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part one



one

A small Queensland cattle station during the height of summer is a place where events that are quite out of the ordinary may sometimes occur. There is, at that time of the year in such places, an enforced dislocation of the regular rhythms of daily life. The sense of isolation deepens with the coming of the season of storms and the intensification of the heat. In addition to distance there is the problem of periodically impassable roads. The herd of beef cattle is better left to its own devices until the autumn mustering, and so the occupants of the station have nothing to do. Or at least they must make an extra special effort to do something because—except for the small everyday chores the very repetition of which tends to emphasise the monotony of life—there is nothing that must be done.

There is a cattle station in the Central Highlands of Queensland where a few years ago an event took place which shocked the local community and for which there seemed at the time to be no rational explanation. The people involved in this tragedy were a young stockman, the owner/manager of the station and his wife, together with their two children, a boy aged eleven and a girl aged thirteen.

The stockman was Robert Crofts, an immigrant from England. He was a glutton for hard work and since his arrival the area around the homestead had been greatly smartened up. Where there had been a haphazard pile of branches and logs overgrown with rank burrs and blackberry, which had served as the wood heap, there was now a neat lean-to stacked to its roofline with sawn, chopped and size-graded fuel to feed the open fire on frosty winter evenings. A regularly slashed path through the horehound led from this shelter to the rear entrance of the homestead garden. When he was not working, the stockman would often sit for hours on the bank of the creek and simply watch the clear water flowing past. The creek lay at the bottom of deep precipitous banks and, although the homestead was not more than fifty metres from it, the water could not be seen from the verandah. The water’s edge was an especially pleasant place on a hot day. Overhung by the great branches of the river gums and below the level of the heated plain the clear stream contained numerous fish: perch, silver and black bream, and great slimy catfish which were nevertheless good to eat. Many species of birds lived near the surface of the water and others visited it daily. Once a watchful python eased its olive coils through the creamy branches of the overhanging paperbarks nearby.

The stockman would sit here by the water while the setting summer sun flared overhead, until he was called to the evening meal. Being the only full-time hired hand on the place he took his meals with the family. On these occasions he was silent unless questioned directly and he never attempted to share his thoughts with them. At first they teased him about his shyness but soon recognised that it was something more than this. There was a closed solitariness about him that was not natural in a young man. He brought this solitariness with him. It was deeper than theirs—it had nothing to do with geography—and they hadn’t expected it. Robert Crofts was also very beautiful. His body was strong and well-muscled, he was slim and upright and his movements were finely coordinated. His rather Germanic features were slightly elongated and his lips were full and red. In the expression of his eyes, which were a deep and luminous brown, there seemed forever to be an observation on his surroundings that he could not be brought to utter.

His beauty and his aloofness disturbed the equilibrium of the Rankin family. His arrival was an event of some moment on this lonely station and each of the family in their own way sought to draw him to their particular world—with the exception of the young boy, Alistair, who stood determinedly apart from the newcomer from the very beginning. Without ever actively opposing them, indeed often acquiescing in whatever they might suggest, the stockman nevertheless for a long time offered a resistance to the efforts of the members of the family to involve him in their lives—his shield was his calm politeness. He moved about in their familiar world, observing it with unfamiliar eyes; and quietly, industriously he slowly rearranged it.

At fifty-six Ward Rankin, the owner and manager of the station, was a disappointed man and was easily aroused to extremes of irritation and even—especially in his dealings with the animals—to outbursts of violence. But he was not predictable in this and could be gracious, even charming, so that his family treated him with caution, forever hoping for the best. He stayed indoors as much as possible and loathed the work of the station, doing the minimum needed to keep the place going. He was a short brittle man, nervous, well-read, priding himself on his civilised habits. An only son, for many years he had managed the property for his aged mother. It was not what he had intended for himself. He had wished to travel and to study in the old centres of European learning, but when his father died there had been no one else to take care of the station and, as it was his patrimony, Rankin had stayed, putting off his plans one year after another. He was forty-one by the time his mother died. A year or two before this he had married Ida Sturgiss, a girl from a neighbouring station who had volunteered to help out. She was eighteen. A few months later their first child, Janet, was born. Eighteen months after Janet came Alistair. Ward Rankin never got away from the station and with time he grew to resent the circumstances that bound him to it.

During the past few months he had come to view the hardworking efficiency of Robert Crofts with increasing irritation and hardly ever let an opportunity go by without offering a disparaging comment on it. When Crofts had been on the station for six months and his latest self-imposed task was to clean up the generations of accumulated rubbish at the horseshoeing area, Ward Rankin said to him—without any preamble, so that the children around the dinner table looked at their father in fear—‘If you must do something useful why don’t you shoot Julia’s bloody foal!’ And with that he got up and left the dining room.

A thin haze of mist from the creek hung in the still air among the dark lime trees when Robert Crofts emerged next morning from the bare fibro hut that was his living quarters. He carried the high-powered .303 rifle used for shooting brumbies. He walked past the silent dogs chained to their trees and went into the machinery shed. The house too was silent, its occupants asleep. In the windless quiet of the dawn hour the sound of the creek could be heard. Inside the shed the stockman clamped bullets in the bench-vice and carefully sawed their points off so that they would flatten on impact and cause a maximum of damage to the target. This practice had been ordered by Rankin—who was strangely frugal in such matters—and who would be scathing in his reaction if the stockman were to use more than one bullet to accomplish his task. Rankin’s severe attitude seemed to act as a challenge to the stockman, goading him to strive for perfection in everything he did. His one objective appeared to be to serve Rankin diligently. Riding the night horse and with the rifle slung over his shoulder he went slowly through the early morning towards the horse paddock where he hoped to find the mare, Julia, and her foal. The mare was Rankin’s most useful stockhorse but had been rendered temporarily useless through getting into foal by a brumby stallion that had jumped the horse paddock fence almost a year since—an intrusion only made possible by the poorly maintained state of the fence.

A few hundred metres beyond the homestead Crofts reached the edge of the lime trees and emerged onto the perimeter of a grassy plain from which the station’s setting could be viewed. Beyond the plain, almost entirely encircling the valley and more than five kilometres distant, basalt-topped ranges rose into the pink dawn from the dark mantle of an ironbark forest. They were like the ramparts of an ancient city, their silent fortress walls scarred with countless deep ravines, weathered into stranger shapes than anyone would invent.

The stockman reined in under a tree and patiently surveyed the line of the scrub to his right. He waited. Half an hour later horses emerged from the trees and began cropping their way out onto the plain. He dismounted and started to stalk them, keeping the limes and stringybarks between himself and them. But he had not counted on a family of wild pigs that were camped round the delicious supply of fallen limes. They dashed screaming from him. The horses were alarmed at once, keeping their distance and snorting with suspicion at his stealthy intrusion. The stockman realised now that he should have driven them openly into the yards in the normal way and drafted off the foal there. He could see the foal clearly enough, however, peeping around the protective shoulder of its mother. He steadied the rifle against the trunk of a stringybark and looked along the sights. The foal’s head was a hittable target. Why not pull the trigger? . . . He fired and the powerful explosion drove him backwards. The fearful noise roared and echoed through the trees and across the plain, sending the horses racing for the back fence. A cloud of fine dust rose up into the first rays of the sun that slanted through the trees.

•

Robert Crofts had unsaddled the night horse and hung the gear on its rack in the shed. He was on the point of returning to his quarters when a voice suddenly said, ‘Did you have any luck?’

He had been aware of the sound of someone walking towards the shed but it had not registered with him until Ida Rankin asked her question. She had been collecting down at the hen run beyond his hut and her hands were filled with warm brown eggs.

‘You were very quick,’ she said. On going out she had tucked her dress up high around her thighs to avoid the dewy weeds that grew rankly along either side of the track. When she saw Crofts she had shaken out the folds—one tuck had remained caught up, like an imitation of a toga. Her well-shaped legs were tanned and smooth.

‘You should cut the weeds here too,’ she said and laughed lightly, pleasantly conscious of his attention.

He gazed beyond her now, along the path that led to his hut and to the hen run, and beyond that to the rubbish dump. ‘I’ll do it today,’ he said.

‘And did you shoot the foal?’ she asked again.

‘No,’ he said uneasily. ‘I missed her.’

She sounded sympathetic. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Well, it’s not the end of the world, is it?’

His gaze focused on her and for the first time their eyes met. He hesitated then said, ‘Not for the foal anyway.’ A slight squint in her eyes gave her strong handsome features a point of fascination, as if the physical misalignment were reflecting an uncertainty in her thoughts, which she might voice at any moment. The sounds of the morning suddenly rushed in on them. An insane screeching of cockatoos shook the trees over their heads. They both looked down at the eggs in her upturned palms. The undercurrent of feeling between them had left in its wake a slight awkwardness. She smiled and turned and left him standing there. He watched her walk towards the house.

Except for the subdued click and scrape of cutlery on china, breakfast proceeded silently. The news that the stockman had shot his favourite mare through the shank had been received by Ward Rankin half an hour earlier with a restrained raising of his eyebrows and a slight shake of his head. He had not spoken since. He ate his bacon delicately, absorbed by the technical precision of the task, his knife making repeated, evenly spaced, snicking sounds against his plate. Ida Rankin glanced at him from time to time. Each forkful he raised to his mouth bore an equal measure of egg and bacon. Without fixing directly on anyone, his gaze would make a rapid survey of the table every few moments and when the children were on the point of finishing their meal he paused, his fork suspended, apparently listening for something.

His wife looked at him and then at her children. ‘You can go and get your work ready,’ she said to them. ‘I’ll be out in a minute.’

And with that the station owner resumed eating his breakfast. The three of them were left at the table, and when Ida Rankin went to fetch coffee from the kitchen only the stockman and his boss remained.

Ward Rankin wiped his mouth with his white napkin and carefully arranged his plate squarely before him, a procedure that occupied him for a surprising length of time, as if he were unwilling to bring this moment to a conclusion. When he was ready he sat back and looked directly at Robert Crofts, staring at him steadily until at last the stockman was forced to meet his eyes. It was not certain then whether Rankin’s lips formed themselves into a sneer or whether he were simply trying to dislodge a remnant of bacon from a tooth. At any rate he waited longer than necessary before speaking, and when he did speak he emphasised each word, not shifting his gaze from the young man’s for a second. ‘Get the horses into the yard,’ he said.

He waited until the stockman was in the doorway before adding, ‘Wait there for me.’

The sun laid a shimmering haze over the yards as the mob of restless horses churned the fine dust into the air. The stockman observed their quarrelling, waiting more than an hour before Rankin’s jeep rattled up. An examination of the mare’s foreleg revealed that the bullet had missed the great cannon bone and had passed cleanly through the muscle an inch or so above the delicate joint formed by the sesamoid bones. Rankin said nothing. He applied Stockholm tar liberally to the wound and instructed the stockman to turn the horses out.

The two men stood and watched the mare limp off behind the scattering mob, her impatient foal darting ahead of her. Now that she was out of action anyway, Rankin had decided that she may as well rear the foal.

The yards were empty but the two men continued to stand there facing the open gate and the grove of limes in the paddock until the stillness had arranged itself around them again. The morning was settling into silence. Beyond the deep channel of the creek and far out on the silver plain the baleful lament of the crows was drawing the day forward.

Rankin moved away a few paces then turned and faced the stockman. Holding a cigarette between the second and third fingers of his left hand, and in his right hand an old-fashioned brass lighter (it was highly polished and caught the sun, the solder at its joints worn almost through with years of regular use) he examined the young man. Rankin did not light the cigarette but held it and the lighter poised in front of him. He was agitated and his pale eyes were watering, glinting sharply from under the brim of his hat. He moved again until he was almost directly behind the stockman. Only then, when Robert Crofts turned to face him, did he say sharply, ‘This is another case of you wavering! Isn’t it? Dithering about instead of doing the job cleanly when it’s something important!’

He stopped speaking. This was not what he wished to say.

Before the stockman could respond Rankin made an angry dismissive gesture and turned away. He walked quickly to where his jeep was parked. Before climbing into the vehicle Rankin looked back and, seeing the young man still standing in the middle of the empty yard, he shouted mockingly, ‘Why don’t you go and get on with your cleaning up!’

•

Ward Rankin was in an uncomfortable state of mind. On entering the house he went straight to the sitting room. This was a room of generous proportions in the eastern end of the house. Rooms had been built on around it and it was now windowless, in a perpetual half-light even on the brightest day. Filled with Rankin’s books and the heavy Victorian furniture of his parents, the room had a musty, suspended-in-time feeling about it. The children avoided it and, except for the first half-hour or so by the wood fire after dinner on chilly winter evenings, it was never the scene of family gatherings.

Rankin switched on a wall lamp and closed the door. Sitting at his desk he began sorting through the mail which had arrived the day before. Much of the correspondence was from stock agents and distributors seeking payment of their bills and custom for new products. The details of this work disgusted him today and he couldn’t settle to it. After a few minutes he gave up and sat staring at the bookshelves.

In part the reason for his extreme restlessness was clear. He was justifiably upset with the stockman for putting his best mare out of action. It was the sort of gross clumsiness he hated more than anything. There was something ugly about such a thing. It was a serious act of stupidity. But here Rankin’s feelings encountered a difficulty, for he was aware that Robert Crofts was not stupid. Staring at the spines of the books Rankin realised that he was beginning to formulate an unpleasant intimation. Could there have been something wilful in the shooting of the mare by the stockman? He had no wish to consider such a possibility and made an effort to distract himself at once. He ripped open the first envelope lying before him and saw that it contained a letter from Dennis Laing, the Rockhampton manager of The Australian Estates Company. One of the first things Laing asked was, ‘How is Crofts settling in?’ It was a reasonable enough enquiry, as it had been Rankin’s request to Laing that had resulted in Crofts being sent out to the station from the coast.

Throughout his life Ward Rankin had perceived station hands as men belonging to a race of beings distinct from and inferior to his own. He would never have expressed it like that, but it was how he saw the matter. As a boy home from boarding school only during the holidays he had had fleeting contact with a succession of these men who, for the most part, were semi-itinerant in their habits and more or less illiterate—their legacy of reading matter was invariably a messy collection of wretched magazines shoved in a corner of the quarters or strewn around the floor after they had departed. They came from poor town families. Rankin had viewed his own future then as a flowing one, securely in place among the prolific and civilised offerings of a mellow European scholarship—a view no less real to him for having been largely imagined for him through the eyes of his schoolmasters. He did not see himself as the daily companion of station hands.

Rankin had specifically requested Laing in his recruiting to look out for someone a bit different from the usual run and had not objected when the latter had telephoned to say that a young English boy was looking for work on a cattle station. He had even permitted himself to look forward with a degree of pleasurable anticipation to Robert Crofts’ arrival and, reassured by his appearance at their first meeting, had initially offered him the use of his books. But the response to his unheard-of invitation had been disappointing. More than that, his rejected offer of intimacy had left Rankin with the uncomfortable feeling that he might have rendered himself vulnerable to the stockman. He had been looking for the means to redress the balance ever since. The accident with his mare this morning had seemed to present the perfect opportunity for putting Crofts firmly back in his place. But in the yards Rankin had found himself inarticulate. As he sat at his desk ripping open envelopes Ward Rankin conjured for himself a fantasy in which he humiliated Crofts. In this daydream the stockman was no longer muscularly beautiful but bore instead the worried hungry look of the local poor. Rankin felt a little better after this and even managed to settle down to his work for a time.

There were many causes for Ward Rankin’s disturbed state of mind this morning. He had found satisfaction in neither of two fundamental areas of life—sex and the fulfilment of dreams. And these failures were connected. The most promising relationship of his youth—a deep love for his English master at school which had matured during the best four years of his life—had remained unconsummated, leaving both the man and the scholar in him forever stranded on the edge of seduction. For years after his enforced return to the station he had kept up a correspondence with his friend, who had guided him in his thinking and in his careful assembling of a library. It became a matter, however, of rationalising hopes that in the end were no longer real. The library had ceased to grow and the correspondence had dropped from a letter a month to a letter a year and at last to silence. Even reading in the newspaper of the man’s death years later had not greatly moved him.

Ward Rankin’s scholarship, such as it was, had become frozen in time, his attitudes those of a generation whose opinions were no longer viable. Recently he had wondered briefly if those early preoccupations might not be rekindled. As he sat alone at his desk this morning he found himself again—and against his will—thinking of Robert Crofts. The stockman had stood in the doorway and gazed around the unfamiliar room, his expression betraying neither interest nor surprise. He had accepted the loan of a volume but it was clear that the books meant nothing to him. That day Ward Rankin had decided that Crofts was bent on some private purpose of his own.

On the verandah a screen door banged twice in quick succession announcing that the children’s morning lessons with their mother had come to an end. Rankin got up and left his paperwork unfinished. In the bright light on the verandah his wife was laying the table for morning tea.

Ida Rankin was as much a Central Highlander as her husband. Her great-grandparents had trekked their belongings, their cattle and their horses almost two thousand kilometres from the Goulburn district of New South Wales to settle on the Nogoa River in 1862, less than a year after the local Aborigines had been exterminated by the settlers in retribution for the massacre of the Wills family at Cullin-la-Ringo. In contrast to these preceding horrors, her family had enjoyed the beginning of a peaceful and prosperous history. Like Rankin she had spent four years at a boarding school on the coast and had then returned to the station, intending to stay no more than twelve months before starting an Arts degree at the university in Brisbane. While her sojourn away from the Highlands had broadened her view of the world and of her possibilities it had done nothing to erode her love for the grand landscape of her childhood.

