMacBride's glance coughe hers, and the woman gave her
an understanding smile. Matt walked behind his mother, solemn,
unreadable. The father, the brother and the sister, all taken before
their time. And the sister torn from her newborn child. Rose Mac-
Bride, she thought to herself. Am [ hiwlder than you, still being on this
earth? She waited undil the people milling about in front of the church
would have dispersed to the wake, then picked up her handbag and
lete rthrough the side door, the dack-clack of her heels rhe only sound.
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AFE\'{-’ AYS alter the bally as Bonnic waos going over the rock sam-
ples in front of her, tallying them with pencil marks on the map,
her mind kept wandering to Matt MacBride. She'd been amazed to
see him at the dance at all. She could still feel the tingling, the but-
terflies when he came to find her: how the rest of the world had fallen
away. And he had seemed transformed somehow: unguarded, open.

He’d rulked about Meredith Downs, called it *precey country’,
and said how hard it was to accepr the idea of inflicting damage t
cof ro whar was helow ir. He'd asked abour her lite, abour her job;
had really listened when she'd mried o explain the challenge and che
mystery of understanding the forees and the processes that maulded
the carth they staod on; how time and erists and weathering shaped
and reshaped the wild, wide world. He'd laughed at Andy's name for
her — called her ‘Miss Tead Quiz’. And when they'd danced, he'd

held her as i he were atraid she might break in his arms.

She came back to his radio silence since that night. Mayhe he'd heen
drunk? Woken up with a hangover and regrers? Buc chat shy smile,
the genrleness of his

touch . ..

She'd kept an cor out for any approaching vehicle ot the camp,
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hoping Matt might come to reclaim his dinner jacker. Once or twice,
whaen she was sure no one was around, she'd slipped it on, brearhed
in it smell. For days, she waited. Then Dorothy Harrep's words au
the tennis tournament come back to her: You'll probably have to meke
the yunning with that one . .

So it was that the following Sunday, Bonnie arrived at the homestead
to return the jacket,

‘Matt’s not here. Nanna Lorna’s in the orchard,” Andy said,
eyeing the coat. “Where'd you ger that?’

‘Oh, Marr —um, lent it to me.”

‘At the ball??

‘That's right.” She felt suddenly ridiculous under the scrutiny of
this ten-year-old. ‘Tl just leave it with you, then—

‘No! You should stay! T'll get the new samples Harry Badger

sent mel’

As he walked through che fronr door, Marr scarcely had rime ro rake
in the presence of Bonnie, and his jacker, before Andy ambushed
him ‘T said vou'd show her Wallaby Ridoe. She's never scen it. She'll
like the laterite structure. You shauld go now — vou'll be there in time
for sunset!’

‘Oh, 1 don't know,” Matt said, his face suddenly hot. ‘She
probably doesn’'t want to see it this minute. She's pretty busy, vou
know.’

‘Not that husy,” said Bonnie. ‘Hello, by the way.’

‘Hello.” Matc was chrown back inco the turmoil he'd heen in all
week., He suddenly felr like a kid — torn between acting as rhough
nothing had happened between them, and the urge w told her inwo
his chest. ‘Te's nothing special — compared to other places you'll have
seen. Tt's hardly Ayers Rock.”
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‘Sure. No. 1. . . understand if it's a bother,” Bonnie said, at which

point Andy rugged at Matt’s sleeve and guve him a meaningful Llook.

Up on the ridge, Bonnie scanned the horizon through field classes.
“You can see for ever! Andy was right. It's magnificent!”’

ke it,” said Mate,

Bodily memories of the night of the ball hovered in the air
between the two of them, rapped in a silence.

‘Is this your “place™!’
My place
Your special place. Where the world feels righe’

asked Bonnie afrer a while.

‘T don't know about right, but — yeah, it's prebably my place.”

Mine's Cortesloe Beach ' Withour noticing, she rested a hand
on his shoulder. ‘Indian Ocean as far as you can see.” The sun was low
in the sky, and a breeze drifted up from the plain. Tuts things into
perspective, doesn’t it, this much distance?

‘With any luck.

‘What are cthosc trees?’ Not sure I've ever scen them before.

A kind of cucalypr,” said Marr. “Don’t find chem anywhere else
on the property. We'lve never run sheep in this spot — oo hard o seu
them in and out — so the trees have grown pretty much undisturbed.
Beautiful yellow flowers in February. Apparently Jemima, one of the
early MacBrides, even sent some samples and drawings of them off
to Kew Gardens in the early days. Don't know their proper name. We
just call them “Jemima’s rees™.”

‘S heautiful. Thanks for lecting me see.’

"Well, vou asked.’

‘Bur you didn'c have o show me!

There were 2 hundred and one reasons just ra walk away ar rhis

point; o say, Well, T sald T'd show you the vicaw and T have, and send
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this girl, who didn't bloody belong here, back to her camp. And yer,
cthe very persen whe made chac essenrial — he was rhe one whose face
had lit up when Matc had inally agreed o take Ronnic to the breaka-
ways; he'd enoincered it, for God's sake, cratey sa-and-so.

What now? What next? The questions jabbed him. The feelings
jabbed him — this sense of being .. . all righe, normal . .. God, of
heing happy, beside her, when he had no right to be.

She might have heen speaking, she might not have been. The
volce Matr could hear was Rosie’s. Rosie irom hetore. Go on, you dag!
You've a lomg time dead. She's a nice girl, Live your bloody life for onee!

Bonnic was not speaking, as it happened. She was srudying his
face intently, waiting for an answer to a question she'd apparently
asked. He took in her tanmed skin, the small mole on her neck, then
the blue of her eves, turquoise like the beach she loved.

“You're not poing to make me— Bonnie stopped in mid-sentence.

‘Malke vou what?

‘Make the running torever, are vou? . .. Mart, if you don't like
me like that, just say.” Her cheeks flushed. ‘1 can take it)

And in this place, where Mart had howled and sohhed and
cursed the world — in this place that had held him rogether — he put
i hand ro the nape of her neck and leanced down o kiss her, and kepr
Lissing her as he lowered both of them onto the smooth stony ledee,
just touched by the last red glow of day.

Lorna still keeps Phil’s old wicker chair on the verandoh. In the
corner with the roll-down canvas shade, they would stt togecher as
dusk surrendered to darkness, listening to the crickets and yaming
about the day. The weathered blind has been patched and stitched
over the vears, and the wicker mended, but this is stll Lorna's

favourite spot. Even now, she comes here to chat to Phil: when you
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live [ong enough with someone, and know them well enough, you
can still hear them.

This evening, Lorna thinks about Hughie Dumpron and his
wife. Wonderful to see him so happy afrer all he went cthrough.
Perhaps there's hope for Marre yer ... For all cthac she's a miner,
Lorna has to admic chac thao Bonnie Edquisc scems o nice airl
Good family. Lovely moanners. Lorna is conversing silently with
Phil — almost sees him nod. But then she's jolted back to an actual
conversation she had with him, in these very chairs, not long
before he died.

What do you make of that Rhonda Kippin,” he’d asked. *You
know, the Lassie Warren seems so triendly with?’

They'd chatred about her, her family . . . Phil thought she was a
bit forward. Then he'd turned to the subject of a hushand for Rose.
When Lorna had sald Rose was roo young to be worried abour mar-
rying, Phil countered, ‘She’ll be twenty soon. Den't want her hanging
around here and setting tangled up with the first bloke who looks
sideways at her. God knows we've seen that happen enough around
these parts.' He took a sip of his beer. “Why not write to Joyce
Munsie — see if her lads’ll be in Perch for the Show. Thev're rood
sorts . . . and thev've got three stadons.”

‘Betore you know it, icll hbe Mact we need to ind someone for. ..

‘Oh, yes. Matthew,” said Phil, as if trying to put a face to a name.
‘In due course . .. Bur Warren's rhe one we need to cake care wirh.
He'l be raking over chis place.”

Noww, sicting here years later in the pale erange twilighe, Lama
ratsed her eychrows ot long-absent Phil. “Turns out we were both
wrong about that

Matt and Warren were chalk and cheese when it came to
girls. Warren had always seemed to have someone in tow, whereas
Marct . .. Lord knew she took every chance o throw him in the wav
of nice lasses . . . But she didn't like to prv. It was a part of his lite that

seemed jusc sealed off since the erash, and she respected thar. Buc he
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was a handsome bov, everyone said: a wonderful son, and so kind o
Andy. He'd make a fine husband and a good farher. It only che righr
gir] came along . .

Bonnic MaeBride .. How good was she with sheep? Loma
enquired silently of the rising moan.
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ALITUM.\' CONTINUED TO tiptoe in with its subtly coeler light, s
thinnher davs, its occasionally crisp nights. On Meredith Downs,
the muster got under way, as the hands on their mortorbikes winkled
the sheep out of their paddocks in a flurry of dust and the heavy
patter of hooves that sounded like gloved applause, moving the dusty
mobs a litde closer every day to the holding paddocks, drafting off
the rams, the dogs a whirlwind of sly efficiency as they corralled their
quarrv in readiness tor the shearers.

The rask was complicared this year by the presence in places of
Hollamby Mintnig's claim trenches and tracks and cquipment, but
by and loree Matt and his hands managed to novigote around them

without damage to sheep or ¢laim.,

Whilst stations like Meredich Downs continued their old patrern
of activitdes, in Wanderrie Creek things were changing, thanks to
the new policeman. The more Benedict Rundle wenrt through rhe
old paperwork, the more srtatistical anomalies he discovered. And
statistical anomalies made him icch. Whac if this was just che tip
of the iceherg? When, in a1 neglected storeraom, he came across o
cobwebbed filing cabinet labelled ‘Misc. {Defunct)’ —a tde, for him,
like fingernails down a blackboard — he hauled out the small handful
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of files ir conrained. And che file on the dearh of Bere Ashbrook was
cthe first one he opened.

Had he consulted Myrdde Ecdle on the matter, Scrgeant Rundle

would have found that her Divawers of Death recerded it thus: ‘Bert
Ashbrock. 42 Died of botulism®. Wife Betsy a cook. Four kiddies
under ten.’ Myrtle had gleaned the barest facts at the wake, which
Betsy had been unable to atrend at the last minute on account of
her nerves playing up. Whenever Myrtle had seen her in her post
office in those days, she'd wondered at the amount of slap the woman
seemed to pur on just to posc a parcel.
Sergeanr Wisheare would have found no mysrery in char,
though. More than once he'd had a sharp word with Bert abour
the bruises his wife tried so hard to cover. The policeman had done
nothing more official enly because Betsy begged him not to, for the
kids' sake’. They wouldn't survive on just her cook’s wage. Bert was a
mean drunlk, but usually only after pay day at the railyard. Ile hardly
ever hit her when he was sober.

She hid it from the kids: “Your dad and me were just messing
around’; she hid it from her sister whenever she came to visit. But
that didn't mean the fear wasn't there, always just below the surface.
She carricd on: serubbing the kirchen floor wich Tru-sol every day,
doing the washing in the old coppen keeping the children spotless,
wrapping the broken ching in plenty of newspaper so that the bin
men wouldn't notice the wreck of whatever Bert had thrown at her
that week.

She catried on, too, making her admired preserves and pickles
and Vacola'd fruit, even donating jams to the church fete. Whilse the
kids knew not to touch her ‘special batches’ of preserved vegetables,
Bert was oblivious to the separation of the sections in the cuphoard.
He¢ never borhered ro warch her make chem. Never noticed char,
whaerens she heared orher things uncil they were sealding hor, she ler
the jars destined for this section get barely more chan cepid.

You couldn't guarontee that cach under-sterilised jar would

289



have the borulinum spores in them to start with, so it was more like a
game of Russian roulecte. She'd think about thut as she wrung out a
bloody flannel after one of his goes at her. She'd think about it as he
held her down and nearly strangled her. And she'd think, too, of the
kids and their need for a2 morcher ac leasr.

When Rere died of botulism after 2 meal of comed beef and
potatoes and preserved beans, at first, Betsy had only been aware of
a sort of mathematical interest: how many jars of vegetables had it
taken?

In due course, Wishearr asked her to show him where and how
she kept the tood that the autopsy said did for Bert. Opening the
cuphoard, shed said, ‘Help yourself.” And when he'd usked ubout rhe
ditferent sections in which the jars were kept, she just said, T used to
make special barches tor him. The kids wouldn't touch them with
bargepole.’

He locked ac the cupboard, then at the weman, her hair
unbrushed and her nails bitten to the quick. She limped a lictle these
days, since what she'd told the doctor was a fall down the verandah
steps, and Wisheart winced involuntarily at the pain that crossed her
face as she sat down across the kitchen table from him. ‘Tlow are cthe
little ones?” he asked.

Thev're all 1 live ror.”

‘How will you manage, with just yvour wages?”’

‘T'll ger some sorr of widow's pension, che Railwavs sav. Less rthan
he earned, bur cnough to ger by on, as long as T don'c marry again.’
She waited for the policeman to speak; then, into the silence, asked
Blonkly, “What will hoppen to me now?

“Why should anything happen to you?

Nell, I fed him and he died”

Wisheart glanced again at the cupboard. Then owo pairs of eyes
peeped low down around the deorframe, before ducking quickly out
of sight, followed by a scuttling down the passage. That would be the

older two. He tugged at an earlobe as he chose his words, ‘It T were

290



vou, I'd be thinking of a tresh srarr, Bersy. He's nor coming hack.
Give his clorhes to che church. Sign up the forms tor the pension.
And . .. chuck out all those jars. No poine keeping his special seuii il
he's not here to catit.’ He stood ro leave. “You won't be hearing from
me azain. 'l have a word with a few people about the official paper-
work. You look after yourselr, now.”

V%

Benedict Rundle would o and mecet hen I he was barking up the
wrong tree, he'd soon know. Maybe Janine was right and he was
imagining things. But he had pretty good instinets, and you irnored
those at your peril.

When he knocked on her door, three peacetul, concented years
collapsed in an instant like a bridge in a flood, built, as they were,
on flimsy foundarions. Rundle knew he had no way of proving his
suspicions, and the erazy thing was thar Bersy knew it roo. If she'd
kept her mauth shut he would have had to walk straight out of that
door with nothing but a niggle at the back of his mind. But to his
amazement, he'd barely sat down — in the same chair Wisheart had
once occupied — when she said, ‘T can guess why you're here.’ And
the whole story gushed out, like a dam finally bursting.

‘So you took the law into your own hands?” was Rundle's
response.

‘1 didn’t know what else to do. [ was . . . she looked down at her
nearly filed fingernails, . . . too ashamed ro cell anyone . . . whar he'd
been doing.”’

‘The penaley for hitting your wife isn't death, Mrs Ashbrook. Tt
isn't now and it wasn’t then. That's why the Taw doesn'tleave it up o
victims to decide what punishment gets mered aut.’

A pimply boy walked into the kitchen holding an empty cup,

hut stopped at the sight of the visicor
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Betsy looked from one to the other ‘This is Robbie, mv
oldest. Robbie, this is . . . this is Sergeant Rundle!’

“Where are yvour other children, Mrs Ashbrook?”

“The little ones are our the back with the dog Judy's doing
homework.’

Is there a neighbour who can ke care of them?’

T—BRut—

You're geing to need to came with me now.” His voice was
measured, not loud, not unkind. Tack a change of clothes and a
toothbrush .’ e lovked amain ar Robbie. “Your face is familiar [ don't
think ['ve come across you in my work, though . .

The hoy, still hewildered, instead of asking the hundreds wof
questions that whirled in his mind, could only mumble, ‘Hoclkey.
You sood in for Mr Drake as our hockey coach one dav. Said T had
potential.’
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BY M.y, SHEARING was in full swing, and Andy was keepine Bonnie
company at the homestead as she waited for Matt, who was
late for their meeting. ‘The shearers’ cook walked our this morn-
ing,” Andy had explained. ‘He was a bit of a drinker. The shearers
reckoned he was trying to poison them, but Martc says he probhably
put rhe merho in the stew by accidenr. Anyway, hacr had re ealk o
Mr Chopping out at the shed about a replacement and what they'll
do in the meantme.

The boy was showing her the photos on the piano — hMacBrides
through the ages. “Well there’s no mistaking yor're one of this lot;
she said. ‘Spitting image of Albert, except for the great bigr whiskets.
And you've got the same mouth as that MacBride chap over there.”

‘He's not a MacBride, he's a Catchlove. Nanna's grandad.”’

Bonnie was fascinated to see resemblances popping up across
rhe vears and rhe gencrarions. A person looks like so many differenr
family members over ime. “Well, he's o very handsome fellow. And
so are you. Especially with your duelling sear?”

“What's a duclling scar?

“Thar little scar near your eyebrow. Looks like you rot it in a
sword fighe,”
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Andv had always taken for granted the tiny mark near the outside
edge of his eyebrow — a pale ridge no longer than the width of his little
fingernail. If vou'd asked him to draw his face, the mark wouldn't be
thers, any more than che freckles on his nose. In the summer, when
he ranned, the scar always remained unsrained whice.

That cvening, Andy went out to the verandah, where Lorna was
thumbing through the Yates sced cotalogue, and Matt was reading his
book en Gipsy hoth and the man who'd sailed it around the world.

‘Nanna, how did I get this scar?’

“Which scar’s that, dear?” Lorna asked, running her finger down
a list.

*This one.” He leaned his face to her ‘See?’

Lorna pushed her reading glasses down her nose. *Oh yes,” she
said, peering. “Yes, you have got a tinv scar there. I think you gor that
from . . . a tall. When you were very lirde.

When? he asked. “Where did T fall? Whao was T deing?’

Mate glanced up from his book, and Loma cost her eyves upwards.
Now, let me think . . . T can't really say what you were doing, Beetle. It
was a lenge time ago, And ics well and truly healed. Does it bother you?

‘No. I just wondered. I's my scar on my face and 1 don't know
how it got there!

I know the feeling! 1 sometimes walk into 2 room and don't
know why [ wenc there.”

‘Thar's differenr, bur. This was a rhing rhart happened o me. T was
theve, bur T dan'c remember anyrhing.’

Nell, 'm noc much use o vou, P'm afraid,” soid Loma. ‘T grow
more addlepated by the day”

Nanna hasn't got a memory of how it got there,” Andy said to
Matt. ‘She’s got a forgetment of it! Do vou remember?’

‘Truc me down as a forgetment, oo,

S
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In carly June, Andy asked, “Whar was your surname before you mar-
ricd Grandpa Phil?”

‘Catchlove. T was bormn Lorna Faich Cawchlove.” She sliced the
block of huteer in half. ‘Pop the rest back in the fridae, would you,
Beetle?”

‘And what about your mum?’

‘She was born Ethel Thaxted’

‘And what was her mum's name?’

Lorna stopped greasing the scone tray. ‘I never knew her. Bur
she was — Brookfield! Brookdale? . . . Glazebrook! That's ir. Elizabach
Glazebrook.”

‘And her mum?’

Pouring milk into the scone batter, Loma said, ‘Goodness, Andy.
If T ever knew, T don't remember! Now, sago for dessert tonight, or
peaches and custard?”

‘Frogs' eges” Andy called over his shoulder, using the tamily
nickname for the burterscotch Jdessert, as he scurried to his room.

Lorna smiled. Funny lictle monkesy.

He reappeared just as the scones came out of the oven, their
aroma filling the air. Lorna buttered one and pur jam on it for him.

He handed her a page.

What's thad?

“You have to read ic?’

‘T haven't got my glasses, dear.’

‘It's our family tree!” he said, a little offended. *Or the start of it.”

Larna squinted. It did indeed look like a tree — there were leaves
and roots, with words perched rather precariously in the branches. A
few of the spellings looked a bit on the ereative side. ‘Lovely.” She put
the jam hack in the cupboard. *What broughr this on?”

‘It's for the project.’

“Whar projece?”’

‘The Pastoralists’ Hertage Project.” Andy launched inco a some-
what gorbled explanation of the School of the Air project for the
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centenary of Wanderrie Creek, tracing the family trees of settlers
since 1870, “You got the thingumajig about it last week.”

‘I can’t sav [ paid all that much atrencion, dear. I'll dig it out
larer. Now, how about you grab a tea rowel and pracise drying up?”

Tl ger ro find our all rhe olden days people. Not jusc olden davs
like you, buc really, really olden!’

‘Glad to know I'm not “seally, really olden”.

It wasn't until two days later that Lorna read the letter, and real-
ised what Andy had told her That evening, Matr, back from helping
repair 2 mill ac the far side of the property, emerged from the shower,
hair washed and clothes chunged afrer the long, dusty trip, and was
abour to rewrteve his dinner from the oven, where Lorna had left it
warming herween two plates, when she said, ‘Let’s pop our to the
verandah o momentd.”

QOuiside, she asked in a low voice, ‘Did you know about Andy's
project? The family tree?’

‘Oh, that thing about old pastoralist families . .

“That's whart I thoughrt it was, too. I pramised him I'd hunt out
more information about the MacBrides for him.’

‘And!”

"W hat's he going to say uhourt his parents?’

‘His par—Whar have his parents gor to do with it Matr couldn’t
keep the shock from his voice. ‘He said ic was “olden davs”!

“That's where it srares, yes, bur I've juse read the bumph properly,
and it gocs up to today. He's supposed to get his mum and dad to write
a story for the last bit, about how they met, the day he was born L. 0

‘Oh.. . " An old numbness spread through Martt.

‘Then the whole jolly thing gets exhibited at the Town [1all next
February.” Lorna folded her arms. “What do yvou think we should do?

Mart's fingers strayed Instinetively to the scar under his hair
‘Daoes he have to do the lase bie? If you explain to his teachers . . . No
one would wanr to upset a lirde kid.’
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‘He's nocupser!” said Lorna. ‘He thinks it's rerrife! Especially the
bir abour his mam and dad.”

Mare ok his pouch from his shire pocker and stared ar the
tobacco strands, as Lorna went on, “We hardly want to adverrise
about his father. And you've said yourself he’s far too young to find
out how Rose died. If he goes digring, who knows what'll come up?

Martt put a hand over his face.

‘I know, love. Brings everything back ... To push away the
memories, she took in the night's sounds — its clicks and soft chir-
rups and croaks. “Well, ic's months before he has to hand it in.” She
eyed the glowing moon. “We'll chink of somerhing. I'm old enough o
khow that you pick your moment for these things. I'm off ro bed. You
should cot your dinner then get to sleep too. You don't leok well.’ She
put a hand on her son’s shoulder. *Those cigarettes'll be the death of
you one day, Matthew MMacBride.

‘Serves me right,” he said, and took the first, long masp of smake

into his lungs.
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HE NEXT nay, Andy watched Pere Peachey in fascinadon as he

butchered the roo on the bench of the meat house. The oo
shooter dropped in an offering of this sort now and then, which
would oo to feed the dogs or the pies. Usually Pece left the skinned
and gutted carcasses for Matt or one of the hands to butcher, but
today they were busy putting up the new wireless aerial, so Andv
couldn’t fattend’ School of the Air

The room, a stand-alone timber rectangle a short walk from
the homestead, had a concrete floor for sluicing, and, ar some stage
ateer it was built, the godsend of flywire had been added o the open
witidow fromes. The moming was cool, and Peachey worked silently,
with smooth, meaditative movements that belied the potent foree he
brought to every stroke of the knife. Now and then, Andy threw a
glance to Rascal outside, who was siving an occasional eager half-
whine of appetite, while Strife sat in stoic silence.

A chirrup leaked down through the old wooden shingles.

"What kind of bird's that?' asked Andy.

‘Butcherbhird.’

‘Huh,’ rhe bov said. Perched ac rhe orher end of the bench, he
picked up the black whetstone, and concentrated on the heavy, cold
weishr of it. ‘Do you know your family tree?’
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‘1 know the branch I sit on. Nor much more than thac.’

T'tn doing a praject on mine, going back ro rhe alden days.”

‘Right.’

A different song drifred down through the shingles now. “What
kind of bird's that one?" asked Andy.

‘A butcherbird,” said Pete, tossing the first of the large chunks of
meat into the old dn tb on the floor

*No, that was the other one’

‘Same bird, different song.’

Andy was dubious, but had other things on his mind. ‘Did you
know Grandpa Phil >

“Yes.” Pete wiped his forchead, dripping some of the blood from
his hand onto his shirt.

‘And did you know my mum?’

“You know 1 did.”

‘So you could help me with the family tree project, mavbe. Tell
me things about them . .’

IPeachey adjusted his grip on the knite. *There’s nothing ['d rell
vou that Matt or your nanna couldn’t.” A new song started nearby.
‘Now, whar kind of bird’s that !’

‘A magpic?

Pere stopped slicing, and turned o Andy, “Nup. Same bird, son.’

Bur it's complerely different!’

Pete smiled. “Yup. Goad, isn't ic?

Andy touched a finger to his tace, beside his eyebrow Did you
know I've got a scar?”

['ete glanced over, and the steady rhythm of che cutting raleered
briefly as he registered its significance, recalling the feel of the feath-
erlight baby as he had climbed from the mine. ‘So you have.’

‘Its a fovseoment,” said Andy, who had already enlighrened
Peachey as ro his theory, ‘Unless” — his cone brighrened — “you know
how T zot ic?’

Why would T know that?' Pere reached his hand out for the
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whetstone, which the boy returmed, and as he honed the knife, said,
‘Sounds to me like a forgetment’s a free pass, Andy. How would you
like to have got i’

The hov looked puzzled.

‘Maybe it's vour chance ro make vour oun storv abour ir. No one
<ot sy you're wrong . . . unless you get too tr-ferched.

A slight smile came to Andy's Tips, as he imagined sword fighs,
or Apache arrows, or . . . The word “far-fetched' brousht him back ta
more likely encounters with barbed wire, or falling off his pony.

A new, hich-pitched keening came from a rree, “OK, and what's
that bird?’

‘Dennitely not a butcherbird,” said Andy.

‘Definitely is, young fella.” Pete wiped the knife methodically on
a rag. ‘A butcherbird has lots of songs, Andy. It's gor ics terricorial
song, and irs maring call, ies disrress eall; irs warning crv. And some-
timaes, il just sings o itself, because it wants to; becouse it con.’ He
stored the blade in its leather sheath. Just because you've heard one
somy, doesn’t mean you know the whole bird."” He turmed to laok at
the boy. ‘Good rule of thumb for life in ceneral. No one’s just ane
thine." I Te lifeed a bucket of warter to the bench. ‘Right. Off vou ger,
unless you want a hach.’

Andy jumped down, and Pere proceeded to wash the wood, still
scrubhbing away long afrer the cloms of blood were gone and the warer

tan clear

i
i
15" June 1969
Deer Ands,

Thank vou for the malachite sample. T is very good. Here is some
galena on guearrez. 1 like irs cubic habire.
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I ehink [ wondd not like a mime in my back yard. Thope you will
nat have one. Jr womdd probably annoy vour sheep, und theiy wool
would get very divey.

Deted savs this mine is not as probhetable as before, so they
probably need 1o find another lot If vou have an asbesios mine my
dad could work there and we could go prospecting together.

I om glad your family tree project is interesting. It is intevesting to
naot have a dad because my dad has just always been here. He just
works and sleeps. He was oo puffed to do the dads egg and spoom
race at sports deay.

Henw anany peaple ave on your list for mavbe being vowy dad so far?

I think it is very good that vou have a friend who is an actual
geolopist, even if she is ¢ ludy one. She coudd help vou find out
about your dad if vour nemna and imcle will not because she is «
grown-up and is good at exploving.

Yoners sincerely,

Harry (Badger)

A%

The family tree project occupied the minds of each of the MacBrides,
though for very different reasons. Andy felt a secrec thrill ac chis
chance to ask gquestions. But when he guizzed Lorna about unything
recent, she fobbed him off with olden days scuff. Feeling thwarted, he
hegan to look through the station diartes, forbidden chough it was, to
che year he was barn, and ro rake nates of visitors he eame across of,
adding ther o his List of Names. And Horry's ideo of asking Bennic
ta help seeretly warmed him like o gdlowing ember.