Unlike Ward Rankin she had not wished to escape from the Highlands but, as a child of a large family, had viewed her eventual departure from them as a sad necessity. She was not indifferent to the effects of beauty on her soul—Goorbulla, the mysterious ‘roof’ of Queensland and once the sacred domain of the Bidjara peoples had revealed itself to her in childhood and she was never thereafter entirely free of its irrational influence. By volunteering her services as companion to Ward Rankin’s semi-invalid mother she had found a convenient way to occupy her time. She had also been attracted by the element of risk in sharing, for a limited period, a domestic situation with a man of Rankin’s age and difficult disposition. Once within the household her youthful enthusiasm had seized on Rankin’s unresponsive personality as a challenge to her womanhood. Her teachers had made her as familiar with English literature as he was and so she had contrived this as the way to bring them together. Love had never really come into it for either of them. For the past few years they had shared the same bed only on rare occasions, and then uneasily.

•

The western verandah was glassed in, resembling a large gallery, and remained relatively cool in summer until the early afternoon. Inside the verandah the dark oiled cedar slats of the venetian blinds lay three-quarters closed against the glass. As the house was raised on timber piles four metres from the level ground, the intense white brilliance of the day streamed upwards through the blinds and saturated the room with a glow of light, as if the particles of air were themselves the source of this illumination. Ida Rankin came and went quickly from the adjoining kitchen. She was barefoot and in this light her arms and legs had the sheen of vigorous good health. Her movements were imbued with a sense of purpose. She was in a hurry.

When he came out onto the verandah Ward Rankin did not sit at the table nor did he make any move to assist his wife. Instead he went to the far end of the room and stood peering down through the inclined slats of the blinds, scrutinising the approaches to the back steps. The blazing light lay vertical ripples of shadow on the sharp planes of his face as he stood squinting at the ground below.

Ida Rankin returned with a large oval dish of hot pikelets. Placing it on the table, she said flatly, ‘He went for a swim with the children.’ She did not look at her husband but went back to the kitchen the moment she had put down the dish. At her words he turned from the window and watched her leave, then stood frowning as he heard her talking familiarly with the resident colony of kitchen garden birds, whose incessant chattering was the only noise outside. When she came back with the pot of tea they both sat down at the table. She had brought her own pile of mail and busied herself examining it. For a while neither spoke. He watched her, however, as if he were expecting her to say something, and as the minutes went by he grew more fidgety. Finally, when the voices of the children returning from the creek could be heard, he asked abruptly, ‘Was he wearing togs this time?’

She laughed, both impatient and incredulous, as though she had just heard of some ridiculous ineptitude that had been perpetrated by someone she already despised. ‘I’m not sure,’ she said almost gaily. ‘He had a towel around his waist.’

It was clear that Ward Rankin was intensely irritated by his wife’s manner. She continued to eat pikelets and to rip open mail as if nothing were amiss. ‘Didn’t you call out to him?’ Rankin demanded, his annoyance hardening into anger. ‘And ask him?’

She was careful to keep a neutral tone, aware of how much this was provoking her husband. She did not look at him. ‘After what was said, I’m sure he would have been wearing something.’ Her mail consisted principally of a mass of correspondence from members of the Country Women’s Association and the local chapter of the Red Cross. During a visit to town some months ago she had been charmed into a burst of public spiritedness and had agreed to coordinate the efforts of these two groups in a fund-raising carnival to be held the day after Christmas. Among the daunting pile of business before her now there was, however, a welcome postcard from her younger brother. It was a picture of the main street of Gympie, a coastal town in the southern part of the state, where he had gone at the beginning of the year to take up his first job as a clerk in the butter factory. Surprisingly he was enjoying himself. ‘Gil sends his love,’ she said. And now she did look at her husband, proffering the postcard. ‘He’s looking forward to coming up for Christmas.’ And when Rankin ignored it she placed the card on the cloth in front of him. ‘Would you like to see what he’s got to say?’

Their eyes met.

‘We agreed that you would keep a check!’ he said sharply.

‘I’d have felt ridiculous,’ she answered, ‘shouting a question like that at him from the kitchen window.’

He turned the card over, glanced at the writing then at the picture of the street, and let it fall from his fingers.

‘I’m not concerned about how you feel,’ he said with the same measured pedantic tone in which he had spoken to the stockman earlier that morning—he might have been charging his wife with stupidity. ‘It is Janet I’m worried about.’

‘Who else?’ she said as the children came bounding up the steps. Janet Rankin was first through the door. She was followed by her younger brother, who struggled after her as if he were trying to keep pace with an altogether freer being than himself.

Janet Rankin went straight up to the table and snatched a pikelet from the dish. She ate it at once, stuffing it greedily into her mouth without bothering to butter it. She was startlingly like her father. Small and fine-boned, with a thin face, she had the same wary eyes as he did, grey and restless, whose aloof expression conveyed her sense of her own personal superiority over the individuals and conditions around her. It was an expression, however, which served to mask her innermost feelings. She smiled at her father and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Like her brother she was naked except for a pair of underpants. Her dark hair was dripping wet and lay in long thin strands like water weed across her bony shoulders. There were goosebumps on her shivering skin and around her nipples the swollen rose-pink aureoles of puberty shone and accentuated her nakedness.

‘Get something dry on before you catch a chill,’ Ward Rankin said.

‘He’s not coming,’ she pronounced. Her gaze remained steady on the dish of pikelets. ‘He’s gone.’

For an instant Ward Rankin thought his daughter meant the stockman had left the station, had really gone, walked off the place as men sometimes did after accidents or disagreements, offended and suspicious, saying nothing. He even saw an image of Crofts’ solitary figure tramping down the road in the direction of town. ‘Gone where?’ he exclaimed. His wife looked at him, an echo of his anguish in the sharpness of his query.

‘What do you mean?’ she asked uncertainly, turning to her daughter. ‘Where has he gone?’

Only the girl’s pale lips betrayed the satisfaction she derived from her parents’ reaction. ‘Can I have another pikelet?’ she asked quietly, gazing fixedly at her father.

‘No you can’t!’ Her mother’s voice was severe.

‘He went to the Pinnacles,’ the girl continued, unmoved by her mother’s irritation and now wringing water from her hair onto the floor. ‘Exploring. You know.’

‘Get dressed this minute!’ Ida Rankin said angrily. ‘That goes for the pair of you!’

After the children had gone Ward Rankin got up, avoiding his wife’s gaze, and left the verandah. In the half-light of the sitting room once more, with the door closed, he took out a bottle of whiskey from the cupboard next to his desk, and as he poured a good quantity of the liquor into the glass he grimly delivered himself of a string of obscenities.

•

At the deepest level of her being Ida Rankin knew that she was not complete. She had never fully articulated it, even to herself. It was a conviction she was accustomed to living with. The nearest she got to sharing it with another person was a peripheral sense that her mother had probably felt something like it too. She didn’t know what the remedy for this condition might be and she didn’t examine possibilities in any intellectual way. When the burden of this conviction forced itself into the forefront of her feelings she thought of the landscape. There was nothing else to balance her need, no event grand enough to match it.

Within a few minutes of his leaving the verandah she had dismissed her husband from her mind. She stepped under the shower and turned her face upward to the chill rush of water. Making sharp breathy noises she rubbed herself vigorously all over with both hands before stepping out. The water came directly from a five-hundred gallon tank above the bathroom. For lack of enterprise rather than money the bathroom was an extremely primitive affair—no more than the tall enclosed tankstand. It stood several yards from the north-east corner of the house. The walls were unpainted corrugated iron and the floor was concrete. As she soaped herself Ida Rankin moved in and out of thin spears of sunlight that dissected the cool interior, and in the corners of the ceiling frogs held themselves above her in clusters, their bulbous backs gleaming with a deep aniline-green like lustrous ceramic vessels.

Her thoughts ran on from looking forward to her brother’s stay, to the annual holiday at Yepoon, by which time all the fuss with the carnival would be over. Impending activities thronged her mind, reassuring her that everything was normal. Patterns of familiar events unfolded, were enacted and re-enacted—her sixty-kilometre drive alone into town this afternoon and the meeting with the other committee members was also a pleasant part of this anticipated action. And then she thought of her daughter’s departure from home in February to begin form two at boarding school. Two years ago she would have been dreading this; now she was looking forward to it. She had lost both of them. The boy still sometimes searched her eyes for their earlier intimacy. But she knew that was gone for ever. The girl had him. She’d taken him with her into some other reality. And what was incredible to Ida Rankin was that she felt no loss. That she felt, indeed, as though she were gathering her scattered self into a whole again.

She finished working up a lather and stepped under the downpour of heavily mineralised bore water. It felt warmer now. As a young girl, after a terrifying climb during which she had more than once been unable to retreat or go on, she had finally stood alone on the towering white sandstone pinnacle of Mt Mooloolong. In a trance of fear and exhaustion she had gazed down at the forest hundreds of metres below and she had believed then that she would jump from the pinnacle. There were odd disjointed moments in her life when she was convinced she had jumped that day and that somehow the jump was still going on. She had no other memory of coming down the rock face.

The original impulse to undertake the adventure had arisen from a need to equal by some magnificent feat the superior status enjoyed by her five older brothers, one or other of whom seemed always to be winning a difficult competition or achieving a significant goal, while she just went on being herself year after year. The importance of this motive had been overshadowed for her by the experience of the climb itself.

She was twelve when she climbed Mt Mooloolong alone. The extraordinary feat altered her view of herself; it revealed a potential within her which the ordinary demands of her life did not require her to call on. Her knowledge of this potential, and her failure ever to invoke it again, underlay her uneasy sense that she was incomplete. It was also why, at certain critical periods of her life, she had turned more readily to the landscape for reassurance than to people.

Among the local community Ida Rankin had a reputation as a good organiser if only she could be got going on a project; she was a reluctant starter but a determined finisher. Her acquaintances did not understand this and it made them cautious in their relations with her. The truth is that she was more interested in ideas than in getting things done. This quality of her mind did not reveal itself in any clearly measurable way at meetings or picnics or during any of her habitual social exchanges, and there was only one person who had ever understood it: her old mother, the once powerful matriarch of the Sturgiss homestead. She had worried about her only daughter because she herself had struggled for a lifetime to suppress a similar quality of her own mind, and never with complete success.

Ida Rankin had not met anyone with whom to share her interest in ideas.

Nothing productive had ever come out of it. But at times she felt isolated by the sense that there existed this unexplored territory into which, if she cared to, she might venture; her consciousness of it sometimes drove her into a state of contemplative inaction from which, until now, the practical needs of her family had revived her. Entry into this region of herself had never become imperative. The needs of others had prevailed.

In her bedroom after the refreshing chill of the shower, Ida Rankin dressed carefully in a simple grey linen skirt and a white blouse. For jewellery she wore a single string of pearls. She was in the car before midday. Relaxed and alone in the cool interior with the windows closed she drove the gleaming blue Ford away from the homestead and along the narrow track at high speed, trailing a plume of grey dust and whirling star grass. And as she hurtled along, leaving the timbered country behind and heading out across the open downs, she began to experience a rising wave of optimism, unaccountable and slightly unreal—despite a faint cautionary voice which she managed to ignore. Ida Rankin laughed aloud, tossing her head back and increasing the pressure of her foot on the accelerator. She was laughing at an image that had come vividly and unannounced into her mind: the stockman was standing naked in the sun against the smoky foliage of the tea trees, his arms raised, poised in the instant of diving into the clear water of the swimming hole. It was how she had seen him as she had come over the bank to call the children a month ago. ‘Togs,’ she said aloud, hearing the absurdity of the sound, and she laughed again.

The car ripped across the raised ribs of a cattle grid and it swayed dangerously before once again settling on the uneven road. Ida Rankin kept her foot down.



two

The next morning Ward Rankin emerged from the house much earlier than usual for this time of the year—others might start their day early but he could be generally relied upon to be the last one up. As he came down the steps from the eastern verandah the sky still carried traces of a livid violet dawn. But he wasn’t looking at the sky. He was in pain and on his way to the outside toilet where he could groan aloud without the rest of the household listening to his distress. He had not been to bed. He had forced himself to work till late the previous evening and had dealt with all the outstanding business on his desk. Feeling morally revived he had rewarded himself afterwards with a large whiskey. Even more encouraged, he had dusted off a book and sat with it for a long time, thinking. Having the book in his lap had been an aid to pleasant thoughts. His mistake had been to open it. He had sensed this the moment his gaze struck the small black print. He had possessed the presence of mind not to attempt reading the book; but instead of putting it back on the shelf at once, or simply closing it, he had glanced at a few disconnected sentences—as if he might outwit the demon in wait there for him. But the old familiar cadences had called up sensitive memories and spoiled his tenuous optimism. But it was the smell of the volume—its pungent aroma of disuse—which had depressed him even more than its contents. It was the smell of himself, of his own decay, that reached him.

With the whiskey bottle eventually empty Ward Rankin had drifted into an uneasy alcohol-induced sleep.

An hour and a half later he had woken with a start into the deep silence of the sleeping house, his heart shuddering in his chest. The instant he had moved he had experienced the onset of an acute bout of indigestion; so severe was it that for a terrible few minutes he had thought he would be engulfed by a violent and suffocating sickness. He had managed to get himself out onto the side verandah, where he had leaned against the railing for a long time fighting his nausea.

When the worst of it had passed he had wiped the sweat and tears from his face and had stood there holding onto the rail. The night air seemed scarcely to have cooled since sundown and was hanging in a suffocating blanket over the dark landscape. An early moon was obscured by high cloud and it was just possible for Rankin to distinguish the darker bulk of the distant ranges against the sky. Further over the horizon intermittent lightning flickered along unseen ridges. Ward Rankin gazed into the night. The attack had left him in a strangely heightened mood in which his senses seemed to be on the verge of either acute perceptions or exhaustion.

He had fancied that he could hear sounds close by which did not belong to the night, and gradually an image had formed in his mind of the stockman working at the shoeing area. Without any specific intention in mind, he had stealthily made his way around to the side of the shed. From here he could observe the dead stringybark under which the horses on the station had been shod for generations. There was no light and nothing to be seen, and soon his own skulking presence there had begun to disturb the dogs. He had returned to the house, his suspicions still unresolved.

Now, as he came round the corner of the machinery shed this morning, preoccupied with the urgent pain in his bowels, he saw Robert Crofts under the stringybark. The stockman was stripped to the waist and sweating heavily, grunting to himself and totally absorbed in his task. Rankin stopped dead and stared at the stockman, who was staring back.

‘What?’ Crofts asked uncertainly, clearly impressed by the intensity of Rankin’s manner and by his unexpected appearance there at this early hour.

The station owner did not recognise the old shoeing area. For more than a hundred years the Rankins and their stockmen had shod the station horses under this tree. In less than three days Robert Crofts had removed every trace of their labours. Ward Rankin stared, the pain in his bowels forgotten. The mound of charcoal ash overgrown with weeds, the intricate confusion of half-buried implements, the variety of disused smithing tongs that had garlanded the tree since before his earliest memories and which had been hung there by men whose names would be forgotten forever, the rotting collars and hames and even the broken forge itself—it was all gone. In its place was bare earth, over which Crofts was in the process of erecting a tin shade-roof on freshly cut poles. Along one side of this arrangement the shoeing tools—usually left haphazardly in the grass until needed again—were arranged like a row of surgical instruments.

Rankin stepped into this freshly cleared area. He looked with astonishment at the stockman. ‘Cleaning up, you said!’

Crofts’ expression was one of concentration as he surveyed his handiwork, for in his mind there was a vision of the orderly workshop that he was labouring to complete. He had not considered whether this would be welcomed by his employer or not.

‘Why don’t you cut the old stringy down while you’re at it?’ Rankin pointed at the ancient trunk, his voice strained with anger and fatigue. And when Crofts was about to speak, Rankin shouted in his face, ‘Isn’t it dead enough for you?’

At this moment Ida Rankin approached, followed closely by the two children, who had come out to do their early morning chores. They were keen to inspect Crofts’ new arrangements.

‘What a terrific job, Robert!’ Ida Rankin said at once, gazing about her enthusiastically. Then to her husband, though without looking at him: ‘What you’ve been threatening to do for the last six years . . . Ever since the tree died.’

Watched closely by the two silent children, Rankin turned to confront his wife. But at that moment the pain in his bowels returned with a redoubled violence.

‘You look terrible,’ Ida Rankin said to her husband with concern. ‘Is something the matter with you?’

But he did not reply. Instead he turned and hurried away in the direction of the toilet.

Janet laughed. ‘Why don’t you cut the stupid old thing down?’ she challenged Crofts in a voice loud enough for her father to hear. She jumped up and swung onto the newly fixed cross-pole behind the stockman, assisting herself by placing one hand firmly on his bare shoulder. It was a gesture that could have indicated either a special intimacy between them or simply a cheeky impulse on her part. From her perch behind the stockman’s head she turned and looked down at her mother and her brother, her hand still resting lightly on Crofts’ shoulder. His construction was now given a surprising legitimacy and permanence, qualities which it had not possessed until then.

‘Bits are always falling off the rotten old thing anyway. Someone’s bound to get clunked on the head sooner or later.’ She dropped to the ground on the other side and ran away in the direction of the night paddock to fetch the milker, yelling over her shoulder as she went, ‘Come on, Ali!’

Her brother hesitated, looking from the stockman to his mother, as though he wanted to say something.

‘Are you going or not?’ Ida Rankin asked him impatiently.

Without a word he followed his sister.

Robert Crofts waited to continue with his job. The sudden rush of attention, the family rivalries, had broken the satisfying rhythm of his solitary work. He was conscious of Ida Rankin looking at his body. It made him feel awkward and he did not know how to respond.

‘What if a horse rears up?’ she asked, indicating the inadequate height of the roof. Then she looked straight at him as if she required more than an ordinary explanation.