IT worT TAKE g while, Myrde knew: she couldn’t expect an answer
straight awav. Still, since sending the poreel, she felt unaccount-
ably nervy when the mail came in for serting. Nearly three months
had passed since she had sent it, on her birthday — the day of Doro-
thy Borrett’s funeral.

She had sent a covering letrer with the personal note, and the
gift. [t was 2 mad thing to do, but Myrtle often telt like she was going
mad these days: her bady heating like a combusdion stove without
warning; her rickerv sleep a constane bardle wirh hedeloches char lefr
her too hor or too cold; itritation that would explode inte fury at the
least provocotion, which she would then have to smother

M yrele had not taken a risk since she was seventeen, and though
her sixth decade seemed rather late to start, she had taken the plunge.

She knew by heart the address of the private nursing home in
Sydney, thousands of miles east of Perth, where she had had her baby.
She had seen the infant, heard her squally newborn cries onlv briefly,
betore the child had been terried from the room. Bur that had been
long enough o hear ic was a healthy girl, and to cell che nurse, ‘Her
name’s Lorraine Lee. Flease malke sure she knows ... Would have
been Victer for a boy.” The nurse had given her a non-commiteal smile
and o dip of the ¢hin, and said, ‘She’l be well cared for, den’t werry.’
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Myrtle's covering lecrer, addressed ro "Marron in Charge, Camp-

erdown Nursing Home, 34 Sleer Road, Camperdown, Svdney’, began:

Dear Madam,

I write on behalf of Miss Myrtle Keenn, who artended your
establishment in March 1935 and was delivered of a baby girl,
adnpted throngh a private arvangement via youy then medical
director.

Miss Keenan would be grateul if you would contace her adofited
child in order to deliver the enclosed gift and lerrer. Narurally, this
mateey is confidentiad, and any reply will alsa be treared in stvice
confrdence.

Yours sincerely,
Mrs M Abernaihy
Poste Restante
Wanderrie Creek
Western Australia

For thiroy-tour vears, Myrtle had imagined her habv daughrer:
her smile, her velver cheeks, her rinv fingers. Every haby she passed
in rhe sereet, every illuserarion in an advere for baby formula — all rrig-
gered the image thayr was never far from her mind. And in che linde
vignette, she alwavs pictured giving her daughter a Joll — delicate por-
celain, with eyes that opened and shut when you moved it. So, upen
entering Spearritt's the Mercer's, that day in April, she had hurbled
something about a cousin in Melbourne who was expecting, and paid
cash for just such a Jdoll wich wavy brown hair, who had come all the
way from Germany and lunguished in a glass cabinet for years.

As for ‘Mrs Abernathy’, Clive would never know if someone of
thar name collecred a poste resrance reply while he was our ... She
thought about the doll; realised icwas ridiculous to send it te o grown
woman — to someone who in all likelihaood had children of her own

by now. But it had been in her heart so long, she couldn’t but send
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it. As tor the letrer with it — she had agonised before setting pen to

paper

My dearest Lorrame Lee,

Fwomder if you still have that name, which I gave you when vou
were born? It comes from my favourite vose fyour ovendmother’s
favourite, too), which blooms cven in wmier. Forgdoe me if yout are
called something else now

I do not mean to intrude into what 1 hope is a very happy life. Buz I
wirite Just in case it s not. Just in case, for any redson, you may haive
thoneght that the woman — the girl — who bore youy, did not love oy
that you were given ufr for adohtion becawse yong were not wed.

Naothing cowdd be further from the vruth. 1 have thought of vou
cvery single day, and I have sung to vou in my dreams and prayed
for yout s0 very often.

I also wanied 1o veassure you that theve is no bad blood in you
that you need to worry about. Thnow that sometimes children e
given up for adoption because they are the product of something
legal or irredeemable. Your story is much more ordinary. Your
father was the manager of the music shop where ] worked as an
assistant, serving customers and sight-reading sheet masic for them
om the piano when they wanted to choose 4 new tune. He was a
very charming man, who, ! discovered o late, had o wife and
children who later juined him from Melboume, 1 was seventean,
and could not have made a pood life for you

M vou wonld like 1o know any move, write to Mys Abernuthy,
and she will bass it on o me.

You ave probably too old for dolls. But perhaps vou have children
who are not?

T wish yont every good thing life can offer, my little nme.

With fondest love,
Mather
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BY Juiy, BoNNIE was a tamiliar face at the homestead. Though it
was winter, the cold nights could still deliver fine, mild days like
this one, that saw her ready o set off wich Andy.

‘Right, Soot — got evervthing?’ Martt put a hand on the boy's
shoulder as Andy slid into Bonnie's front scat.

“Yep

What tme do you reckon you'll be back, Quiz?’

Bennic checked her watch, then the sun, just edaing over the
horizon in a dazzle of yellow. ‘Eleven? Twelve at the outside.”

‘Keep an eve out, by the way — there'll still be lambs dropping
in some of the paddocks you go through. The mums can et a bit
upset it thev're disturbed.” To Andy he said, ‘Bring me back some
gold.

I rold you. We're not looking for gold, We're looking for cekrites.’

“Well, you're looking for rekrites,” Bonnie said. ‘Bur just a rip:
never furn up vour hose it you do happen o orip over a wold nugget.”

Mare waved a salute as they headed vowards the homestend
gates, the dust clouds rising in their wake., At first, he had assumed
Bonmnie was just being polite when she let Andy buttonhale her abour
a rock he'd found, or a question about her work, but when she heman
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visiting just to bring the kid some new sample or other, he realised

she wus genuine.

Andv couldn't help liking Bonnie, even though ‘miners and sheep
didn'c mix’. He'd been angling for chis trip ever since she'd men-
tioned that she would be heading out o Wordsweorth paddock on
some maore scarches. That was where three tekdtes had been found
over the vears. Naw, as they drove, Bonnie tested Andy an crys-
talline formations; on whether hasalt was igneous, metamorphic or
sedimentary. In curn, he erilled her: how do vou get to be a geolopist?
Was the study hard? What did she like best about it!?

Then it was Bonnie’s turn again. “What was all thar stuff taped
to vour wall? Looked like some sort of project”

Andy scized his chance. *Thar's the Rural Family Tree ching.’

Nhats thar when if's ac home?

He ran chrough the decails, ond mentioned some of the ocher
names that belonged on the MacBride tree: Quortie, Skitch,
Trellingham.

‘One of my great-aunts married a Trellingham,” said Bennie.
‘Her name was Dora. Her facher-in-law was shipped out as a convict
when WA needed cheap labour in the 18350s. Is she on it

T'll check,’ said Andy, pleased with the connection.

‘And what abouc the Brinleys!? They had three or four stations
our this way.’

Yeah, T've gat them!!

T'm actually a Brinley,’ Bonnic satd. Nathanial Brinley, whea came
out on the Parmelia in 1829, was my great-great-oreat-grandfacher.”

Andy frawned. Tsn't vour name Edquist?’

Yeah. But it doesn't stop me ifrom heing a Brinlev too.” Bonnie
shook her head in mock despair. “Iypical. The women just vanish
from the picture — they get married and lose cheir name, and become
invisible . . . 1 bet you know all che old MacBride men on your family

. 1
rac.
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“Yeah'”

“What abour rhe MacBride women, who had ro change to their
husbands’ names?’

‘Oh .. ." Andy pondered the implications. ‘So, do you know how
to do family trees then?

‘A bit. From when my uncle ot interested. He hired some
researcher in London; traced us all the way back practically to the
Middle Ages)”

Andy stared ahead, turning o survey an occasional sheep in the
distance. ‘If the women all lose their names, then 1 shouldn't really
he Andy MacPRride, should TP

“Why's that? The child's surname had simply never come up:
he waos just Andy’.

‘Cos T should have my dad’s name.’

‘And what's thao?’

Andy shitted in his seat. ‘It's an ominous.’

Anonymous

Bonnie stole a glance at him. Suddenly she had the impression
of having wandered onto thin ice. She'd always assumed, from his
declaration of orphanhood, that his father had died as well as Rose.

They conrinued in silence, Bonnie alive ro o swarm of quesrions,
Andy walching the red anus’ neses, like miniacure mouniains. Even-
tually, he asked, Do yvou reckon he'd want to mect me?’

;W}_l ol

My Jdad”

Umm . . .

‘Do you reckon he knows about me, and that he doesn't want
o meet me! Or that he doesn’t know about me, hur would want to
meet me! Or that he knows about me and wants to meet me! Or
thar—'

Bannic felr a stab as rhis licdle hoy wenr on ro unburden himself
as logically as he could. She had an urge to pull him towards her and

plant a kiss on the top of his head.
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“What does your nanna say? Or Marct?’

Andy pulled ar a thread on the seam of his moleskins” pocker. ‘[
can't ask them.’

“Why nor?”

NWell, ic makes Nanna Lorna look like she's going ro ery, and
Macr gets grumpy, like he's bored.

‘Oh.’

Tt's all richt and cverything ... Nanna says that sometimes in
life there just aren't answers, and part of erowing up is getting used
tu that.’

T see!

He knitted his fingers tightly and blurted our, *You could help
me explore for him please .’

‘Pardon

‘Help me find my dad. Find out wha he is. Or who he probahly is.

‘Gosh ... Pm not sure i's that simple, Andy.” Bonnie wiped
coch hand in turm on her jeans and returned it to the wheel.

“Who else can T ask? He didn't take his eyes off her

‘Let’s concentrate on your tektite hunt for the minute, and T'll
come up with some ideas. I'll have a word to Marc’

Horror shot across Andv’s face. ‘No! You can’t calk to Matt
ahout it. Or o Nanna Lorna.’

"Nhy not?”

“You just can't.’

She thowught a moment. *OK. Like T said. Leave it with me ...

Now, how much longer do you reckon i1l cake us to gee there?’

Wik
Bonnie agonised over what to ell Mact, When he walked her out

to her car after she dropped Andy home, she said, ‘Ger in a minute,
would you?
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‘Sounds ominous,’ said Marr, sliding inro the passenger side.

‘T rhoughr I should rell you ... T know abour Andy's facher
Matt froze, and she hurried on. ‘Andy mendoned teday how he
doesn't know who it is.

His adrenalin subsided and the muscles in his stomach loosened
a fraction. ‘Right.”

“You never cold me,” said Bonnie.

He gripped the passenger strap above his window. ‘It's not
exactly something we shout about)”

She dared her question. ‘Do you know!? Who ic is?

Marc's breach slowed. ‘T — don't think Rose ever rold anyone”

T wonder ... Bobnic murmured. “Whether he's sdll around
somewhere ..

‘If — i Andy's father could have claimed him, T'm preoey sure he
would have . . . How did it come up, anyway?

Bonnie recalled the boy's desperate ‘Neo!” ‘Oh, he was just talk-
ing ahout his project.”

“That bloody family tree project! He's been driving us nurs with
it. Once that kid gets the bit becween his teeth ..

Bonnie leaned over and kissed him. ‘I'm glad [ know. And for
the record, it docsn’t make any difterence ro me.’

For a momeng, Maw looked au her in the rear-view mirror in
silence, then rubbed a hand over his face.



AFTER BETsY ASHRROOK'S arrest, the papers were full of stories
about ‘Borulinum Betsy’. With o mixture of sadness and fascin-
ation, blyrtle studied the charses and transfer to Perth to stand trial
for murder; the defence of ‘diminished responsibility’. And though
she knew that the law would give no weight to what Betsy's hushand
had done to her, given she had carefully planned and intended o kill
him, Myrrle couldn’t help thinking he had it coming. A hrure, hy all
ACCOUNTS,

When Lorna MacBride read the first newspaper report in pass-
ing, she gave a concerned tut ac the mention of Betsy's ‘curbulent
marriage’. Peor woman. Poor kids. All in children’s homes now, it
said. The article made no mention of what it was that caused Mrs
Ashbrook to confess to the killing. Had Loma kneown, she might
have paid ¢loser arcention.

Betsv Ashbrook's was only the first of a2 number of old cases that
Sergeant Rundle had reopened based on Misc. (Defuncr) files. There
was also Mr Jukes, for example. Seemed he'd heen caught stealing
from the collection plare, which wouldn't have been so had had he
not heen the vicar Johnny Sirrerall — he married Sadie Binton and
they were still marricd to this day, but she was only fourteen, and

hine years his junion, on the wrong side of the legal ling, when Cupid
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first shot his arrow. Then rhere was the small marter of the life insur-
anee pay-ouc ro the widow of Frank Chisrer when he scemed o have
managed o crash his car into the only strucrure for miles. Policy
wouldn't have paid out for suicide.

Rundle’s investigations revealed thar Reverend Jukes had given
up the drink and the gambling and been promated te bishap. The
Sitteralls had six healthy kids, most of whom had already finished
school and gone on t gainful employment, and the Chister tamily
had managed o pay off the debts that threarened to hound them off
their scacion, the oldest son taking over from his lace father. That's
how rhese stories had plaved our, in the fullness of rime.

Buc that was Wisheart playving God, in Benedier Rundle’s view.
It vou gave everyone a decade or so to see whether they made up for
their crimes, gaols would be o dam sight emptier. And even though
Wisheart did seem. to have a knack for picking who would pet back
an the straight and narrow and stay there, that wasn't his prerogative.

Each of the handiul of Misc. {Defunct) folders held a similar
rale, and one by one, with no fanfare, Rundle was working his way
through them, often in his own time. They were in no discernible
order — dare, alphaberical, narture of offence. So there was no telling
when he would ger ro the file lahelled *MacBride: Rose Annabel’.
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THE LasT OF winter passed quickly, with Bonnic away in Perth e
report in about their disappeointing results, and Mate taken up
with lamb marking and drafting the weaners and buying in the new
rams. Now, the September spring day was drenched in sharp lighr,
hot in the sunshine and chilly in the shade. This picnic was the first
real time chey'd had alone in weeks.

‘It's just the way [ am. Don't take it personally,” said Matr.

T'm the one who's asking, and I'm che one you're saying no wo:
how's that not personal?” Bonnice propped herself up on an elhow on
the rug beside che ereck, bur Matr turned away for his tobaceo.

He pinched the brown strands onto a paper *Ic's just — well| it's
embarrassing: talking about myself — and about that sort of stuffl

“What's so embarrassing about your first kiss”

Tlenty .. " Tle rolled the cigaretre. ‘She was still chewing
gum . . . Her dad harged in on us . . - God!"” The match shook a little.
‘Can we just drop 1t

‘Mine wasn't much bherter.” Bonnie gave a snort: ‘Jeft! ... We
were twelve. She ook a sip of lemonade and rested che can back
in the ereck. ‘Didn’t counr, reallv: he was mv cousin. Ir was jusc sort
of pracrice.” She noticed the rensing of Mact's neck, bat was deter-

mined te keep some. ‘Sa after — what was her name?’
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Tulie.’

‘So after Julie, who wias vour nexe girlfriend?

He sac up. “What is this? An intcrrogation?’

‘Occupational habit — digging,” Bonnic said, and leaned o kiss
him, sprinkling warter trom her fingertips in. the neck of his shire. ‘So
after Julie . .

‘For God's sake . . . He wiped off the water. “You sound like that
Sergeant bloody Rundle!

Bonnie sat up and smoothed her T-shire, then fixed her eves on
her knees as she slowly brushed the sand off. ‘1. .. I have to tell vou
sameching.’

Marce looked doubseful.

Tawand to ... T was asking because ... T =T don’t want there o
be surpriscs . . . or scerets between us.

Mart drew smoke into his [ungs, tryine to steady his breathing.
‘Bonnie, you don't have to—'

She cut him off. ‘I was engaged. Before.”

Martt took another drag on his cigarette, lecting the informarion
sink in. [t made him teel better somehow.

‘Aren’t you going to say anything?’

“Whar do vou wanr me o say?’

‘Aren’l you going Lo ask me aboucit? Who he was?’

‘Nao.'

‘Or if we — how far we went?”

Mart stood up. ‘How the hell's thar my business? That's . . It's
private.’

“You've got a right o know." Her voice dropped almost to a whis-
per. ‘I thought he was going to marry me . . . So now 'm never exactly
going to be the . . . well, the blushing bride .. )

He knele beside her, eaking her hand in bath of his. ‘Let’s both
leave rhe pase in the pase, Quiz, Please.”

‘Turned out he ... he had another girlfriend all along. ¥hen

I found aut, and asked him how he could do it, how he could keep

313



something like chat secret from me . . . I'll never forget the lovk on
his face: he seemed genuinely surprised. He said, *You never both-
ered to ask.™’ She brushed an ant oif and curned to face Mutt. ‘So I'm
asking you. Straighe ouc.’

Macr pur his hand ro the scar ar che back of his head, touching
the raised ridge under the hair as if ic might guide him o o response.
He looked herin the eve. ‘Bonnie, T haven’t got another girlfriend. T
don't wemt another gitlfriend.” He touched her check. *And T swear
on anything you like that I'd never cheat on you.”’

She touched his hand. ‘So, no secrees?’

The guestion pierced him. His heart sounded in his ears as he

said, ‘No secret girlitiends.”

314



58

CLI\-’E EEDIE was off at the Masonic Hall, getring thines ready
tor his Lodge meedng. He'd lett Myrtle to man the counter for
the rest of the day, aund cash up. Stll, she had waited before she
could safely pull down the blinds in the office and inspect the parcel
addressed to ‘Mrs M. Abernathy, Posce Restanrte, Wanderrie Creek.’
Her hrearhs eame as shallow as 0 mouse’s and her hands had a fine
tremar s she undid the brown paper. She grabbed the paperknife o
slit the envelope inside it, and felt o dull pain in her chest at the sight
of a pro forma document, with her name typed in at the top.

2" September 1969

Dear Mrs Abernathy,
Thenk you for your lezter on behalf of Miss Myrdle Keenan.

As T am sure vou will understand, we have a strict policy of

confrdentiality, not only as vegavds the young mothers who enevuse
their babies (o us, but also Jor the couples who provide them with
homes, and the babies themselves.

Adoption is a fresh start for mother and baby, and it Is genevally

acknowledged to be 1mavise to do anything that would jeopardise

the integrity of Baby's new home, We therefore strongly encourage

e
.P—l
L



former mothers to devote their eneray to their fresh start, knowing
that the children are loved and cared for by families who despevately
want them.
Thank you in anticipation of
VOUT CO-Operation.
After this, the “Yours sincerely’ was tvped through with o line of
x5, and further typing added:

In the specific case of Miss Keenan, so much time has passed since
the adoption that we can see no benefit to the now adult adoptee,
hey mother, ar indeed to Miss Keenan herself, in disturhing what is
mast likely a very happy arvangement.
I therefore enclose hay letter and parcel. I belicve thar, wupen
reflection, Miss Keenem will see the wisdom of this approach.
F'wish hev well i che fruigful life she has no doubt fashioned for
hevself after the unfortunate experience of her vounger yedrs.
Yours sincerely,
D P Trethowen,
Di?‘ﬁc[(m
Harbourside Adoption Sevvice
(Formerly Camperdoun

Nursing Home)

Myrie read it azain and again, occasionally gulping o deep Tung-
ful of air after foreerting to breache. Eventually, she rase unsteadily
from. her stool and carried the letter and parcel to the kitchen. She
checked the clack. Clive's meeting would last until eight chirey.

As she went outside, the sun had just set, and the sandgrop-
ers were starting their croaking chorus in the faded evening air. She
extracted her own letter from the doll’s box and laid it on the garden
tahle, hefore picking up the shovel and digging vigorously hehind

the Lorraine Lee rose hush: close, bur tar enough noc to disturh her
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roots. Once she had dug a sizeable hole, she lowered rhe box in, the
dell blinking rhrough the cellophane ar the sudden change in angle.
Then she ook her garden shears and cue dthe letters inte ine con-
retet, which she mixed in with the soil she replaced over the box, and
spread seme loam aver it

She went inside and made herself a Vegemite sandwich for
dinnert, chewing as she scanned the funeral notices in that morning's
paper. Tomorrow: ‘Lvcett: Stanley George, Requiem Mass at Our
Lady Queen of Heaven Church, 10 a.m. No flowers please.” Tomuor-
row. She would let herself ery then. For now, she would tidv up her
licrle records; updare any nores wich informarcion she may have come
across. And she would look again at her netes about Rose hMacBride
and her boy; follow that thread which hovered somewhere at the
back of her mind.

As it happened, she wasn't the only person. in Wanderrie Creek
pondering the story of Rose MacBride that evening.

Wil

The following day, Sergeant Rundle nadded as he passed Myrtle on
her walk back to the post office from che funeral. Then, to her sur-
prise, he stopped and turned back.

‘Excuse me, Mrs Eedle’ — he steadfastly resisted her invitations
to use her Christian name — ‘I wonder if you could help me with a
gquestion.’

‘Of course.’

He looked about, but thers was no one within carshou “The
MacBrides, eut at Meredith Downs. What can you tell me about
them?'

A flush came to her cheeks at being trusted with such a ques-
tion. She considered her words. ‘Quite a prominent family. Very sad
history.’



‘Su I see from the records,” the policeman said. ‘On an even keel
now, though!”

*Oh yes.”

‘The daughcer, Rose . . . decent girl, was she?’

‘She died before my rime here ..

Rundle ratted the change in his trouser pockers, and asked 1o
lower veice, ‘Had an illegitimate child, T gather. .

Myrdle, too, lowered her veoice. ‘Little Andrew.”

‘And the father?’

I can't say I've ever heard a name.” She pursed her lips briefly.
“What makes vou ask?”

Tust checking my tacts.’

T see.” But Myrtle wondered if she really did see. That ungrasp-
able instiner about Rose fluttered just beyond her awareness, “Well, if
[ de hear anyrhing abour the tacher, I'll ler you know!
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M_-‘\TT SHONE THE light at the cave reof, where Bonnie had been
chipping small pieces away every yard or so, slipping them into
the calico bag. She marked the latest tug wich the felt-tipped pen:
‘#7744 — 16 Oct 1969, then dropped the sample into the bag Matr
held our.

1 know you don’t wanr ro ralk about ir. Thar's sorc of rhe prob-
lem,” she said, hooking her rock hammer emwo her el

‘Can we please chanee the subject? His tone had an cedge, and
Bonnie hesitated.

‘Tust hear me sut.’ She wiped some gric from her eye.

Matt let out a slow breath. ‘Go on then.’

“Things are changing, Matt. Times are changing. What used
to be a big dark scandal ten years ago just isn't any more. [ know
at least owo couples in Dalkeith who are living togecher who aren’t
marricd — and cveryone knows!” She slipped her norchoeok into her
breasr pockee. ‘T want ro rell you abour my cousin — Rernice. My
Uncle Cyril's daughter.”’

Martt leaned against the wall of the cave to woit ourt the lecture.

Thad noidea she existed until a few years ago. No one had any idea.
Not even Uncle Cyril . . Cyril always was a ladies’ man — everyone

rurned a blind eye. Turns out he'd had a fling with a barmaid at one

319



of the pubs in Avenmore, twenty-something years ago. Once the gold
ran out, he upped sticks, leaving this barmaid pregnanc.” Bonnie ran
her fingers along the rock to select the next spor, then went on, her
words punctuated by the cdink, clink of the sharp hammer.

“Then abour five years ago, a girl rurned up at cthe office asking ro
see “Mr Hellamby”. Cyril's dead, so the recepriontstjust assamed she
meant Uncle Reg, and because the girl said she was family, showed
her in. She handed Reo a letter from her meother, which said how
she'd never told a soul and never wanted a penny, but that now she
was dying, and her daughter was goine o be alone in the world, so it
seemed right to appeal to her tather It Cyril decided to disown her,
there wus nothing she could do, but she wanred to give him 2 chance
to show the child that there was ¥goodness in the world, and kind-
ness still”.” She stopped. She knew she had Mart's atrention.

‘And?’

‘And that gitl became my cousin Berntce!” Ronnic inspected the
latest sample, Tabelled it, and gestured o Mact for the calico bag.
‘She’s a secretary at the Commonwealth Bank in Forrest Place now.”

There was a silence. “Thar the end?”

“Yes," At his expression, she said, “Well, no, it’s not the end. Or
it's not the point, anyway. [f Cyril had known abour the pregnancy
back then, he'd have run a mile, or tried o make her get rid of it
[ think that's why the mother didn'c tell him. And yes, everyone
in Hollambv circles would have wagged rheir tongues and gone on
abour the shame and the seandal. Bue not these days. People dan't
ea around askine Bernice o praduce her birch cerdhicare every time
they meet her!?

‘S0 your point is?

My point is" — she leant over and shook the dust out of her
hair — ‘that your assumption thac Andy's dad deesn't want anvching
to do wich him might be wrong . . . [t may never have been right, or
it muy not be right any more. Times change, and rules change. And
maosr of all, peaple change, Marc?



Mare was silhouerred against the mouch of che cave. His voice
wist't loud, Taac his cone was fline hard, ‘This isn'c Dalkeirh, Bonnic.
This isn’v vour world and it cercainly isn’t vour family. You don't know
a thing about my sister. The seoner poor Andy forgets the whaole
bloody thing the better Just let it alone”’

He strode into the dazzling light, leaving Bonnie to stare after him.

YA

In the nighes thot followed, Matr found himself back in shadowy
dreamscapes he thought he had left behind for goad. The frapments
faded from his waking grasp: Andy bitten by a snake, lips blue and
maouth foaming as Mate carried him back to the homestead o tell
Lornu; Andy falling from the top of a mill and landing in a bloodless
heap helow, or succumbing to scarlet fever. Each dream would usher
the same sequence of emorions: grief; overwhelming relief ac che lift-
ing of 2 monsrrous burden; and, on waking, iey shame ar chac relicf.
When he couldn’t get back o sleep, Matt would go oul o the
verandah ta smoke, listening to the erickets’ relentless thythm serap-
ine the night sky. What did Bonnie know already? Whart else could
she be allowed to know, abourt how Rose died at least? But how could
knowing about that possibly help Bonnie? How could it help Andy!?
That was up to his mother. If she wanted anyone else to know how
her daughrer died, then he'd have to accepr it. But he wouldn't be the
one to rip that protective innocence from the hoy, like a layer of skin.
He hlinked a curl of smoke from his eye and looked up ar the
sickle moon rhac stared back ar him our of the eoudless nigho,. A
sandgroper crawled up onto the verandal, crailing i loud ¢hirrup en
its wav to find a better shelter Tts call was as loud as a frog, but it was
just a tiny insect that preferred to stay buried under ground. Anrts
would make shore work of it if it Jidn't burrow down agmain quickly.

Martt nudged it back over the edge, back to cover
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ON THE DAY Charlic Knapp came to buy some of Lorna's pigs thar
Qerober — a lengchy process, what with ¢hoosing them and
coteching themn and loading them onte his truck — Andy had maere
time than usual to investizate the Fruit Crates.

He beran, as he often did, with Rose’s blue velvereen knitring
bag. He inspected its thickest pair of needles; weighed them; held
one like a pen, then a sword. He stuck the hlunt ends up his nostrils
to make rusks; wiped them on his shorts and pur them hack. Digging
further, he pulled our a single, dny vellow hootee from a ball of the
flutficsr wool Andy had cver felr.

Nexr, there were the tamiliar pamphlers wirh skerches of girls
looking domb and staring into the distance, and inside, lots of
mysterious numbers and letters. Andy knew these were knitting pat-
terns hecauvse Nanna Lorna had some. Abour to put them hack, he
elimpsed a cormer of something poking out.

He winkled out an envelope with a small gold crest. Inside was

a thick white plece of paper, with the same crest.
27+ Abril 1958

Deer Rose,
I am wviting Lo apologise for my boor behaviowr T am so sovy (o
have hurt vou. It avas certainty not my intention.



Rest assured [ shall never do such a thing again, nor speak af
what happened, to you or anyone else.
I hope vo heom has been done, and that you can forgive me.
With fondest regards, and sinceve apologics,
Miles

The handwriting was perfect, like in school books. Below it in green
ink, in wriring he recognised as his mother's, were the words "Touch
has u memory’, followed by a little sketch of a rose.

Andy gasped. This was definitely a secret. It was his mother’s
seerer. And now ir was his, too. Perhaps it belonged to the three of
them, becnuse che letter might be from his facher

He slid his hands around his shoulders and zave himself o hug,
like the embrace of this little family he was kindling. This little family,
this rriee family, that he would discover. If he just tried hard enourh.

e slipped the envelope inside his shirt and put everything else
hack. He showed no interest in the hootee. It wouldn't have oceurred

to him that it was the only thing his mother ever made for him.

A

Names had floated about Andy in a grown-ups’ mist since he was
lictle. He’d grah at them like bhutterflies, not always grasping them
tully. He liked it when he understood that Neil Tinnert knew Grandpa
FPhil in the war, for example. Or that Maudiec Knapp was one of the
first people ra wheel him in his pram in rown. It was like idenrifying
new rack lormations.

Where did the letter fit into his landscape? After some days, he
decided to take a tisk. He waired until he was alone with Matt, in
Monty's shed, where his uncle was applying varnish to the deck.

‘Matt, have you ever heard of anyone called Miles? Around

here, | mean.’



Matt was absorhed in his task. “You mean Miles Beaumont?

‘Miles who?’

‘Beaumont, Worked as a trainee manager here, years back.’

‘Oh," said Andy, tapping the rudder trom side co side.

‘Grear bloke, Miles. English. Pracrically rovaloy or someching.
Fantasae crickerer”

Andy locked astonished. *Sa there were tweo of them?”’

No." Matt stopped his brushwork to Took at Andy.

‘But wasn't Omo really rich and good at cricket too?!”

‘Tlis name wasn't actually Omo, you nitwit! It's the same bloke.
“Omo” was a2 nickname.” He laughed again, a real belly laugh — what
went on in that kid's mind? *His futher was Lord Beaumont. In fact he
could be Lord Beaumont by now, if he's inherited the ttle)

‘NWhat was he like? Was he handsome?”

Maer gave him a look. ‘Funny sorc of quescion . . . Looked like o

film star, as i happens. Rosic had such o—" He stopped himself.

‘Such a what?’

Nothing. She just liked him. Why all the questiens?

‘I thought I heard the name somewhere’

‘Uh-huh’

‘Did he die?’

Not as far as [ know. He's probably buck in England playing
cricker and drinking port in the bosom of his tamily.’

‘Mayhe we could visir him one day . . .0

We could snil rhere,” said Macr, and brushed a doc of varnish on
Andy's nese. He wondered where Miles was, these davs. Neoc dead,
he hoped. But he doubted he was in the bosom of his family, cithern
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SINCE SERGEANT RUNDLE'S questions about Rose MacBride and her
hay, Myrde's thoughts have returned to the pair like a tongue
explores a broken rooth. 1t's not undil Pece Peachey himself comes o
the post office that she sees an opportunity to gather more informa-
rion on cvents at Meredith Downas.

Sinee long hefore Myrrle’s rime, Pere Peachey's heen sending
these moncey orders. The amounts have risen steadily over the years,
and these days they're in dollars, not pounds.

Myttle enters then in the ledger for 3 1st Ocrober 1969.

‘There you are, Mr Peachey.' She hands him the first order for a
hundred dollars. ‘Payable to I D. Peachey, as usual.’

“Thank you.’

‘Should 1 wrice “FPeter” in full?’

‘No. Thank you.’

‘Righr you arc. And here's the ifry-dollar one — ro rhe Merhaod-
isr Mission of Nagasaki. Have T spele thar correedy?’

“Yes.!

‘I always mecan to ask vou ..." Mvrtle began, and Pere's oves
flicked up to hers. “Whar is it, the Nagasaki thing?’

He folded the money orders into his pocket. ‘A charity. Orphans.”



T suppaose you can't blame the kiddies tor what the Japanese did
in the war, can you?”

‘I don’t.’

Pete was turning to leave when Myrde said, ‘Speaking of
orphans . . . young Andrew MacBride ..

Peachey waiced.

T was trying to remember — a fall, was it, that took his mother?

NWhy?

‘Oh, Sergeant Rundle was asking. It was all before my time, but
it occurred to me that of course you'd know . .

Most people know about it — the tall.

‘Old mineshatt, wasn'c it?’

Very ald.’

Myrtle straightened che papers in front of her “Whart was she
like, Rose MacBride?’

‘She was—a ine girl)’

‘That peor little boy . . .» She closed the lTedoer book. “Was the
father ever in the picture?

Peachey hoisted up his strides from the back of his belt. “Mrs
Eedle, if vou're looking for gossip, vou've got the wrong person.’ e
read the handwricten sign on the bowl of toffees: ‘For kiddies only?
It’s ull old news. Lord knows why Sergeant Rundle would care. There
have got to be berter ways to spend his time . . . He strode our, leav-

ing Mvrrle wondering yer again abour whar shame can do o a gitl.

N

As Andy wairted to be served ac the post office a few days lacer, he
surveyed the various posrers: rhe calendar bearing rhe Common-
wenlth coat of arms; an advertisement for o bus crip around Australia;,
extracts from the Dangcrous Goods Act 1938 prohibiting che posting
of explosive materials without a permit. He imagined Harry Badper



sending him zome dynamire from his dad’s mine . .. or would gelig-
nire make o berter hang?

‘Next.” Mrs Eedle's voice pierced the daydream, and he heaved
his box up off the floor,

Top it on the scale,” said Myrtle. ‘Seven pounds five and a half
ounces. For your friend in Mount Haleyon again, I see ... She ran
her pencil down the price chart. ‘That's thirty-five cents. Don't tell
Mr Eedle, but I nudged the weight down to seven pounds. The next
rate's toroy cents.’

As Andy turned to go, she held up the toffee bowl. '‘Don't forget!’
He slipped one inco his pocket.

‘Actually, dear, while vou're here, vou mighe be able to help
me ... [s Mr Peachey shooting on your proparty at the moment, by
any chance!?’

‘1 think so," said Andy, then wondered whether he might have
given away something he shouldn'e.

‘A parcel came for him. Just missed che mail truck roday. Seeing
vou're here, | wonder if you could do me a kindness and pass it on!”

She disappeared, and returned with a large flat box. ‘Paris!” she
exclaimed in a whisper. ‘Sav what you like abour cheir food, but they
da know how to do a stamp, the French!’

Andy renched for the parcel, but Myrile said, ‘T just pop some
string around it With no apparent haste, as she wound the cord
abaut the hox she said, ‘Remind me, what's his wife's name?’

‘He hasn't eot a wife.

She ded a bow. ‘Does he have a gitlfriend? A lady companion?”

‘No." Then, less certainly, ‘Don't think so ...

‘Well, thanks again for taking this.’

Andy blushed as he walked down the srreer. His mind had fallen
through a rrapdoor. Pete Peachey mearried? The roo shooter with o
aivlfviend? Te then skipped o the appalling and rresistble: Pewe
smooching a gitl? The gears kept turning, until his heart started o
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thump wildly — his own mum was a girl. And Pete Teachey knew her.
And her Fruit Crate had a target he'd made for her, with a .22 hole
right through the middle.

Andy was almost running by che time he reached the car, and
he very nearly cricd aloud, ‘Pere Peachey has ro go on rthe List!” Bur
as he sow Mace sicting behind che steering wheel — arm hanginmg out
of the window, cizarette between his fingers — Andy willed himsclf
to calm down. He would talk it over with Rascal when he sot heme,
and together they would make a plan.

What you got there, Soot?”

‘Parcel for Pece. Mrs Eedle asked us to give it to him. [£'s from
Paris!”

‘Is that sol’

‘Marte,” asked Andv. ‘Does Pere have a— a girltriend

AT

‘Hew old do vou reckon Pete 13!’ Andy asked Martt the next day.

Marcr leaned closer to the rain gauge to read ic. ‘No idea.’

‘Did he really win the King's Medal?’

Apporentdy’ Mau joued: 6 Now 1969, Home Shed 8 aum. 10 pus’,
md mave a nod of approval.

Andy inspected the note and nodded too. How long have you
known him?”

*Since Iwas a kid. I le came over from Queensland.” Matt handed
back the notebook and pencil, and they headed to the car

“Was he here when . . ." The hoy paused for a run-up. ‘. . . when
my mum Jdied?”’

Alerr now, Mare said, “Yes.!

‘And before thac?

‘He came just afrer the war

Fecling he'd made a successful raid on the information bunker,



Andy decided ro make a racrical rerrear, and changed course as he
got into the fronr seac. ‘How come he never calks much?

‘He talks when he's gor something o say.” The engine rumbled
into life and Matr put the car in gear,

‘But not about his lite and scutt.’

‘We're not all chacterboxes like you!’

‘Do I walk too much?

‘Nuh. But you like your guescions . .

They stopped for Andy o open the gate, then close it. Picking
up as though there had been no pause, Andy said, ‘But questions are
how you learn, aren'r they?’

‘He spent a few years in a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp. If
he doesn't want to talk about stufi, that's up to him. Lots af POWSs
don't.’

Mart's mention of POW camps did nothing ro dampen Andy's
curiosity: in fact, it had the opposite efrect. Ile ook to abserving
Peachey closely whenever he could, warching out for scars or other

prisonerish signs. He ulso started to look for any tamily resemblance.



ATE ON THE same November aftemoon thae Wanderrie Creck is

holding a small parade to send its latest bateh of young men off
to the latest war in Asia, Pete Peachey's 303 from the Second World
War rests against a crate. His tent is warm from the spring sun, and
he leaves the flaps open, guarded with insect netting. The narrow
camp bed is neat, as is the folding table, served by an empty Castrol
tin us a seat. Propped on the tabletop, beside his hattered copy ot The
Odvssey and a volume of Shelley, is a mirror

From under rhe bed he pulls a slim, crocodile-skin case. He
sertles onto the oil tin and flips open the case’s eatch. His leathery
iimgcrs hover over the contents: heavy orystal jors with silver tops
holding face power, ointments, cald cream. The lids are frosted with
red dust. He touches each piece reverently, the sensation on his fin-
gertips taking him back to long-ago scenes [it by flames from rancid
cooking fat — to 2 moment of respite.

QOutside, a few flies buzz about probing the defences ot the net-
ting. The only other sound is the merallic creaking of the Jeep's
engine as it cools. Peachey breathes in the expanse of chousands of
acres, rhen rurns ro rhe cask ar hand.

First, he applics o rose-scented cream, light and buctery, his fin-

gertips working it into his newly shaven skin and chopped lips. Next,
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he picks up che por of rouge and dabs ic along cach checkbone. He
blinks and stares, blinks again, then opens a dainoy compacr cocoon-
ing g cake of mascara. He pours a few drops of water onto the black
square and werks it with the brush. Opening his eyes wide, he coats his
lashes, first the top row, then the bottom. At a stroke they are longer,
thicker; his eyes bluer. A dab of grey eveshadow makes them almaost
violet, his long fingers surprisingly accurate at this delicate task. From
another compartment he draws a lipstick, barely a stub now. With one
coat, then a second, brilliane searlet lights up his mouth

Putting on a play had heen considered sood for morale by the
higher-ups, and harmless enough by the Japs, as long as chey didn'c
have to supply anyching. There had been much debare and negoti-
ation about the choice. Nothing with swords or other combat, which
ruled out half of Shakespeare. Nothing with a hidden political mes-
sace, which ruled out the ather half Ar length, they sertled an The
Importance of Being Earest, with roles allocared by a draw of owigs.
And so it was that, against all probability, Captain Peter Ieachey of
the 2/26% Rartalion found himself making his staoe debur ar the age
of thirev-six in the role of Cecily Cardew, perhaps the hirst man over
six foot tall ever to tackle the role.

As he enacts the ritual now, all his muscles relax. His heart-
beat slows, just as it Jid when he stumbled upon it at the first dress
rehearsal. There, amid the ribbing and the ribaldry, some sort of mir-
acle untolded itself in him. He was no longer a starving prisoner, no
longer an officer, a soldier — not even a man, but a beauriful, hubhly
girl, armed with some of the wictiest lines in English licerature.

He found he could preserve thar peaceful srate deep within for
hours afterwards: squacting over o putrtd pic not fic to be ¢alled
[atrine; squeczing nits between what was left of his thumbnails; held-
ing up a companion too 11l to stand at roll call. All the while his mind
lingered samewhere in that perfectly civilized place.

Lady Bracknell {{A kithag? — liberties were taken with the

text, which had been reconstructed from memaory by a professor of
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English literature) was a Welsh gunner barely respectably over five
foor. Ernest and Jack were twins from Gundagai who'd joined up on
the same day. Gwendolen was a notoriously dour quartermascer from
Dundee with a previously undececred flair for comedy, and the Rev-
erend Chasuble was an atheist Marxisc who had once scored chree
trics for Enoland. The play had been a aiumph.

None of the others ever made it home.

It is almost done. Though he daes not know it, he is beautiful
like this — features fine and strong, mouth vivid, eyes glimmering
with old sorrow, From the kithae he draws the crimson satin — a lace-
edged slip with straps so fine he has to be careful not to tear them
away from the hodice. [t slithers easily over his chin frame, transtorm-
ing him inch hy inch with its cool caresses. The touch of silk soothed

him chen, and soothes him now.

Alter the final performance, belore the costumes had to be sur-
rendered to the guards, he cut two inches off the hem of Cecily's
dress. He kept the strip of pale green silk rolled up dghtly, thin-
ner than a cigaretre. It fitted easily inside the hollow leg of his bed,
and he had perfected the arc of retrieving it and restoring it co its
place unseen. A relic of the feminine — the rouch ot the women he
loved und missed — the feel of this token, neither harsh nor threat-
ening, sustainad him. It became a secrer talisman of tenderness in
a place in which all renderness was punished, and expressed only in
axtremis — smuggling an cge for a fellow who was nearing blindness
from starvation; murmuring a prayer with another as vou held him
on his way to death in your arms.

He perferms the ritval now by way of offering: to those whe didn't
malke it; to the self that survived, and the self that died in the camp.

He makes his way out into the evening and straigheens up, scan-
ning the sky for the first glimmer of the Southern Cross, niangulatng
the then and the now by fixing his eyes on the constellation that has
wirnessed hoth.,
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BONNIE PASSED ANDY another pebble. ‘Come on. As hard as you
can.’

Andy hurled it with all his strengrh, making harely a dent in the
red dirt. He was trying again as Matt pulled up in the ure and came
o join them.

‘Whar are you rwo up rol’

We're seeing how hard you have o throw semething to bury it
in the greund like tektites are,’ said Andy.

‘Any luck?

‘1t's hardly fair,” said Bonnie ‘I was just explaining how they hirt
the earth so hard you can find them a foot or more under the ground.
It can take thousands of years for them to surface — by erosion, floods,
wind.” She rousled Andy's hair: ‘Luckily for geologists, noching scays
huried forever.

‘Bonnic hrought me a new one. And some chrysocolla, and mal-
achire. And azurice. Come and look!” Andy peinred ro the verandah
table. *Sce the beauditul blues and greens? That's from copper.’

Mart picked up aslice of rock, one side polished to o glassy sheen.
There were swirls of blue and turquoise, uloramarine and navy, with
an occasional vein of brown, Other samples had been planed into

random shapes, with an explosion of brilliant hues.
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Andy handed Matt a magnitying glass to examine the minuscule
crystal caves pitring the surfuce.

You found this here?” Mact asked Bonnie.

‘No. One of our copper mines, further norcth.” She stroked a
sample with a thumb. ‘Srrange, (sn't ir? All these dazzling colours are
cnused by light, but thoy were never meanc to see lighcacall ... You
have te defy hature to discover their beauty.”

T'd never thought of it like that before,” said Matt, picking up a
small hlack pellet. “Tektite?” he asked Andy

Yeah.'

‘Sute it’s not a sheep dag?” Mate rolled the sphere becween his
fingers. ‘Pretry boring, compared to the coloured ones ..

No!’ exclaimed Bonnie. ‘They're the best of all’

Matt looked dubious.

‘Tmagine whar they've been through! People used ro think rhey
were melcor fragments, or cven bits of the moon, bucthe Tacest theory
is that they're terrestrial. Picture it — vou're a hit of dire, just sitring
around, minding your own business, when ham! a meteorite slams
into you, and you're flune hundreds of miles above the earth's atmaos-
phere. Then you hurtle back down so tast that the friction melts you,
campletely re-forms vou, and you hit the ground so hard that you
bore down into it, knowing you’ll probahly never surface again . ..
Changed forever in an instant.’

Andy reclaimed rhe rekrite from Mare, who seemed ro blink
away a rhought betore asking, *‘Are you going to peg a claim up near
the Toke?

Bonnic hesitated, “You know — sensitive information. Not ming
to pass on.’

‘I don't want to know anything you don't want to tell me,’ Mart
said, He eyed the progress of the sun. ‘T'd betrer get going, Just came
back for some more wire. I'romised Bab Sowerby ['d help fix a bic of

houndary fence with Maundy Creek that’s come down.’
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Andy gave him 2 quick ‘Byve’, and rurned o Bonnie. “Will vou
y g q \ v
help me earalogue the new samples?

Mact laughed. ‘Tl miss you, too, Soot!’

In Andy's room, instead of getting out his collection, the boy handed

Bonnie a letter, and pointed. ‘How do you say this word?”

Dzar Andy,

My dad can't work now. He has a thing called ‘mesotheliomsa’.
Some of the wimion say it is because of ashestos, but the company say
it is heceuse he did not wear the proper elothes they gave him and
the sk, Bue in is too hot fov the clothes, so they juse wear shores
and they say they cam not breathe properly with the masks.

He plavs cheguers with me and « cavd game called Briscola. My
mum cries o lof. 1 am saving prayers for him so he will get better.

My mum bought a camera. I am enclosing a photo of my family.
If yone have ome of you and your dog Rascal please send it.

Yours sincerely,

Harry Badger.

Bonnie ook in the phato. A smiling, deeply tnned licde boy
with long, dork eyclashes and higgledy-pigeledy teeth; a baby girl in
his lap; and, en cither side of him, o woman with shore dark hair and
pain in her eyes despite her simile, and a man with a saunt, lined face.
Iis hand grips his wife's on the baby's blanker.

A chill ran through her

Andy tolded the lecter into its envelope, then rurned o Bonnie,
on the verge of a question.

“What!" she prompred.

“Neorhing.”

‘Go on.’

He didn't look up. You're looking for ashestos here, aren’t vou?”

e
rd
L



‘Amongst other things.

*So do vou reckon the union's righr, or the company’s righr?’

‘Not sure, Andy. There are different opinions.’

‘But . .. if there's a crocidolice mine on Meredith Downs, will [
get sick?”

NWe're o very long way from putting in an actual ming, kiddo. |

wouldn't stort worrying just yet.”

It was one thing to see numbers on a page. [t was another to see
the face of a man wha's almost certainly going to die. The medicos
seemed to think it was probably safe enough, with procective gear
and fltered air. Seill, thought Bonnie as she drove back to camp,
she'd raise it with Unele Regeie; maybe ask around at the big mining
conference she was due to artend in Sydney in Januarv, And she'd
gef them ro run the numbers again on the recurn on invesrment for

this project.
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UNLIKE THE EXAMDLE in the post otfice, there were no fly specks
on the Annigoni portraic of the Queen in the Wanderrie Creek
Police Station. [t hung prominently behind the counter, where, on
this November morning, Fete Peachey was applving to add a new
.25/20 to his gun licence.

‘Nice gun,’ said Constable Stidworchy. He looked chraugh the
sight. Just between you and me, I'd make sure oll the details on your
licenee are correct — all your guns listed.” There was a nervous edge
to his voice as he added, “Things have changed since Wisheart's
time.’

‘So I gather,’ said Peachey.

As he completed his inspection, the young constable enquired
about the stock, the gunmaker, whether Peachey thoughr it was good
value, then ticked the box on the form o confirm that it appeared o
be in sate working order. His hand auromarcically added anocher near
rick to the scerton confirming rhat che licenee holder was a “fir and
PTroper person Lo passess a fireorm’.

‘Right,” the constable said. ‘Just need to pop out the back to et
the Big Bass to sign it

‘Don’t you usually siem ic yourself?”



‘New rules. Likes to know what's geing on. All part of his cam-
paign to “clear the morul sewer®™.

"That'll keep him busy.’

While Peachey waired, he rook che rifle from rhe counrer, and mowved
the el back and forth o fow times, esting the smoathness of its glide.
When the constable re-emerged a few minuates later, he was not olone.

M Peachey, is it?" asked Rundle.

The sergeant was examining the licence, with its list of regis-
tered firearms, and Pete asked, ‘All in order”

Fundle read on ror a moment. ‘Sacistactory.”

Peachey put out his hand for the licence, which now listed rhe
new gun, hur as the sergeant returned the paper hooklet, he said,
‘Acrually, I'd like a word wirth vou abour somerhing else, while vou're
here. Mind stepping inre my office?

The serocont disappeared through the door, leaving Stidworthy
to give Peachey a wory shrug,

‘Have a seat,” sajd Rundle, sitting down at a desk with a few
manila folders.

‘Anything wrong?” asked Peachey.

Tust a general query. Help with a bit of local background.’

Peachey gave a2 nod.

You've lived in the distriet a long rime,’ said Rundle.

‘A while. Came afrer the war)

‘Know the locals well, T suppose.’

‘Nort especiolly”

Rundle rapped the point of his penci] slewly on the open folder
in front of him. ‘Bit of a loner then . . .’

I keep myself to myself.’

Pere considered. It was no skin off his nose what sort of a bloke
Rundle was, exceptin one respect: they hoth knew the sergeant could
take away his gun licence it he decided he wasn't ‘it and proper’.

Under the Firearms and Guns Act, the local policeman could make
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his lite hard: scarch his camp, his ure; call cime on his shooring days
alrogerher it he wanred.

‘Know the MacBrides pretey well, though, do you? T hear vou
were friendly with the facher, Philip? When the constable brought
in the form, I thoughr I recomised your name’ He rave another few
taps to the file. “You were the one who found her’

‘Found who! Pete’s mind had raced ahead, but he still couldn't
work out where this was going.

‘The MacBride girl. Rose)

‘Ah. 1 did, yes. Long time ago now.” He sectled hack in his chair,
and offered no more.

Rundle was studving the documents. T'in oa tidy man, Mr
Peachey. Tidy habits. Tidy mind. So you know what makes me
unhappy? Unddy files.’

Pete raised his jaw a fracton.

‘And a few of Sergeant Wisheart's files are a dog's blaody break-
fast, [ can tell you!’

I see)

“You may have heard of some of the irregularities 've come
across! The Ashbrook case, tor example?’

“Neor really.’

Rundle sceepled his fingers. *So ... Rose MacBride. You found
the oirl. Tell me about that.”

The question took Peachey by surprise — the bluntness, the dir-
ectness. ‘What — you mean—Well, she was dead”

“Yes, yes, but what were the details? The details, man? What
tme did you find her, exactly? What was she wearing?” He brushed a
dead morth trom the file. *What stace were her clothes in? File's very
vague. Did you make a statement at cthe time?

Pere rook a brearh. ‘1 rold Sergeant Wishearr everyrhing, Took
him ro see where she tell.”

‘Only, there's nothing in the tile irom you. And no autepsy. No

Inguest.



Feachey thought back to that time, and to the agreed storv
which, by the sounds of things, Wisheart had kept ro. But could he
be sure? He decided to take a risk. ‘Sergeant Wisheart looked into it
thoroughly, as I recall. T wouldn't know about the tormalities. It was
a fall)’

‘So . Pl Host have to take Sergeant Wisheart's word tor chac?
Unless vou'd care to fill in some of the missing details?

‘Not much T can tell you after all these years. The MacBrides are
a poad family, and Reosie was a fine girl)

‘Roste,” remarked Rundle. ‘Not Rose. Close to her, were yvou?”

T'd known her since she was a tot." Pete saw a muscle ewitch in
the policeman’s jaw. ‘Lots of people called her Rosie.”

‘And the hoy’s tather?

‘The father?

“You said vou were very close to her. No idea who the facher of
her child waos?’

Peachey ignored the subtle twisting of the words. “Not sure she
ever told anyone. He took a deep breath, and dilted his head towards
the tower of files. “You're going to have your work cut out if you're
coing back vver all Sergeant Wisheart's cases”

‘Not all. Just a few anomalous ones. [f's never too late to inves-
rdgate, and to right a wrong, That's why ic's called “the long arm of
the law™.

“You mighr need o bring in reinforcemenrs if you're going ro
start policing the past as well as the present.”

Rundle was about to say something, buc stopped. “Well. Shame

vou couldn't shed more light.

When Pete got back to his ute, Strife was waiting eagerly in the pas-
senger seat, and he scracched the dog's neck. “We've got a doozy
there, mate. You wouldn’t give him the bloody fime of day.” The old
dog, sensing something in his master’s bearing, nudged up beside him

until chey were shoulder o shoulder against the world.
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FEW WEEKS after her fruitless questioning of ete TFeachey, Myt-

tle's magnitying glass hovered above a photograph in the back
of the Wanderrie Creek Observer in the ‘Remember When?' section.
Exvery month it reprinted an old article — about a evelone, an official
visie, a sporting event — trom a back number of che paper. Myrrle raised
the magnifier, and then lowered ic tor berrer focus. Yes! Te was her
Rose MacBride, with other hamed members of the Young Pascoralists’
Committee, all pointing at a map of the route the Queen Mother's car
would take during her visit to Perth the following March.

This was the first thme Myrtle had seen a photooraph of Rose, As
well as looking like his uncle, the little boy looked like his mother. She
checked the date. December 1957 . . A tingling at the hack of her neck
made Myrtle put down the magnitying glass. She shuddered, and pulled
the sides of her collar together as inky shame surged through her veins.

Hunching her shoulders, she hugged her arms, almose dizzy wich
the speed wicth which she was seventeen again, soon o give birch.
Nurses scunricd about the ward, muctering stemly to one anather
about Shirley, the girl missing from the bed two spaces down, whaose
baby boy had already been collected by his new parents. "‘Have you
checked the grounds? Looked in the bathroom?' She pictured them all

flowing like a tide out of the door, then eventually trailing back in,
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ashen-faced and tight-lipped, dispensing, under dJuress, pinched
phrases: ‘Fall from the baleomy. Fatal. So unfortunate.”

Shirley and her ‘fall’ . . . Myrtle exaumined Rose’s picture again.
Perhaps she was just jumbling stories. But cthe evening of Shirley's
dearh was rhe firse rime she had been aware of the murkiness wichin
herselt — beneath che fear and che shame, And it had been che fiese
time she could call it by a name: raee.

She remembered Tooking along the ward — there were ten beds,
all but Shirley's occupied, by girls from twelve to twenty-five, coming
to pay a price. Where are the men? she had wanted to scream. None of
us did this by ourselves!

Now, Myrtle went ro the Drawers of Dearh and riproed her fin-
gers across the notehooks, opening the one in which she'd jorced
down decails of all chose MacBride deachs. ‘Rose MacBride. Janu-
ary 1959, Fall ar minc on Meredith Downs, family properry.” After o
moment's hesitation, she added the asterisk thal had been hovering
about in her thoughts since the day she'd first heard the stery.

Where are the men? Where was the man who was living happily
now, years afrer Rosie MacBride had disappeared like Shirley had,
atter her ‘fall’? And that lictle boy, Andrew, who would never know
his mother’s love! There was a man strolling around, possibly right
here in Wanderrie Creek, who'd fathered a child and got off scot-
free, while a girl had paid with her life.

She picrured the men who came inro che post office, and won-
dered, Was it you? She wasn't ac all sure whar she mighe do if she ever
found out. Confront the fellow? Slap him? Denounce him? Or per-
haps just murmur, ‘Tknow,” as she passed him his scamps . ..