He pointed to the two sturdy ironbark posts that were securely buttressed in position. ‘I shall put ringbolts in these,’ he said proudly, reaching out one strong brown hand to caress the neatly chamfered head of the dark post closest to him. His thumb suddenly gripped the timber at the point from which the steel ring would hang. ‘The horse will be in cross-ties,’ he explained. Engrossed in the details of his work, he made it seem as if there were a restive animal already there, secured by his system.

‘Will horses put up with being tied like that?’ she asked, finding his earnestness both impressive and rather tiresome. ‘The horses they bring in to be shod before the autumn muster are pretty wild you know.’

The stockman’s gaze remained on the head of the post. ‘They put up with it in England.’

‘Oh well,’ she laughed. ‘They’ll just have to put up with it in Australia too then, won’t they?’

He looked at her quickly, unsure whether she was making fun of him.

She thought, so you do see me, and not just that post under your hand. And she added rather brusquely by way of explanation, ‘Shoeing has never been such an ordered business here as it probably is where you come from.’

There was a long silence between them. She felt she was getting nowhere. At length she said, ‘Ward loathes it.’

Robert Crofts shifted his weight uneasily, changing his grip on the steel fencing bar he was holding.

‘He hates shoeing,’ she said, ‘more than anything.’

A huge blue and black fly droned past them, purposeful and steady as if it were loaded and on a delivery run. They both looked at it. Their eyes met. ‘There will be a boxing tournament,’ she said, ‘at the carnival in Springtown after Christmas.’

He lifted the heavy bar and drove it into the broken earth at his feet.

‘Will you go in for it?’

‘No,’ he said, lifting and driving the bar again.

She watched him. ‘You look as though you might be good at it.’ But he did not reply. ‘It’s to raise money for the Red Cross,’ she persisted. Sometime, she promised herself, she would ask him about his walk to the Pinnacles—stockmen did not usually explore the countryside. But the subject would fail against this mood. There would be another time she told herself. Now, she fancied—though in this she was mistaken—it was as if she did not exist for him, so deeply occupied did he seem with his job. So she left him to labour at his fruitless vision of a station routine regulated by the standards of an English workshop, and she went on towards the yards where the children were waiting for her with the house cow.

Ward Rankin stood in the deep shadow of the interior of the machinery shed no more than two metres away from where Robert Crofts was working and he watched through a small hole in the tin. He saw his wife leave the stockman’s side and he hated her so much that he could scarcely bear to look at her. When she had gone he continued to stand there, watching, close enough to see the sweat trickling in grey runnels through the dust on the young man’s body. Ward Rankin knew that things could not go on much longer for him as they were. He could visualise no change, however, that did not repel him.

For an hour he stayed staring through the hole, his limbs tingling with inaction and fatigue, his mind at an impasse. How Crofts worked! As if labour were his god. He shone at it. And gradually in Ward Rankin’s mind a decision began to form itself, a decision that in the end was to prove disastrous for him. As he moved away from the hole in the tin he did not examine this decision objectively, but in its tenuous outline there seemed to be the possibility of something that might lift him into a state of hope.

Standing by the tailgate of the International truck at the end of the shed, Rankin called Crofts and issued him with a series of detailed instructions. Rankin’s appearance and manner were so unusual this morning that the stockman was careful not to ask if he might finish his work on the shoeing area before beginning the new job. Regretfully he left his uncompleted structure and began to prepare the truck for a journey.

The next morning at first light Rankin and the stockman loaded the truck. Then, with the station owner leading in the jeep and Crofts following in the International, they drove away from the homestead, heading out of the mouth of the fertile valley with its open forests of ironbark and turning west across a featureless plain of black speargrass. As the sun rose behind them they came in sight of a low grey line of trees on the horizon. Their little convoy moved on slowly across the speargrass plain for an hour, Crofts following fifty metres behind the jeep, keeping just out of its dust. The truck’s heavy load of fence posts and wire creaked as the wheels rose and fell over the uneven surface of the long-disused track, and at last they reached the trees. Here they stopped. Ward Rankin had led them to the edge of a great scrub. Before them lay a silent wilderness of brigalow into which a narrow clearing had been driven, evidently some time ago. They got out of their vehicles and stood looking at it. Perhaps Crofts was starting to feel a bit uneasy about this whole enterprise by now because he said something to Rankin about what an intimidating sort of place this seemed to be. At this Rankin laughed in a dry humourless way. There was no reassurance in his tone, and he started to give orders.

Considering what lay in front of them Croft’s observation was mild, for the scrub presented a menacing prospect. Dead and splintered trees lay one across the other in a hopelessly tangled confusion, the living trees growing through the dead and the whole festooned with a thorny drapery of tough vines. The ground beneath was bare and had great cracks in it through which the roots of the trees could be seen coiling downwards in search of moisture. Crofts could see this much; what he couldn’t see was even worse—clinging to the undersides of the leaves were thousands of mosquitoes, poised to take flight at the first trembling of the vines.

This was one of the few remaining original scrubs in the locality and it had long been on the station agenda for clearing and developing as pasture. Almost two years ago, as a preliminary to this expensive undertaking, Ward Rankin had finally submitted to the persistent urgings of Doc Kavanagh, his neighbour on this western boundary, to jointly finance the construction of a fence through the brigalow from the plain to the sandstone escarpment. This line had been bulldozed and two earth tanks built deep in the timber for stock watering—one each side of the line. The fencing materials now piled high on the tray of the International were some of those that had been stockpiled for the job. But that was as far as it had gone. Old Doc Kavanagh had died and Ward Rankin had been glad to postpone the project once again. He had never been out here to inspect this fence line.

He stood now with his back against the faded red bonnet of the truck, smoking a cigarette and keenly squinting down the narrow avenue in front of him, examining the site. Crofts was right; it was intimidating. A chaotic wilderness unfit for human occupation—even the Aboriginal inhabitants of the Highlands had only reluctantly occupied this scrub when forced to seek a final refuge in their desperate war with the first pastoralists. As a boy Ward Rankin had never penetrated beyond its gloomy fringes. His only childhood memory of it was of himself waiting on horseback at the edge of the brigalow with a few head of quiet cattle, listening in an aching suspense for the return from the interior of his father and the stockmen. Rankin couldn’t imagine being in a more unpleasant place. He felt thoroughly reassured. On the journey he had experienced doubts that maybe this enterprise would not live up to his expectations.

He turned from his scrutiny of the scrub and looked up at Crofts, who had obediently climbed to the top of the load and was perched there precariously, waiting for the work to begin. He thought he could detect nervousness in the stockman’s gaze, an uncertainty about things, perhaps even a desire to voice his misgivings.

‘I can see a lot from up here,’ Crofts said.

Ward Rankin smiled. ‘Look around, Robert. Keep your eyes open,’ he advised. ‘And let me know if you see any sign of scrubber cattle, won’t you?’ He felt almost happy as he jumped into the cabin of the truck and started the motor.

The moment they entered the narrow defile between the trees Crofts felt the stifling air close around him as if it had been waiting for him—hot and still, making him open his mouth and gasp for it, his lungs hungering in the deadness of it. The dearth of oxygen, the suffocating staleness, made him panic for a moment as the load lurched wildly from side to side. He snatched for something to steady himself with, at the same time doing his best to toss out steel droppers and wire in response to Rankin’s shouted instructions. Getting into the scrub seemed to give the station owner an unusual burst of energy, and for some reason this increased Crofts’ feelings of unease, making it difficult for him to focus his own energies.

Within less than a minute, however, he had more pressing things to worry about than the state of Ward Rankin’s mind. As he worked feverishly to unbind the black wire ties holding the bundles of droppers together, a grey cloud of whining mosquitoes assembled under his hat brim and, despite all his efforts to rid himself of them, for the rest of the day they feasted there. They were a torment to him and they didn’t try to avoid being killed. There were a thousand to replace every one that he squashed.

As the day wore on and the sun climbed directly overhead, splintering the light from the shining surfaces of the leathery foliage, the mosquitoes formed a constantly shifting haze in front of the stockman’s tiring vision, making it increasingly difficult for him to see clearly. Just before midday, hotter and more thirsty than he had ever been, half-blinded by sweat and needled almost to the point of insanity, he ripped off his hat and flailed wildly at the grey cloud, cursing and yelling. At that moment the rear wheels of the truck lifted over a stump and he lost his footing. He fell heavily onto the pile of coiled barbed wire and steel droppers, almost toppling off the load and onto the ground. He lay there, hanging on and gasping with pain.

‘Keep them coming, Robert! For Christ’s sake keep them coming!’ Rankin’s voice sounded manic, urging him on from the cabin below and, unbelievably, in the same breath exhorting him to observe the nest of a mound-building scrub turkey that they were passing just then.

The pace set by Rankin was fierce—although after a while it did not seem to be altogether his doing—the truck was relentlessly drawn forward along the narrow scar into the enclosed grey landscape, which seemed all but totally without life beyond their moving point of activity. And while Crofts did not have the time either to reflect calmly on his situation, or to appreciate turkey nests, nevertheless a question repeated itself to him: had he done something to provoke in his boss a desire for revenge? He could find only the inadequate motive of the shot stockhorse. But despite some confusion and the station owner’s often belittling attitude towards his efforts, Crofts did not, deep down, see his boss as a vindictive man.

The station owner betrayed little awareness of the stockman’s ordeal this morning. Throughout the day, in addition to precise instructions on the placement of the fencing materials along the line, he kept up a shouted commentary to Crofts on points of passing interest—as if he were leading Crofts on an inspired tour of the brigalow for the sheer novelty of it.

And there was something inspired about Ward Rankin’s mood as he negotiated the heavily laden truck along the narrow clearing, past the vigorous two-year regrowth of scrub and the windrow of smashed timber and earth that had been pushed up by the bulldozer blade and which still lay unburnt all along one side of the cleared passage. The driving would normally have taken all his attention and skill. Today he did it with flair.

And later—apparently oblivious to the searing waves of heat radiating off the inner surfaces of the truck’s cabin and practically cooking him in his own sweat—Rankin sang. At first snatches from his favourite ballads, isolated lines with some particular poignancy for him. They seemed to pop into his head without any conscious effort; so he sang them boldly. ‘When songs of spring are sung remember that morning in May.’ Despite its volume, however, his voice carried only a short distance, absorbed quickly by the silent grey walls of scrub on either side. He had a pleasant singing voice, normally rather a cool baritone which was today a little too shrill around the edges. He broke off in mid-verse and yelled to Crofts to lever another weighty strainer post to the ground, then he continued: ‘Re-mem-ber, re-mem-ber when we were young one day.’ And so on, managing to get his notes resonating now and then with the roaring reverberations of the motor.

While he grappled dextrously with the hot steering wheel, performing a complicated and largely intuitive counterpoint with it and the foot pedals, Ward Rankin sang, and the more he sang the more readily words rushed into his head. He didn’t pick and choose. He sang the lot, giving to each an equally full measure of exuberance and energy, although at first he was scarcely aware of what he sang. Through it all he did not forget Crofts but retained in his mind a sharp image of the stockman labouring heroically on the load behind. After a few hours, however, this image had become distorted to that of an idealised sense of the young man up there reacting precisely to every shouted instruction and carrying it out with an effortless efficiency that he, Rankin, had somehow come to control, almost to determine, himself. As if Crofts were himself, or were at least an extension of himself.

By the time they had penetrated deep into the brigalow, when the unremitting blast of the noonday’s heat was becoming a frightening thing to Crofts, entire sequences of stanzas that had remained for decades in the depths of forgetfulness had begun to spring to Rankin’s mind. Gusts of poetry and song began to flow back to him from his past, and he thought he saw now, for the very first time in his life, the true depths and richness of their meanings (he had forgotten, or did not care to remember, why they had moved him in his youth). Unexpected and precocious phrases rippled through his thoughts with a fluent clarity they had never previously seemed to possess. A pure and powerful pleasure had begun to take hold of him.

Enclosed within the noise, the heat and the fumes of the metal cabin, half-blinded by the glare of the sun on the shifting ground ahead of him, it seemed to Rankin natural and right that he should feel as he did. He even began to let himself believe that it had always been this way for him and that any pessimism he might have felt about his life had been no more than a momentary dip in an otherwise buoyant perception of things. He sensed that this wasn’t true, that it was even a reversal of the truth, but he couldn’t resist the allurements of the lie. The truth was too uncertain, confusing and impenetrable. The lie made things seem clear to him; he had to go along with it. And he had to go along with it for reasons that were, for the moment, beyond him—in the same way that he couldn’t just think the songs but had to sing them, and to sing them with the most unreserved joy.

Rankin’s state of mind, as he sat in the dazzling oven of the International’s cabin, was beyond mere daydreaming. With the small, detached part of his consciousness that had remained objective, he observed that he was drawing away from the light airs of fantasy and was heading towards the irresistible winds of delusion. This flicker of understanding, he foresaw, would eventually have to determine when things had gone far enough. And with that he abandoned himself to the pleasures of song.

‘I attempt from love’s sickness to fly in vain/ For I am myself my own fever/ For I am myself my own fever and pain,’ he bellowed John Donne’s phrases as he effortlessly guided the truck around the bloated green bole of a massive bottle tree, smack in the middle of the fence line. ‘Great fodder,’ he yelled to the stockman, ‘when the feed’s all gone.’ And he laughed, not at the humour of his words, but because the instant he had seen the misshapen remains of the tree he had understood why the bulldozer driver had left it standing. He was laughing with a sudden excess of self-regard, delighted by the realisation of just how sharply his mind must be operating. He accepted this insight into the thoughts of the long-departed bulldozer driver as further evidence that he was understanding things more rapidly and more clearly than usual today. And while he was within this fantasy, it became possible for Rankin to imagine something like a bright future for himself, rather than an imminent descent into old age—a prospect that had been disturbing him for a while. He laughed again, realising that, normally, had he come across a bottle tree left in the middle of a fence line that he had paid his share to have cleared, it would have sent him into a futile rage against the stupidity of the whole class of working men, and of this operator in particular.

Today, however, he perceived with a compelling clarity that the bulldozer driver, camped out here in the scrub alone for weeks on end, had grown wistful—he had approved of this sensuous tree in its eccentric isolation from the miserableness of the crowded brigalow sticks around it, and had had no choice but to spare it. The man himself was probably huge, rotund and generous of nature. To have pushed over this tree with the rest of the rubbish would have required him to ignore his own view of things, his aesthetic, or something like that. The intuition that this was so revolved around Rankin comfortingly—a less sensitive person, he was aware, might have insisted on more evidence to arrive at this conclusion. Not he. Not today.

Rankin not only forgave the bulldozer driver for leaving this obstacle in the way of the fence, he congratulated him for doing it. Doc Kavanagh’s heirs could protest as loudly as they liked, the tree would stay. Unthinkable though it was in this cattle country, the stock fence would deviate around the tree. The driver’s decision to leave it there was a brilliant statement about how things ought to be. The kink in the fence would remain as a landmark to a unique human view in this desolate scrub, puzzling only to those without imagination. In his enthusiasm Rankin vowed to himself that he would make the effort to get in touch with the bulldozer driver and tell him of his passionate approval. They would become firm friends on the strength of it. It would form a special bond between them. Ward Rankin wished he could share something of this insight with the stockman right now; but such intimacies would have to wait until other things had been settled between them.

What Crofts had seen plainly enough from the back of the truck, and what Rankin had failed to notice, was a deep scar in the bottle tree’s green hide where, despite repeated efforts, it had proved beyond the bulldozer’s power to shift it. The driver had simply left the removal of the old tree to the chainsaws of the fencers.

Ahead of the truck now the bare ramparts of the earth tank were coming into view. The truck was nearing the crest of the low hill which they had been approaching slowly for some time and the cut stood open in front of Rankin—through the dislocating smears of the filthy windscreen, it looked like a pass between walls of dazzling stone. Moved by his sense of comradeship with the bulldozer driver he sang with fervour. Though perhaps his tone was a shade less exuberant than earlier. Comradeship had proved to be an elusive business with him . . . He sang louder. But his joy flickered dangerously now.

As they moved up closer to the steep walls of the earth tank, and while the level view of the scrub beyond was still below Rankin’s line of sight, the peak of a distant mountain began to rise in the centre of the defile. Slowly the unmistakable features of its towering formation appeared before Rankin’s gaze, its mass standing out sharply from the remoter Ka Ka Mundi ranges, as if it were an outlying castle of a sinister empire. Behind it the black clouds of a summer storm were forming deep within the ranges, and the sandstone pinnacle of Mt Mooloolong—the peak around which, as a girl, his wife had woven her own personal legend in the district—gleamed in blazing sunlight against that remoter darkness of the developing storm. The pinnacle seemed to radiate light and to emerge from the air itself.

Rankin’s singing faltered, then died. For a frightening moment he could not decide where the bank of the earth tank began and where the cleared passage in front of him ended. He adjusted the wheel a little to the left. The heat inside the cabin was suffocating and his blood was thumping painfully at his temples. He leaned forward over the wheel, squinting desperately into the blaze of light, then wrenched the wheel violently over to the right as he saw the steep sides of the earth tank looming immediately in front of him. The right hand front wheel climbed over something solid before the radiator hit the bank. The motor stalled and they came to a sudden crunching stop, the whole outfit heeling over at a steep angle.

In the sudden silence Rankin heard Crofts cry out. The cry sounded distant and strange from where he lay, thrown into the lower corner of the cabin, the door jammed shut against the rising bank. A wave of fear spread through him at the sound of Crofts’ call, as if the fear had been pent up inside him for ages, waiting for the stockman’s cry to release it. An eternity seemed to pass while he struggled to get out of the cabin. He slipped back and snatched at the door handle above him. Finally, he pushed forward, tore at the door and wrenched himself out into the shattering sunlight. He scrambled up the earth parapet of the tank on all fours and stood panting on the rim.