As she took up the scissors to cut out the article, a visien of silk
and chiffon came back to her Pete Peachey - . . He'd been hanging
around the MacBrides for years. And who was he butcering up now
with his fancy satin nighties?
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WHEN FIusmrTy DuMPTON visited Meredith Downs for lunch
that December, Lorna asked Matt to invite Bonnie. The dark
dining room held the fierce heat at hav as Lorna passed around plat-
rers of cold meat and salads. As people hegan to ear, Coral glanced
at her hushand, chen tapped her glass wich a fork. ‘Evervone? We're
gaing to have a haby!’

A ripple of surprise crossed people’s faces, and she added, We've
been given the OK to adopt!?

Mart clapped Humpty on the shoulder ‘Good on you, mate!”

As Loma put her olass down after the toast, a thought drew her
gaze to Andy, methodically picking out pieces of gherkin and quar-
antining them on the side of his plate. Funny little beetle. Would he
have heen doing that in another family, had Mrs Blencombe found
him another home? Would he have become a different person? Every
adopred babv comes from a cradle of sadness for someone. She said a
silent prayer for the child who would be given to Hughic and Coral,

and for its ather parents.

After lunch, Andy disappeared on an adventure with Rascal invelv-
ing a home-made how and arrow, and a head-dress of old chook



feathers tor the Jog, while the women went to inspect Lorna’s roses,
leaving Mutr and Humpty in the shade ot the verandah.

You've certainly cheered up since [ saw you last time,” said
Humpry, grinning. ‘I can see why.’

‘Oh hugger off.

You're not going o let her get away are vou, vou spascic?’

Spastic yourself,” Matt replicd, and begon to roll a cigarerte.
‘But the adoption — that's fantastic. You'll make a beaut dad.”

I recken you would too. Hence my previous remark.

Matt's lit match haleed a moment betore reaching the cigaretce.

‘Seriously, what are vou waiting for?” Humpty took a sip of his

beer ‘The hird's ohviously crazy about vou, you dimswir.”
¥ ¥ ¥
Wil

Three days after Humpty's lunch, Bonnie takes in the spectacle of
a flock of budgies — tens of thousands of them in a scarburst around
the claypan luke that's formed after recent unseasonal rain. They'd
begun to arrive jusc after dawn, hundreds at a time, bhuilding up w
this vasr, noisv storm of wings in green and gold. The joy of it, the
limitlessness of this place, makes her feel physically — jusc more. She's
felt so alive since coming to Meredith Downs.

Theough she's not from this country, it speaks to her, just like
rocks anywhere tell you things if you know how to read them. She's
captivated by the creatures thar are so at home here: the thomy devil
she sees scuttling away, its spikes and stripes of ochres and browns
providing life-saving camouflage. A tew feet away lies the dried-up
carcass of an emu savaged by a dingo, the deep teal eggshells empried
of their treasure. The intricare war of survival. The lives lefc behind.

Brearhing in deeply triggers a memory — of the cvening, over rwo
vears age now, that Stewart proposed. The way her heart had scemed

actually to wobble, ond her head spin: chosen by o man who was
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cverything her parenes could hope for, everyrhing her friends would
winr., She remembers rrying so hard ro deserve him: gerting her hair
cut exactly the way he said to; endlessly standing on the sidelines af
rughy pitches in muddy drizzle or of cricker ovals in withering heat;
always dressing so that she was ‘a ¢redit’ o him. As for the pressure
he'd put on her to sleep with him before they gat married . .. She
shivered.

Here, in this expanse of sky and land and tme, she could hardly
helieve what a small lite she'd been living, trying to squish herself inco
an existence as dainty as the high heels he liked her to wear. Bonnie
laughed: Marr MacBride probably didn't nocice if she was wearing
shoes at all, unless there were snakes or thorns araund. Never told
her what to do, what to think. ‘Quiz’. She liked thar he'd christened
her that. She tried o make o survey of the reasons he made her heart
bear faster: she was drawn to the mystery of him, the puzzle. She
wanted to belong, not to him, like Stewart had wanted, but with him.

Sometimes, though, she wished he would hold her a little more
rightly. She burrowed under that thought to find its root ... She
wasn't sure whether . . . whether she had his permission to love him —
that was ic. Couldn't be sure she made him feel che same way he
made her feel whenever she saw him.

There were vmes she felt so sure he loved hen, cven though
he'd never Tet those words pass his Tips. He treated her so mently,
atrentively, when they were together, always waiting to follow her
lead, saying not to rush things. Burt there were times — times he was a
million miles away: as though he barely knew who she was. Terhaps
there was something in him that was simply . . . broken.

She took in the whirlwind of birds again, fewer now. Was she just
imagining things, with Matt! Maybe it was all jusc her own wishiul
thinking. She’d gor it wrong once hefore, afrer all. She burned ar the
memory of the deadening humiliation afrer breaking off the engage-
ment. The awkward, pitying looks, A leose she'd had the gues te do
it. Stewart truly didn't see what she was so upset about; had called

:__.,_l,
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her hysterical, and lecrured her about mountains and molehills and
bad form and spinsters ending up on the shelf.

The budgies had flown off, invisible now as they foraged for
seeds in the wild grasses, leaving che air srill, gquier.

She was running out of excuses ra be ar Meredirh Downs. On
her Tasc visic to Perth, Uncele Reggic had said, “The resules there aren't
sounding too promising, are they, Bonbon? M2l give it a bit longer,
bur it's starting to look like a wild goose chase. T could do with your
help on that bauxite project when you come back from the Sydney
conference.’

The tact was, she couldn't hear the cthought of leaving. Bugger
bloody surveys of reasons. She loved Matt, broken or not. She loved
him and nort the nexr guy, just litke she liked the colour blue and not
vellow, or liked the mste of watermelon and not plancain. It was sort
of chemical. Like capper, always wanring co bond wicth oxyeen maol-
ceules, beeouse it just bloody did.

The light was changing, a dusty pink washing inte the blue as
the sun splashed droplets of light on leaves and an occasiemal gling-
ing quartz iragment. She could only stall Regoie for so long. Bur hell
mirht freeze over before she worked out whether Mart really wanred
to be with her If only he were a sample she could shove into a mass
spectromerer to get certainty.

‘Come on, Edquist,” she <aid aloud. *You're a long time dead.” And
she wished Macr had been rhere ro see the wondrous tlock of birds wich
her; looked forward to relling him abour ir. She rurned her acrention to

the map in her hands, working ouc the distance back te camp.

Wik
Ever since Hughie and Coral had announced their adopuion news,

Lorna had been wrestling with a thought. Of course she wanted

happiness for Mart, but it hadn't been until that moment thac she
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realised how desperarely she waneed ir, and she realised some things
were going o have ro change. Could she find dhe courage, though?

When Bonnie had dropped in a repore thau afternoon, Lorna
had quizzed her subtly about her work and her family and what she
made of life in Wanderrie Creek. Last time Loma was at the post
office, she had only half minded when Myrtle Eedle had made some
knowing remark about Matt and Bonnie ‘getting along very well’ —
seen them at the pictures together, apparenty. Even Neil Tinnett
had made a comment about Mact seeming like 2 new mun since ‘thar
mining girl’ had come on rhe scene.

The nighrs she'd lain awake worrving abour her son ... The
number of tmes he'd come back from social outings she'd engi-
neered, always answering her question of ‘Anyone special there?
with an embarrassed frown. Somcthing about thot Tunch with
Humpty had given Lomma a sense of vrgency. Seo, when Lorna had
mentioned to Bonnie that Mace seemed so happy these days, she was
gratified that the girl blushed. ‘Don’t wanrt to jinx things,” Bonnie
had said.

Now, as Bonnie followed Lorna up and down the rows of beans,
the older woman occasionally stooped ro snip a few and drop them
inro rhe wicker hasker on Bonnic’s arm, ro join the apple cucumbers
and swectcor.

Tt's so nice of you, Mrs MacBride. We're not exactly spailt for
fresh vegetables at camp.’

‘Got to get your vitamins. And do call me Lorna, dear” Though
it still didn't sit entirely comfortably with Lorna, she had to admit
that she liked Bonnie Edquist, for all that she was digaing up the
place lefr, right and centre.

Bonnie tlicked a moneyv spider off the corn. ‘No Andy today?’

‘He's wrapped up in char blessed family rree projecr. Ir's a wonder
he hasn't henr vour car about it

Bonnie shiited the vegetables in the baskee, thinking back te her
promisce of seerecy to the boy. "He — ah, he mentonced something . ..
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Come to think of it, I could probably give him a hand." She men-
tioned her experience with her own family tree; with research.

Lorna had *ralked things over’ with Phil a great deal of late, and
they hoch agreed that Bonnie was good tor Matt. She was even good
for Andy. Now, as she benr down again, Lorna consulred FPhil abour
the whaole business of Rase: what to sav to Bonnic, and when.

She thought back on her mamiage. Te had been one life, not twer:
what Phil knew, she knew, and vice versa.

Lorna could wait years for another suitable girl to come alona
‘There is a tide in the affairs of men . . . If she wanted Martt to have
what she and Phil had had, then whoever he ended up with was
going to have to be told about Rose ar some stage, if only to know to
keep Andy away from the topic.

Lorna dropped some silver beet into che basker and put hoth
hands re rhe hase of her aching spine. ‘It's very kind of vou o offer
to help with the project. Buc. L therd’s something aboul Andy you
need o know.”

“You mean Rose not . .. not being married to his father Yes, of
course, | understand that that's, well, delicate.’

‘It’s — it's not that, Jear. Though you're right, that is delicace.”
She slipped her garden fork into the pocket of her apron. ‘Andy . . .
doesn’'t know the whole storv of how his mother died. Only a handtul
ot people do.’

‘The tall?’

“Yes.' Lorna hadn't rold another human since she'd confessed ir
to Maudic Knapp, after Scrgeant Wisheart had left chac day in 1959,
She consulted Phil again: there could be no un-telling. Could this girl
be trusted? To which Phil's silent response was, You're ¢ good judge of
charactey, love. You decide.

Slowly, Lorna wiped dirt from her palm. ‘It I tell you someching . . .
can [ trust you to trear it in the strictest confidence”

*Of course.”

‘I'm celling you so that—so thar Marr doesnt have o hide it
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from you, and so thar you'll promise to keep Andy safe from ic, if you
help him wirth his projeer.’

The muscles in Bonnic’s jow were tight as wire, her anxiety
arowing, ‘I promise.’

‘Rosie did die in a fall ac the mine . . . butit — it wasn't an acci-
dent. She . .. took her own life.” Lorna gazed in the Jirectien of the
Proserpine ruins. ‘And she — tried to end Andy's life with hers — he
was in her arms. That's how he got the lictle scar near his eye!

Bonnie didn'c breathe, *And Andy has no idea?’

Lorna's eyes glistened. *He's a litde boy!

Ronnie couldn't reply.

‘So, if vou do help him wich che project, vou'll wear kid gloves if
he asks about his parents. Don’t go putting questiens in his head or
encouraging ancs whose answers would ruin his life.

Still, Bonnie had no words. Her heart raced as she thought back wo
her conversation with Martt about her cousin Bernice: it felt so fatuous.

‘Tl ler Matt know we've spoken,’ said Lorna. She eved the angle
of the sun. ‘Berter get this into a box for you and get vou on your way.
Not much light left.’

When Bonnie rald Marc abour the conversation a few days Tarer,
she soid, T wean't mendon v agoin ... T can’c begin o imagine how
you've coped.’ She stroked a small blister on his thumb. ‘T wish T
could change it for you.”

Wil

1 24 December 1969

Dear I Larry,
Thank you for your letter of the tenth inst. I hupe your dad is

hetter.



This is ¢ secret 5o please don't tell a sole. I might find my father
soon. It s hard because there are two people it probably is. One
is our voo shooter My Peachey whe is old but nice. He is good at
shooting and 1 am oo so we are dalike. I am doing swrveylance om
him. The ather pevsan is called NMiles. He s voyal oy semething and
good at evicker and probably lives in England.
Docs vour dad like you and what should T do so that my dad likes
me when I discover him?
Yours sincevely,
Andy MacBride

BX. Remember it is TOP SECRET
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THE WIND HAS been dancing over this land forever: gentle breezes,
mischievaus willy-willies, fierce storms — all have shaped and
reshuped the place now called Meredich Downs, Whispering through
erass and whistling through flywire, it tells its timeless story. Once
in a while it roars through in a rerrifying vortey, like the cyelone
thac hir nearly two weeks afrer Humpry Dumpron’s wisit, and was
as violent as it was unforeseen. The warnings from the Burcau of
Metecorology were for districts further west, bur, as cyclones some-
times do, this ene — Linda — had changed her mind at the last minute
and rampared inland. She might have been almost welcomed had
she brought blessed rain to make the ancient rivers run and the frogs
spring up from underground and the earth sprout green. Instead, she
was the rarer kind thar broughrt only winds — solid air thae flattens
all before i, hurling trees and buildines and mills like a rasing giant.

Bur first came the dead calm.

The serange red-grey sky, heavy and sall, was rhe earlicsr signal
that semething was coming. The air felt charged with electriciy;
the birds fell silent. Matr and the station hands did their best e tic
down equipment near the homestead that would otherwise become
missiles: closed shed doors and tin shucters; then headed to their

respective guarters to hunker down. Lorna had filled the bath with



water, along with the sinks and basins and as many jugs and buckets
as she could iind — the homestead rainwater tanks were old and
might not hold. She got Andv co fill all the oil lamps and gather the
boxes of candles and matches. By 3 p.m. che sun was a pallid glow
thar had burrowed ro safery behind the clouds, ro warch just whar
the approaching wind was going to do.

What it did was destroy: blast, shatter, lash. Tt hurled dtsclf at
everything that stood above the around, twisting mills, pecling tin off
the roofs of some of the sheds, while Mart, Lorma and Andy satin the
kitchen listening as it strained ro gec at them. When the aerial mast
crashed to the ground, they were completely cut off from the outside
world. There was nothing to do but wait. And hope.

Now and then, a thump or a elang would punctuare the buftering
of the wind, bucif Andy tricd to peer ourstde, Lorna would warn him
away from rhe windows, knowing cach pane of glass could hecame
lethal. Matt and Loma bad been through coundess cvclones, but — os
their silent looks to one anather acknowledged —hever one as savage
as this. Though to Andy, Lorha would say, TEll pass, Beetle. Things'll
be all richt by tomorrow.” And Martt would go back to testing him
on minerals wich the help of that bible, Jinior Geology, When the
boy inally went to sleep on a mattress under the table, they sat up
all night, taking it in turns to doze, Lorna knicting and Mate brows-
ing The Countrwnan, while his choughts were dragged constantly to
Bonnie, and ro her erew. There had been no means ro contacr them
when the srorm hic. Though the caravans were sturdy, they were
hardly builc to weather this.

But Hollamby Mining had deep pockets, and years of experience
in the cutback. Best case was that head office would have taken ne
chances about the cyclone’s path, and sent instructions in advance
to shut down the site and head into town undl it had blown over.
Worst case was that Bonnie had decided she wouldn't be beaten by a
stupid eyclone, and that every drill hit and core sample and pipe had

heen turned inro weapons against her.
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As the world swirled around Macr, so ic rumbled wirhin him. His
thoughts kepe oscillacing berween Andy, ar least safe tor now, and
Bonnie, whe was somewhere cither in harm's way or ouc ol it he had
na way of knowing, When he told his mother he had to go and check
on the miners, she said, ‘You'll never reach them in this. You won't
be much rood to Bennie dead.” Then her face had sottened. ‘She will
have gone to safety. She's sensible, that one’

As the night wore on, sensations within him grew and merged
and formed a clear realisation — he couldn't bear the thought of any-
thing happening to Bonnie. He couldn’t bear the thoughe of life

wirhour her

The nirht had passed somehow, and evenrually the wind feathered
to an inhocent breeze.

By morning, the inside of the house had undergone a trans-
formartion: erit had blusted down chimneys and swirled under doors,
tound the slightest gap in any window frame, and insinuated itz way
inro every cupboard, even berween stacked plares, which now rasped
ro the touch. Every surface was caked in dusr and fine sand, like an
emery board: the collars of Mat!'s shires, the pockes of his jackeus in
the wardrobes, the socks in the drawers, the pillows, the lampshades,
the keys of the piano. Even the face of Old Wally glistened with fine
siliva, though somehow he managed ro chime the hour just the same.

When Martt ventured outside in the bruised early light, he was
struck by a change in the colour of his car. A finger traced through
the dust on the bonnet revealed bare metal: the cyelone had sand-
hlasced the windward side of all the vehicles, stripping away the paint.

Maost of rthe sheds were inmacr, though wirh sheers of meeal
missing here and there. The old tink stinds for the homestead had
survived., But when Mate tried ro get the generotor going, it had
seized up, completely filled with grit.

H)
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The first job was to get the wireless aerial back up, which with
the help of a couple of the boys was achieved by mid-morning. Lorna
used the whistle to send the emergency trunsmission tone to make
contact outside their usual time slog, o ler the Flying Doctor know
they were safe. She in rurn lisrened ro the repores of who'd heen hirc
by the cyelone and who'd been spared. There had been deachs — o
couple of well-sinkers whose truck had been crushed by a falling tree;
one of the jackaroos on Termite Plains who'd had an artery severed
by a sheet of flying tin. Just as MNatt was pushing a note in front of
Lorma to get her to ask about the Hollamby crew, the operator said,
‘Hang on. Telegram for vou. “All safe in town STO Bonnie STOM
You? STOP””

Sl

The relief that had flooded through Martt ac hearing the telegram was
banished by the sight chat greeted him when he drove with Lorna
and Andy to inspect the dumage beyond the homestead. The wind
had corrugated the roads like claws seraped through flesh. Everv
rrough was clogged wirth sand. Some of rhe mills were down, a few
completely flat or falded in half as if bowing. The rmain gauges were
full, not of water, but of corth: there had been barely a drop of rain. Tt
took Matr a while te wark out the other impact — so biz it was hard
to take in. About five inches of topsoil had simply disappeared. For
decades, sheep, with their sharp teeth, had been chewing down vege-
ration much lower than cattle could, uprooting plants altogecher
Their small hooves had broken the delicare ground that had heen
naturally webbhed by a million fine invisible roots. Now, the earth
had heen carricd off as if bv a chief, smuggled to che claypans or
the clift sides, piled up againse fences and the sides of sheds, or car-
ricd hundreds of miles to descend as a gossamer mist in the desert.

Those plants in the path of the wind thac had not been wrenched out
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complerely were now exposed ro rhe ends of their roors, at the merey
ot the desicearing air.

When the family (mally pulled up back at the homestead hours
later, Mottt gave o decp sigh, and leaned his head on the steering
wheel, defeated, bewildered.

“We'll get through it, Mattie,” said Lorna. “We've got through
worse than this.”

Wil

Late that aftermaoon, as Matt approached the Hallamby campsite, it
ook him a moment to wotk eut what he was seeing. One of the cara-
vans had been upended, and leaned against a collapsed drilling rig
like a drunk propping up a bar. The tubulur core samples strewn abour
reminded him ot the coloured sprinkles Lorna put on cakes. Then, as
though somcone had drawn a line, che other side of the camp, includ-
ing rhe earnavans and a Land Rover, was urrerly untouched.

He got cut of the car e inspect the damage. Hands on hips,
the wing of his sunalasscs in his mouth, he righred a tin of powdered
milk with his tee, took in the smashed mugs and sauce bottles thar
the wind had flung about. Hell This was eoing to take some putting
hack together

As he reached the corner of the mangled caravan, he saw the
silhouette of someone sitting on an oil drum, unlacing a hoot. Then
came a roar. ‘Argh! Come on you bastard bloody stone! Get ouc of
my hloady shoe! T haven't gor time tor your crap roday. Bugeer oft!)’
Bonnie shouted, and hurled it aver her shoulder in disgusr.

When her eyes alighred on hMace, she ran to him. He hoisced
her up onto his waist and locked her in his arms, squeezed almost as
tightly by her

He mave her a long, ureent kiss, then lowered her to her feet and

pulled her in to him.



‘How's the homestead? Lorna and Andy OK? asked DBonnie
eventually. She took in the smushed core samples, the mangled
equipment. ‘Bloody hell . . °

“Your crew’ll be able to put things back wogether. I'll get some of
the hoys to help, if vou like,” said Mate.

Bonnie looked at him, then looked away. “Too late

‘That's not the Bonnie Edquist T know. Where's thae bloady-
minded derermination?”

‘T ... The search results haven't been as promising as we'd
hoped ” Martt’s eyebrows arced in a question, and Bonnie satd, ‘11
shouldn't really be telling vou. We haven’t made any announcement
to the stock exchange or our investors yer ..\

‘About whar?’

W would have been packing up anyway . . . This is just the last
straw. I've been ealled back ro Perrh: char's why we were all in the
mecting in Wanderric Creck. The company’s made a big bauxiwe find
near the border Uncle Reg wants me to go and have a look, as seon
as | pet back from the Sydney conference.’

Matt's body was reliving last night: the terror at the passibility of
harm coming o Bonnie. Now, the tide of relief chat had swept over
him at seeing her surged out again just as quickly. As if he'd had anv
right to feel like chat, To imagine she might scay.

His gaze was fixed on the drill rig. ‘How long have vou heen
planning on leaving?’

Tr's more a quesrion of how long I've heen trying ro stay ..

Whae?

‘For a smart bloke vou can be prerey slow on the uprake, Mare . L
Bonnie picked up a dented Thermos, save it a shake, then ler it drop
as she heard the braken glass inside it. ‘T think you . . . just don't like
taking risks.’

‘Pve honestly gor no 1dea what you're tulking about,” said Marr,
but his heart had picked up pace.

Well, you work ic ouc. Why would I have wried o stay here!”
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‘For your work.’

She slapped her forchead. ‘Agehh! There you go again, Always
leaving iv to me to make the running .. Taking in the upreoved
trees, the sand banked up against a row of toppled oil drums, she
said, Tf T stayed here longer, it wouldn't be for my job . . It'd ke
because somenne had been silly enough to ask me to.* She turned o
him. ‘Brave enough to ask me . .’

Mate took a few steps away but she clasped his arm. 'Stop. Don't
pretend you don't know whar 1 mean.” She looked into his eyes. *Just
for onee, can you let your guard down, Matthew MacBride!”

Mare felr the sudden hear in his checks. T — I've got ne right o
ask you o stay .. He watched o single wisp of cloud, cvaporating
before his eyes. ‘T couldn’t make vou happy in the long run.’

‘And here's me thinking we already were happy.”

Marr picked up a mug thar was still in one piece, and putit on
an upturned crate. ‘Thaven't had a . . . astraishtforward life, Bonnie.”

Bonnie took the mug and brushed the dust off with a thumh as
she spoke. 'l understand that people you've . . . you've loved . . . have
just disappeared without warning, Mavbe you think T'll disappear
oo, but I won't. I understand that vou've been through more than
anyone should have ro L)

‘There's staff about me yvou don't know, Bonnite. And it you
knew it, you'd run a mile.

CUSeuff. We've all got stff ! T know you're a good person,” she
said. ‘T know vou love your family - . . And even though icd kill you
to say it, [ think maybe you . . . sort of love me.”

Something in Matt collapsed at the ruch of it — hearing ic aloud.
Then he rurned away as images flashed through his mind — hospitals
and cradles and coffins . . . and rain — rain hammering on a tin toof.

RBonnic said, ‘T'm willing ro risk ir if you are . ..

So vulnherable, bur so bloady fearless, this girl. 6 she had the
cuts to jump then maybe he could imd them we. *Quiz . .. Stay. Scay
for—for always.” He forced himself to press on. Marry me?’
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F{JR SERGEANT RUNBILE, the only consoladon in the approach of
another Wanderric Creck summer was the knowledee that it
brousht him closer to his return to the ¢ity, with a lawn he could
mow and a cholece of wireless stations and no damned roannas wan-
dering into the kitchen.

When he entered the post otfice that December atternoon,
having spent days dealing wirh the attermath of the eyclone —
assessing damage to roads, putting up ‘Danger’ signs where sheers
of tin had hlown off the hospiral root, passing on reporrs of stranded
travellers — his mind was on posting his Christmas parecls {unavoid-
ably Tate) to family in Mclbourne, He was full of envy of the coaler
day they'd be having, perhaps even with gentle rain; the cheice of
productions of Handel's Messich they could attend . . Blinking, he
realised that Myrtle Eedle had asked him a question as she weighed
the packages.

‘I've been giving more thought to vour guestion abour Rose
MacBride and her hoy.”

[nstandy, he was back in this post office, alert.

As he warched, rhe rage thac had been simmering just below the
surface for so long in Myrtle Ecdle found 1ts way out, nat in an explo-
sion, but in a leak through a crack. 'On a soiedy confidential basis,
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[ wonder it Mr Peachey, rheir roo shooter, might he able ro help you
wirh your inquiries . .

Rundle eved her obliquely. ‘If vou've gor specilic informatdon . .

‘Call it wemen's intuition.’

“You're saying, what? That Peachey's the boy's father?

‘Tt would explain why he'’s always staved at Meredich Downs.
And 1 suspect she's not the only girl he's carried on with around here.’

NWhy's that!

‘Let’s just say some of his parcels are expensive gifts for women.’

“Tor be clear, Mrs Eedle, you think he could have somedhing co
do with the girl’s dearh?’

“You don't always have o lay a inger on someone to take their
life away.’

Rundle wondered obout this woman, with her perm and her
locket and her ‘intvition’. ‘Are you making an accusation?”

FHer tone was suddenly light again. ‘Tleavens, no. Just trying o
he helpful. Tragic that a child should never know its own mother.”
She profiered the bowl of toffees. ‘Butrerscoteh? For Gavin and Pam?”

The policeman took his hand from his pocket, then stopped.

Ic'll only roc their teech.’

Bloody mosquitos. Rundle slapped ac the one on his neck, buc his
clbow knocked rhe radiogram and scrarched the record, making ir
srick. He genrly raised rhe arm, blowing duse off the needle, then
lowered e to the beginning of Toscea’s Iinal moments, setting up Pue-
cini’s soprano ence more to throw herself off the paropet. Her last
notes came almost like a wild scream, and he imagined her plummert-
ing, as the orchestra brought back the soaring theme about the stars
shining.

The howling of a neighbour's dog drageed him back from the
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shimmering Rome sky to Wanderrie Creek. To the heat. To the
dust. He switched off the lamp and ler the moon drape irself over
his lap as the record player arm lifted with its familiur series of clicks,
the opera done, the woman dead, justice evaded. She had, after all,
killed 2 man. Even so, the music never failed o ger o him.

He tapped his fingers on his knee as he censidered che file on
Rose MacRride. The last eme in that wrertched filing cabinet. He
would bet Wisheart hadn't given it a sceond thought since the day
he'd dumped it there. No good wondering what Wisheart thought
abourt it, thourh — he and his wite had sold up and ‘cone travelling’
atter her cancer diagnosis. Rundle hadn't been sble to trace him.
Thar Dr Raiferty hadn't been much help, either. Said he'd signed
the dearh cerrificate and left the rest up to the sergeant. Nothing to
suggest it wasn't just a tall, buc how she came o fall he couldn’t say.
No, she hadn't waneed o go back o Meredirth Downs afrer rhe haby:
probably posepartum depression. Neo, he couldn’t speculate about
the father Yes, Pete Peachey had been a fairly regular presence at the
station — had been since the war,

Then he thought of probabilities: the numbers never lie. The
father of that baby probably was someone local, Likely not a type who
could have waltzed oif to church with her when she found out she
was expecting, otherwise he would have, The chances ot the girl fall-
ing accidentally, carrving a haby with her — well, they weren't high.
The chances she was killed inrenrionally by someone else and rhat
Wisheare rurned a bBlind cve — well, they weren't high cirher, Thar
wosh’t the sorc of thing Wisheart had lee through o the keeper in the
other eases. Suicide itselt was o crime, of course, bur the penalry for
succeeding was academic.

One more full moon before his time here finished. One more
case before he could make a clean sweep of the Misc. {Defunct)
s. The truseration that was never fur below the surface bubbled up
again: this place, these people, this cosy approach of picking and

choosing which laws to obey.
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Call ica gur feeling, Call i a cheorv. Pere Peachev definicely knew
mote than he was lerting on, Rundle rapped his fingers again, Mise.
{Dcfunce) ... The words pulled av a threod, and he wandered w the
record shelf. By the milky light he picked out an album — Palestrinag's

Missa pro defunctis. hMass for the dead.
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BO.\'NIE saT ON the grass beside the river ih Pepperminge Grove,
watching the ivary sails of the boats in the twilight race cruising
sedately in the absence of the usual stiff sea hreeze. She'd walked the
few blocks from her parents’ house — the family Christmas celebra-
tions relt so cooped up, after Meredith Downs. In 2 couple of days,
she'd leave for the mining conference in Svdney. Then back — to
Mact, and announcing their secret news.

She thoughe again of her drive back from the station four davs
ago. As she had watched rthe passing rrees and fences and mills —
some wrecked, others untouched — she imagined looking at Meredith
Downs one day like Loma must see it — layered over and over with
memary, with belonging.

She had come to the river to think. Not about Matt, but Andy.
She had raken to heart Lorna’s warning about the family tree. Kid
gloves. She'd given the boy some pages about Brinleys and Quorties,
some of which information he ulready had, some not. He was particu-
larly pleased to get coples of a few grainy photographs of men with
starched collars and bushy beards. She’d hoped that mighe satisty him.

But then, afrer she'd said goodbye to Macr, jusc as she was driv-
ing off, Andy had chased atter her on his bicyele, and cought up
as she was closing the first gate. He presented her with o sizeable
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dumbhell tekrire — one of his mose prized, she knew, thar he'd tound
on rhe searion himself, Afrer making her cross her hearr and hope
to dic il she wold, he'd handed her the envelope she now held in her
hands. A note, from that Miles fellow to Rose MacBride.

Bennie mraced her fingers over the thick paper Tt was hardly a
smoking eun . .. but it was something. She thought back to their
argument in the cave — Matt warning her not to encourage Andy's
hunt for his tather; how he didn’t want the bov upset or let down. Buc
surely it could only kel Andy o know who his father was? Imagine
having jusc a question mark there all your life. Poor kid.

[t she'd gor rhis note when the bov had first asked for her help,
she'd have telo differently — icwase't her place ot her problem then. Bac
now, Andy wos soing to be family. And, as erazy about Matt as she was,
she thought his approach to the whole father question was plain wrong.

Withy this note, maybe .. maybe there was a middle around:
maybe Andy wasn't looking for a needle in a haystack, after all? Lord
Miles Whartsit could be back in England hunting, shooting and fish-
ing, now with a wite in twinset and pearls. Not the worst father a boy
could have.

Andv’s pleading face hovered in her memory, then Marr's
frown . .. Bur if all she did was find our wherher chis Miles was scill
around, and where ... She'd probably tarn up a blank anyway ... No
point even mentioning it vet. ‘Cross that bridge when vou come to it
as Uncle Regrie would say. If she did find something, well, then she
could rell Mact, and leave it entirely up to him to decide what to deo.

In Andy’s pusition, would she rather know, or not know? She’d
choose knowledge, every time.

Bur there was unother reason. Mayhe it would life the burden
Martt carried. She loved this man. She loved him so much that the
idea of being awav from him for the nexr few weeks made her ehesr
hurr, like helding her breach for roo long, And if there was anyrhing
she could do to bring him happiness, cven ific was in spite of himsgli,
she'd do it
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A\ PeTE's Gak neared Proserpine Ming, Strife gove o bark. Some-
thing was different. Pete squeczed his eyes tight shut for o
moment, but there was sdll a police car parked heside the low wire
ferice. “What in God's name's he doing here?’ Pete murttered o the dog.

IFulling up, he saw Sergeant Rundle pacing about the entrance
to the mine; syuinting down it with a torch; taking in the slant of the
bleaching sun. Peachey left his engine running — the chiller van wuas
full of carcasses. The dog followed him ouc, sounding a low growl atc
the srranger who now approached, wiping swear from his forchead
and slipping his hac back on o rectify his uniform.

Moming,” the policeman said.

Pete looked about. “What brings vou out this way?’

As if he'd heard nothing, Rundle eyed Peachey's trailer, toak in
the rhythmic tap-tapping of blood into the dire below it. ‘Messy, your
line of work . . °

IPete angled his hat brim againse the glare, and sized up the cop,
as Strife sat alert at his flank.

‘All thac killing,” Rundle said quietly as he began a circuit of the
vehicle, inspecring rhe tread on the ryres, che regisrrarion plares, the
licensing cransfer on the windscereen. Pete breathed slowly: the man

would imd nathing out of arder, but sell, he was wary,
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Inspecrion complered, Rundle flicked his head in rhe direcrion
ot the mineshafr. ‘Seo, this is where ic happened?”

‘Ah. That what this is about . . ." said Pete.

Rundle pushed down on the wire, and headed o the mine open-
ine Mind coming here a minure?

Fete looked at Strife. “You stay here, fella,” he said, and strode o
join the policeman at the mineshatt's edge.

‘I wonder if you were as helprul as you might have been, when
we spoke at the station . ..

‘About whart, in particular?”

‘Abour the MacBride boy's tarher, for a scarr.’

“What the hell's that got to do with anything?’ asked Pete, wich
genuinge surprise.

‘He's the key to the jigsaw.”

TJizsaw? Rose's death wasn't some game.”

‘Far from it . . ." Rundle examined the mine edge again. ‘Maybe
the girl did fall. But maybe . .. she jumped.” He fixed Pete with a
direct gaze, alert for any flicker. *Or maybe the boy's father didn’c
want to be unmasked, and gave her a nudge.”

Pete asked steadily, *You gor anv evidence tor chac?’

Rundle peered inro the void. "Down there, was she?’

Yes!

‘And you just happened to be passing, after she fell?!

“Yes. Saw the car’

‘Passing the middle of bloody nowhere .

“This is une of the best roads on the property — from the days
of the old mine. Sdll becter driving than most of the other oacks.
I'd taken a shortcut across the paddock: came out here. Nothing
unusual about that!”

‘No one else around? The brorher? The mocher?”

Pere lowered an evebrow, and Rundle wenre on, ‘Just vou, and
just your word for it — that you weren't wich the girl when she died.”

Pete stayed silent, weighing up what was coming next.
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‘How do I know vou didn't kill her?’

There was real concern in Pete’s voice as he asked, ‘Are you feel-
ing all right?” The policeman’s expression pressed the question, and
Pete said, *“Whar, so I'd push her and the babv down the mine and
then be stupid enough ro prerend ro find her!? And rescue the baby
I'd sapparently just oied to bump oft? What a lat of rot!”

Tsac?

Rundle thousht af the neatly stacked files on his desk; of the
notes he'd started writing for his successor; of the planned holiday in
Melbourne before taking up his new post in Perth: a rest match ac the
MCG with Gavin. Then, like a piece of lint on his parade uniform,
he pictured the one remaining Misc. {Defuner) file: ‘MacBride: Rose
Annahel’, and thar familiar, intangible itch returned. ‘Let’s see ahout
that, once I've questioned the MacBrides.

The muscles in Pere’s neck rensed. *You'd really drag them
through thac girl’s deadh again?

TE T have to)

You don’t have to do any of this. T hear vou're moving on
soon.’

Rundle barked at him, “You don't get to tell me my dury, Peachey,
and strode toward the fence, then turned. "Which way is ic”

N hich way is what!?”

"The damned homescead!’

Pere rook his rime joining che policeman at his car.

Nell? Rundle demanded.

Strife gave a whine. The only other sound was the compressor
of the chiller van, strugsling against the rising heat, A large red pool
now scabbed beneath the trailer, flies olitrering like heads.

Pete kept his eyes on the blood. “What do you want, sergeant!?
Really™

‘Really?” Rundle hurled his har through the car window, then
sank to his haunches, back against the door ‘1 want a fair go. A fair

sociey Fairly bloody exercised laws.’
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‘And how is interrogaring the MacBrides going ro achicve thar!?
You eall it jusrice o drag rhat poor family back co the worsr cime of
their lie?

T call it the law.”

Pete planced towards his ute, and Strife took it as permission to
join him, lolloping to sit at his feet, chin up, ready to be patted.

Rundle put out a hand to the old dog, and after a nod trom
Iete, Strite approached cautiously, lecting the policeman pat him.
‘My daughter’s allergic. We can't have a dog.” He rubbed hehind the
animal's ears, under his chin, as he considered his next move.

Quesrioning Peachey was abour as much hloody use as ques-
tioning o cloud. Tt he'd made ic ouc of Changi alive, you wouldn't ger
anything out of him he didn't want to twll you. Rastard. He sighed,
his resolve sapping away, and there was a thin undertone of desper-
ation in his voice as he said, ‘Look. I not a vindictive man. I'm not
a violent man. [ell, I'm not even an unreasonable man. But I need
to know the truch.’

Strife had returned to his master, and licked the hand thar came
down reflexively to pat him. ‘Sounds like you're making a rod for your
own hack raking all chis up,” said Pece.

Tt 1 have o, 'l ger the informarion our of the MacBrides. Bur
if you really do want o save them thay upset .. ." Rundle stood up.
‘Cards on the table: 've ot a theory. Tknow T can't prave it, and you
know I can't prove it. My theory is that the MacBride girl killed her-
self from shame, maybe from post-natal depression. My theory is that
the father of her boy was right here on Meredith Downs — sdill is. 1
think . . . the reason you're still here is chat ic's vou.”

A hungarra rustled through the dirt to get at the flies on the
hlood.

‘Tell me if I'm wrong abour rhar.'

Pere rhought as he warched rhe lizard flick ar the flies wich irs
long tengue. Rundle was many chings, buc he was, Pete judeed, o

man who would keep o promise. ‘And that'll be the end of it? No
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more questions! No further action? You give me your word you'll
destroy that file und leave the MucBrides alone?’

[ give vou my word.’

Pete eyed the mineshaft and its ‘Danger’ sign; eyed Rundle.
“Then [ won't sav you're wrong. And you won't ger anorher word our

of me aboucit, whatever you do.’

When the policeman’s car had disappeared from view, Pete met
Strite’s upward gaze. ‘Don't give me thar look. You den't wanrt that
nitwit giving Mace and Lorna the third degree either It his scupid
theorv lets him close his bloody file, then let him believe it.” He

scratched the dog’s neck. *‘Come on, mare. Let’s get this Lot to town.’
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HE YEAR STUMBLES to a close, and 1970 hegins, as Meredith

Downs gradually emerges trom the wreckage of the cyclone.
Both Andy and Matt miss Bonnie, though neither mentions it. Each
awaits news that will follow her return, though their pictures of what
will he announced vary dramacically.

Larna has heen on o campaign, washing cvery article of ¢lorh-
ing, scrubbing out cvery cupboard in a guest of almost religious
fervour. Bhe will take dominion over her home again, and banish the
dreaded sand that has invaded it. Matr and the hands are stll restor-
ing tences, Jdigeing earth out of water troughs, scrippine and greasing
engines until they roar into life again.

And Andy! He teels invisible: useless — not tall enough, not
strong enough, not experienced enough to be in charge of any of the
work. But as it's Christmas holidays, cthere’s no school work either
Insread, he pracrises on Caramel for rhe gymkhana coming up on
Maundy Creck, where he'll be playing palocrosse.

Sceretly, he still devores his energy to the List. The names always
firmly at the top are Pete Peachey (Esquite) and (The Honourable)
Miles Beaument. Some days he swaps their order, depending en
his mood.



This afternoon, Lorna didn't bat an eyelid when he announced his
plan ro go out stargazing. The sky is gin-clear and will aftord a perfect
view of the passing constellations, and Lorna, happy to see him perk
up after all the turmoil, waves him oft from the verandah.

He cyeles the first rwo miles along the gravel rrack, then leaves
his bike at the gatepost and crasses on foog, dewn towards cthe creck.
It'l be too dark to bring the bike back cross-country, but with the
generator-lisht on the handlebars he'll be all right on the road. The
lizht is leechine from the sky, but Andy keeps his torch in the bag
slung across his back. As he walks, he does a mental check of his
equipment: binoculars, compass, ground sheet, waterbag, plus a box
of matches, just in case. He's left Rascal ar home: Srtrife, Pete’s dog,
would smell him a mile off.

He slows his pace as he nears Pere's camp. Andy knows he's
heen here for a couple of days, and rthac today he rook the chiller
crailer inte town o hand over his kill. Now iUs back, but empuy, so
the compressor’s off, and the only sound is the insects starting their
hight's work.

It you'd asked Andy what he was looking for tonight, what he
hoped to find, he really couldn’t have told you. 1le just wanted to
fnow something: it didn’t really mateer what. He couldn't observe
Miles at first hand — he was relying on Bonnie to follow up rhat clue.
But Pete — Pete was right under his nose.

A creamy glow revealed rhe renr, and as he crepr nearer, Andy
cauld make our a billy on rhe fire heside ir. A few hundred vards
away, he stopped and soundlessly put down his things. He Taid out
the ground shect and sat cross-leooed, raising the binoculars to his
eyes. Tt toak him several sweeps of the area to find his tareer, suided
by the sound of Strife, who had started to growl, possibly at the scent
of Andy on the breeze.

*Sectle down, old fella,” came Pete Peachev’s voice. As Andv
watched, he emerged from the creek, and reached for the cowel

draped over the pole at the rent's encrance.
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You never saw Pere with his shirr off, no martcer how hot he gor,
or how dirry. Nanna Lorna ofren rold him he was welcome o use
the bath at the homestead, but he would reply that he preferred the
crecks. Now, as Peachey turned his wiry body away from the fire to
hang the towel to dry, Andy could see great slashes, dark tiger stripes
that crossed his back, his bottem, and the rops of his thighs. He twid-
dled the binoculars’ tocus: the fire made the marks glow so red thac
they almost seemed to bleed.

Nuked bur for his boots, Pete Peachey mude himself a mug of
rea from the hilly and sat down on an uprurned crate. Beside him
on another crate was a gramophone. Andy quietly shifred oneo his
cutmy, clbows propping up his hands — the binoculars were getting
heavy. Pete put en a recoard: o man singing: Dy love 1s like o red, red
rose that's newly sprung in June ..

Strife joined in with. a whine, and Pete stroked his head cently.
Andy knew the song from the old shellac disc in Rose’s Fruit Crarte.
He had heard Lorna singing it ‘] will love thee still, my Jdear, while
the sands of lite shall run . .. Then she'd sighed, ‘I can’t think why
it came into my head.’

Andy contemplated Pete's scars, and how they would feel o
rouch. He thought abour the List, and Mrs Eedle’s question abour

cle Peachey's givlfriend; uricd to imagine Pete with o Tody .. . with o
baby . .. With Mum. Appalling. Thrilling. He wanted desperately for
it to he true, and to know absolutely that it was not true. He'd played
this came before with candidares at the graveyard, but that was Jif-
ferent: they'd been lying under slabs of cracked concrete with angels
carved above cheir heads.

Andy gave a start as Pere rose and entered his tent. The lamp
hanging inside splashed shadows all around, like a magtc lantern show.
He puc his ficld glasses down, orying o imagine whar Pere mighe be
up o, Checking again a few moments larer, he was shocked ro see a
lady in o dress emerae from the canvas. Tall and scraight ond thin. So

he did have a gifdfriend! The ideo made Andy feel peculiar: excited,



but a bit scared. He grabbed the binoculars: she had no bosoms . . .
and not much hair . .. He fiddled with the focus, but it didn't need
correcting. There, in front of the fire, accompanied by the moon-
light and the man singing abouc his love like a red, red rose, was Pete
Peachey, dressed in a ladv's silk nighrie.

The boy's heart raced as he watched dhie man swoke che fabric,
dancing slowly around, back and forward 1 a waltz, turning occa-
sionally. The singer's voice was tinny, and the arackles on the record
blended in with the clicking of the crickets and the croaks of the
sandgeropers. Peachey moved awkwardly, not with the grace you saw
when he went for a shot — at chose tmes it was like his bodv was
liguid and just hecame one with his rifle. As Andy inspected his tace,
he saw thar Pete was smiling. Tears shimmering on his cheeks, and
smiling at the moon.

Andy's face burned, and he wiped snor trom his nose, then used
his thumbs o clear his eyes of their furious cears. What the hell was
Pete Peachey doing? And what the hell for? He fele stupid, like he
was the ane who'd been caught dressing up as a gitl. He was aware
of a sick feeling of being way out of his depth in the ocean of stuff
grown-ups did.

Andyv needed not to be here. Not to have seen this. Not to have

ever had Pete Peachey on the List at all.
EE

By the ime he's reached his bicyele, Andy has stopped erving. By the
time he’s made it home, he's compaosed himself enough to rell Loma
that stargazing was all right, and that next time he will take Rascal
atter all.

In bed, his mind is all chopped up. He knows what he's seen buc
also knows he hasin'c underscood it He knows he can’t ask anyone
about it without giving away the secret.

He can still feel the anger. Pete's not how he's supposed to be;
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how Andy wants him to be. He's only nice on che outside. On the
inside he's weird, Andy is newly indignane. In faer, whar he is, is
shocked: as shacked as a nunin a brodhel.

By morning, his recling orf disgust has mutated inte something
else: excitement, at having a proper, gigantic new secrer — something
only he knows. Not even Pete Peachey knows he knows.

For days, he carries the secret around, and wakes it out of its
hiding place to consider it, polish it. He practises telling Rascal, work-
ing out different versions to see how they sound out loud. The dog
seems quite happy with all of them. Uldmarcely, Andv decides ic will
he a funny srorv. The roo shoorer is ridiculous. Andy is noc afvaid of
whatever this ts: he is above i, and can Took down on it like Johnne
looked down on hitn for not knowing what ‘bastard’ meont. He writes

his List again from scratch. Pete Peachey's name is expunged.

A Queenslander by birth, when things fell apart after the war, Pete
Peachey had made his way to the opposite side of the country. Thou-
sands of miles; hundreds of days.

“You're not right in the head, Pete!” The look on his wife's face —
disgust wrestling despair — had been burnt into memeory. ‘T don't know
what the Jups did royou . .

Coming home early from a shopping trip with their daughrers,
Pearl had discovered him sitting at her dressing table, putting on her
lipstick, hip bones showing through the silk nighrgown he'd houghr
for her, above his malnourished, hairy legs.

The vounger child, a mere babe in arms when Peachey had gone
off to fight, had gigeled and said, “What are you doing, Daddy?” Then
she'd turned to her mother. ‘A lummy, what's he doing?

Pete could find no words.

There had been no words for any of it. How could anyone else
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even hegin to understand, swhen he himselt couldn’t make sense of
all he’d been through! And the aftermath: the homecoming, the
relief that wasn't; the reunion with ‘his girls’ thar was supposed to
put everyrthing to rights buc didn'c. Pearl had taught the girls w sing
‘My Love Is Like a Red, Red Rose’, and on his first night hack rhey
had lisped cheir way chrough it with their mother’s help, but betore
they'd finished, he soid he had to go ourstde.

T've got to think of the eirls, Pete,” Pearl said a few weeks after walk-
ing in on him. T've wied to help, ied o understand . . But’ — and
here she twisted her wedding ring — ‘I can't have vou doing this
around the kids.

It's noc . .. he stumbled, ‘T wouldn’t ever ..

Buc Pearl would hear no more. ‘I can live with the tacr thar you
won't ralk abour ir. T can live with the face thar you can'c ... owell,
that nothing happens . .. down there .. L any more, But T can’chave o
p—" She tried to smother the word, butit would be held in ne longer:
‘a bervert in the house . .. no matter what you've been through.” She
walked soundlessly to the wardrobe and took down the suitcase she'd
bought for her honeymoon eight years earlier Only ever used that
once. She placed it on the bed. ‘It doesn't mean [ don't love you, Pete.’
She rouched the inner edge of her eye to urrest a tear ‘It just means —
Oh, T don't know. Maybe che Japs won our corner of the war afrer all)’

He hadn’r moved since she'’d come inro rthe room. Sray still. Do
nothitg to actract turcher punishmenc. Above all, never v o cell
them theyre wrong.

She waited a moment to make sure there was no reply coming,
1o last-minute reprieve, but he hung his head and stared at his lap, so
she said, Tl let you get on with packing, then. I'll leave some money

for 2 train fare on che table.”

There were times, when he first came over to the West, picking up

johs houndary riding on stations here and there, our for days at a dme
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in open country, thar he'd camp by rhe railway line, jusr ro hear the
saund of a rrain iF ir passed ar nighe; juse ro know rhere were people
coing aboul their business, heading to welcoming homes somewhere,
perhaps. A safe distance was all he could bear back then.

When Phil MacBride bumped into him at the post office in Wan-
detrie Creek, he recognised Pete rrom Otficer Training Camp, where
they'd been in different hattalions and had gone off to very ditferent
wars. Peachey had turned down Thil's offer of a job as overseer, so
Phil had proposed he do some roo shooting ac the propertv instead.
e can't move for the bloody things — eating the feed, drinking the
rroughs dry . .. You were the best shoo T ever saw,” he'd said, taking
in the gnunt laok of the man, the brokenness he'd scen in pleney of
athers fram the POW camps.

And so it was that Pete Peachey had been looselv stitched back, a
day at a time, into a family, albeit not his own. It had suited him — the
freedom; the privacy; the space; and over the vears a deep, respect-
ful affection seeped into the bedrock of all the lives concerned on
Meredith Downs.



HE GET-TOGETHER AT Moundy Creck, the station nexu door o

Meredith Dowmns, is officially o gytmkhana, arranged by the Wan-
derrie Creek Horsemen's Association. Bob Sowetby from Maundy
is on the committes, so 1€'s his tum o host the event on the ninth
of Januaty, on a bit of cleared ground in a paddock on his boundary
with Meredith Downs. He's damned it he’s going to let a bloody cve-
lone get the hetter of him, and insists evervthing carry on as normal.
The damage is done. ITll do people good o take a break from the
slog of purting sheds back rogecther and locaring sheep rthat've wan-
dered over flattened fences. Thao work’ll be going on tor a long time.
Christ, he still hasn't ot around to hxing the machinery shed that
sot washed awav in the flood twenty years ago.

Whilst there's a poad forty miles berween the homesteads, here
the properties touch. ‘It's only nexr door,” Andy assures Lorna as he
sets off wich Mact.

‘See vou on Monday, Beetle,” she savs, and to Mate, ‘See you
larer tonight.” She gives a thump to the car roof to launch them. *Yon
be a good boy, now,’ she calls through the rising dusc behind che car,

FPeople starc arriving ar these evenrs from Fridav afrernoon
onwards, and usaally recreat somewhat the worse for wear on the

Monday morning. Contestonts think nothing of loading their horses
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inro floaes and trucks and travelling for davs ar the snail’s pace the
animals can tolerare. Enrranrs come from across rthe stare, and even
anc or two itom over the border. Some people bring caravans; a fow,
like Matt, drive the fifey or hundred miles home to sleep in their own
beds at the end of each day, but most just pitch. a tent.

As well as dressage, there are the typical novelty races: tent peg-
ging, bending races, kevhole and the like. A big draw, however, is the
polocrosse competition, played this weekend on a field that's more
dirt than grass, and only just abour marked up with chalk lines. In a
blend of polo, lacrosse and necball, owo teams of six riders with long
lacrosse-nype sticks scoop up rhe hall aca gallop and pass ic down the
ficld to hurl between owo tall goalposts.

Martt ond Andy arrive in time for the welcome barbecuce em
Friday evening. Dead trees have been cut down and corried whole to
the campsite to build fires for cooking and for boiling billies. The mrog
flows freely as peaple compare notes on cyclone damage, catch up en
gossip. A couple of folks have brought guitars and are singing country
and western, though not everyone’s thrilled abour that.

Andy's staying in one of the tents for the junior hoys, picched
a respectable distance from those of the junior girls. Ie's exciting but
daunring to be with so many kids his own age. Some he knows from
School of the Ain recognising nou their faces but their voices. One
or two he's seen in town. For the beginners, they lump the girls and
hoys in together, and a lot of the wirls, pony-mad since they were knee
hich, are streets ahead, as are the kids from the properties that still
muster entirely on horsebac

The juniors are allowed to cook their sausages on cheir own
camphre. Glancing over from the adults’ gathering ffty yards away,
Martt watches Andy share the occasional word with another boy,
and even once or twice a girl. He's aware of a warmreh ar sceing the
kid swimming on his own like thar, then a thoughe oceurs ro him:
tomorrow will be the tenth of January, This is the st time in all

these years that he hasn't noticed its approach. Maybe that's because
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of Bonnie. The idea makes him miss her even more. It's a foreign

feeling — strange, bur good.

After dinner, the kids sat in a circle around cheir fire to cell scarv
storics abour ghosts or people having rheir heads chopped off when
they opened the frone door to o stranger, or murderers perving on
sweethearts at the drive-in, Andy thought it was pretty stupid, but
couldn't help checking the darkness around him, just in case.

When Kelly, the oirl beside him, erabbed his arm with a squeal at
the mention of a severed head in a box, he froze. When she withdrew
her hand, he scaved very still, feeling into the sensation on his arm,
the taster hearing of his heart. He'd noticed her on the polocrosse
field earlier, pracrsing with some of the grown-ups: tackling, passing;
rurning her pony like a spinning rop. He'd learned her name when
a clique of girls had whispered admiringly abour how goed she was.

The skin on Andy’s bare arm sdll buzzed frem her touch, and
made him think of Elizabeth Taylor in National Velvet — which showed
in Wanderrie Creek every yeayr, the older boys whistling and <alling
out sexy comments from the hack. He thought about all the kisses
he'd seen ac the pictures (hardly any, in fact). There was one with
a lady in her undies. He couldn’t remember the resc of the film, just
the undies. He chought back to Bonnie swimming in the dam. Then
an image amhushed him — Pere Peachey in the nighrie. He wiped a
hand over his face.

The seary story session had been Kelly's brainwave, and after o
few more kids had had a turn, she announced, T've got another 1dea.’
Then, it a stage whisper, ‘Let’s play “scorer or dare™

There was a general wide-eyed burble of “Yeah!” from the girls,
who leaned in with scrawny, hunched shoulders. The hoys were less
keen, but didn't have anv becter sugsestions. “We'll take it in turns,’
Kelly commanded. ‘It has to be a proper, juicy secret. And if you don't
tell vone, we can dare you enything”’

Kelly set che bar high with a story abour kissing a boy ac the
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gymkhana ar Mounc Boyd last monch. As his rurn approached, Andy
racked his brains. His rock colleerion was the firse ching char came to
mind. Where he'd found the sample of tancalice, mavbe?

Kelly poked his ribs. “Your cum!’

“Well, I've pot a piece of tantalite in my rock collection. And the
way I got it was a big secret. I said I round it on the ground, but really
I climbed down the old abandoned mine on our place, where I'm not
allowed to go)’

One of the girls had begun rickling the girl next to hers o few of
the hoys were poking the fire with sticks.

‘Is thar ir!’ someone asked.

“Yeah,” said Andy.

There was a ripple of laughter. *Big deal,’” said one of the girls,
but Kelly intervened, delighting in wiclding mercy. ‘You haven't
played before, I can tell . . You can have another oo later, Debbie!
Your rurn.’

Old Ma Sowerby made them all jump as she materialised from
the shadows with a loud clap of her hands. ‘Right, kidlets! Nine
o'clock. Lights out. Early start tomorrow, so bed, now, the lot of vou.’

On the way to his tenr, Andy caughre sight of Matr, approaching
wirh a1 wave. “You righr, mare?’