Beyond the tank the brigalow stretched to the horizon and a great silence washed around Ward Rankin. He was sure Crofts’ cry had come from this direction and it seemed to have come to him a long time ago. He had lost his hat in the struggle to get out of the truck and he raised his hand to shade his eyes against the ferocious white light. As he gazed down into the vast amphitheatre of exposed clay below him, the reflected heat came up at him in a solid blast, rising steadily so that he cringed back from it. He could see nothing through the intense glare. His senses were paralysed; he seemed to be waiting for an apprehension of tragedy to be confirmed. He was hunched forward, staring without seeing, expecting to be struck a terrible blow. He began to take tentative steps down into the ovenlike bowl, and as he descended, the ramparts of the tank forming his sole horizon now, he realised that out in the centre was a stretch of clay-white water. Through the distorting shimmer of heatwave he saw him. Out in the middle. Face down in the water. Floating in the stillness.

Rankin was struggling to rip off his boots and his thick moleskins, but time was passing with the sluggishness of a nightmare; it was as if a force-field were operating against his every movement. Then the blow struck him. There was no pain. He was running now, towards the water—although something like that earlier flicker of clarity that had resisted the fantasies of his journey was questioning how Crofts could possibly have got out there. There was a gap somewhere in time. It had opened up when Crofts had cried out. Something was missing. He tore off his clothes and ran forward, sinking suddenly to his knees in a viscous paste of grey clay, still metres from the water’s edge. He struggled forward into the sucking mire, half crawling, half dragging himself, his white back glazed and opalescent under the hammering sun. Each step forward rendered the next even more difficult, until he was forced down like a broken-backed dog, squirming towards the water. Naked, he floundered out further into the hot slime, finally propelling himself into the water with swimming and kicking motions. He was dragging breath in panic-stricken gasps now as he struck out towards the still form which seemed much further away than it had from the bank.

As Rankin thrashed through the glistening water, the air around him grew thickly sweet with the nauseating stench of carrion. He was gulping water mixed with air and his legs drooped lower and lower behind him as his strength began to give out. He was further out now, but he had lost his sense of direction. In his mind’s only quiet recess of clarity he knew that he was drowning. He knew that he was drowning and that Crofts was already dead. As he thrashed impotently at the surface of the water, stirring it into a flash of sunlit agitation, his daughter’s face appeared before him, her black hair clinging wetly around her fine features, and he recalled the sudden drag on his heart when she had said, ‘He’s gone.’ And he understood then that it was hopeless for him and that he hated the drowned stockman with a hatred he thought he had reserved exclusively for his own soul. Ward Rankin called out his daughter’s name. Then his hand touched a bone and his grip tightened on it like a vice.

•

When the truck had unexpectedly ridden up on the log and stalled, Crofts was taken off-guard. He had tripped over the last bundle of droppers and gashed his shin on a coil of barbed wire, then he had leapt from the body of the truck in order to save himself from falling awkwardly. His yell was one of pain and accumulated frustration as he landed safely on the ground. He had landed in the shade, between the tilted tray of the truck and the windrow. Dangling in front of his eyes, less than a foot away, was one of the canvas water bags they had strapped to the chassis early this morning. Crofts made himself comfortable and tipped a good quantity of the water over his head and face before taking a long, deep drink. The impact of the chilled water on his overheated stomach, however, gave him an agonising bout of the gripes. He hugged his knees and rocked himself backwards and forwards for a good ten minutes, concentrating on the gradually subsiding pain.

When the stockman at last emerged from the shade of the tray to take a look around, he wasn’t surprised not to find his boss—who knew what a man like Ward Rankin might get up to? It looked as though the truck would need to be jacked up and possibly winched back onto the track. He couldn’t see why Rankin had driven way over here anyway. He decided then to take a look at the earth tank. From the lip of the parapet Crofts gazed down into the dazzling arena below him. On the far side of a muddy pool of water Ward Rankin was lying on his back, naked, his head almost under the water. The station owner was holding the carcass of a drowned pig with his outstretched hands. Crofts could see Rankin’s ghastly dilemma: if he pushed more firmly against the carcass it would force his head into the mud and under the water, but if he released the pig it would suffocate him.

As he sprinted around the bank towards his boss, the stockman recalled an incident his mother had told him when he was a child. A woman had ripped off her clothes and run naked into the pond at the Green Man in Lewisham. No explanation for the woman’s behaviour had ever been given, though there had been a great deal of speculation about it. The thought provided some comfort for Crofts—a sense at least that Rankin’s behaviour might not be entirely without a precedent. The woman had not been rescued embracing a dead pig, it is true, but she had been rescued, and her behaviour afterwards had returned to normal. She had been pointed out to him in the street. From her appearance you would never have guessed. Her daughter had been in his class at school later and he had always watched her for signs of insanity but had never seen any.

On his way round the perimeter of the tank now, keeping well away from the deep mud near the water, Crofts noticed the station owner’s clothes, half-trodden into the slime. His boss had clearly been in a hurry, if not in a panic, to get to the bloated carcass of the pig. The stockman doubted that there was a straightforward explanation. With Rankin there never seemed to be anyway. He was shocked, in a slightly detached way, by the sight of the station owner lying more than half-drowned in the slime beneath the stinking pig; but he was not deeply worried by it. He did not, after all, see himself spending an indefinite future with Rankin. He rescued him and that was that.

•

The following morning Ward Rankin awoke to the sound of his daughter singing an accompaniment to the radio from a distant part of the house. It was a still, already hot day outside. He sensed that he had slept for a long time and could not tell whether it was morning or late afternoon. He lay quietly, not moving, his thin body tense beneath the sheet. His eyes swam in and out of focus as he gazed through the gauze of the enveloping mosquito net. He was listening, not to the voice of his daughter, but to another, further off, more rhythmically insistent sound—the intermittent reverberation of a steel bar being driven repeatedly and with force into the earth. It was the sound of the stockman working at the shoeing area.



three

The stockman’s accommodation on the Rankin station was a small unlined fibro-cement hut situated some way beyond the machinery shed and about twenty metres from the chook pen. Inside this regulation two-man quarters two iron-framed beds stood one either side of the door. On each bed there was a shabby mattress and one or two dark grey woollen blankets. There was just enough room between the beds for a narrow three-drawer chest, above which a single-paned window now stood wide open—to catch any chance movement in the dead air. A few pieces of clothing and a bridle hung from nails driven into the wall-studs here and there, and from the central beam of the ceiling a bare light bulb dangled on the end of a length of flex.

There was nothing in the hut that might have given a clue to the personality of its occupant—except perhaps an elegantly bound copy of Gulliver’s Travels, lying discarded on the dirty floorboards under one of the beds. The floorboards extended out the door to form a tiny verandah which was pleasantly shaded by the glossy foliage of a large black bean tree, planted there more than thirty years ago by the station owner. Here Alistair Rankin was presently sitting with his back to one of the verandah posts. Cross-legged, with his arms folded tightly against his chest, he was rocking himself slowly from side to side and staring into the shadowy interior of the hut. His nervous gaze flicked repeatedly from his sister to the stockman and back to his sister again. The boy’s eyes were narrowed with resentment and his lips moved silently, mouthing bitter promises.

Janet Rankin was lying on her back on the bed to the right of the door. She was flushed and in an expectant mood. She was wearing her usual summer outfit of a pair of thin cotton shorts and a shirt, with nothing underneath them. The shirt was open; it was more comfortable this way, she claimed reasonably, considering its mere presence enough of a compromise. She would have gone without it altogether if her mother had not seemed prepared lately to engage in a serious fight over how she was to dress. The fact that her mother had gone into Springtown this morning to meet her brother, Gil Sturgiss, at the train station and was not around to do any checking up, added considerably to the intensity of Janet Rankin’s mood. Her mother, whose opinions and motives she considered hypocritical and self-interested, was not out of the way nearly often enough for the girl’s liking.

The bare heel of Janet Rankin’s right foot was poised on the raised knee of her left leg. Looped around her right big toe was a redhide thong that was attached to the thick end of a broken stockwhip. She had unplaited a good length of the whip from the thin end and was using the unravelled strands as make-believe reins. Raising her foot suddenly into the air and thrusting herself up and down on the bed, she roared, in a very good imitation of her father throwing a tantrum while managing a skittish horse. ‘Stea-dy! Steady you fucking mongrel!’ She lashed at her foot with the strands of the whip and writhed about on the bunk, tiny beads of sweat glistening on her forehead and her stomach as she moved in and out of the deeper shadows close to the wall. ‘Useless fucking animal! Settle down before I shoot you, you bastard!’ During her performance she kept glancing across at Crofts, checking on his response.

Although he was accustomed to hearing Janet Rankin swearing vigorously whenever her parents were out of earshot, the sudden violence of her words in the enclosed space of the hut made the stockman uncomfortable. He was sitting on the bunk opposite, wearing an old pair of khaki shorts and mending his jeans with a needle and thread. Apart from the deliberate movements of his hands with the needle he remained very still, his breathing shallow. He did not look at her, but instead glanced sideways out the door at her brother. Only after making this nervous check a few times did he finally allow himself to look at the girl.

She stopped moving the moment she saw his attention was on her, and in turn watched him. Her blatant pose invited him to look at her, insisted on it. She let him examine her in this way for several seconds; then, deciding that was enough, she put her hand down and tugged her shorts into place, at the same time bringing her legs together to sit up. She slipped the redhide loop off her toe and stood in front of Crofts in the narrow space between the beds, looking down at him, her breathing unsteady from her exertions.

The stockman carefully resumed sewing his jeans.

‘Well?’ she demanded, her voice sharp with impatience. ‘That’s how he goes isn’t it?’ The stockman forced the needle through the thick wad of denim at a seam before looking up.

‘That was very good, Janet,’ he said lamely, glancing out the door at Alistair again, a nervous smile on his lips.

The minute she saw the expression in his eyes she wanted to laugh at him, so she screwed her face into a grimace instead and dangled the whip in his lap. ‘No it wasn’t!’ she snapped, jiggling the whip ends. ‘D’you still want this?’

He looked down at the dancing strands and grasped them in his hand to still their twitching movement. He hoped she wouldn’t notice his unsteadiness. She held on, aware that the knuckles of his clenched fist were only a few centimetres away from a milky-blue vein that was pulsing quickly on the inside of her thigh. Neither of them moved. She could feel her brother’s gaze fixed on them; she could feel his loathing, his jealousy of Crofts, and it made her all the more determined not to let go of the whip. She eased her feet a little wider apart and grasped the plaited leather shank firmly in both hands, as she leaned back a little. She kept her eyes on the tensed muscles of his upper arm as he resisted her weight. If she had inhabited a perfect world, in which unpleasant consequences for one’s actions did not have to be endured, she would have bent forward and dug her teeth into that rounded muscle with all the strength of her jaws. It made her gums ache thinking about it—it was a pity there were other things on her mind.

She had felt rushed from the beginning of the day, as if there was not a moment to be lost, aware all the time in the back of her mind that her mother was driving home along the road with Gil, getting closer every minute. With their arrival everything would change, for all of them probably, but for herself certainly. She had known for some time that this was not to be like other Christmases. Life would not go back to normal after it was over. When Gil had gone once again—and life could never be normal as long as he was around—she would go herself, early in February, for ever most probably. Janet Rankin perceived this imminent change quite simply as part of the natural course of events in her life.

She did not know exactly what had taken place in the brigalow three weeks ago between her father and the stockman, but she intuited that it was something out of the ordinary, and she had not been surprised at all. The details were of no consequence; it had been for her the first of a series of incidents that had begun to rush them towards this Christmas, to converge on a time when many more things were bound to happen, but when all of them could not possibly happen in a peaceful way.

At thirteen Janet Rankin was experiencing the anxieties of an increasing urgency in the rhythm of her life. Nothing happened smoothly for her any longer—the more important the task she had to get done (and important tasks were multiplying around her at an alarming rate), the less time she had to get it done in. She was adjusting quite well to this faster tempo, but at this moment the approach of the car along the road was beginning to make her feel panicky, for she had something crucial to settle between herself and the stockman before her mother and Gil arrived to complicate the issue.

It was not going well.

She fixed her gaze on the patiently resisting muscles of Crofts’ upper arm—preferring this to the distracting perplexities of his eyes—and pulled harder on the whip. A furious frustration began to mount in her as, despite herself, she recollected how, when he had arrived six months ago, she had felt compelled to come here to the hut. To see. To satisfy herself. Her curiosity had been irresistibly aroused by the way her father had spoken of him when the letter had arrived from the agent in Rockhampton. He had read it to himself twice, slowly, at the breakfast table, before folding it carefully and placing it at last on the cloth in front of him. Looking up at them all, he had smiled as if he had just gained an advantage over them. In telling them then of its contents the hint of self-congratulation in his voice had suggested—to her at any rate—a connection between this English boy and his own peculiar and very private intensities. She was startled. Detecting that note in her father’s voice had sent a small bright shock into her brain—as if a switch had been thrown cutting her off from him.

Looking back on it since, she knew she had grown up in that instant. Just like that, she had found herself alone suddenly with only her own resources to go on. The initial rush of fear into her mind had quickly given way to a deep sense of excitement, of joy even. She had been—and still was, though now in a rather more disorienting way—dazzled by the implications of this momentous event. She had sat there at the breakfast table staring at her father and willing him with all the power of her mind to acknowledge the effect of his words on her, but knowing that he would not, or perhaps could not, for reasons that were beyond them both. The special relationship they had always nursed along had never been a very robust thing: he had trusted her perception of his inner realities (he could not actually share them with her) in a way he did not trust either her brother or her mother. But their rapport had died in that moment. And with that meagre business out of the way, she had stood forward as herself. Her sudden laughter when she had got up to leave the breakfast table had puzzled all of them at the time, and had frightened Alistair.

The minute her mother had released them from classes on the day of Robert Crofts’ arrival, Janet had run here to the men’s quarters and had stood in the doorway staring at the new stockman for a long time. Sensing something going on that was beyond him, Alistair had hung back unhappily, prowling nervously behind her, longing to get away at once out into the high grass as usual. He had dreaded, even then, any thought of letting Crofts in on anything; he wanted to keep things as they were, to keep everything secret, secure and intact between himself and his sister—as they had always been, complete for each other. But Janet had sensed immediately that Crofts’ arrival, unlike the arrival of other stockmen before him, signalled the end of all that. It had been obvious to her. It had been so obvious, in fact, that she had never even thought of mentioning it to Alistair, or anyone else. And besides, there was no one else.

From that moment, Janet had begun to see her father as an ordinary failure, instead of the guardedly sympathetic and mysteriously complex man she had previously considered him to be. She began to be contemptuous of what she now construed as his inability to live up to his expectations of himself. And this diminished view of her father afforded her a measure of her own newly acquired stature. She did not, in this process of review, deny that she was ‘like’ her father, she simply came to believe that, with an endowment so similar to his, she would not fail as he had. Standing at the door of the stockman’s quarters that day, watching Crofts unpack his few belongings, she confidently awaited objective confirmation of the new order of things.

As she stood there gazing at the slightly embarrassed newcomer it all seemed clear to her. What could be simpler? Another little click in her brain to get this thing settled. That was all that was needed. But as she stood there staring silently at him, ignoring his friendly greeting, the expected click did not happen. After a couple of attempts at breaking the ice Crofts gave up on her and continued putting his things away, behaving as if she were not there. He even hummed a tuneless melody to himself and finally lay down on the bunk with his hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling in a way that people only do when they are entirely alone. In a few minutes he had drifted into a daydream and its images flitted across his relaxed features.

Janet Rankin had observed the stockman’s mind at work that day and at once she had understood him completely. Before he had had time to conceal it, she had glimpsed the source of his solitariness. And she had been offended and confused by Crofts’ impenetrable arrogance, by the way in which he confidently occupied a place sacred to himself, somewhere apart from the rest of humanity. The infuriating part had been recognising in Crofts a conviction that matched her own most deeply cherished belief about herself; like her, he obviously considered his destiny superior to that of others around him.

Indignant beyond words with the daydreaming stockman she had signalled to Alistair. Together they had suddenly screamed at the unsuspecting Crofts: ‘Stupid pommy bastard!’ and had run shrieking to their secret lair far out in the tall grass, flinging themselves down and laughing and wrestling hysterically for more than an hour in an effort to exorcise their fears, until they were both shaking with exhaustion.

The rattling of chains across iron and the sudden furious barking of the dogs announced the arrival of the car at the night-paddock gate. Alistair jumped to his feet and was gone without a word.

Crofts’ arm relaxed and he relinquished the whip, causing her to stumble backwards, her bare legs scraping painfully against the frame of the other bunk. ‘Here they are,’ he said.

‘So bloody what?’ she replied, looking at him with disgust and rubbing the back of her legs. ‘Here you are and so bloody what!’ She turned and took a step towards the door then stopped and suddenly lashed the mattress next to him with furious strokes of the broken whip. ‘Shit!’ she cried, lashing the mattress again and again. ‘Shit! Shit! Shit!’

‘Take it easy!’ Crofts pleaded, getting up quickly, a nervous smile on his lips. He was wondering if she would take a swipe at him if he dared put his hand on her.

‘Like you?’ she asked with contempt. She had set the rules to the game and he had obeyed every one of them; when she had stopped he had stopped, and when she had gone on he had gone on. He had not taken the initiative once, so it had remained her game. She stared at him coldly. Then she took a deep breath, folded the whip neatly, and dropped it onto his bed. ‘You should have been a woman,’ she said, still attempting to sting him, but in a way she meant it.

As she turned to leave there was a thud of boots on the verandah and Gil Sturgiss strode through the door. He was skinny and almost two metres tall. He wore R.M. Williams leatherneck cowboy boots and a carefully shaped Akubra sombrero. In his left hand he carried an expensive German hunting rifle, which he held out from his body, as if offering it as a token of goodwill. His blue eyes were shining and he smiled a wide and expectant smile.

‘Gidday, Robert,’ Gil Sturgiss said, greeting a certain friend. He extended his right hand for a shake while thrusting the rifle out with the other. ‘Check her out. Take a shot at something. We’ll have a shooting match.’

•

Christmas Day lunch brought them all together on the western verandah. The gallery-like space of this room was even more pronounced today. The fully extended dining table occupied the centre. It was draped with a heavy white linen cloth on which silver and crockery and numerous dishes of food had been carefully arranged. There were green peas and orange carrots and bright red peppers suspended in clear amber domes of chilled savoury aspic, trembling and glittering in the diffused light of the verandah. Above these dishes, dangling from chains of paper decorations, brightly coloured globes of glass rotated slowly on their threads, mirroring the scene in miniature; while beside them, down the length of the table, were gleaming crystal glasses, brimming with cold white wine and for the children sparkling lemonade. Over all, the rich and succulent aroma of roasting meat filled the air. The bustle of preparation had finished and they were all seated, ready to begin. At the head of the table, against the streaming light, sat Ward Rankin. He was freshly shaved and bathed and dressed in a laundered white shirt, tucked neatly into a pair of pale grey tailored slacks of some light synthetic material. They were waiting for a signal from him. Here in this bright cool place, gathered before the family’s old silver and crystal and fine linen—preserved for this from a bygone era—they waited for him. And they forgot the silent waiting wilderness outside.

Ward Rankin’s gaze took in the scene before him. ‘To a happy Christmas,’ he said, raising his glass to them.

‘To a happy Christmas!’ they chorused in response, each of them reaching out eagerly now to clink glasses before drinking. They were suddenly all half-standing and laughing at once, the adults hesitating only for an instant before going along with the children’s superstitious fear that any glass not clinked with all the others must bring ill luck to the drinker and might even prevent unity among them. So the ritual was strictly observed; the goodwill was new and unflawed and had to be shared equally to become perfect.

But even at such instants as these some obscure obstacles to perfection cannot be ignored. Had it not been for such obstacles Ward Rankin might have felt himself to be in possession of that civilised equilibrium he had always longed for in himself and in his life—the result of a calm restraint and certain active sympathies working together over a long period of years. An apprehension of that equilibrium hovered about him as he reached out to his wife and touched the rim of her glass with his, as she smiled in the golden light and as they wished each other a happy Christmas, as if all were well between them. The noise rose like a rapid tide of pleasure around them. ‘Clink’ their glasses touched lightly rim to rim for an instant and the pale yellow wine was cold and refreshing on their lips. ‘Happy Christmas,’ while the goodwill is new and unflawed.

He carved the turkey, and the plates were passed up and down the length of the table. The celebration was underway. The small ritual had worked its magic; the link would hold for a while.

‘Oh, he’s given you a drumstick, Robert!’ Ida Rankin exclaimed as if it gave her extraordinary pleasure. She was laughing as she passed the stockman’s laden plate to him.

And Gil shouted, ‘Good on you, Robert! To Robert’s first Aussie Christmas!’ and they all shouted at once, grabbing their glasses again, energy and generosity flowing from them as if it would never be checked.

‘To Robert’s first Aussie Christmas!’ they sang out, gazing eagerly at the stockman, forgetting everything else, certain that their offering would be well received. And Robert Crofts smiled and nodded and thanked them, and he tried to think of something special to say to fulfil the expectations of the moment. But there was no need. Their voices rose higher and nothing would hinder them.

The lunch party continued noisily into the middle of the afternoon, by which time the verandah had become uncomfortably hot. The station owner was the first to leave; when it came to his turn again he excused himself from a fourth round of charades and retreated to the cool isolation of the sitting room which, increasingly, was serving as a private cell within his own household. After making a brief telephone call to Reg Waterhouse, the Secretary of the Red Cross Society in Springtown, he sat staring at the handset. He was still sitting there, worrying in an aimless fashion, when Janet came to rouse him around five o’clock for the excursion to Toby’s Hole—a Christmas Day event as unchallengeable in its tradition on the Rankin place as Christmas lunch itself.

Gil Sturgiss had talked Ida Rankin into following her husband’s example and going for a siesta, proclaiming, in his rousing way, that he would organise everyone into a washing-up brigade to deal with the debris before she awoke. So she also gladly left the heat of the western verandah and went to the privacy of her own bedroom. Once there she paused for a moment with her back to the closed door, examining her reflection in the full-length cheval mirror, which was set at an angle close to the opposite wall—she had carefully adjusted it to this position so that she could see the tops of the ranges reflected in it from the window when she was lying in bed. She observed herself critically while she undressed now, and when she was naked she made a face at her reflection before lying down. She was not really unhappy with her appearance; the look of dissatisfaction was more by way of a very private self-congratulation. She lay on the bed gazing up at the bunched folds of the mosquito net gathered around the iron ring above her head.

Never more at ease, usually, than when her brother was visiting, today she juggled for a long time with a dozen or so details of organisation relating to the carnival in Springtown tomorrow—none of them were of any great significance, and there was nothing she could do to resolve any of them now anyway. They persisted in preoccupying her nevertheless, fixed there stubbornly, riffling the surface of her mind and denying her the relaxed mood she had looked forward to.

In any shared moment of pleasure with her husband there was always an after-note of sadness and a feeling of regret about which she could do nothing. Such instants reminded her only too forcefully that vital connections still existed between them—connections that even a lifetime of separateness might never completely sever. She accepted that the past decade and a half of her life with him had ensured that, no matter what happened, henceforth there would always be something of Ward Rankin about Ida Sturgiss. And she was too intelligent to deny this, although it might have simplified things for her had she done so. She acknowledged, furthermore, that it was unlikely the same were true for him. For despite his apparent complexity, wasn’t there, she had asked herself, something finally impermeable about his nature? She had the awful sense sometimes that he was set unwillingly on a course from which no external influence or personal decision of his own could deflect him. And her heart went out to him then, as they looked at each other across a distance that did not seem to be of their own making. So the lingering sadness and the pointless regret.

But today there was something else, besides this larger enduring concern, that was enlivening her thoughts when she would have preferred them dulled by a pleasant wooziness from the wine she had drunk. A small incident had altered the mood of the gathering just before her husband had left the verandah. She was not actively thinking about either this incident or her relations with her husband, but resonances from both were having an unsettling effect on her.

For more than an hour she did not sleep.

The heat hung over the house and silenced the world outside. Small stray noises penetrated to her from the kitchen. Gil, at least, had the clean-up well under control out there! She smiled to herself. He was being protective. Making sure his older sister was given due appreciation around the Rankin place. She knew this was how Gil saw it. She loved him for his mixture of old-fashioned Queensland chivalry and completely modern carelessness. Always patiently concerned with people, he had shown since his earliest childhood a profligate disregard for things and their cost.

Ever since she could remember, Gil had careered from one short-lived enthusiasm to another, discarding along the way an expensive array of giant toys, from drum sets and electric guitars to powerful hunting bows. The most expensive of these, acquired last year just before he had set out for Gympie and the butter factory, had been a made-to-order western roping saddle and a quarter horse stallion. If anyone else had displayed such an interest it would have been contemptuously dismissed by his older brothers as, ‘Big gun pseudo-Yankee bullshit,’ but in Gil they found it enthralling, even discovering in themselves a taste for the hobby. Apparently Gary, the eldest by quite a few years and the one least inclined to experiment, was riding the horse and using the ‘alien’ saddle! Clearly Gil would have no further use for these things now that he had taken up the serious business of trophy shooting and had joined the Gympie Rifle Club.

The episode was typical and it was why eccentric side-interests abounded among the otherwise conservative members of the Sturgiss family. Being the last child by a long way had presented Gil with opportunities the others had only dreamed about. And they had begrudged him none of it, but had pored over catalogues with him in the evenings, encouraging him to indulge his every whim, and supplying some from their own fancies, pretending they were his. They had all had a lot of fun through Gil. He had brought the unexpected into their lives.

As she lay there gazing at the familiar reflected view of the distant hills in the mirror, her thoughts drifted to recollections of her own childhood. The view in the mirror was one she knew to be infinitely variable. This afternoon the dazzling white plumes of thunderclouds had begun soaring vertically thousands of metres into the sky and were now beginning to cast their huge shadows over the black basalt-capped spires of Ka Ka Mundi. She wondered if a storm would roll out of the ranges and sweep down the valley between the escarpments tonight. In that event, she thought—her mind turning to more practical considerations—the roads would be impassable and there would be no carnival. She wanted the carnival to go ahead. Not only because she had a share of responsibility for it, but also because of the incident on the verandah.

She watched the clouds rising and conjured up the cool damp wind after storm rain, imagining its passage through the house, the creaking and subsiding of wood and iron—as the heated fabric of the place released its stored tensions. She must have dozed then for the banging of the screen door roused her. She looked at her watch; it was almost four o’clock. She lay still listening. The house was silent. And at last she slept, her body relaxed. A sheen of sweat glistened along the contours of her tanned skin and glided down in runnels here and there to dampen the sheet beneath her. Her breathing was slow and even and she seemed at peace with herself. But still something within her resisted, and she dreamed a kaleidoscope of brief and disconnected images; images that withdrew in the first moments of waking, tantalising her with their evanescence. Then she remembered the excursion to the creek and dismissed them, looking forward at once to a refreshing plunge into the cool depths of Toby’s Hole.

As she pulled on her bathers and gathered the things she would take to the creek she wondered about the outcome of the incident at the lunch table. The prospect of watching Robert Crofts fight in the tournament marquee in Springtown tomorrow evening was giving a surprising lift to her day; it was something out of the ordinary to look forward to. She was taken a little off-guard, and felt pleasurably guilty at the same time, to discover the keen element of voyeurism in her reaction. But, aside from this, she was intrigued by the prospect of seeing the stockman in a situation where he would be forced to abandon his solitariness and reveal himself.

She laughed as she took a final look at herself in the mirror; and as she left her room she felt uplifted by a lively sense of enjoyment, almost of irresponsibility. Changes in her life seemed about to take place. She felt ready for them. It was not a matter of calculation but of feeling, of expectation and inner excitement. It had been with her for some time. Perhaps six months, or even longer. In some ways, she recognised, it had always been with her, down there underneath the everyday feelings, working its way slowly up to the light. Now here it was, suddenly, today, visible to her at last, focused inexplicably on the fight the stockman was to have tomorrow evening at the Springtown carnival. Calm and self-assured, she now carried this feeling of excitement within her like a precious secret.

•

It was with reluctance that Ward Rankin had made the phone call to enter the stockman as well as Gil Sturgiss in the boxing tournament. He had been obliged to after the lunchtime incident that had intrigued each member of the Rankin family, without striking any of them as particularly crucial. It was only slowly, and with the unreal certainties of hindsight, that this incident came to be viewed by at least one of them as a turning point. Many years afterwards Janet Rankin would look back on this Christmas lunch as establishing the moment which irrevocably bound the stockman to her family. And she would always carry with her the troubling conviction that she had foreseen the significance of it all at the time. Though of course she had not.

Even the positions of each of them at the lunch table remained clear in her memory. She was sitting opposite her father, his slim, slightly hunched figure sharply silhouetted against the streaming light at the head of the table. The smoke from his cigarette rose in a cloud around him and his expression was hidden in the dark shadows of his face. To her left was Gil Sturgiss and next to him, on her father’s right, Alistair. On her father’s left sat her mother and between her mother and herself was the stockman. Lunch was well over and a fourth round of charades was faltering for lack of enthusiasm. It was Alistair’s turn and they were waiting for him. All was quiet; the alcohol, the heat and the rich meal had weighed them down into a state of contentment, each of them induced to private thoughts despite the social nature of the game. Alistair’s remark cut through the mood and caught them unawares. Looking at the stockman, he said, ‘Are you going to fight tomorrow Gil?’

For maybe two or three seconds everyone accepted the question as having something to do with the performance of his charade; then what he had said dawned on them and, with the exception of Gil Sturgiss, they all looked at Crofts. The stockman blushed and looked down, scraping at an imaginary remnant of plum pudding in his dessert bowl. Gil Sturgiss reached across the table and picked up the station owner’s brass lighter, flicking it with his thumb. The Rankins were all waiting, their attention on the stockman and Gil; and in Alistair Rankin’s eyes there was a peculiarly intense light.

‘We’ll bring home the golden eagles,’ Gil Sturgiss announced confidently, touching the flame to one of the thin Ritmeester cigars that Alistair had given him for Christmas. He leant back and blew out a huge cloud of smoke, aiming it up at the glass balls dangling above his head and making them twist and dance on their threads.

‘Robert’s not fighting,’ Alistair pronounced abruptly, and they all looked at the stockman again.

‘Well what’s this charade you’re going to do for us?’ Gil Sturgiss asked, puffing a spurt of smoke into the young boy’s face.

‘Ask him yourself!’ Alistair persisted.

‘That’ll do now,’ Ida Rankin admonished gently, and there was an uncertain pause.

‘Robert’ll have a go,’ her brother said then, backing up his new friend and making his trust in the stockman clear to all of them in order to silence their doubts.

Ward Rankin recognised the stockman’s fear the moment Crofts blushed and started fiddling with his spoon. The sight gave him a sharp and unexpected pleasure; it was another precise connection between them. He knew the stockman’s fear well; he had grown up with such a fear and had carried it with him into adulthood until the incursions of middle age had finally eroded it. This was the same fear from which his English master had offered him a refuge at school: the very private fear of the boy who has never had a fight with another boy and who dreads the inevitable day when he will be left with no way out and will be forced to fight, or—if he has managed to elude the business for so long—to prove himself at last against another man. This was Crofts’ unenviable situation now. Rankin recognised the isolating dread which afflicts the lives of all boys—unless they belong to that minority who not only overcome the fear but who discover in themselves a sadistic pleasure in fighting and who seek out opportunities for it.

Ward Rankin heard his son cross-examining the stockman now, and he misunderstood the boy, thinking him to be simply pinning Crofts down because of his own nervousness about this business. ‘You don’t have to go in for the tournament, Robert,’ he interrupted. ‘No one has to fight if they don’t want to.’ But even as he was saying the words he realised that they sounded foolish and that to the others it must seem as though he were really asserting the opposite. How could it seem otherwise? Old age is the only secure refuge from manhood. So he attempted to amend his words and explain himself to Crofts, but succeeded only in further alienating the stockman. In that eternity when he had believed he was about to die, just before his hand closed over the pig’s hard foot, when the heat of his hatred for Crofts was compressed into a brief fierce flame, he had understood the limits of his own fear and had passed beyond them. The intensity had receded, but the understanding had remained with him. ‘You’ve never had a fight, have you, Robert?’ he said.

Crofts looked at him sharply, hurt and embarrassed. His miserable secret was out. ‘Of course I have!’ he claimed too vehemently as he glanced around nervously at their faces, scoffing at Rankin’s impossible suggestion. ‘Heaps of times!’ he added scornfully, compounding his wretched lie. Then he looked again at Rankin, who was still watching him. He was puzzled and angered by his boss’s words but startled, too, that such a well-concealed secret could be guessed. He averted his eyes. Rankin’s searching gaze disturbed him. The stockman felt suddenly oppressed.

Gil Sturgiss leaned forward onto the table, carefully clearing dishes aside to make room for his elbows, and pointed his cigar accusingly at the station owner. ‘And even supposing he hadn’t had a fight, Ward,’ he said deliberately, everyone’s attention on him, ‘it doesn’t mean he won’t be good at it when he does have one.’ He paused, allowing time for his meaning to sink in, nodded once at Ward Rankin and then sat back. ‘Take a look at him,’ he added significantly. They all looked at the stockman and saw the truth of Gil’s remark. ‘You just give Waterhouse or whatever-his-name-is a ring, Ward, and me and Robert’ll fight whoever they put up to us.’ Gil turned to Robert Crofts for the first time. ‘What do you weigh, about twelve and a half?’

Crofts nodded, ‘Just under.’ He swallowed with difficulty and avoided looking directly at any of them.

•

Toby’s Hole was beyond the second bend in the creek, downstream from the house, a quarter of a kilometre or so below the grove of lime trees that grew along the edge of the horse paddock. Ward and Ida Rankin drove there in the jeep with the Li-Los and the banana lounges and the rest of the gear. The others walked along the top of the creek bank. Gil Sturgiss and Crofts were together in the lead; Gil carried his new rifle in its smart canvas case with the bright badges on it and Crofts had the old .303 slung over his shoulder. Alistair kept close to Gil, never more than a step or two behind him, listening carefully to his every word and observing his gestures—it was clear that his uncle represented for Alistair the most desirable condition of manhood he could imagine. He cradled his single-shot .22 in his arms, imitating Gil, and across his shoulder was slung an old army rucksack containing a supply of ammunition for each of them. A good twenty metres or more behind Alistair, Janet Rankin sauntered along on her own. She was the only one of this party without a rifle.

After they had been walking for about ten minutes Gil led them out onto the point of a bare promontory overlooking the first bend of the creek and he pointed out to the stockman the spot where they would set up their shooting match later on. Twenty-five or so metres below them a large flat area of worn river stones ended against a high bank of stratified silt, which had been undermined by floods and cut away into a vertical cliff-face. It was a perfect butt, Gil claimed, as there would be no ricochets to worry about, and they might even be able to dig out some of their spent bullets from the silt afterwards and examine them. ‘You always learn something,’ he assured Crofts when the stockman asked casually why they would want to bother doing that. Janet’s laughter, as she drew level with them, made them turn and look at her.