“Yenh?

T'tn heading home now. Back in the moming. Got everything?”

Andy raised his bottom lip. ‘Foroot my toothbrush ..

“Your teeth probably weon't fall out just this once. T'll bring it
romorrow. 1lave a good night.” Giving a squeeze to the bov's shoul-
der, a scrange feeling went through him. Ah . . . He'd never left Andy
anywhere by himself for a night. Then a second wave washed through
him: the knowing that he wasn’t entitled to the feeling; could never

rell anyone ahour ic,



The next day, Matt was surprised to find a downcast and hesitant
Andy.

‘I don’t feel well. Mavbe [ should go home ..

Whats the matrer!” He inspected the boy's face. Seemad OK.
‘Did somerhing happen?’

Nao. T just — Maybe U'm coming down wich something,” Andy
said, using Loma’s favourite diagnostic phrase.

Matt felt his cool forchead. “Worried about the seratch match?
You're a great lictle rider. You'll be fine.’

Andy’s eyes drifted to the playing field, and Mate followed his
gaze. '‘Oh ... Making their way onto the polocrosse field for the
first chukka of the morning were Johnno MacBride and his arsehole
martes from the Royal Show. ‘I get ic]

‘I'm coming down wich something. Really

Worried chey'll pick on you?”’

No,” Andy insisted; then, ‘Sorvof .. )

Matt bebbed down and put o hand on Andy's sheoulder Johnno
MacBride wouldi't khow if his bum. was on fire. Greg Crimmp's a drop-
kick. Don't let some idiots spoil vour day.” The boy was looking at the
eround, face red, and Matt knew Andy's fears couldn't be Jdismissed
as nothing. “There's family stuff — goes back a long way. The cousins
have had rheir fights about things over the years. Johnno's got a chip
on his shoulder, that's all?

‘OK ...

Andy’s cftorr to be brave gor Marr in the gurs. How long could
he protecthim? How long could he scave off the unkind and the nosy

and the downrighe eruel?

il

Johnno MacBride is indead accompanicd by those older tecammates
fram. the Rovyal Show. As well as Gree Crimp, whom Martt had put
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in his place, there are Snake and Dunce. The tormer is acrually
Tobias Yenning, who carned his nickname afrer surviving a run-in
with a Rrown snake during an episode of acute intoxication. He had
last two fingers fram the venam, but escaped with his life and the
new soubriquet. Dunce, on the other hand, was Bradley Waghom,
an unforcunate Christian name for someone who had never been
able to pronounce his ‘t's, and had to go through lite as ‘Bwadley’,
s0 he actually preferred Dunce. His shooting abilities made him, he
had heen convinced, a shoo-in for the army, but when he applied to
enlist two months ago he'd failed the medical due to a heart murmur,
and was still disguising his humiliarion by ralking up rhe Nashos and
taking cvery opportunity to deseribe what he'd do o the slunt-cyes it
anly he had a machine gun and a few grenades.

In fact, Johnno and his mates didn't give Andy a moment's
thaought that day.



13

ETE PEACHEY, CaMIED a low miles away in a paddeck bordering

Maundy Creek Station, had been persuaded to be a judege at the
symkhana shooting competition, having declined to compete him-
self When he disqualified Dunce on Saturday for putting his shots
on the wrong target, there was much laughter, but not from Feachey
himselt. ‘It can happen,’ he said, though he remained utcerly unyield-
ing to the yourh's protests and appeals and then threarts.

Finally, Dunce stormed off. “You can shove this! I'm gonna go
and do some weal bloody shooting! Led's go!” he called ro Johnno and
Snake, sitting beside Greg Crimp on the sidelines with an Emu Bicter
in cach hand. ‘This is a bloody joke!” and the four af them collected
the rest of thetr corton of beer and headed for their car

The shooting comperition comes to an end, not a moment too so0N
for Pete Peachey, who's had enough of people for one dav. He heads
off down rhe dirt road, and curns onro a sandy crack rhar will cake
him ro o gare berween rhe properrics. A mile or so along ir, he hears
the unmistokeable erack of a rifle shov, and a ping as a bullet hies the

frant of his Land Rover. He brakes. Looks around. Hears Taughter.
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Sirting on the honner of cheir starion wagon in the serub, Johnneo
and his mares are firing poc shors ar anyrhing and noching, Ar rtheir
fect are the carcasses of three emu chicks, blood vozing into the dirt
below.

“Sowwy!” shauts Dunce, giving a dismissive wave with his rifle.

Johnno is handing him another can, freshly spiked, foam pour-
ing out. ‘Here you go, Ned Kelly!”

I'ete Deachey gets out and strides towards them; takes in the
dead birds., “What in God’s name do you think you’re doing?”

‘Keep vour hair on! Just having some fun,” savs Dunce.

“You're all half bloody cur!’

‘Sewong words!” Dunce raises the ritle and estencaciously takes
aim ot Peachey.

The roo sheoter scizes it mid barrel and peints it ac the sky
before wrenching it from. the hoy, who staggers off balance ‘Den't be
50 bloody wet! Damned thing’s sdll loaded”

Johnne gives an idiot grin.

‘There are people around! Kids, for God's sake! Those hullets
go for miles.” Pete calculates the distance back to the gymkhana, and
to the Maundy homestead. He's closer to his own camp. ‘You know
vou can get locked up for a year for handling o gun when you're
drunk? You can have this hack when the gymkhana's ever md vou've
sobered up. Bloody halfwits!”

‘Hey!” Dunce cries. “That's my gun!”

‘Monday morning,’ says Pete.

Johnno steps forward. “Whe the hell do vou think you are? Give
him back his gun! Would have served vou right if he had hit you.”

Pere shakes his head. ‘Call vourseli a MacBride ... Hard o
helieve you're even related.’

As Pere walks away, Johnno rurns to Snake. “You're not going to
ler him rrear us like that, are you?”

Snoke slides down the side of the car ‘Oh, whe cores. Scopid
bastard.’



‘Icarel

But Dunce has closed his eyes to stop the world spinning.
Snake’s head is lolling, and a streak of spit dribhles from his mouth,
as his remaining fingers clurch rhe beak he's cuc from an emu, tw

claim rhe honus.

A%

On the Sunday, Andy did a decent job of his heginner’s polocrosse
march. When Bob Sowerby sald he showed ‘real promise’, Andv
accepred the complimenc wich a serious shyvness, and Marc felr a surge
of pride for him, thaugh habivinstandy suppressed i Tn the cvening,
he again joined the grown-ups’ barbecue. Johnne's mob were back,
drinking and cackling around another campfire, a way off.

Around the kids™ fite, the secrets game started again under the
instruction of Kelly, who had made a great show of sitting next to
Andy, so close that he could feel her warmth, Watching her *Young
Champion’ trophy glistening silver and gold in the flames’ glow, he
was increasingly nervous as his curn rhrearened. Again he racked his
brains, his face hot with the humiliation of his last attempt. He didn't
know anyvehing that was a proper sceret.
And then he remembered thar he did.

Later that nighr, before lights our, Kelly goes to the grown-ups” camp
area to see her older brother: show him her trophy. She ells him
abour rhe campfire rales; rells him abour che really funny secrer the
boy nexr o her rold her.

‘Ha!" he says. “That's a good scewet.]
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( GRAB THE GUN=3!

These are the first words Pete Peachey hears as he scartles
awake in the starlit nighe. A metallic clatter confirms chat his rifle,
always beside him while he sleeps, has been moved, together with
the one he ook from the young bloke on Saturday. The air is hot
and he's been lving naked under a mosquito nec on cop of his swag,
autside his tene. Normally alert ag the slightest sound, tenight he has
been filtering cut the vague, distant neises that have drifred over
Trom. cars coming and soing to the oymkhana. Whart he had thoughe
was a dream of Serife making a rertible racket is real: somewhere ourt
of sight his dog is snarling and barking savagely and being sworn at.

*‘Get up, you mongrel!l” comes a shout, not at the dog, but ics
owner. Peachey recognises the voice as Bradlev Waghorn's hecause
he's actually being called a ‘munggwel’.

All rhis has raken only seconds. There's enough lighr from the
lasr of his camphre to decipher three, no, tour men around him. They
reck of beer

“What in God's name—" A foot in his ribs winds him.

“We told you to get up, pervert!’

[Peachey dossn't move. Instead he squines, working out who else

:__.,_l,
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is in the mob. A couple have torches, and shine them in his eves.
Bradley hus seized buck his own rifle. Snuke is holding Peachey’s (22,

Greg Crimp returns from rummaging in the tent and holds
something up. ‘Ger a load of this! he savs, and waves around a crim-
son silk pecricoar. *So rhe lirtle MacBride bascard wasn'c bullshicring?

The others cruptin a ¢ackling as the petteoat gets passed around.

‘Get up, vou poofter!” barks Dunce.

‘Bradley?' Pete Tooks at him. “Why the hell are you doing this?”

Snake and Crimp each grab an arm and hoist Pete Peachey to
his feer.

“Whate do you call this then? says Dunce, throwing the sarment
at him.

Peachey doesn’t answer

Snake pokes Peachev wich che rifle bute.

NWell? What is ir?' asks Dunce again.,

‘Nothing you'd indersiand,” Pele sovs.

What the hell do you get up to out here, you — you perv? Pre-
tending ta be Mister Bloody Respectable. When all the time you
were just waiting to — to root us or — or something,” says Johnno.

‘Look what I found!” Greg Crimp is crowing over a book of verse
by Shelley. ‘Toems! says Crimp. ‘He reads fucken’ poems!’

Pete reaches for the hook, but hears the click of a rifle being
cocked. Dunce has the gun trained on him as Crimp rthrows the book
oneo che fire.

‘Ger a load of the marks on his back!” savs Johnno. “You like
kinky scoff, [ ber. Whips and chains?

The curdled smile on Dunce's face is reflected on Snake’s as an
jidea arcs between them, and Snake stoops to pick up the petticoat at
Peachey's feet. He grins to the others, holds it out to Peachey: ‘Tut
it on!’

*Come on, you deadshit!” demands Snake. ‘[ sald pur it on.’

‘No thanks.’

Yeah, put ic on and we'll all give vou a wooc”
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‘Ber you'd love thar!” savs Johnno.

‘Sounds like vou mighr,” replies Pere, looking him in the cve, his
breathing still even.

There's a place Pete Peachey created tor himself, all chose years
aco in the camps: a mental watchtower, to which he could withdraw.
He built it plank by plank; knows every join and nail. It's high up, far
above the action around him, and he learned how to recreat into it so
that he’s entirely bevond reach, beyvond harm. From the watchrower
now, he sees the absurdity of these men waving around French silk
underwear and burning Shelley. His ears register voices: someone
has pur on a gramophone record, which is now playing rhe scrains of
Nelliec Melba singing Mozart.

When the blow to his guts comes, he's hall expecting it, so isn’t
completely winded. Then he's on the ground and there's a kick to his
mouth from a boot that tastes of dust and sheep dags. There's another
in his back, in his kidneys, and pain races though every nerve. The
blows rain down and he's in a ball on the ground, waiting it out.

Suddenly there's a wild growl as Strife, who has broken free from
the rope thev tied him with, hurls himself at his master's atrackers,
going straight tor Dunce’s throac.

“Nea! Serite, down!” Peachey calls, bur ic’s roo late. Dunce has
turned by reflex and shot the dog — a dirwy shot through shoulder and
down through the hip, splintering benes and tearing muscle. The
howl rips through the last of the darkness.

“Yeou bastard! You rotten bloody swine! DPete vells, and with a
vigour that shocks his assailants, launches himself at Dunce, whose
aun is still pointed toward the wounded dog. Tete slams a fist into his
remple and Dunce goes down in a heap. Snake and Johnno are quick
to grab Peachey again, and Greg Crimp now grasps the slip and starts
rrying to force it over Pere's head as Dunce lurehes to his feer, garher-
ing up his rifle. Johnnea has got hold of the makeup ser from the renr
and s Hinging its contents on the ground as he rummages through

it, the powder clouding the airn its scent now smothering the reck of
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alcohol. He seizes a scarlet lipstick and smears it on Feachey's mouth.
[t spreads to his teeth, his cheeks, us he strugeles against their grip.

Pete 1s on his knees, being held up by Johnno and Greg Crimp,
and Snake gives him a kick in the groin.

‘Haold him srill,’” orders Dunce, unzipping his flics. Bur as he
nears Peachey, the air is rent by cthe crack of a gunshor, and all heads
spin around to its source.

Matthew MacBride is fifty yards away and scriding fast, aiming
while he moves. No one notices Andy, invisible behind a torch and
running to keep up. Mact's 44 is pointed at Dunce. ‘Let him go!’

Dunce starts to raise his rifle and Mace blows it out of his hands.

[ said let him bloody gol

Dunce goes to move again, hut Matt has lined up a shor just
near his foor, where the dust explodes in the half-lighe. T've gort
enough rounds for the lor of you." He purs his eye to the sight again
as he wolks. By now he's only feet from them, and they've all frozen.

Andy runs in and snatches up Pete’s ritle, and aims it squarely at
Johno, while Nellie Melba sings on behind then.

‘We were just sorting something out,” says Dunce.

‘Tle’s a poof, Mat!” says Johnno, ‘A bloody queer!” At Mact's
silence, he goes on, ‘Ask the kid, if you don’c believe us. Probably
been fiddling with him.’

‘Never!" shouts Andy. ‘He never!’

Martr's voice is steadier chan he feels, his mind racing ro make
sense of the scene while his eye rakes aim. ‘I'm giving you one chanee.’
The record comes to an end, revealing o silence puncruaced by the
whimpering of the dog, and the first of the butcherbirds waking up.
‘Get your hands off him,” he says, “and eet the hell off my property.”

“You a poof as well or something? He been rooting you, too, ¢h,
Maee?

A huller pings the ground an inch in front of Johnno's hoot.
[t's Andy who's fired this one, and Matt flicks him a warning slance

hetars turning to the orthers.
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‘Ger going. Clear our, the lor of you

The men look ar one anorher, suddenly oo tred and hungaver
to dely him.

‘He bloody deserves it,” murtters Johnno, He shuffles post Natr,
tollowed by the others. hate watches, rifle at the ready, until they've
poured themselves back into their ute and revved the engine, before

receding into the horizon.

Andy stands beside Pete, who’s kneeling on his haunches. The hoy is
embarrassed by the man's nakedness, hut transfixed o see so close up
the vivid sears on his back. He offers him rhe rifle, which Pere rakes
without o word.

‘Pete?’ savs Matt, but he takes no notice. Oblivious to his own
nakedness, Peachey rises and shuffles over to Strife, wha is barely man-
aring to whimper now, drawing quick, shallow breaths. He crouches
down, inspects the wounds; puts a hand on the animal's heart. The
dog looks up, and a silent knowing passes between them. Pete takes a
few steps back, nods to the dog, and with surgical uccuracy shoots firse
the heart, then the head. Instantly, the ribs cease their jerky effores.
The eves are closed. The stillness around the antmal sers, almost solid.

Andy stares ar the dog, then the shooter — back and forch, srill
in shock. Tratls of snat dribble from the boy’s nose.

Matt is taking in the meaning of it all. He carches himself wan-
dering about the silk petricoat on the ground. Whatever this good,
mysterious man's secret was, it's desecrated now.

[t's minutes before anyone moves.

Pere!” Matt ventures again, and hands him che towel thacs
hanging off the back ot the canvas chair “You want me to have a look
at. ..  He lifts a hand vaguely towards him, and the blood drying on
various wounds — a splic lip, a swollen eve, blossoming hruises and
abrasions on his back and knees. Bur the most viclenr red comaes
from the lipstick smeared all over his mouth and ¢hin. Pece looks at
Martt, not understanding at first, then gazes absent-mindedly at his
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body and its injuries. /s he wraps the towel around his waist, he gives
a tiny shake of the head, like flicking away a fly.

*Shull I — bury Strife for vou!”

‘Tl dov it,” says Pece.

‘Come with us, hack ro the homestead. Ger you eleaned up. Ger
the police ...

Tl be right.” Pete glances ot Strife. Ie's over now.

Matt breaches his gun to empty the magazine, as Peachey him-
self drummed into him years ago, then snaps it shut. He wipes his
forehead with the back of a hand, and watches the sun just edging
above the horizon as he considers trying to get him to change his

mind. Foinrtless.
Wil

On the way back to the ute, out of Peachey's earshot, Matt puts a
hand on Andy's shoulder. *You all righe?’

Andy gives a slow nod.

Mate stops, and wrns che boy towards him. ‘That was—It was
really usly. You shouldn’t have had ro see i T rold vou to stav in the car
I didn'c know —T would never have let you come it I'd even thought—'

Andy's response was o gasp of air that collapsed into sobs.

‘Hevy, hey, Sooty. Come on ... He squatted down to the hoy's
level. “You did the right thing”’

‘No, I did the wrong thing.”’

You came and got me; warned me chey were going after [ece.
You saved him.’

‘But . .. it was me! I was the one who told abour Pere, Matt! It's
my taulc.’

“What do you mean?

T saw him, dressing up and chac)’

The bov recounted the story, the seerer.
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“Why'd you rell, Andy?

‘Diressing up in ladics” sruff . . " He rurned his head away, “Well
blokes aren’t supposed to. Tt made me — really cross.” He couldn’c
begin ta explain about the List, and his disrust at the thauvoht of
Pete Teachey and his mother. He tied to get more words out, but
the sobs cracked his speech. ‘1 only whispered it to Kelly. T only told
one person.’

It only takes one person,” Matt murmured. He rested his hands
on top of the child’s head, then pulled him in to his shoulder, where
Andy buried his face. Evenrually he said, ‘Soot, mare, somerimes
our scerets aren’t ours o rell. Saying chem will just huare the people
thev're abaur, and it'll do bugger all good ro ahvone clse.

‘Burt that stufi he does. That's wremg, isn't it?

Mare held the boy a little away to Took him in the eye. ‘Ic's pri-
vate is what it is, mare. It's not your business and it's not mine, and
it's sure as hell not Bradlev bloody Waghom's, or those other credns’.

Bur Kelly reckoned—

‘Bugger whar Kelly reckoned. [t's our Old Pete yvou're tulking
about . .." He ook in the serubby bush around him. ‘He risked his
life in the war, and he — well, he went through things you and [ can't
cven hegin o imagine . . . So it he wanrs ro dress up as the Queen of
bloody Sheba in his own time ic doesn’t make any difference o me,
and it shouldn't to you, cither!

‘Bur why would he wear ladies’ clothes?

‘Beats me . . Why do ladies wear ladies” clothes? It's a mystery.”

Standing up, he put an arm around Andy'’s shoulder, and they
started off again. ‘By the way, Soot. What have 1 told you about
pointing guns at anything you didn’t want to kill?

‘But vou did.”

T'm a lor older than you are, mare. When you're big enough o
live with the consequences, you can poine it ar wharever you like.
Undl chen, never, ever do chat again. Understand?” Andy nodded,
and hMatt gave him a sideways glance. ‘Bloody soad shot, though!
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WHE\‘ PeTre's Laxn Rover pulled up, it ook Mact a minute o
work aut what was different: the silence. Usually, Strife would
have been in the back, tongue hanging out, surfing the bumps in the
road and revelling in the whoosh of the wind.

It had been three davs. Pete’s face was blotched purple and
vellow; a cut on his bottom lip had formed a shiny black crust. Over-
night, he had hecome an old man.

‘Owver here, Pere.’

Peachey shiclded his eyes from rhe sun, and locared rhe voice
inside the machinery shed. ‘Afcernoon,’ he said, his sure, brisk scride
replaced with a slow limp.

‘Gedday. Matt sestured to one of the small school chairs Teft over
from. the days of carrespondence classes. ‘Have a seat” He fetched
another for himself, and the two men perched on the stunted but
sturdy chairs, Martt leaning forward, elbows on his knees, Peachey
upright against the backrest. He pulled his hat otf and wiped his brow.

‘How are you?” Martte asked.

Pate gave a short nod, and turned his actention w a scab on his
knuckle.

“You're going to report it, aren't you, Pere! To Trundle?

cachey shook his head.
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Tl hack you up . . . be a witness ... You can't ler them jusc ger
away wirh ir.’

Peie gave him a loak.

“What? They should get what's coming te them.

‘Have a bit of sense, son.”

T don’t get you.'

‘Think it through . . - Word’ll have got around. And you know
what Trundle’s like.’

‘But that doesn’t mean he shouldn’e charge them—

‘He'd probahly want to charge me instead.’

“Whar for!” asked Marr: then, ‘Oh . .0

‘There are things . . . things that are just no one clse’s business . . .
I dor’t nead all that codswallop — police and courts .. . And news-
paper reporters. None of it can change what happened anvway.
Except to make it worse,

Marte studied the bruises on the man's cheekbones, the lines on
his forehead. It was dear to him, this face: familiar and dependable
and timeless. Pere Peachey had lived a peaceful life here, and one
careless word had torn it apart. ‘'m sorry, Pete. And Andy's sorry.
He's ashamed of himself

‘He's just a kid.”

Peie cast his eyes around the shed: over branding irons; storm
[anterns; an ancient woal press, rusting into oblivion. His glance was
drawn to a corner, to where some relics from the homestead had
heen relemated: a batrered bookcase; a primitive washing machine. A
dented tricycle — Peachey recognised it as Andy's, long retired.

‘As tor the others . .. Some people just like to know anything
they're not allowed to know — can't hear to be kept our of it. Then
they turn it into tittle-tatele, and half-cruths and downrighe lies ..

Mart's heart tripped as the words pierced some sorr of defence
wirhin him.

Te brings out o cruel sireak. A dangerous one.” Pete paused.

Maybe some things need to . L He frowned, scarching for the words,
“Mayl hing ] "He f 1, hing for ¢} d
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eyes now trained on a blade of sunlight on the floor *. . | to wait for
kinder times.” His fingertips wandered to a livid bruise on his jaw.
‘Guard yvour secrets well — that's my advice. Forget thev even exist.’

There was something in his tone . . . Matcs pulse was racing now,
and he was abour ro ask a question, when FPere srood up. ‘Anyway, |
just ealled in to say goodbye.’

Matt jumped up, sending his lictle chair cumbling, but before he
could speak, Peachey had wiped his hand on his shirt and was offer-
ing it to him to shake.

Where are you eoing? How long for?’

“I'ime for somewhere else, [ reckon.” Pete’s finger traced the rim
of the hat in his hunds. ‘Besides, what's a roo shooter without a dog!?
I'm too old to train a new one.’

‘Bur — You can'c just—" Martr couldn't keep the shock from
his tice, or the distress from his vaice, “Well, srav on here rhen, ar
the statien. There’s plenty of work. Come and help manage the
place ...

“Thanks all the same.”

But you'll . . your'll come back and visit soon? Check up on us?

[eachey shook his head, and turned to leave,

Mact followed him out. ‘Hang on. Let me get Mum, and Andy.’

Peachey turned, managing the slishtest shadow of a smile. ‘Nah.
Give them my . . . my best. They've been good friends, too.” He put
on his har. ‘Don'r wanr any fuss.’

‘Bur—what are vou going ro do?’ Macr couldn’e tell wherher che
sick, desperace fecling that washed through him was for Pete or for
himself.

TDon't worry about me. I'll be all right.” He save Matt an iron
handshake. ‘But I won't be back ... Take good care of them.' He
limped slowly towards the car, then looked back. ‘And . . keep Andy
sate from mongrels like chat!”

Wartching Fete's car drive otf, Matt stood, abandoned by some-

one who, he realised now, was never his. As the wake of dust plumed
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up, jusc for a momenr he imagined Srrife sranding officiously on the
back, harking.

‘Keep Andy safe’: the phrose burned inw him. He went o shoo
a fly fram his cheek but his fingers found tears. He covered his head
with. his hands. When he looked up, car and man and absent dog had
disappeared into the melting end of Jday.

Satrdery, 29th Murch 1958

Diespite its size, there are only so many places en Meredith Downs
you <an shelter from a storm. Pete Peachey knows every last one,
and as the rain starts savaging the dirt, he runs through them in his
mind: the homestead and its outbuildings; the overseer's cottage;
the vurcamps; the Home shearing shed and its shearers’ quarcers. All
of these are well beyond reach and there’s no sign of a let-up in the
deluge, which could be setring in. He won't make it hack to his own
camp. Normally he wouldn't think rwice abour sleeping in or heside
his ute, butif this turns into a flood, the car cauld be swept away in
the night.

The old shearers” quarters at the Top Shed, on slishtly higher
eround, will be the nearest safe point.

Strife is alert but quiet as they arrive in darkness via the back
track, the engine’s noise drowned by the rain. Once it's day, he can
survey what damuge there is. He pulls a ground sheet over his shoul-
ders and, by the light of his torch, hoicks his swag into one of the
riny rooms. He gives it a once-over wirh rthe beam and squashes a
redback with the heal of his sodden boet.

Surife has followed him in and, after a quick shake of his body
to fling off the water, is already stretched out beside the swag by the
time FPeachey lies down in his clothes and switches off the torch. The
man <loses his eyes, but opens them after a minute or so, about toroll

over. There's something not quite right. He blinks a few times, but
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he's not imagining the very faintest of lights coming from what must
be the shearing shed.

*Stay put,’ he savs to his dog, and, picking up his rifle, he makes
his way o the shed. The doors are closed, but some of the tin win-
dows are propped open, leaking lighe. If there's a car, if'll be on the
other stde of the shed, out of sight. He makes his way neisclessly up
the steps at the side, and, back flat against the wall, slowly turms his
head o lock in at the window space. By the glow of a hurricane lamp
hanging from the wool press he sees one — no, two — two sleeping fip-
ures, one almost nalked, entwined on a wool bale. As his eyes adjust
to the scene, he recognises them.

‘Christ almighry,” he breathes ro himself, and slips soundlessly
from the window Long before dawn he sets off into the drying day,

his tyre racks soaked up by the puddles.
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HE ScoTeH COLLEGE beatshed sat snugly below the cliff of Devil's

Elbow in Peppermint Grove. The place where Matt had learned
to row as a schoolboy lay in the same crescent bay as the yachr club
where he'd learnt to sail. It was a few blocks from Bonnie's tamily
home, and before she lefc Meredith Downs for her orip over East, chis
wis where they'd agreed chey would meer.

Matc had just had ume w have a shower, and change into what
he still thought of as Worren’s funeral suit, at the Weld Clubyin Perth.
All thrauoh the long, hat drive from the station, he'd pictured whar
would follow, Tonight he would meer Bonnie’s parents. Ask her
father’s permission. Slip the ring on her finger. Tonight, it would all
hecome official, public. When Matt had caught his reflection in the
rear-view mirror, his smile had ruken him by surprise.

The shady bench on which he sat now was protecred from the
<0iff sea breeze, Macr conremplared rhe old weatherboard hoarshed —
unchanged since schooldavs. A memory appearcd, of the Head of
the River race in his final year at school: at the vme, losing ve Chirist
Church was the worst fate he could imagine. This world ... this
world had a way of taking things away from you; slamming you a
knock-out blow from nowhere. Turned out that that young school-

hoy was standing on ground that would disappear from under him
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just months later. Something in Matt's belly warmed it could again.
Everything had changed, since l'ete.

[n his jucket pocker, the tiny shagreen hox nestled sarely, hut
somehow, rouching it brought home how the hope he'd had just
weeks ago when he boughr the ring was drying up like a creck bed.

He saw Bonnic approaching, dressed in o blue silk cockmil freck,
hair swept up inte a clasp thaot sparkled as she walked. He scanned
the surroundings before kissing her lightly on the lips, but Bonnic
pulled him to her, cupping the back of his head to give him a long,
render kiss.

‘T missed you,’ she said, pressing her head against his chest.

He circled her with his arms, lips touching her hair. *Me oo,
Quiz.’