‘What’s up with you, skinny legs?’ Gil called, grinning at her. But she only laughed again, continuing beyond the promontory where they stood and along the top of the bank for a distance.

Then she called back to them, ‘You should see yourselves!’

Gil looked at the stockman and raised his eyebrows meaningfully. ‘She’s put on a nice bit of condition since I was up here last year,’ he said appreciatively, and turned and gazed after her again.

Alistair glanced uneasily at Crofts.

‘What d’you reckon?’ Gil persisted when the stockman did not say anything. ‘You’d get the urge for it wouldn’t you?’

The three of them stood together gazing after Janet Rankin’s retreating figure. Her red and white striped dillybag swung from side to side, a bright spot in the dry flat bush and beginning to look vulnerable out there now. Gil Sturgiss’ unanswered question hung in the silence between them, signifying an awkward disjunction of perceptions that could destroy what was left of the Christmas goodwill. And the crudeness of the innuendo was magnified by the stockman’s inability to make light of it.

Crofts took a deep breath. ‘I can’t wait to have that swim,’ he said, striving to sound at ease, and he moved off.

‘You’ve got no taste, Robert,’ Gil remarked cheerfully, unaware of any awkwardness between them, and privately decided that Crofts must have a bit of a problem in that direction. He winked at Alistair. ‘Don’t they let you think about it in pommy-land?’

They continued on in silence for a while, with Janet Rankin’s distant figure a reminder of the tension that had developed between them. After a few minutes, when Crofts had still not contributed to the banter, when it seemed he might continue in silence for the rest of the walk to the swimming hole, Gil said drily, ‘I hope your aim with that thing’s better than your imagination, Robert.’ He spat to one side of the track, as if he suspected he still might not get a response from the stockman.

‘Well he shot Julia instead of her foal,’ Alistair reminded him quickly, eager to make the most of the opportunity to undermine Crofts and ingratiate himself with his uncle at the same time.

‘We know all about that,’ Gil responded shortly—it was not his intention to embarrass Crofts, or to cause a permanent rift between them. His desire was rather to establish a solid friendship between himself and the stockman. And it was this desire, together with his natural generosity, that prompted him now to move up alongside the stockman and put his arm round his shoulders. ‘The best shots miss sometimes, don’t they mate?’ he said, shaking Crofts affectionately and grinning at him. Then on a sudden impulse he pulled Crofts up and held him by the shoulders for a moment. ‘I bet you I can stay under the longest!’ he challenged, and with that he gave the stockman a shove that almost sent him sprawling, and sprinted on ahead, whooping and yelling and waving his rifle. As he got closer to Janet she broke into a run and made straight for the creek.

Alistair was left standing with Crofts. He cast a nervous glance at the stockman, as if he thought it might be dangerous to be left by himself with him. Then, clutching his bag of bullets close to his chest, he took off, stumbling and ducking between the thorn bushes.

Suddenly alone in the bush, Crofts stood still and watched Alistair running away. Then the stockman gave in to a strange impulse: he slipped the rifle from his shoulder, drew back the bolt and opened the breach partway. He gazed absently at it for a long time, as if transfixed by the hollowness of the oiled mechanism, by the slim cradle beneath his thumb, and by the beauty of its precision. Then he pulled the bolt to its full extent and the first bullet in the spring-loaded clip jumped into place with a satisfying click. He closed the bolt on it, driving the bullet into the chamber and cocking the mechanism in the one movement. He took his time, as if each deliberate movement had its own significance for him and were not simply a step in the completion of another action—he might have been practising a systematic series of exercises. He lifted the rifle to his shoulder, shrugged and settled the butt comfortably into the hollow between his shoulder muscle and his chest, resting his cheek there as he looked along the sights. He followed the khaki-clad figure of the running boy, who was only just visible through the bare thorn bushes. Darting along close to the ground, he was like a flightless bird abandoned by its swifter companions, hopelessly attempting to take off into the black branches.

The end of the rifle-barrel tracked slowly back and forth. Crofts was intent on centring the foresight on the diminishing target. He was holding his breath and his lungs were becoming tight, so that it was increasingly difficult for him to remain steady.

Unconsciously he increased the pressure of his finger on the trigger.

The explosion threw him back and the rough bark of a tree grazed his shoulder. Fear swept through him and he cried out involuntarily.

The stockman stood still as the roar of the shot raced away through the bush around him, startling drowsing cockatoos high in the branches of the river gums. The rifle hung by his side and his heart was pumping so hard he could scarcely breathe, as he stared at the point where he had last seen the running boy in his sights. Beneath his fear, as if it were a strong memory suddenly awakened, the stockman was aware of an exultation sweeping through him with the rush of his blood. It was an emotion he had never suspected in himself and one he would have found difficult to explain to others.

He ran forward, smashing the prickly bushes as he searched the ground ahead of him, gripped by dread at what he might see. He reached the bank of the creek and stopped. Alistair’s tracks where he had run down the broken bank were clearly impressed into the silt. Relief spread through the stockman and he retreated several metres into the bush off to one side of the track, and squatted there out of sight in the broken shade of a splintered beefwood tree. He shuffled himself close in against its base until the ridged bark dug painfully into the muscles of his back and the dry particles of the crushed grasses rose and tickled his nostrils.

He wanted to laugh and yell with relief, and jump up and down and wave his arms around like a madman; but he sat perfectly still, leaning hard against the steady resistance of the old tree. If he had killed Alistair he knew there would have been an inexplicable satisfaction in it. But now a quiver of pleasure was running through him, so intense that it cooled the surface of his skin, prickling the hairs on his arms and raising a pattern of tiny goosebumps. Now that he was safe he did not attempt to suppress his unexpected enjoyment. Gazing out at the scrub from the privacy of his concealment, Crofts saw again the running figure in his sights and heard the explosive shock, as if the event had taken place over a long period of time instead of in less than a second. He pressed harder against the tree and shivered as another chilling contraction passed through him—the impulse of the gunshot was going down through his chest and into his bowels, penetrating to the tips of his toes and making them tingle.

As the stockman squatted in the shade against the dark base of the beefwood, so still he would have been invisible to anyone passing, an afternoon cicada chorus began to scream suddenly, without warning, as if triggered by some mysterious alarm. The tide of noise rose and swept the hot and silent bush with oscillating waves of shrill intensity, passing back and forth and rising in layers upon itself until the sound reverberated inside the stockman’s skull. The invisible insects flooded the enthralled afternoon.

A few minutes later the cicadas ceased their signalling as abruptly as they had begun it. In the deep shadows of the beefwood the stockman shifted his weight. Fragments of high-spirited shouts and laughter began to reach him from the direction of the creek. He rose slowly to his feet and moved back in the direction of the cattle track. There was a look of unhappy resignation on his face as he made his way towards the swimming party, and just before going down the creek bank he glanced back once over his shoulder at the dry level country spread out behind him. A trace of intense emotion resonated within him, but it was rapidly being overlaid by anxieties about the fight tomorrow evening—there was a dumb regret in him that he had not, after all, found a way to avoid that. His anger quickly accumulated against this barrier to his happiness—at this moment Robert Crofts hated the Rankins with all his heart.

•

Gil Sturgiss and the stockman were diving and wrestling together in the sunlit water of Toby’s Hole. They looked startlingly different from how they had at lunch; there was something disturbing about them now, a mixture of the comic and the sinister. They had both had their hair cropped into spiky crew cuts in readiness for the fights—it was what Janet had been laughing at when she had passed them earlier on the track. It made them look almost like brothers, or initiates of a mysterious organisation. They looked gaunt and hollow-eyed, their cheekbones and jaws more angular and prominent than before; without the dark frame of soft hair there was no distraction from the shape of the bones. And the bone structure looked even more pronounced where the tanned skin of their faces met the glazed whiteness of the freshly exposed areas. It was this unnatural shining pallor in the bronzing air of summer that gave them their slightly sinister aspect.

An edge of seriousness—something more than a testing of limits and a cautious sounding of the other’s strength—had crept into their play-wrestling in the water. In Crofts’ case there was a carry-over of his earlier unease, which was being exacerbated now by the intrusive way Gil Sturgiss was driving him at an obstacle all the time—as if sparring was the only way he could conceive of them encountering each other. Gil was responding to Crofts’ growing irritation and their aggression was barely in check as they struggled to dump each other under the water—Gil’s longer legs also gave him a natural advantage which increased as they manoeuvred off the shelving sand into deeper water.

Ida and Ward Rankin were observing all this from the tranquillity of the shade; they were reclining with reading matter and drinks high under the bank where the camp had been established for the afternoon.

Ida Rankin put aside the magazine she had been half-reading and got up. She walked down across the wide strip of sand and dived into the water a few metres downstream from her brother and the stockman. Ward Rankin did not get up, but he did raise himself a little on his elbows.

•

The crew cuts had been Gil’s idea. He had had one the previous year for the fight and had proposed to Crofts numerous justifications for the style when fighting. The stockman had submitted. He was convinced anyway of the inevitably miserable outcome of the fight, so privately he dreamt of the future, of a time when all this would be over and things would have settled back into a comfortable state for him. For the moment he tried optimistically to view the disjointedness of this Christmas as a temporary condition.

The whole family had trooped down the back steps to witness the big event—Ida Rankin had even remembered the camera and dashed back for it at the last minute. Gil had taken his turn first. Stripped to the waist and seated astride the iron block of the anvil—‘christening’, as they had said, the stockman’s new shelter at the shoeing area—Gil had joked and laughed while Ward Rankin clipped his hair almost to the scalp. Alistair and Janet had watched the proceedings with delight from their perches on the cross-poles; although the boy had experienced a shiver of apprehension that Gil might insist on including him in the business.

A year ago Alistair Rankin would have felt securely shielded by his mother from such a possibility and would have been able to enjoy this spectacle without reserve. Today he was less certain of receiving her protection; he sensed that he could no longer leap carelessly into situations such as this without risking himself a little. He was nursing a suspicion—which he was not prepared to put to the test now—that his mother might simply look on despite his protests, and leave him to his own devices in the face of Gil’s strangely dangerous enthusiasms.

Something had changed between them. He did not understand what it was, but he knew he could no longer make a confident appeal for her protection in all possible circumstances, whether he had justice on his side or not. Her attention was directed elsewhere. This worried him deeply. He had made several significant adjustments in his behaviour for her sake during the last twelve months, but they had gone unnoticed by her. Somewhere along the way the rules had changed. Her loyalty to him had become conditional and he could not work out what the new conditions were. He had begun just lately to consider the possibility that it might require a major misdeed from him to shock the system back on course. It was an unpleasant possibility and the responsibility of it sat heavily with him now as he watched his mother happily engrossed in taking snapshots. Her attention, he noticed, did not stray to him from time to time for his approval as it once used to; she no longer automatically sought to include him in her pleasures. Not so long ago there had been between them a covenant of love so secure that it had excluded the rest of the world . . . So he had sat hunched forward on the pale cross-pole next to his sister, his elbows on his knees, his fists jammed up under his eyes, and he had observed the scene before him.

‘Make sure we get a couple of good before-and-afters,’ Gil had shouted. It had been his show. Things like this never happened when Gil was not around; others might have ideas, but they never made them happen.

Alistair had noticed that his own inclusion in his mother’s snapshots was incidental; she had not made sure of getting him in. Her real interest, it had suddenly become clear to him, was Robert Crofts. What had been hitherto a loathsome suspicion was now for him a cold, aching certainty.

Gil had kept trying to grab the camera from his sister, and then he would crouch in odd positions to demonstrate angles she shouldn’t miss; he had been lost with her in their antics, oblivious to everything else except their own bright pleasure. ‘We want a good record of that beautiful straight nose, Sis, while we’ve got the chance. She could be looking a bit squash-erood by tomorrow night!’ Gil had loved it. The Sturgiss spirit had been in control and in full flight on the Rankin place. And the camera had clicked again—Crofts with his head bent stiffly forward, his legs spread squarely across the iron body of the anvil, his arms folded over his chest, and his back bent as he gazed steadily down at the spike. Ward Rankin was leaning over him, his left hand gripping the stockman’s head while he worked the clippers with his right. Sweat had stuck his white shirt to his spine and the thin knobbly line of the vertebrae was sharply outlined, in contrast to the sinuous dorsal cleft along Crofts’ deeply muscled back.

Alistair could not remember how long it had lasted—it might have been for longer than a year—that he had once imagined his parents were trying to poison him. He had lived in a state of nervous tension during that period, with both the ever-present dread that some sign would confirm his horrible suspicion, and with the equally strained hope that a counter-sign would prove it to be unfounded. Neither sign had ever appeared to him and the suspicion had gradually abated, until it was no more than a vague uncertainty that he felt most of the time. What had remained with him in particular from this experience, was a habit of watchfulness.

As he had sat on the cross-pole earlier on this hot Christmas Day, watching his mother and his favourite uncle laughing and diving about from sunlight to shade, making fools of themselves by playing at being brother and sister and enthusiastically photographing the stockman from every possible angle, it had been as though confirmation of his old dread had suddenly speared his heart and caught him gasping and unprepared. He had watched Robert Crofts’ light brown hair falling in straight square tufts onto the newly cleared ground and he had felt afraid of life. But this time he knew his fear was real. The old fear had flourished mysteriously alongside unqualified love. This one would not do that. He could not imagine how he might ever manage to scramble back into the protected and secure position he had once occupied, either with his mother or with his sister. It was no longer enough simply for him to be the youngest.

As his father was finishing the stockman’s haircut, and before he had time to consider what he was doing, Alistair had jumped down from his perch and said, ‘Do mine too!’ It was a brave gesture, the bravest he had ever made, almost a bid for adulthood—for he honestly believed the youngest boys fighting in Springtown tomorrow night would be between eleven and twelve, around his own age, and that there was therefore no reason why he should not be included among them.

But his timing was wrong. He should have put in his bid earlier. The haircut scene was finished. The climax had passed, and he had not been a part of it. They had not been about to re-run it for his sake. The momentum of their enthusiasm was carrying them elsewhere. As she had jumped down and run past him Janet had said, ‘God you’re an idiot, Ali,’ as if she understood all that had been going on within him, and more: as if she possessed a certain knowledge which shielded her from his need to suffer. His mother had smiled, turning away, and said, ‘Don’t be silly, darling. Go and get your things.’ It had seemed to him then that she begrudged even this small distraction from her pleasure. And Gil had been too busy rubbing Crofts’ prickly scalp to have even heard.

And from his father he had long ago learned that silence was the best response he might hope for. At the level of ordinary communication they had never really existed for each other. There was a wall there so impenetrable that Alistair took its existence as an imposition of nature—the possibility that he might get through it to a more articulate relation with his father had never crossed his mind. His father lived out a series of great silences, punctuated either by inexplicable outbursts of arbitrary anger, or else by brief periods of interest and encouragement. That was the way his father was. Alistair had evolved strategies for dealing with it. It was not, for him, something unnatural . . . They had all gone off to get their things, laughing and shouting, leaving him standing by the anvil. He had watched them going away from him. It was simple: before the arrival of Crofts everything had been all right; since his arrival it had all gone bad. Alistair blamed the stockman exclusively for the loss of his happiness. And, without needing to think about it, he accepted that this is what his father would have done.

•

Now, below them under the water, he swam slowly, circling the thrashing arms and legs, keeping well clear of their dangerous thrusts and grapplings. Momentarily distracted by the explosion of bubbles downstream as his mother dived in, Alistair’s attention returned to the straining limbs of the wrestlers. With rising excitement he watched Gil begin to get the upper hand as they slid down the silt bank, scrabbling frantically for a hold while the sand caved in under their weight and drew them deeper.

Gazing through the tiny agitated particles suspended in the sunlit water, Alistair found himself looking directly into the eyes of the stockman as Gil held him under. The seconds passed and he saw the panic contort Crofts’ features. He and the stockman gazed at each other through the intervening metres of water. As if he were illicitly observing a private and slightly perverse act Alistair was overcome by an uneasy mixture of guilt and fascination. He was unable to conceal his enjoyment at the sight of Crofts’ features twisting convulsively as he fought against the desire to breathe. The hard bones of the stockman’s skull where the hair had been freshly shorn away gleamed in the broken shafts of sunlight, and from the shadows of his eye sockets his gaze remained fixed on Alistair. Something physical seemed to pass through the dense medium of the water between them; the boy felt Crofts’ hatred touch him. Alistair turned sharply and kicked himself upwards, thrusting with all his strength towards the safety of the sunlight above.

Crofts broke the surface gasping for air. He swam a couple of frantic strokes before realising that Gil had dived away from him. Breathing heavily he let himself go with the current down towards the outlet, and gazed across the agitated surface to where Gil was playing whales, spouting mouthfuls of water into the air and laughing as he celebrated his victory, his mood at once good-natured again. Alistair bobbed in the water beside his uncle. At the far side of the waterhole, on the high basalt-capped cliff behind them, Janet appeared. Crofts watched her as she stood poised on a projecting lip of rock several metres above the creek. She waved casually then dived, her body curving gracefully through the air for a moment before plunging cleanly into the still green depths beneath the scoured base of the cliff. Gil turned and saw her a split-second before she entered the water.

‘See who can swallow dive!’ he yelled enthusiastically, daring them all to go one better, caught up completely that instant in the new game. He struck out for the cliff. ‘Race youse all to the top!’