They stood in silence, soaking in che teel of cach other, tamiliar
and new. Ar last, Mare took her hands and held her away ro see her
bewer. You lock ... T don’t know — Tike Miss Australia materiall Big
of o change from yvour shorts and Kodiaks.)”

They sat on the bench, Bonnie testing her head on his shoulder
as she slipped off the back of one of her high heels to inspect a scarlet
blister ‘Are you nervous? About meeting Mum and Dad?’

“lerrined.’

‘Don’t be. Thev're sordes, really. Dad can seem a bit fierce, but
as long as you talk abouc ericker you'll be in like Flynn.”

They were almosr shy now — on the brink of cthis enormous
underraking — and ook refuge in small ralk, riprocing rheir way hack
to one anather. When she asked whether they'd had any rain, hMaeds
answer was distracted. He had discreetly slipped his hand into his
coat pocket to check on the ring. He kept trving to find the right
moment to present it. Then, he realised what Bonnie had just said,
‘Actually . .. Tused some of my time there to look into that thing for
Andy’

He stroked her arm. “Which thing?’

‘His project.’
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“Whar?’

Tust char family ree rhing. [ promised I'd help him .. She
touched his hand. ‘Don’c be cross, but he — he showed me o note, just
before Tleft. Somcthing from that fellow Miles, to Rose.”

“Whart are you talking about?

‘Andy said he found it hidden semewhere. It was barely more
than a few words, to be honest. Miles was apologising to her for hurt-
ing her somehow.”

‘Does i—What—" Finally he managed a complete chought.
“When was it wrircen?’

‘April 1938, From whatr Lorna had said abour Miles, and from
the date .. Well, T— T thought it was worth juse following up.” Mace
took his arm away. ‘Andy has noiden yet, of course. I promised vour
mum I'd treat the whole family tree thing with kid gloves.”

But .. . Why would

in a flooded river, heading for rapids. “Why would you not tell me?’

"Mart had the sense of being drageed aleng

‘I aom telling vou. This is the first time 've laid eyes on you since
[ got the note. I just thought ... [t would make such a difference to
the poor kid if it curned out to be, well, relevant. Andy's going to be
tamily for me, Martt. [ want him to be happy. I want us all co be happy!

Mare fixed his eyes on the boarshed.

To was acwually preivy easy (o track Miles down (o Sydney,’
Bonnie said. ‘So I thought, since T was there ..

As Martt staod up, a flotilla of black swans glided past, beaks
glowinge red like navigation lichts againse the shadowed water, ‘And?

“Turns vut I was barking up completely the wrong oee. e's
got — a boyiriend. [ met him!

Martt gave the lightest of nods.

‘S — yvou knew!” Bonnie absorbed chis, *Well, it means Andy
can dehnirely rule him our of his family cree, anyway.”

“Nor sure that follows biologieally.’

Trealise thae. Buthe denied any knowledge . . . And Thelicve him.’

At the sound of voices, they both tumed and fell silente. While
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a couple with an elderly Labrador slowly made their way past, Matt
took in the news rrom Bonnie, and its implications. What could Miles
be apologising tor!? A desperare, illogical hope that it could chunge
the truch arose and evaporated within the same thoughr.

When the dogwalkers had gone, Bonnie stood and puc a hand
on Matcs arm. W'l ind Andy's facher cventually., T'lHhelp voul Te's
just a gquestion of digging and padence and deduction. T spend most
of my life hunting stuff you can’t sec on the surface.”

Matt's shoe crushed his cigarerte butt until it was unrecogmis-
able. I1le breathed in the salty river air. ‘Tlow did your boys get on
without you?’

[ suw Merv at our office vesterday. He zuid they've nearly fin-
ished packing up. Ill have o go back for a last sign-oif. Then rhe
sheep can have it all w themselves again.' She hesitated. ‘Merv | L.
well, he told me what happened . .. ro Pere Peachey!

Matt gave her a sharp look, and she went on, ‘T'm so serry. Tean't
begin to itmagine . . . How is he?’

‘How do you think?’

‘Are yort OR

‘Pece Peachey's a better man than those mongrels’ll ever be, and
they've crucified the poor bastard for something that was — that was
none of their damned husiness. Anyway, he's gone.’

*Gone where?’

“Who knows!” Mard's voice thickened. ‘Jusr said ir was rime ro
move on,’

He turned and considered Bonnie's face, caughe a deeper ques-
tion in her eyes.

Marte, you know . . you know vou can talk to me, don't yvou?
Always.

At her words, a desperace sadness washed through him. His
thoughts connected with each other in a tungle, each connecton
shutting down something in him like unplugging a string of lights at

the end of a parcy.
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“You all righr?* Bonnie asked.

Mart nadded.

‘Did T say something wrong?’

‘Ne. It's not you. s . . . God, it's the whale bloody world. Tcan't
put it into words”

Reaching to touch Matt’s hand, Bonnie caught sicht of her
watch. ‘Better not be late.”

‘I'm parked owver at the yacht club. I'll get the car for you. Back
in a sec.

Mart walked, his instincts at war: cthe feel of Bonnie’s arms
around him, cthe way she slorred inro his side like anorher limhby; his
sense that things could work our — all somehow tainred now. He
thought of Pete, bruised, broken, and his words rang in his cors: keep
Andy safe irom mongvels like that’.

By the time he reached Bonnie and opened the car door for her,
a knowledge emerged, like the sienal on the shortwave radio when it
finally found its wavelength — there was no mistaking the thin, clear
nore, and it ripped through his guts.

Climbing into the seat, Bonnie's hand brushed something square
and small in Marcc's jacker pocket, and she raised her eyebrows wich a
quick smile, then smoothed her skirr and gave direcrions.

Malcmade vague responses (o Bonnic's questions about wedding
dates and venues. The maore excited she sounded, the more desper-
ate he felt; the more the little box seemed to burn his side. Finally she
cave him a long look. “There's no need to be scared, Matr. As far as
I'm concerned, we can gec married in Timbukeu with just yvou and me
there. Or in 2 damned shearing shed. Nothing else mateers.”

He kepr his eyes on the road. ‘1 couldn’t hope to find a hetter
woman, Quiz, Ever)’

She kissed his fingerrips, and poinred our the righr driveway.

Mare got out and opened her door, tmking her hand. She looked
at him with shining eyves. ‘Ready?” Her voice was relaxed and conli-

dene, and Mate felttvin his chest. Saw in o single glimpse the pleasure
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of arriving with her at parties and weddings and field days tor years to
come. Though he'd never betore in his life used the word, he knew
he loved her. He opened his mouth but tound he couldn't speak.

Bonnie kissed him. ‘Come on, Mr MacBride.

He loosened his rie and wresded his collar burcon. *Ronnie, T’
m — P’'m not coming in. I can'c’

She stared at him, as thoush he'd suddenly started tolking
another language.

T can't explain why, And I don't expect you ever to forgive me.
Bucl. .. lcan't—

‘Don’t be nervous.”

That's not what [ mean. I can'm—

Bonnie took his hand. *You can, Matt. Just follow me. Tl pro-
rect you.

‘Please, Bonnic — ler me ger the words our.” Mare lec go of her

fingers. T can't marry you!’
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AFEW D.vs later, Loarna sat at the kitchen table as Andy stood on
it. She looped the tape measure around his skinny calf, then
laid it against the garter elastic on the rable and snipped. ‘Boarding
school’s not a punishment, Beetle, it's a privilege. Not everyone gets
o go. Down you pop.’

Andy climbed oft rhe rable. *So you're nat sending me away
becousc of ..

Loma looked at him.

‘. oyou know, cos T rold on Pete” The boy didn’t look up, and
Lorma put aside her needle and thread ro lay a hand on his shoulder.

‘We'te not “sending you away ™ at all, dear. You'te starting real
school, like you were always going to: Marte did, and Warren. And
Grandpa Phil, and his dad. You're just going a bic earlier. You'll ger
used to it quicker than you think. You'll make friends there. Like
Mart and Hughie did.’

Andy weighed rhis, and folded his arms in a hag. ‘Can I take my
rack collection?’

Betrer leave 1t here, safe and sound.’

The decision had been taken after Pete Peachey’s departure. ‘It'l]
be pood for him,’ Lorna had said to Macr, ‘Let him put, well — alf thar —

hehind him. And itll do him good to make more friends his own age.’
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She relt a stab at the thought of lite without him around the
place. Oh, it always cut deep, this sending a child oft on the first step
towards adulthood. She'd forgotren how hard ic had been, lecting her
own kids out of her reach, a litetime ago now. Bur this lictle chap . . .
he'd have a harder road ahead. He would come through ir, evenru-
ally: she praved for chac every day. She had to Tec him have the same
apportunitics as the others: he deserved a chance ar o nermal life.
You'll end up lovingit. The others all did.’

When he sniffed back a tear, she drew him into her arms.

il

The next day, Andy went to the post office to send a letrer te Harry
Badger while Loma visited the bank manager

Ceming throuch the doot, Andy caughr sizght of the familiar sil-
houette of a woman, her back te him as she wrote on a parcel at
a bench. Quietly, he stepped nearer, and reached up to rouch her
shoulder wirth a ‘Boo!” Bonnie Edquist spun around, looking first into
mid-air, then lowering her gaze o find the erinning Andy. ‘Scared
vou, didn'c I

Bonnic gave a weak Inagh. "Sure did . . .7 She seanned the reom.
‘On your own?’

Yeah,” said Andy; then, screwing up his face a little, “What's
wrong with your eyes?’

Bonnie drew a handkerchief rom her pocket o blow her nose.
‘Tust the dust.”

‘Oh.’” He stuffed his hands in his pockets. ‘Did you find anything
out! About the letter?’

Bonnic’s face clouded. ‘Drew a blank, P'm atraid.’

‘Thar's QK. We can look again, when you're properly back.”

T. .. Didr’'t they tell you? Andy, I'm not coming back.’

His freckles took on o sherry colour as his checks flushed. "Huh?
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‘Sweetie, we're pulling our.' She gave her nose anocher wipe.
‘Didn’c find what we were looking tor afrer all)

‘But — you're going raond wich Mae. .

“We —ah —we splitup.”

Andy looked astonished. ‘How come?’

‘Its — a long story . . . But vou'll be fine finishing your project.
You've got lots of olden days stuit.”

‘Oh . . . Probably doesn’t matcer now anyway.” He found his deep-
est register to say, ‘I'm leaving, too. I'm going to Scotch, to hoard.”

Bonnie took in his slighe frame, his freckles, his spindlv body
thac was reving so hard not ro give away his feelings. Somerhing in
her broke, and her sob came out as o sorangled hiceup. ‘Damned
cyes! she said, wiping them with her knuckles.

She looked down at her parcel. ‘Actually, vou've saved me a
stamp,’ she said, forcing herself back to a conversational tone. ‘T was
about to post this.” She handed him the small package.

“NWhy Jdidn't you just bring 1t? Aren't you coming to say goodbye
to Rascul? And Nunna Lorna?’

“You zay goodbye for me . .." She took a deep breach. *So, you
going to open it

Andy undid rhe srring and paper, then opened rhe hox. Beneath
A layer of couton woal Tay a picce of arsenopyrite in the middle of a
quartz ¢rystal. He gasped. ‘Are you ... are vou dying or something?
This is your Prime Sample ! Why would you sive it away?’

She considered the rock for a moment. ‘It's more like passing on
the baton. I know you'll treasure it. I know you really get ic”

Andy frowned intently at che object, then replaced the lid. He
tucked the hox under one arm and extended his other to shake Bon-
nie’s hand with the tightese, most grown-up grip he could manage.
“Thanks, Bonnie.'

She pur a hand on his head. "My absolure pleasure, Andy. Ir's
been —id's been a real privilege to know you’

He zave a single nod, mauth clamped shut.
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‘Study hard, and if you ever want a job when vou've fimished
school, you just come and see me. [ could do with a smart bloke
like vou around the place.” After a moment, eves glistening, she said,
Well, betrer lec vou post your letrer . . . You take care,” and she turned

and lefr the posr office ar somerhing approaching a run.

A%

As soon as he got home Andy curled up on his bed and cried, snot
seeping inro the pillow as he clutched Bonnie’s gift to his chest.

Evenrually, he sar up and blew his nose, then slotced the Prime
Sample into his rock collection. He was just ¢lesing the Tid when
Matt appeared at his door.

‘Gedday.” Martt ran a finger along the chest of drawers until he
reached the cricket ball that always resided there He tossed it from
one hand to the vther ‘Mum says you're down in the dumps.’

‘Am not.’

Matt replaced the ball. *Fair enough.’

Andy leapt off his bed and launched himself ac Matr, punching
him wich furious fisrs.

Hey!" said Macr, crying to ger hold of his hands. “What the hell's
ot into you?”

The boy kept hitting Matt as hard as he could. “¥hy didn'e you
tell me, you — you arsehole I’

Matt fimally got an arm around both of the boy's, and held him
with his back against his stomach. “Tell you what?

*About Bonnie! That she’s never coming back.’

‘Oh, God, Andy? This was the punch that lunded.

The hov tried to soruggle free but Mact held him easily.

NWell?

Tt Tler yvou go, are vou going to hit me again?’

Yes T bloady well am?’
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‘Soot . .. Come on,” said Mare, and turned him around.

‘She's my friend!”

‘1 know, mate.

“What did vou do to her?

Mart pulled the boy down to sit beside him on the bed, and drew
him into his side. ‘Soot, there are things . . ." He looked at the ramily
tree on the wall, much enlarged with Bonnie's help. ‘Things thatc
won't make much sense undl you're older’

‘I'm not a baby!” spat Andy, rears wetting his cheeks. ‘1 under-
satand about girls!”

“You're one up on me rhen,’ murmured Marc

You don't care about me! You only ever do what vou want
to do.’

‘If that's how it scems to vou, then I'm sormy, Soot. Sorrier than
you can know”’

‘Then make her stay!”

‘1 can't make her do anything, mate. She's not a bloody ewe.”

‘It's not tunny !’

You're right. [t's not funny at all. But it's not kids” scuff either)”

Andy spoke into Mact's ribs. ‘Ic's my faulr, isn'c it

‘How could it be youer taulc??

‘Because yvou have o look after mg, and she'd be stuck with mg
too if you got — you knaw, marred.”

‘Oh, Sooty . . . Nothing about this is your fault." He leaned down
and masked wiping his eye by picking up the blazer. *. . - Come on. Try
it un. And I'll tell you a bit more about Scotch.”’
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UP on Warlany Ridge, Bonnie froze, and let out an ‘Oh God!
at the sight of Mate, All week she had rehearsed her fury, her
demands for explanation. She'd sone to sleep comforted by the feel-
ing of slapping him, of smashing his car with a sledgehammer — then
woken to the sick reality: the pity in her parents’ eyes, the scarlet
humiliation of this second jilting, and the ache of loss. But between
falling asleep and wuking, her dreams were about happy, sun-bleached
days with hin: cthe tautness of his skin and the sinews beneath it; the
smell of him; the shy curve of his smile, as elusive as a bucrertly.

Faeing Matt now, all her rage, all her causdie retorts deserced
her, their encrey as dead os carthed lighming Just ... came to see
this view . . . one¢ last time.

The untouched world of Wallaby Ridee stretched below them.
The scent of eucalypts drenched the bone-dry air, and the licht that
searched every rock and leaf disclosed no other living creacure,

Each day since Matt's return from Perth, he had tound himself
pulled, like in an ocean rip, back to this spot. Just now, when he
caughrt sight of Bonnie, he'd hesitated, but she'd already seen him.
He rhrusr his hands in his pockers.

A brecze mised a whisper trom the leaves. Bonnie murmured,

1

Don’t want to foreet Jemima's trees.
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“You never saw them in flower .. ." He was abour to reach for
the tobacco in his shicr pocker, bur dropped his hand. ‘RBonnie’ — he
cyed the herizon — 50 . .. there's anything abeut me that's worth a
damm, it's — well, thae T oy to do what's right. Make up for stuff I've
messed up.’

She listened, eyes en the ground.

‘But some things can't be fixed . . . And I've got no right to drag
you intw them. [—Well, [ can’t give you any explanation beyond that.
Not one that would make any sense)’

Bonnie was aware of a toughening within her — a proteceive
[ayer chat hadn't been chere hefore, and she found a flinoy voice. *Oh,
it makes sense,’ she said. T just noc the one far you.” She attempred
a smile. ‘There’s no reason why I should be, even if. . . evenil you're
the one for me.”

He searched the cloudless blue. ‘T'm damaged oods, Quiz. 1
have to live with that, but you den'tc.’

The sorrow in his eyes melted something in Bonnie; called forth
not just u need o understand, but an instinct to rescue. ‘Nothing can
he that had!”

He looked away, and Bonnie telt she was in some new territory —
neither hurr nor angry — jusr in some sort of ‘now’ cthac wis the very
end of something. She took Matds hand in both of hers. "Maybe nexi
lifetime it'll work out for us.” She stayed like that a long moment,
hefore leantng in to kiss his cheek. ‘Goodbye.’

Then her lips were eone, leaving a wound.

From a few paces, Bonnie turned back. ‘Lock after yoursell,
Mate, And look atcer that lovely kid. 1 hope . . " She breathed in the
heat and drew herself up a lictle taller. *Well, I hope you have a happy

life, trulv. You deserve some happiness.’
Marce warched as her car gradually lost irs shape and colour and

shrank vo o barely perceprible dot.
The lasing of her spread through his bady like a cramp, and he
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was seized by an urge to run atter her. But he heard her demand:
‘No secrets.” Mate could bear the knowledge alone. But to thrust
that weight on another person . . . [t wasn't his to share. His muscles
stilled, and he buckled under the cuth of it

‘Take good care, Quiz,’ he murmured. “You deserve berrer
than me.’
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PART III







79

A{JE CKEEDs UT on vou a day at a time; sits so quietly on vour
shoulder that vou hardly feel it getting heavier. Things change
slowlv. You get used to the shape your lite has taken, even though vou
never meant it to, just like you ger used to the lines on your face you
never thought you'd have. For Marthew MacBride, the years afrer
Bonnie lefr passed sreadily enough, according ro rhe srarion diaries
that recorded them. They brought the usual share of droughts and
tloodsy wool prices that crashed, then rallied a lictle, but never saw
their heyday again. The diaries hinted at leaner years, with fewer
stock, fewer staff, smaller wool clips, and land that was strueeling.

In December 1975, they noted, ‘AM won Commonwealth
Scholarship for Leaving results’, and in February 1976, ‘AM started
at Muresk. Andy's studies at Muresk Agricultural College stood him
in good stzad — a degree in Agriculture rounded out the knowledse
he'd absorbed from birth on Meredich Downs wich new merhods,
new sctence, and he came back champing ac the hir fo pur new idens
into proctice, doing chings his way. He was popular in the discricr,
known for kecping the stock healthy, and the books, too.

Before long, Andy was the father of three kids with a girl who'd
martied him without a second thought, because whart girl wouldn'

want a hushand as sunny as Andy MacDBride? He'd met Jane at
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Muresk — they'd graduated on the same day, though she was from
cattle people, not sheep. When they married in 1983, Mart moved
into the old manager’s house, ceding the homestead to Lorna and the
newlyweds. ‘You need the space more than [ do.’ he said. ‘Besides,
vou'll cake it over evencually, Mighr as well start now” Jane had a
whole tribe of brothers amd sisters, with parents and grandparents
filling out the ranks, so the homestead was always welcoming seme
relative or other of hers.

Once in a while over the years, Andy or Lomma — or worse, bath
of them — angled to set Mate up with a suitable wife, but noching
much ever came of it. And once in a while, like a spinifex barb under

the skin, he felt the sharp missing of Bonnie Edquist.

There was a day — a specific day — on which, like the elephane that
Andyv had rald him abour as a bov, Marr finally fele able ro break che
string that had held him as tghdy as a choin to Meredith Downs. Tt
was the doy Andy brought home his third ¢hild, a Ticde girl called
Rosie. Andy flew himself to Perth and back in the station’s Cessna,
and the baby's arrival at the "drome reminded Matr of Andy’s own
homecoming wich Rose and Fin Rafferey in the Flying Docror Hawker
de Havilland.

{n that evening, as they were sitting around the fire, the infant
asleep, the little ones snuggled beside their mother, and Andy sitring
on rhe sofa with an arm around Lorna's shoulder, Mace had a clear
thaughe: if time could stop just here, just ac this moment. Thix wias
what he'd done it for; lived his lite the way he had. This was werth
it. Because anyong observing the scene would say with complete cer-
tainty that the MacBrides had healed and re-formed, the scars faded
and the dread banished. Andy finally had enough experience under
his belt to run the place himself now. And clear as day, Matt remem-
bered Miles Beaumont coming to him to ask for his Nunc Dimitris
thircy years earlier. *You'll be all right from here vn in, I know,” Miles

had said. And though Marc had doubced ic, Miles had been righe. He
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had come to rerms with the tacr thac the ching char hure his heare the
maost — Andy — alse healed ir the mosc.

Marce had made a solemn promise that he would noc walk away
from this bey. He would stay for as long as it rook. And on this even-
ing, the boy was now a man, toe-wrestling his own. eldest son, a
cheeky fout-year old, while the two-vear-old brother tried his best o
disrupt the game.

Matchew MacBride was looking down the barrel of nearly fifty
by the time he finally left Meredith Downs in 1988, Ic didn’t need
him any more. In fact, what it needed was his absence.



30

QO AND RUST. THAT'S always been dhe way in Western Australia,

The gald rush of the 1890s came in like a tidal wave and went
out just as dramatically, leaving once-thriving towns high and dry,
dwindling to a few piles of bricks stranded in a wilderness of spinifex
and sun-baked earth. The nickel scramble of 1969 that saw shares in
mining compantes rocket soon petered out, too, burning a lot of fin-
gers in the process. And just like atter the wool hoom of the 1930s,
there was a hell of a hangover As markers plummerted, mines were
muorhballed and exploracion budgers slashed.

As for ashestos, it ok a0 while to rench the consensus that
there’s pretoy much no safe place for it except under the ground:
seme things are best lert undisturbed. Andy MacBride reckoned
they dadeed a bullet when Bonnie's lot left Meredith Downs empty-
handed in 1970. I Larry Badger’s father died lacer thac year. Licigation
over his case, then lacer over the whole mdustry, rumbled on for
decades, as the extenc of the damage done by the ‘wonder mineral’
slowly revealed itselt.

As for the land, years of carrying thousands ot sheep had flogged
muosr of the sheep stations in WAL Gone were the days of the cweny-
stand shearing sheds, as the counory was gradually eaten oug, and left

vulnerable to drought. Meredith Downs, always steadily managed,
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got off herrer than most. And the land around YWallaby Ridge, in par-
ricular, managed ro cseape the fare of some arens, which were now all
spinifex and poverty bush.

When Andy’s oldest boy Jdid a project on Jemima's trees in 1994,
he dug out the old letters between Jemima and Kew Gardens. He oot his
mother to help him write to London, to ask what name thev'd officially
given to the wee Jemima had described in such detail and had shown
Mr Sampson, the botanist, when he was passing through, all those years
hack. The upshor was that the location derails furnished by Sampson
were s0 vague as to be untraceable, and cthe species, Fucalyprues sampsonii,
had heen presumed exriner, hir by grazing and roads and land clear-
ance in the few other places it had ever been officially recarded. Wallaby
Ridee, fenced off fram stock and protected all those years, was therefore
promptly listed and eazetred and declared a Site of Special Scientific
Inrerest, being the only remaining habitat of this mee that had, against

the odds, survived the jaws of evolution and the teeth of sheep.

Wil

When miners in the area packed up after the latest downturm,
their claims were mostly surrendered or allowed to lapse. Which
placed Andy MacBride, who knew just about every rock on Mere-
dith Downs, in good stead when markers evenrually picked up again
rowards the end of the nineries.

He'd talked it over wich Jane, with Lorna. He'd explained on a
crackly and shockingly expensive line to Mare, 2 hemisphere away.
Your decision now,” Mot had said. “You and Jane decide what feels
right, and Tl 2o along with it Just — don’t change anything undil
Mumi's . . . ready.” Andy had learned young that you can’t stop some-
one coming to dig up vour land if they want what's underneath it So,
as he told his wife, ‘If you can't beat "em, join "em’s he pegeed claims

himself, chen negotiated to bring in partners who could develop them.
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So it was that in 1999 Andy sac in the Perth office of a2 mining
company, and talked terms. The Meredith Downs pastoral lease
would be transterred to a new company in which the MucBrides
would own shares and of which Andy would be a direcror, and Andv
and his tamily would stay on in rhe homesread. There would be a
joinc-venture arrangement for the mingeral righes, wich any areas
mined to be restored once mined out. With all this, the station
would be destocked, and for the most part converted to a nature
reserve, allowing the land to revert to its wild state, while introduced
species — the feral cars and dogs and soars and the like — would be
eradicated, to give the surviving native animals a chance to escape
extinction. There was still no shortage of roos, however.

Jemima's trees, with their long elliptical leaves and feathery
vellow flowers, found nowhere else in Australia these days, had been
classificd as Declared Rare Flora, and protected by legislarion. Andy
wanted w moke ica cerm of the agreement that not only would the
company not mine near Wallaby Ridge, it would also exclude a wider
areq, ta protect the birds and insects vital for pollination. This last
issue had heen a sticking point, with the mining company’s lawyers
direing in their heels. Andy had therefore come to this final meeting
armed with lawvers of his own, and tacts and figures about Jemima's
trees {which he had to remind himself to call E. sampsomii), ready to
fight his corner.

Negotiations char day drageed on. From the company's hoard-
raom on the rwenry-fifth floor, Andy could sce all rhe way ro the
occan seven miles away and out to Roumest Island, behind which the
sut was nearly set by now. The sky was scorched a deep burnt orange,
and the city was disappearing outside the windows, leaving a skel-
eton of lishts. So different from the sunset at Wallaby Ridee, and the
way it drew its blankec of utter darkness over Meredith Downs for
the night ahead, with just the shimmering stars left to keep warch.
Taking in the polished wood and sleek modern turniture of the hoard-

room, Andy suddenly felc a long way from home.
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Against one wall was a large display cabiner of mineral samples,
which had eaughe Andy's eye when he arrived. Neow, while borh sers
al lawyers chewed over Clause 135 (2) {a) far the umpueenth time,
arouing about the position of o comma which could radically affect
liability, he felt an overswhelming urge to touch. the rock specimens,
feel something real, familiar. He asked the junior mining company
lawver opposite him it he could open the cabinet. When she looked
doubctul, he assured her he knew how to handle samples properly.

Well . . . I suppose . . .7 she said. ‘But be caretul. Thev belong o
our MDD Persomally. She knows exactly where each one belongs. Bur
she lers people handle them somerimes.”

Andy knew that the ‘MD' the girl mentioned was Bonnic
Edquist, who had taken over the reins of Hollamby Mining a while
back: it was the main reason he’d chosen to approach them. He fia-
ured he could trust any outcfit Tun by Bonnie, even though he wouldn't
actually meet her — she was a real high-flver these days. In fact, she
probably had no idea the deal was being done — it wasn't worth nearly
enough money to get onto her personal radar: he realised that.

Opening the cabiner, Andy felt ten vears old again, excired
finally to see the collection — or at least parc of it — that he'd heard
sa much ahour from ‘Bonnic Head Quiz’. He was mesmerised by rhe
brilliant blue of some azurite; by the neat natural cubes of limaonite
known as Devil's Dice; the fine, intricate tendrils of natural copper;
a larce chunk of orbicular granite, with its mysterious rings formed
by nature and time. Beside each item was a small map showine its
source.

Lying on a white chamois cushion was a decent-sized dumhbbell
rekeite. Surely he wus imagining things . . . He read the card. 'From
Meredith Downs Station, near Wanderrie Creek, WA, A generous
gifr from Andrew MacBride, nored local geologise.” A lump came to
his throar as he remembered rhose davs with Bonnic — her smile, her
way of making him fecl grown op. Ie occurred @ him now thae she
was probably the first true friend he’d ever had.
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‘So, if we add a rider,” one of the lawyers was saying.