Crofts watched the three of them swimming away from him towards the base of the cliff and he allowed the quickening current to take him towards the outlet of the hole. Here the water flowed silently between huge flood-burnished blocks of white sandstone which lay about in a maze of destruction, like the toppled remains of a monumental civilisation. He began to assist the current, flicking his arms and legs in short jerky movements as he rounded the projecting shoulder of one of the blocks, at once out of sight of the pool. He breathed deeply, expanding his lungs to their fullest and curving his body luxuriously against the calming flow of the water.

Floating slowly on his back between rising walls of fine-grained white sandstone the stockman stared up at the sky. The creek flowing around these fallen masses had sculpted them over the millennia into gloriously sensual troughs and bowls, from the edges of which brilliant green water-weed slewed lazily from side to side in the glassy current. The pale blue and white limbs of the river gums arched over the creek more than fifty metres above its banks, and high in the air beyond them a wedge-tailed eagle passed across the stockman’s view. He watched it until it was out of sight, waiting for it to reappear in its circlings, and the water bumped him gently over the polished lip of an embedded boulder and slid him into a steep and narrow conduit.

Ida Rankin was lying at the base of this conduit holding herself in the cascade by hanging on to a branch of flood debris which had been jammed in the rocks and was sticking up in the sheeting water like a periscope. She was enjoying resisting the current, exhilarated by its powerful thrust against her body. No more than a metre below her the cascade broke in an explosive shower of spray against a protruding bar of serrated quartzite that had withstood the erosion better than the softer sandstone in which it was embedded. The air down here was filled with a fine mist that was gently saturating the sun-warmed rocks, so that a thin steam dissolved from them into the still air of the afternoon.

Startled by the stockman’s yell Ida looked up to see him sliding helplessly down the chute towards her. She tightened her grip on the branch and instinctively ducked her head to one side as he grabbed at her desperately, covering her hands with his as his body thumped heavily against her. For a moment he clung to her in the rushing water, cupped on either side by the concave walls of the narrow chute, the current forcing their bodies together. Then he let go. As he slid past she grabbed for him uselessly, turning in time to see his outstretched feet strike against the raised bar. Half standing, he tried to turn and gain his balance, crouching unsteadily against the rush of the water. ‘Sorry, Mrs Rankin!’ he called, poised precariously in mid-stream. The water shooting over his knees formed a seething wave against his thighs and the sharp serrations of the quartzite were cutting into the soles of his feet, making him grimace with the sudden pain.

She climbed out quickly and reached towards him. ‘Give me your hand.’ Steadying herself against the rock face she leaned out over the water to him. ‘Come on!’ she shouted sternly when he hesitated. ‘You wouldn’t want to go over on your back on that quartz.’ He took her hand and stepped shakily across to the wide ledge on which she was standing.

‘Thanks, Mrs Rankin.’

As she pulled him towards her, and then as he stepped in close to her, she felt an irresistible impulse to clasp the stockman’s glistening flanks. But she hesitated just a fraction of a second and their awkwardness was at once acute. It was the tone of his voice that made her hesitate. ‘Thanks, Mrs Rankin’—it echoed in her mind, the sounds chiming together. ‘Sorry, Mrs Rankin’, ‘Thanks, Mrs Rankin’ . . . There had been a slight delay, then she had registered it, that stupid flatness, as if he were referring to an organisation—Thanks, Rotary Club—or to something equally inert!

She realised she was blushing. She moved to the back of the ledge and ran her hand across the rough surface of the rock, aggressively swiping aside a trembling spider and its web. She felt frustrated that reality should be such a difficult business. If there was ever an awkwardness in daydreams, it was only so that a deeper ease might be revealed. She glanced at him wonderingly; was that a possibility?

‘I should have been watching what I was doing,’ he said, as if he expected her to reprimand him.

She observed him glumly. She was angry with him, with herself, with the frigidity of the situation. What if she were to say to him, You look like Tarzan but you behave like Pluto. Would it make any sense to him? Or would he just say sorry and try to adjust? She felt cheated. A moment ago she had been feeling quite like a young girl again; the exhilaration of the sudden action had aroused in her a warm sensation of heightened physicalness. Every nerve was tingling and alert—ready for more! She had been on the point of enthusiasm! Her feelings had been completely unreserved towards him. For an instant it had seemed that all the ordinary, difficult preliminaries of getting to know each other on a more intimate level had been dispensed with. She had felt convinced, just for that moment, that they had—with no need for further words—abandoned their more formal relationship and welcomed in its place something much more interesting.

And she had been about to act on that perception when his impersonal tone had checked her. She watched him examining his injured feet and she said nothing, unable to bring herself to offer him her formal sympathies. The muscular embrace of his cool hard body as they had rolled about together in the cascading water was still with her. Her brain danced with contradictions, accusing her of stupidity for all those daydreams—those freely indulged, voyeuristic and sensual imaginings! Nothing definite, to be sure, no conclusive realisations, everything vague and more or less suggestive. But there had been real expectations attached to them. There must have been—such imaginings are never an end in themselves.

And what had he been thinking: There goes the boss’s wife, ‘Mrs Rankin’ . . . ? Quite simply, she admitted the unpleasant conclusion, he had never noticed that she was a young woman. A young woman? Is thirty-three a young woman? She was so accustomed to the company of Ward that she had always taken her youthfulness for granted—in her own mind there had never been a doubt. But was youthfulness the same thing as being young? She knew it was not.

‘I was a bit lucky,’ he said, looking up suddenly from examining his feet.

‘Yes,’ she replied. He was eighteen. Did he see her, then, simply as the more-or-less middle-aged wife of his boss? Nothing beyond that? Her sense of herself rebelled violently against such a possibility. I could beat him in a race to the top of this rock, she thought confidently. The rest is rubbish! Yet the difference in their ages was almost exactly the difference between herself and Ward; it was an almost precise mirroring of her position fifteen years ago. She had not thought of this before, and she wondered if such a coincidence, such a striking symmetry, could possibly be just that and no more. Or were there hidden meanings in such things? She did not enjoy this sort of speculation, however, so dismissed it. Whatever else, she thought, here we are, middle-aged or young, standing together in this warm spray, almost naked, having just a moment ago rolled about in the water hugging each other. The sort of thing lovers dream of doing. Surely we can’t stay on this ledge for much longer without having some kind of conversation?

‘What were you doing?’ But even as she asked she had the hopeless feeling that she was trying to force into the open something that was not really there.

How flat and fed-up she had begun to feel! Fifteen years! And in another fifteen she would be nearing fifty. She experienced a rush of suffocating urgency. How could anything ever really be resolved? The immense, unfulfilled loneliness of her life had come to stand before her, to remind her again of its unimaginable silence. Her sense of isolation was so immense that it would have crushed her long ago if she had not been herself a part of it, if it had not been a part of her, and if she had not sought in it at the deepest level of her consciousness the realisation of something greater than everything else she knew. And it would certainly have crushed her if there had not been in her character that peculiar perversity and tenacity which made her prepared to suffer for intangible and unlikely rewards. All she knew was that her life so far was not enough to satisfy her sense of who she might become.

By now she felt mildly disgusted that the stockman should continue to fiddle with the slightly injured soles of his feet. She kept staring at him nevertheless.

He looked at her, hesitating. ‘I was thinking about being an eagle.’ He searched her face, anxious for her reaction.

She took a breath and just managed to stop herself from repeating aloud what he had said.

He observed her uncertainty and quickly sought to explain himself. ‘Just daydreaming, eh?’

‘To be one or win one?’ she asked, but he looked totally lost. ‘It’s just that they award stupid looking china ashtrays with golden eagles perched on them to the winners at the boxing tournament, and I thought you . . .’ she trailed off. ‘I shouldn’t have mentioned it.’ She was conscious that she was confirming her ‘Mrs Rankin’ status. He looked as though he wished he had kept his thought to himself.

‘It wasn’t anything,’ he said, poking at his feet again. ‘One sailed over, that’s all.’ They were both silent. There was just the rushing of the water. He made an effort to look at her properly and their eyes met for an instant. ‘I’d better be getting back,’ he said. ‘Gil wants to have a shooting match.’

‘They fly down from the ranges,’ she went on, ignoring his last remark, ‘especially when it’s dry.’ When he looked at her she was conscious of her slight squint. Was that why his eyes darted at her then flicked away quickly to the rocks, to the water, to the sky then back to the rocks? ‘There are lots of them about.’

‘I’ve seen heaps.’

‘You’ve explored a bit.’ She could tell that he would not attempt to look directly at her again. She willed him to all the same.

‘There’s lots of places I haven’t been yet.’

‘The ranges have never been fully explored by anyone.’ He appeared to be intrigued by this piece of information and stood there considering it. She wanted to ask him straight out, Well, do you think I’m middle-aged or not?

Her gaze was becoming fixed. Being reminded of her eye problem made her conscious of how living their lives out here, away from the reactions of strangers, they had grown to be scarcely aware of their own peculiarities. Their eccentricities had gone unnoticed. Even in Springtown they were shielded from the responses of strangers by their sense of belonging to an old community. And the strangers themselves brought with them their own distinctive oddities of style.

She wondered what impulse had brought him here, from the other side of the world, to stand on this ledge of sandstone with her now and to wonder at the half-explored ranges of Salvator Rosa and Ka Ka Mundi? Had he known that such wild and uninhabited places existed and were within his reach? But she would not ask him why he had come. Not yet. Not now. She sensed that the answer would probably prove too difficult for this moment. But that was no excuse; their difficulties would have been the same if they had been in the heart of a city.

She understood now that if she were to get any answers from him at all, it was up to her to take the initiative. Clearly things were not quite as she had imagined them, and perhaps in reality they were rather less intriguing. There was something—something other than his beautiful body—however, and she knew she could never be content if she just let things stay the way they were.

‘This is the way in here, not down that chute,’ she said and she turned away without waiting to see his reaction, and climbed up the near-vertical rockface. Her familiarity with the holds made it appear an almost casual thing to do.

From the top she looked down at his foreshortened figure gazing up at her. She stood balanced on the very edge, curling her toes against the warm rock, and she smiled at him. ‘Come up. I’ll show you something.’

And what if he falls? she thought. And immediately she saw in her imagination his body arching backwards into space, suspended there, his eyes seeking contact with her own; and she wondered with a slight feeling of unease what it was about him that made her think such thoughts. She was convinced now of her intuition that with this man, at any given moment, the normal limits of things might be suddenly and violently exceeded.

She watched him climbing easily towards her, reaching carefully from hold to hold, his deeply tanned shoulder muscles alternately tensing and relaxing as he drew himself up the face of the rock. He stood next to her at last, breathing heavily. He seemed bemused. Did he realise she was challenging him? She could see that at least he was now more than simply curious; he was on his guard waiting for her next move. She was pleased. Stepping away from the edge, she said, ‘Follow me and keep quiet.’

She led him through the tumbled labyrinth of giant blocks, making her way towards the far bank of the creek. She didn’t look back to see how he was getting on, or offer him assistance at the awkward bits; the sound of his breathing and the occasional clink of a loose stone told her that he was close behind. Until today, she had only ever done this sort of thing on her own and she couldn’t help smiling to herself now at the novel image she had of Crofts behind her, observing her movements and measuring his pace with hers. She thought of them as paired hunting animals travelling together through the intricate wilderness, their bodies moving in silent coordination, as if this had been their way for a lifetime. He was as much at home in this place as she was herself, she was sure of that.

They emerged at last onto the creek bank, and she knew that if she had looked back now she would have glimpsed the crescent sweep of the yellow beach and the high black cliff of Toby’s Hole. But she did not look back. And while she assured herself that she had no reason to be secretive, she hoped that she and Crofts had not been observed by the others.

Away from the creek the bush was dryer and the heat was fierce. The slight ground-cover pricked their bare feet. She went ahead of him across a neck of level country and down again without warning into a concealed side-gorge that branched off the main channel—there was no sign of it from the level plain until they reached the lip of the gorge itself.

As they descended into this sheltered cleft in the baking earth they encountered a still bank of humid air. The gorge was narrow, no more than five metres across, and its flaking sandstone walls were a mottled grey and blue-green colour covered by a growth of lichen that was eating into the crumbling face of the soft stone. It was as if the stone itself was gradually being transformed into lichen.

As they penetrated further they saw communities of yellow and green king orchids clustered at fissures on the walls. Other plants with names she did not know hung in the stillness from aerial roots and vines. There were thick, purply-black, waxen leaves that looked like fruit which does not need the sun to ripen, that drooped at regular, seemingly calculated, intervals along sinuous stems. Before they reached the bottom of the gorge Ida and the stockman passed beneath the outspread fronds of giant tree-ferns which formed an unbroken, translucent canopy and maintained a perpetual twilight. The relief from the dancing heat of the surface was immediate.

When they reached the debris on the floor of the gorge Ida stopped and motioned the stockman to be still. Around them lay a profusion of fallen rocks and plant rubbish. Here and there small pools of fresh water gleamed and the only sound was the tinkling of seepage emerging between the layers of basalt and sandstone deep within overgrown clefts. They stayed still. This place seemed to have been undisturbed for ever. There was an indefinable accumulation of smells in the air, an elusive blending of herb essences, a distillation of vegetative goodness.

Almost holding her breath she said quietly, ‘If you rush in and disturb the air that wonderful smell dissipates immediately. But if you stand still . . .’ There was no need for her to finish the sentence, and he said nothing. She was struck again by the overpowering sense of absence here, of an archaic silence that would never be broken no matter how much noise was made. She wondered if he felt it. She wanted to look at him, to see what he was feeling. He had not moved.

They had been standing there together in silence for several minutes when, without considering the difficulties of such a venture she said, ‘We ought to go to Mt Mooloolong together one day.’

She knew now that, despite her uncertainties, she must put in front of this man all the passion she felt for this landscape, her landscape. Something told her that she had to share this passion for the first time now, or else forfeit a part of herself forever. Her proposition had been completely spontaneous, and she realised only after she had said it that in offering Mt Mooloolong she was offering herself. How could it be otherwise?

Her words remained waiting in the stillness, unanswered.

She had stepped across a threshold. She had done it before without threatening her peace of mind; on the contrary, she had eagerly sought this retreat into a more private, varied and optimistic world than the one she shared with Ward Rankin. It was a freer world, uncluttered by the difficulties of his failure and his frustration. But so far it was a world that had had its existence only in her imagination. That was what frightened her; it was more a dream than a reality.

She waited.

The flattened, distant concussions from several high-powered rifle shots followed one after another at one-second intervals. The individual detonations penetrated the gorge as if from another world. Compulsively she counted them . . . six.

The stockman shifted, rustling with his feet a fallen branch of fern. He gazed around at the surrounding walls of the gorge and at last forced himself to look at her. ‘What’s Mooloolong?’ he asked, taking a deep breath and letting the air out slowly so that his voice wouldn’t sound shaky to her and betray his feelings. If she were ever to suspect him she would laugh at him or be insulted.

She turned to answer him, sensing his tension, when something beyond them caught her eye. She whispered, ‘Look! He’s been watching us all this time.’

Her words sent a sharp chill into the stockman’s stomach. He swivelled round and into his mind leapt an image of Alistair’s sinisterly amused gaze fixed on him under the water. Then, between the rock wall and a fallen tree trunk, he saw the still form of a yellow and black goanna. The ancient reptile watched them, motionless as the stone on which it rested.

•

Ward Rankin lay listening to the silence after the echoes of the sixth shot had died away. There was something about the shots that disturbed him but he did not try to decide what it might be. He had been re-living the time when he was lifted naked from the mud and carried in the arms of Robert Crofts through the blinding sunlight. It had occurred to him a number of times that he might have resisted. He had permitted the stockman to carry him all the way to the shade of the truck and he had made no attempt to resist. He closed his eyes again now and was lifted from the mud and carried through the blazing sunlight once more. He could not decide if Crofts had also been naked. It was unclear. He did not pursue this question. He had relinquished himself when he might have resisted, that was all that mattered.

A smile played around his mouth as he lay there at the swimming camp in the late afternoon heat, resting on his yellow and white plastic banana lounge, his thin white legs primly together, his hands clasped across his wrinkled belly.

After less than a minute he opened his eyes again, his expression forming into a frown. They were not rifle shots at all. Someone was using his revolver! He sat up and looked down the beach. He realised then that he was alone. The place was deserted. Ida’s magazine, her towel and her straw hat lay on the other lounge a few yards over to his left. It was getting on towards evening. The air was still and very hot, humid and oppressive. He was assessing more or less unconsciously the distant rumbling thunder from the ranges, a lifetime habit of calculating the likelihood of rain.

Were they having their shooting match or not? The six revolver shots were the only shots he had heard. After a minute he got up and walked down to the water’s edge. He looked first up the creek towards the cliff then downstream towards the white sandstone blocks which were taking on a honey tone as the sun dipped further behind the storm clouds. There was no sign of any of the swimming party. He was half tempted to call out but was afraid of appearing foolish. He was not alarmed. The revolver shots themselves were not important. It was the realisation that someone must have gone back to the house and rummaged around in his room to find the gun that disturbed him. It did not seem the sort of thing Gil would do. He began walking back up the beach, and decided it was the sort of thing that someone else might be prompted to do when Gil was around. He stopped suddenly. Surely it wouldn’t have been Crofts? He took a deep breath and looked about him once more. There was still that doubt over the shooting of his mare, Julia—there just might have been something wilful in it. He did not like the way his thoughts were heading. He sat on the edge of the banana lounge and smoked a cigarette. The idea of Crofts actually searching his room in the unoccupied house appalled him. He decided it was not possible and did his best to dismiss the thought. He sat there and smoked and puzzled over the problem for some time.



four

Ida and the two children stopped off at Ida’s cousin’s house, where all the relations would be gathering later for a family lunch. It was only a couple of short blocks from there to the main street but Ward Rankin did not consider walking the distance. With Gil and the stockman in the back seat of the Ford he drove on and parked outside the Commercial Hotel.