Andy cut in. ‘[s she here? Your MD? Can you ler her know what
we're arguing abour?

This caused some controversy, and prompred puzzled looks and
mutrerings of ‘husy’ and ‘rravelling’ and other general fobbing- off.

Andy turned o the junior lawyer ‘Ts she here today?’

‘She could be anywhere. She travels a lot!

He stepped towards the cabinet and carefully picked up the rek-
tite, while the collective eathering watched in consternation. *Can
vou just — well, can you just see if she's here, and if she is, give her
this? "lell her the geologist who found it is here, and needs to calk to
her ahout E. samp—abour Jemima's trees.’

The girl deparred, and after twenty minurtes, the door to the
hoardroom opened as an clegant grey-haired woman in a pale linen
suit appeared. She wis unmisrakeably Bonnic. Older; tidier, but def-
initely the woman Andy remembered.

As for Bonmic, secing the man in front of her almest ook her
breath away: the absolute image of Matt, though with some lines;
more weathered skin — he was years older than Matt himself had
heen when she last saw him.

‘Andy!’ She was about o hug him, but checked herself, and
instead took his hand in both of hers.

‘Bon—Mrs Gracechurch,” said Andy, using the name on the
documenrs he'd seen.

“Bonnic”, please. Now, lefs sorr this business our.” She sar
Jown graceiully av che head of the table. T've been bricied on the
Jeol. And on the sticking poing.’

T.et me explain why we want it,’ said Andy. ‘1—

Bonnie raised a hand to silence him. ‘Save your hreath, kiddo.

Andy's face fell, but Bonnie went on, ‘One of the perks of being
the head of Hollamby Mining is that [ get co say what goes.” She
smiled. ‘Of course | understand what's so special about Jemima's trees,

Andy. You're knocking on an open door as far as 'm concerned.” To



the advisors on her own side who demurred, she said, “Yes, 1 know
ir's vour job to rall me our of ir. And [ respecr vour advice. But nor
everything's about money, or winning every point. We can make this

waork.'

When the details had been wrapped up, instead of leaving with the
lawvers, Bonnie stayed behind, alone with Andy. “You know I have to
say itz "Look at you, all grown up!™’

‘T've still got vour Prime Sample.’

‘I should hope so too!” She stroked a gold bracelec on her wrist.
‘Funny how life rurns our . . . [ remember once saying I'd give you a
joh. Didn't quite picture ic like this, though.’

‘Neither did L I be like old times.”

‘If only . .. Hard to know where the years have sone, but I'm
actually retiting soon .. . T'll make sure we stick to our promises,
though, even vnee I've pone.’ She straichtened a blotter on the table.
‘So, will Matt be coming? For the signing!”

‘Oh! No ... I got power of attorney from him — I'll be signing
for all of us. He's seen the paperwork, though. All done via the Aus-
rralian Consulate in Athens — he's in Greece at the moment. He left
rthe sration years age.’

‘Al Bonnic gave a slight nod as she absorbed the informaden,
then glanced at her watch, W2l Tve zot a planc to cateh, ['m afraid.
As they stood up, she put a hand on Andy’s shoulder and kissed him
on the cheek. ‘Safe tip back. And zood luck with the project.

The draft papers had indeed been sent to Matr via the consulare.
When he read to the end and saw the reference to the Managing Dir-
ector of Hollamby Mining, his heart skipped a beac ac ‘Bonnie’. His
first conscious rthoughr was, “Well done, Quiz . . . T knew vou'd go far’
It rook another sccond tor him to notice the surmame — Gracechurch.
Al So that was that. No need to go back to sign. Andy could do it
for him.
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Monday, 10th January 2000

ALKING THROUGH THE corridors of Wanderric Creck Haspital,

Matt was assailed by wisps of memory af his time there, inhal-
ing them with the disinfectant. In the newly opened Fairchild Wing,
he entered a room and approached the bed.

‘Hello, stranger,” he said, and swallowed hard as he bent to kiss
the torehead of the woman in ic. Her face, unseen by him for so manv
vears, was old, the skin papery, the hair silky white.

She vpened her eyes, and a sparkle came into them as she rec-
ognised her son. ‘Marrie!’

He sat down, and took her bony, sun-morcded hand. And just
as they had decades ago, the cold meral sensation of her wedding
ring, the way her palm fitted with his, built a bridee of recognition
between them — a hridee to the Lorna who was beyond the reach
and the measure of time. ‘Mum,’ he said, and lifted her hand to his
cheek.

They sat like thac tor a good while. Finally, Lorna said, ‘Mattie
darling, not long now, [ think.’

He squeezed her hand and gave a nod. The cancer had been
discovered only weeks ago, much roo lare tor help.

Tl be sarry ta leave you, though,’ she said, ‘and Andy and his
little ones ... And the station, of course, T've loved thot place.” She



smiled. T'm nor afraid, though . . .' She raised her other hand o clasp
his, and Macr scroked her hair

They talked about his journey back, his lile abroad. They spoke
about the ald days; fell quicr again. Then Lorna said, T hape Reose
will forgive me”’

Mart looked at her with a question, and she said, ‘T've always felt
what happened to her was my fault, somehow.’

e wasn't your tault, Mum. And it wasn'c her faule either’

Was [ a good mother o vou, Marctie!”

‘The best.’

T'm proud of how vou turned out. Afrer such a hard starr. And
I'm provd of all vou did for Andy, when you could have juse walked
away. You didn’t have e

Mart said, ‘T did have to, Mum.”

She smiled. “You always were the kind one.”

‘And have you forgiven me, tor leaving?’

‘I'm glad you got to live your great adventure, eventually. 1'd
always hoped vou would . . . Oh, the hours you used to spend spin-
ning the globe on Phil's desk. “There,” you'd say. “T'll visit there,”
wherever your finger landed on the map.’

She rried ro cough bur couldn’t manage. Matr plumped her pil-
lows and lifted her up — as light as o wren. Eighty-ning, and dwindled
to bones and feather-soft wrinkles. What weight those bones had
carried, though, ane way and another. He held a tissue ta her mouth
as she coughed up some mucus; then he wiped her lips.

‘Want sume water!”

TJust you, love,” she said, and took his hand again.

As they listened together to the wild melody of 2 hutcherhird
outside, Matrt recalled that favourite phrase of Pete Peachey's: ‘A bird
has many different somgs.”

A grimace of pain erossed Lorna’s tace, and she epened her eyes,
letting out a low moarn.

‘Shall T ger the nurse?”



She shook her head. ‘Ifll pass in 2 minute. The morphine will
only muddle me, and [ need to tell you something . .. She bit her
bottom lip and winced as she changed position. *. . . about Rose,” she
said, then stopped to draw breach.

Marcr's heart quickened, and he worried she could feel his palm
sweat.

T'm going to tell you a secre,” the old woman faltered, her voice
using her in-breath as well as the out-breath. She srasped his hand.
‘I know who Andy's father was”’

The butcherbird fell silent, as thouch to hear better. Marte sat
motionless, sick tear flooding through him.

It was ... Miles Beaumont,” she said, and gave a single nod, as
though having put down an enormous burden, then closed her eyes.
‘It's not so bad . .. He was a fine young man.’ Then, after a few more
breachs, ‘You can rell Andy, if vou want. Il leave it re vou to decide
what’s best.” Her face darkened. ‘Buc T don’t think there’s any reason
to tell him about Rasie’s death . . . or about his fall. That could only
hutt him.’

Matt desperately weighed something in the balance. His mother
had perhaps hours, at most days, lefr. . Whart right had he to correct
her, and desecrate her [ast minutes! How could it bring her anvthing
burt suffering, then or now?

Lorna vpened her eves to find him erving. ‘Marctie . .. There,
there, Mardie darling. Don't be sad. Eighov-nine’s precry good going.
I've had a good run. And T've had so much love along the way . ..
That’s all you can ask, isn’ticd’

The butcherbird storted o new melody, and Martt laid his head
on his mother’s chest, listening to her unsteady heartheatr threading
with the birdsong, and feeling the sun streaming gently through the

window, meldng into a moment of peace.
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Ar Lorna’s wake in the church hall 2 week afrer Mards rerurn, it took
him a2 moment ro recognise the trail old lady whe greered him. Only
when he saw the ever-iriendly Clive, sull with his psoriasis, did he
work out it was Myrtle Ecdle.

‘S0 pood to see you atter all this time,” she said.

“Thanks, Mrs Eedle,” Matt satd. ‘Good to see you, too.”

‘A fine woman, your mother She'll be sorely missed around here,’
said Myrtle, Mact just gave a nod, so she added, ‘Lovely service.

‘Thanks.’

“Were we still running the post office when you left in — when
was ir — 198aY

“Eighov-cight,” said Matt. ‘T think so, yes.”

‘Clive retited years ago, of course, but T still like to keep my
finger on the pulse.’ This was true. Her Drawers of Death now filled
an entire filing cabinert, and she had already jorted notes onto Lama's
arder of service: ‘Excellent turnout. First MacBride to die of old age
in living memory. Matthew returned for occasion.” She went on, ‘1
heur there are chunges afoot on Meredith Downs?’

‘One or twao,”

Myrtle waired, eyebrows raised to invire further details, but Marcc
jusr said, as anorher guese approached, ‘T you'll excuse me, Mrs Eedle . .

‘Of course,” she said, and wuered 1o a comer o updiawe her
hotes 1h a spidery hand.

Tt was a biz eathering. Humpty Dumpton had come with Coral,
armed with snaps of kids and erandkids; Harry Badger, who'd flown
from Ferth and the mining-equipment company he vwned; Maudie
Knapp, widowed now, but as energecic as ever, helping out with the
spread. Finally Mact greeted Sneaky Snook, still as round, sdll as
florid, but now with a shock of white hair, and a walking frame o
supplemenr his ‘dancing shoes'.

‘How long are vou here for?” the old man asked.

‘Neat long Just come back when T heard how sick Mum was. A
few things to tie up, then T be off”



“We miss you! Shame vou're not staying.’ Sneaky nabbed a small

sausage roll from a passing rray and popped the whole thing into his
mouth, dispatching it rapidly. "Not a patch on your mother’s.” He
wiped his fingers on the hanky he produced from his pockec. ‘Now,
vou went off to do someching wirh hoars, am 1 righr?’

Yeaoh. Joined a boatbuilder's in Queensland. He took me on as o
fairly meriatric apprentice. Since then U've travelled about a bit, sailing
maostly. Crewing on yachts in England. The Caribbean. Greeee .. 0

‘How's your Greek?'

‘Non-existent, But boats are boats, and water’s water

They reminisced ahout Lightning, about the old days on Mer-
edith Downs.

Sneaky leaned his head to one side. ‘Ever hear anyrhing from
Pete Peachey, after he left!”

Maer shook his head, and fele o deep pang ar the memory of the
man who'd meant so muach o him,

VWl TN tell you a funmy thing,” said Sneaky, Neot lang after
vou left, two weomen came to town, trying to track him dewn. Traced
him to Wanderrie Creek through some old money orders — he'd sent
them from various places, apparently.”

Matt raised his eyebrows a licdle. “I'hat’s a turn-up tor the books.’

"That's not the funny part. The funny part,” said Sneaky with a
grin, ‘was that the two birds were the spitring image ot Pete! Both
rall, and as skinny as a yard of pump wacer. Thev said Mvrele had
tricd her bese ro help chem — benr over backwards, apparendy, bar
drew o blank, so she sent chem to me)”

A smile came to Matts lips. ‘And?

‘Oh, T never knew where he went, after ... that business.
Anyway, [ told them to keep their ear to the eround, and if they
heard about a place where the roos were losing the fight, try looking
for him there.” He put his hands in his pockets and chuckled to him-
self. ‘Full of surprises, that one.” Wiping a rheumy eye with a knuckle,
he asked, ‘And is it crue? Thac you're selling Meredich ??



‘It's a hir more complicared than thar, replicd Mare, *Came ro an
arrangement wich a mining mob, and wirh rhe government conserva-
don people. Andy'll keep the homestead, but the placel be destocked.’

Weouldn't be the first place round these parts to get out of sheep,’
said Sneaky. ‘Pretty hard to make a living out of wool now.”

“Yeah.' Matt looked around at the old faces. ‘Everything comes

to an end, eventually.”

Martr and Andy sat on either side of Old Wally, the clock still steadfastly
ricking away the MacBride minutes after Loma's funeral and wale.
The early evening light came soft and coppery through the windows.

“You all right?” Andy asked.

‘Fine,’ said Matt quietly. ‘Nice that so many people came to the
funeral.’

‘All the grear and rhe good. T reckon she'd have been happy
enough with it A tew old hiymns, ond not oo much nonsense.” Andy
ropped up Matt's beer and scetled down in his chair again, roising his
olass. “To Nanna Lorna.’

“To Mum,” said Matct. As he drank, his gaze was drawn by the
shouts of the kids he saw messing about vutside. ‘Tlow old are they
all now! I lose orack”

Andy looked to the ceiling to calculate. ‘Nick's . .. sixteen, so
Dom's ... nearly fourteen, Rosie's awvelve nexc birthday and Sam's —
God, nearly three already” He laughed. *Our lierle surprise ..

“You look happy,” said Marc. ‘Really happy.’

Toam.’

‘No rearets? About handing over the statien?

Andy looked out at his children on the lawn, where Jane had
dragooned them all into a game of crogquet, to give Marer and Andy a

moment alone. ‘No. Time for a new chapter. What about you?’



Matt shrugged a shoulder and wok another sip. ‘I'm doing all
right. Sound in wind and limb, as they say.’

“The kids always love the postcards. Though I'm not sure thev
really get what a “great-uncle” is.’

They tell into a comfortable silence, Andy reying o undo some
ficndish knots in the soring of Rosice’s kite, Matt taking in the changes
to the room: all sorts of addidions thanks to the kids — a wonky clav
fruit bowl; a sheep made of pipe-cleancrs and bits of old flecee; a
M other's Day card with a stick figure of Jane, still on the mantelpiece
long after ics season. All these lives — thriving and healthy and knic-
ted together in such an ordinary way . . .

A new millennium. Mutr pondered all that had changed over
the years — all the old seerets that these days might have earned a
shrug at hest. Miles could be wich Sandy, or any bloke he wanred,
for rhar marrer, wirthout gerring thrown in gaol. Pere Peachey could
wear what he liked and no one would bac an ¢yelid. But nothing had
changed for Martt. Nothing had changed for Andy's position: they
were still in Rundle's ‘maral sewer’. That was never poing to change:
there was no starute of limitations on thar particular sin.

Marct thoughe of Lorna, and her last words to him. He'd be gone
again soon enough. Who knew whether he'd ever see Andy again!
‘Funny question, Soot, I know, hut ..’

*Goonl’

‘Do you rhink you'd have been happier, it you'd tound our whe
vour father was?

Andy was thrown: Mat, of all people, touching on the topic
he'd avoided all Andy’s life. Funerals sure had strange effects on
people . .. Then, to his own surprise, Andy found himself laugh-
ing ‘God! [ remember when I was obsessed by that! That bloody
family tree projece and everything.” He scratched his head. “To be
honest, 1's been — boy — donkevys’ years since I've even thought
about it.

“Would vou want to know, it you could?’



“Why!?" Andy gave Marc a look. ‘Did Nanna Lorna say some-
cthing? Before she died?

‘Nothing like that. T was just wondering.’

‘No time for much else when you've gor four kids carcering
around. That and running this place doesn’t leave me much time
for contemplating my navel. And soon there'll be all the changes . ..
Nah. I suppose — I'd put it this way: [ don't know who 1 might have
heen, buc | know who ['ve become. I reckon what matters most now
isn’t who my father was, but that I'm their dad.” He nodded roward
the window. Jane knows who I really am; my kids know.’

He smiled as he remembered something. ‘Pere Peachey once said
o forgetment was a free pass: I could make things cthe way [ wanted
them te be.” He gave o lough, “What if my father had tuirhed out
to be an arschole? Or if he wanted o muscle in on our lives? He
could be dead by now, anyway . . . I reckon finding out could enly
make me less happy, not more. I'm happier thac he's a forgetment.’
He shrugeed. ‘Besides, I always had you.’

Qld Wally chimed the hour, and each ehime souked into Mact,
dissolving something within. ‘Is he still getting his fair share of booze
he asked with a glance at the clock.

My oarh!” said Andy. ‘And rhe kids corconed on precry quickly
that they could make that uradidion apply to Tollics. You'd be amazed
how much chocolate that bleody clock can cac”

As Matt tumed his eves to the swing set on the back lawn, he did
a deuble take at the sicht of himself, or perhaps of Andy, sailing up on
the seat, pushed by a girl. In the split second it ook to remember that
it must be Sam, Andy's voungest, his body had already reaieved the
feeling of playing with Andy on it. The rouch of those tiny hands
that reached for him with such crust; thar taught him it was all right

ro reach hack.



CHIRRLT LIKE a squeaky toy drew Macds atientdon o the long

blue tail of a splendid fairy wren coming and going to his nest
with food for his chicks: once the mather, feathers a dull fawn, has
hatched the eges in the little dome of grass, the male helps with the
feeding. Precty rare to see one this late in January, though: the bril-
liant cobalt of his mating season plumage was already surrendering
to its usuul mousey brown.

Three days had passed since Lorna's tuneral. As Marc surveved
Jemima's crees, the strong, dry wafr of cucalyprus carried him hack
to all he'd been chrough in this place — times he'd belicved he would
never survive. Somchaw, being back here crased the intervening
vears — travelling; working; the oceasional stab at romance that
always ended with one or the other of them retreating. In this place,
the memory of Bonnie washed everything else away like a wave. Ie
hadn't seen her since the day chey'd said goodbye at chis spot - . . the
day she had joined the ranks of all the people he'd lost.

And now, those ranks included Lorna. He had lived away from
his mother for years, but it was different, this missing her chat had
sercled into his bones since her dearh. One of his hands moved ro
embrace the ather, 28 if to prolong her lasc clasping of it. Fram Lorma,
his mind drifted to his father; to Warren; to his sister. With o lurch,
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he picrured Rose, body laid our under a sheer on the kirchen table,
fust an clbow of her polka-dor pyjiamas peeping our. He took o gulp
al air and shook his head. Oh, Rosie . ..

A fraoment of music had been playing over and over in his mind
since Lorna's tuneral — ‘Dear Lovd and Father of Mankind, forgive our
foolish wavs. Reelothe us in our rightful munds . . . His memory of Lor-
na's coffin shaded itself into the image of Rosie's. He calculated: yes,
Andy’s oldest — the youngster with bad skin and a ftairly poor go aca
shave, who he’d last seen as a small child, and who had greeced him
gawkily a few days ago — that kid was almosr the same age he'd been
himself ar the me of the crash ... and of all that came afrer. The
thought hir him like a2 body blow: so voung, Oh, Bliss, Wi were fust
with all that.

bloody kids! 3o ridiculously young to have to deal with

Butit was in Rosc’s voice that he heard the next words: And awe
paid fov it, Bubba . Enough, now .

He hreathed deeply. Mavhe you're vight . . . Yawa, vawa, yawa,
he whispered. Yawa, Rosie love.”

He pictured her with Andy as he was now, together. He had
grown up sane, happy. Matt couldn’t have hoped for more. Now,
Andy had answered his question, and his answer had heen certain.
The scerer was nor Marr’s any more, but forever Andy's: ir musc he

allowad Lo become a forgetment.

Martt mazed out into the distance, watching the shadows grow and
bend the trees earthwards: storing up the view as a creasure he could
carry with him, just as he'd done as a little boy. He heard a car. Andy
was due to meet him here, maybe with the kids. Matt hoped this
place was special tor them, too.

When Matt turned he saw not a man, but a woman with straisht
grey hair pulled inco a ponvrail, whao appeared as urcerlv starcled o sec
him as he did her In shorrs and T-shire, she scill had rhar unmisreake-
able, rangy physique.

‘Wuiz!
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‘No one's called me that in a while,” said Bonnie when she could
finally find words. ‘But . . . Where’s Andv? He asked me to meet him
here.’

*Aslked me, too,” said Marct.

‘I had no idea. Truly. T heard vou were on a Greek island or some-
where.” She glameed acher waceh. T'm sure this was the tme he—

She St{)ppcd, as the vuth dawned on them.

Bloody Andy .. ." said Mart.

Eventually, Bonnie said, ‘It's — it’s good to see you,’

Tlow long has it heen?’

She put her hands in her pockees. “Thirtiech of January 1978, 1c
wus a Friday)’

The precision of her reply loosened something in Matr. His
breathing slowed, his body sdlled, not wanting o frighcen the
moment away, naf wanting ro rush chrough i

Ts that so? He motioned with his head o the flac Tedge, and
they made their way to sit down.

T was sorry to hear abaut your mum,’ said Bonnie. T understand
why you and Andy didn't want to change anything while she was
alive.” She paused. “The company'll take good care of che place. And
vou're welcome here any dme.’

I won't he back, actually,” Mart said. ‘Just came to say one last
goodhye”

‘Ah.’ Bonnic taised her chin as she rook in rhe news. "Me o . ..
I'm reciring. I'm jusc on a tarewell rour of our sites — war here roday.
I'd told Andy T'd be in the neighbourhood.

Matt's eyes were fixed on the view without seeingit, his thoughts
tacing, his skin alive with the charee that seemed to come from
the narrow gap between them. ‘In the paperwork Andy sent you're
Bonnie Gracechurch. You — got married, then?

[ did,” said Bonnte, ‘eventually.”

[t ook Matt a moment to recover irom the stab of it ‘Good for

vou.” He paused. ‘Any kids!”
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‘No ... Don't know rthar T was ever going to be the tvpe to sir ar
home and knit and make school lunches!”

T ean't sec vou doing that cither

‘Bob wanted it — the knitting and the kids. So we enly lasted a
couple of years.”

‘Sarry te hear that,” said Mact, his scalp beginning to tingle.

‘Don’t be,” said Bonnie. ‘And you!”

A shadow of pink crept vver Matrs face. ‘Never married.’

The wren had returned to its nest, and they wacched it togecher,
the narrow opening in the grassy dome occasionally revealing the
gaping mourh of onc of the tearherless chicks.

‘I never thoughe I'd see vou again,’ Bonnie said.

‘Neither did 1.7

She brushed some red dirt from heside her, ¢learing a small circle
of bedrock with her finger. “There have been so many times, over the
years, | wished I coudd see you — because I wanted to tell you some-
thing. Never thought I'd get the chance ’ She tapped her temple with
the heel of her hand. ‘Now thar I have, the words feel all jumbled.’

Martt fixed his attention on her.

‘I wanted to cell you,” she said, ‘chac .. . [ know whart ics like o
have rthings you don’t wanr ro ralk abour . .. and ro have someone
try Lo drag them out of you. Bob didn't wiant me te have any comer
of myself that he couldn’t get into. He'd get jealous if he thought
there were things he didn'c know about me. It tock me a leng time
to understand how vou—how it could have felt for you,’ she said.
‘But now I do. Thete are bits of me that are—well, just mine.” She
shrugged. ‘And chat's all right.’

Martt held his silence, every sinew taut, alert ... Muaybe she'd
want nothing more to do with him. He could hardly blame her: he
knew how rerribly he'd wounded her

She kepr warching rhe nese, the wren darring in and our with
o grub or o ericket. T know none of 1t mocters now, buc for whac s
worth, it took me a long time to work out that T.. " There was a
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long pause. ‘. .. well — loved — you because of how you were, mysteries
and ull. If I'd turned vou into someone else, mavbe I'd have stopped
loving you.’

The tingling in Matr's scalp washed through his whole body.
Againsr all odds, here was Quisz, sitring so close he could feel the hear
of her body, smcll her hain one Last time. Whe could g0y how much
longer cither of them would be on this carth? Regret had hummed
bencath every one of his days for as long as he could remember, and
if he didn't speak now, it would stay that way forever He eyed the
wren. ‘And have you?” he murmured. ‘Stopped?”

You . .. pegged a prior claim on my heart. No one else could
ever quire get in. [ don’t know whether you knew that.”

Matt reached for her hand. *I knew, Quiz. [ knew. Because it was
the same for me.’

A hlack becrle had heen making irs way along a rock just helow
them, and without warning, the wren dropped down from the tree o
a spot just beside Matt's boat. They both froze so as not to disturb it
The bird jumped onto Matt's foot, then swooped on the beetle, seiz-
ing it in its beak and staring at the two of them briefly, head to one
side, before flicting back up to its nest.

s it—oh, I don't know — too late, Marct!?’ Bonnie turned to him.
‘Did we miss our chance?’

‘Depends . . . Martrsaid; chen, quietly, ‘Is your hearr still beating?”

Bonnic rook his hand and resced ic on her ribs ro feel ics bear,
strong and rapid.

“Then mavbe we're not tao Tace.” He turned o face her, and
drew his fingers along the grooves beside her eves, his thumb along
the furrows time had etched into her forehead, and dared to look
into those rurquoise eyes, searching for the woman he had lost years
ago, There she was, looking out, searching for him, roo.

He pulled her to him, rucking her head beneach his chin. As he
kissed the top of her hair, the last traces of an ancient pain lifted, and

his hody recalled a childhood sensadon — of jigsaw pieces, clicking
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hack into place as though rthey'd never been aparr, their belonging

inevicable, more powerful chan cime.

It ook a week or so to dismantle che shed. It took a faw more davs tor
the transport crew from Hollamby Mining o rig up and sceure the
specinl sling. This firse pare of the journey would be only sixry miles,
fust as far as the rendezvous ac a rail siding.

Goodbyes had been said ot the homestead, bur Andy, Jone and
all four kids bid one last round of farewells to Martt and Bonnie as
they all pathered together in the sharp morning lizht that was already
haking the earth.

*You need your head read, vou mad bastard,’ said Andy, grabbing
Matt in a hear hug and slapping his back.

‘A promise is a promise, Soor. And beoween us MacBrides, we've
heen promising Uncle Money for vears thar we'd searcer his ashes in
the ocean.’

‘T can think of casier ways of doing it,” Bonnie said.

‘Bur not a maere fitting ong,” Mart replicd. ‘And T distinetly
remember you volunteered to crew Thouoh that was a while back”

Andy nudeed Sam, his youngest, forward. ‘Ge on. Remember
what to say . ..’

The boy produced a bottle of beer and held it up to Matr with a
solemn frown. ‘For the Monty boat!?

“We reckoned Money deserved one last beer,” said Andy.

Tl make sure he gers ie,” Marr said, elearing his throac ro cover
the ernck in his voice. He mn a knuckle down Sam'’s cheek, then
squeczed Andy's shoulder and gave him a fimal nod.

Matt and Bonnie climbed aboard the bie Hollamby helicopter, which

hegan its slow ascent, heisting the slack steel cables until they became
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taut with the weight of their cargo. Andy gave Matt a salute which
turned into a wave that shrank with distunce.

Bonnie turned to Matt, her voice raised through the head-
phones against the racket of the rotorn “‘Martchew MacBride! What
the hell are we doing?

Haven't got a bloody clue, Quiz.” He rook her hand. ‘Bac we'll
waork it out.”

(Generations before, people and kangaroos and bungarras and Ged
knew what else had lovked on, astonished, as a camel team had
painstakinaly hauled Money's pearling lugger onto Meredith Downs.
Now, their respective descendunrs warched in wonder as the boat
made its way skywards, inally heading home to the warer by a means
their forebears could never have imagined. The boar under them
climbed steadily — swaying a lirde — and below, Maer could see the
sheds, the windmills; moke out the ancient skeleton of the wrecked
truck. Gradually, trees tumed to patterns and then to dots; racks
blurred into sandy patches, and the homestead of Meredith Downs,
together with the lives of all the people who had lived and loved
there, grew more and more discane, until they were barely a smudge
on that timeless red landscape, their deeds, good and bad, destined

to juin the vast ocean of human forgetments.
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