The main street was decked-out with braids of bunting strung along the shop-front awnings. As they got out of the car they saw at the end of the street, in the open space beside the hall, a large black and red striped tent and a few rides.

It was early yet but the long front bar of the hotel was already crowded with locals and strangers in town for the carnival. Walking in from the dazzling brightness of the morning, with Gil and Crofts close behind him, the station owner paused in the doorway, waiting for his vision to adjust to the dimness.

The air was thick with cigarette smoke and the strong smell of beer. Behind the bar a man and two girls were cheerfully serving the noisy customers. Someone called to Ward Rankin, and the three of them moved across and joined him. It was Reg Waterhouse, the organiser of the boxing tournament and the owner of a new caravan park and tourist centre on the edge of town. There was a group of men around him and they all looked at the stockman. Some of the younger ones nodded a greeting, while the others just stared, but each of them in his own way showed a special interest in Crofts. Waterhouse grabbed the arm of one of the men and then grabbed the stockman’s arm. ‘Laurie Hill, Robert Crofts. Go on shake hands you two.’ A few of the men laughed nervously and looked at each other and Crofts could sense that particular communication that takes place in a group of men like this.

Robert Crofts reached out and took Laurie Hill’s hand. As their eyes met he saw the look of contempt the other man was giving him.

Waterhouse continued, ‘I’ll be in here all day’—he was playing up the role of official-in-charge for all it was worth—‘and if I catch any of you boys drinking,’ turning to include Gil in his warning, ‘I’ll disqualify you. Is that clear?’

Ward Rankin muttered with disbelief, ‘Come off it, Reg, you haven’t matched him with Laurie?’

At this everyone became quiet. One of the older men in the group leaned forward; he was standing next to the stockman’s opponent and had his hand on Hill’s shoulder. Ignoring Crofts and addressing the station owner, the man said, ‘Laurie’ll go easy on him, Ward.’

Crofts saw that the man speaking was sick. His eyes were watery and yellowish and there was a suffocating thickness in his voice which forced him to gasp for breath mid-sentence.

When he had spoken, the sick man turned to the stockman, gazing silently at him for several seconds, searching for something in the young man his son was to fight—for it was plain from the likeness that he was Laurie Hill’s father. Whatever he saw, or imagined he saw in Crofts, it seemed to satisfy him, and he turned back to the group.

The likeness between father and son was not in their build or their features. The son was tall, over six feet, and although probably no more than twenty-three, he was already verging on beefiness. The father was of less-than-average height, and fleshless—his yellow short-sleeved shirt and brown shorts hung on him so loosely that he looked more naked than clothed. The likeness between the two men was rather in their manner, which was implacable. Their every gesture and glance expressed an unemphatic insolence, directed, it seemed, towards everyone and everything. And at this moment their target was the station owner and his stockman.

Ray Hill was the Shire foreman and his son was stationed throughout the year in the south of the State at an RAAF base where, according to his father, he had distinguished himself in the boxing ring. Most of the other men in the group were Ray Hill’s workmates—his subordinates—on the Shire council.

‘Now then, Ray, there’s no need for any of this “go easy on you” stuff,’ Waterhouse said, looking around and smiling at everyone, trying to make light of things. ‘She’s just a bit of friendly competition to raise some cash for the Red Cross.’

He turned to Gil, as if the last word had now been said on this matter. ‘I can’t introduce you to your bloke at this juncture, Gil, but I don’t think he’ll give you too much trouble from what I’ve seen of him.’ He laughed and again looked around at the others, encouraging them. There was an amused shifting and murmuring among some of the younger ones and the word ‘coon’ was mentioned, but the older men ignored Waterhouse and kept watching the foreman; it was clear they had an interest in the outcome of his son’s fight.

‘Robert’s had no experience, Reg,’ Ward Rankin said mildly. He continued to protest more because he knew he was expected to defend the stockman’s interests than from a wish to see the bout cancelled. He was finding it increasingly difficult to pay attention and only half-listened while Waterhouse repeated his reassurance that the bout would be a cheerful and friendly one—everyone present knew that nothing the Hills were involved in could be either of these things.

Secretly Ward Rankin was experiencing a growing feeling of excitement as he considered the prospect of Robert fighting this man. It was such a strong feeling that his breathing became faster and the faces of the men in the bar became remote.

On the way into town in the car this morning he had felt sure that something important would happen today; he had even forced himself to consider it a certainty, even though he knew it was only a wish. Now his wish had become real—Crofts’ vulnerability was a startling fact for everyone to see.

The station owner’s heart began to beat faster and he could no longer resist sneaking a glance at the stockman’s beautiful worried profile. Robert Crofts’ vulnerability excited him more than he could have imagined; and he smiled as he thought for some reason of his copy of Gulliver’s Travels, which Alistair had reported was discarded on the floor of the stockman’s quarters.

He heard the unpleasant sound of the Shire foreman’s congested cough as if it were coming from another room; his voice was insistent: ‘Laurie won’t hurt him.’ The station owner put out his hand and touched Crofts’ arm lightly. ‘It’ll be all right, Robert,’ he said, knowing that to the others he must seem to be the willing accomplice of the disgusting foreman. The extent of his hypocrisy struck him for a moment and he felt a sudden thickness at the back of his mouth that made him struggle to swallow. But immediately he assured himself that, at a higher level than all this, he could justify his behaviour. ‘Don’t worry, Robert! Laurie has promised to take it easy.’

‘Ward’s right,’ the foreman said insistently. ‘You’ve got Laurie’s word on it.’ There was a suggestion of a smile on the man’s lips, but the expression in his eyes remained cold and preoccupied. His workmates kept glancing at him, checking his reactions and adjusting their own accordingly. They murmured their agreement.

Sure of their attention—or perhaps indifferent to it—the foreman dragged air into his congested lungs. ‘You’ve got yourself a good looking boy there, Ward’—he paused very slightly, his gaze lingering suggestively on Crofts—‘this time.’ The expressions on the other men’s faces slowly took on the suggestion of the foreman’s smile, and as understanding dawned on them their eyes passed from the station owner to the stockman and back again to the station owner, discovering something that greatly entertained them.

Gil Sturgiss appealed quietly to the station owner. ‘Fair go, Ward! Robert can’t take him on.’

Waterhouse stepped in quickly. ‘No one ever gets hurt in these things, you ought to know that, Gil.’

Gil turned slowly and looked at the caravan park owner for a moment. ‘You fight him then.’

Ray Hill cackled and coughed and one of the men asked, ‘What about it, Reg?’

Someone else observed with mild delight, ‘Laurie’ll go easy on you.’

The caravan park owner ignored their laughter. He could take it, and the insults of Gil Sturgiss. In his opinion tourism was the industry of the town’s future and cattle were destined to become an historic sideshow. He saw himself in this development as a modern pioneer every bit as deserving of respect as the ancestors of the Sturgiss and the Rankin families who had driven their herds north into the bush more than a century ago.

Reg Waterhouse turned to the stockman, unsmiling now, no longer pretending to be everyone’s friend. ‘You came in here to confirm your nomination, Robert.’ He held out his hand. ‘It is officially confirmed.’ He was a successful businessman. His success justified everything. He shook the stockman’s hand briefly and turned his back on them all. ‘I’m going for a piss.’

They ignored him. They were watching Robert Crofts. His predicament fascinated them; in the reality of his fear they were each privately experiencing a fear of their own. They were tempted both to rescue the stockman from his plight—ultimately he was one of them—and at the same time to goad him to resolve it alone. That to a man they chose the latter option was not simply because of the money they had wagered on this fight; they chose it because this fight would be different. That much they sensed. Their foreman, the station owner and Reg Waterhouse disliked each other, yet were in agreement that the stockman and Laurie Hill should fight, and that no other match would do—they had something more interesting than money at stake.

•

Out in the street the light had hardened. The sky had changed from azure to white and bore down on the hills surrounding the town, seeming to force them into the distance until they had become whitish shadows on the horizon. In this stark light Springtown’s wooden buildings and its short flat stretch of bitumen were more exposed, as if, in this adjustment of the landscape, they had been disowned. The cars angled to the kerb were unattended, their duco shimmering in the haze. The few people still on the streets crossed the open spaces quickly, seeking the shade of awnings and preoccupied with reaching the coolness of interiors—not one of them looked up beyond the abrupt edge of the town towards the encircling bush.

Gil and the stockman walked together in silence.

The town’s existence seemed so precarious that Crofts was amazed that he should have arrived here at all and be walking on its streets. The bush was the only certainty. A few more steps, another hundred metres or so and he would be back in it. And if he went on and walked far into it and then looked back from a distant hill he knew he would see that this town and its people had never existed; and at a certain point, just beyond the end of this bitumen, Gil would stop and say nothing and watch him walk on and would not follow.

Robert Crofts raised his eyes towards the remote ranges and saw how inaccessible they had become. He longed to be alone; then the unprovoked viciousness of Laurie Hill and the foreman towards him—as if he had strayed here and were marked for it—would all have been an illusion. He would return to his careful work in the quiet coolness of the early mornings on the station; the pleasures and the peacefulness and the mild progression of days he had known there at first would resume their pattern. Cranky Ward Rankin would begin again to find fault with everything he did and the station on the edge of the ironbark forest would become his world once more. Relaxed and fresh from his bath he would sit by the creek in the evenings again, his muscles pleasantly aching from his day’s work and he would gaze in wonder at the flaring sunsets over the wild peaks of Salvator Rosa.

But he knew he was kidding himself; it was a way of life that could only interest him now if his boss’s wife were to join him in it. He couldn’t turn the clock back, so perhaps, he thought to himself, he would leave the station and have done with the Rankins altogether . . .

Gil touched his arm. ‘Let’s take a look inside?’

They stood in front of the entrance to the red and black tent. It was deserted. The rides were still. Everything was waiting for the evening; builders’ scaffolding held vacant tiers of seats in a careful gridwork and a square ring had been erected. There was a chemical smell which Gil said was waterproofing compound on the canvas. They went out again.

The day dragged by, getting hotter all the time. They didn’t say as much, but they were both reluctant to go too soon to Ida’s cousin’s house where everyone would be drinking and eating and they would have to just watch. So they explored the perimeter of the town. Waterhouse’s caravan park was the only recent development—a patch of dizzy green in the silver dryness. A huge crossbar-gate, in imitation of a Hollywood cattle ranch, had been erected out the front by the road and inside there were rows of neatly spaced trees, one tree to each van site. Mesmerised, Gil and Crofts stood and watched the sprinklers. There was no one about.

Eventually, when there was nothing else to do, they went over to Ida’s cousin’s place. The large weatherboard house was old and well kept. It was surrounded by a cool garden and there were people everywhere. Gil introduced the stockman to his brothers and their families. Afterwards Crofts remembered none of their names; they melded for him into a smiling tribe whose cleanly scrubbed members shifted about, one replacing another without any noticeable change—even Ida was absorbed by this phenomenon of shared features.

From a seat on the wide verandah he looked in through a window and watched her talking to a group of people. She was wearing a floral dress—like the rest of the women—and her hair was pulled up and piled on top of her head in a style that was unfamiliar to him. She was like a stranger. He could not see her as the same woman who had offered to take him to Mt Mooloolong, and he could not bring the two images of her together in his mind. She moved away eventually, without noticing him, but he continued gazing vacantly in through the window. He felt as if he were in another dimension from the flurry of activity around him.

He sipped the orange juice that had grown warm in the glass and he stared and sweated and tried not to concentrate on the menacing image of Laurie Hill’s unpleasant features. And he tried to ignore the queasy fear that was gathering in his stomach like a pool of cold bile. He had never felt more alone than now. In his anxiety, time slowed down and no more than minutes passed between checks.

He got up and walked around, exploring the garden and the rooms, but it did not help. Then someone stopped him and said the station owner was looking for him, and he saw Ward Rankin and Gil Sturgiss coming towards him. ‘We’d better go and take a look and see what’s going on I suppose,’ Rankin said. As they were going out to the car Alistair appeared and tagged along.

The dressing room was a canvas annexe with buckets and big canvas bags full of boxing gloves and boxing shoes tied in pairs with their laces. There was even a pile of shorts for anyone who had forgotten to bring their own. In one corner was a bed, a stretcher and a box of first-aid equipment. A pale boy in a St John’s Ambulance uniform stood guard. Several young men were undressing in silence. They moved slowly, concentrating, taking their shirts off and rolling them up carefully with their jeans, making little bundles and placing them squarely on their boots. Waterhouse was going from one to the other with gloves and shoes. ‘What size? Try these.’ Back and forth. And then he’d shout at the curious children to keep out.

Laurie Hill had not arrived when Crofts and Gil Sturgiss and the station owner got there. Waterhouse wouldn’t let Ward Rankin and Alistair in the dressing room so they stood by the open flap and looked on silently. Men came and went with messages and requests for Waterhouse; earnest and subdued, they shot quick glances in at the boxers while they talked. Waterhouse bent his head and listened to them and flicked his moustache with the tips of his fingers and sent them on their way. The voices of children on the rides came in regular crescendos through the canvas walls and a faulty loudspeaker relayed country and western music.

Crofts worked at the hard knot that bound the boxing shoes together. The shoes were wrinkled and old and smelled of storage, of feet, and of sweat so ingrained it was no longer offensive. He felt intense about these shoes, as though they were already more intimately his than the riding boots he had just put aside. The knot resisted him but he worked at it until it began to yield. He had an urgent desire to have the long shoes securely laced on his feet. The task took his full concentration.

With the shoes on he felt better, not quite so panic-stricken. He tested the feel of them, flexing his ankles and enjoying the soft grip of the old leather and the pliant sole. He noticed that Gil and his opponent were chatting amiably, comparing gear. He had to prepare a mouthguard. Waterhouse picked one out of the bag for him and ripped the plastic cover off. ‘Here. Remember to keep your mouth shut so your teeth don’t cut through your lip. Put it in the bowl,’ he said, indicating the hot water that would soften the guard so that Crofts could mould it to his gums.

Laurie Hill arrived. He greeted one or two of the other men and tossed down a bag with a fighter plane badge sewn on it. The stockman felt the queasiness stir in his stomach and he concentrated on preparing his mouthguard.

Waterhouse closed the flap to the annexe, shutting out the small crowd of onlookers, and he called for the attention of the fighters. There were to be seven bouts, he said, and even though one of the contestants hadn’t turned up yet he would run the draw now nevertheless. He placed pieces of paper on which the contestants’ names were written in Gil’s sombrero and offered it to the Aborigine who was to fight Gil. When the draw had been made the stockman and Laurie Hill were to fight the sixth bout and Gil and his opponent the second. The contestant who had failed to turn up was drawn for the first bout, and after some discussion it was agreed that Gil and Allen Lloyd, the Aboriginal boy, would go first instead.

So it was settled.

After a few last-minute adjustments, the boxers filed out silently behind Waterhouse, each carrying their gloves, a towel and their mouthguard. He led them to the big tent and they climbed into the ring where the referee was waiting for them. They stood in a line while they were introduced. The packed crowd was ready for them and cheered and booed in about equal measure as each name was called out. Waterhouse had prepared a speech and persisted with it until the derision and chiacking drowned him out and he was forced to hand the proceedings over to the referee, who immediately announced the first bout and cleared the ring of everyone but Gil and Lloyd.

While the preliminaries were being attended to, the stockman retreated with the rest of the fighters to the wide aisle that ran between the annexe and the ring. The station owner, backed up uncertainly by Alistair, acted as Gil’s second. Allen Lloyd had two black men helping him. He looked no match for Gil. He was skinny, a few centimetres shorter and appeared far too cheerful to ever muster enough aggression to hit anyone. The referee called them together for a few words and made them touch gloves.

Things went quiet in the tent and all attention was now on the two men in the ring. The instant the bell was hit there was a murmur from the crowd and Gil moved out to meet Lloyd, starting to throw punches as fast and as hard as he could the second he was within range. But his opponent didn’t wait to be hit; he leaped and pranced and ducked and darted around the ring, keeping just out of reach of Gil’s fast-moving gloves, and every now and then he jabbed the air with his left and swerved his head as if he were trying out something for later.

Gil kept after him, crowding him as hard as he could and trying to trap him in a corner against the ropes. But Lloyd was too quick. Once he cocked his right glove as Gil went past him off-balance, and he looked towards the crowd as much as to say: see, I could hit him behind the ear but I won’t do it.

Gil didn’t intend to lose this fight and after a minute or more of fruitless chasing around he stopped in the middle of the ring, his gloves hanging by his sides, and he shouted, ‘Come here and fight me!’ The crowd yelled with delight and Lloyd obediently sprang forward to just within range, only to weave aside at the last second as a driving left whistled past his head. And he was off again, here there and everywhere and no stopping him.

By the two-minute mark Gil was looking flustered and out of breath. He stopped every so often and yelled at Lloyd and then turned and shook his head at the crowd.

It was when Gil was turning back to the fight from one of these off-guard moments that Lloyd threw his first punch. Gil’s attitude was more or less: well why don’t you just hit me and be done with it? And that’s what Lloyd did. He snapped a left to Gil’s stomach. The glove made a smart slap as it hit the flesh, and then he followed this nicely timed punch with a lightning left and right combination to the head before Gil could get his guard up. Smack! Smack! went Lloyd’s gloves, one each side, rocking Gil first one way then the other. And as Gil straightened up, Lloyd let one rip. Bang! point-blank to the chin.

The crowd went frantic. Lloyd whipped round and signalled to them: see, that’s how it’s done! Still grinning as if it were all a huge joke. Gil’s brothers sat silently with their arms folded while the crowd yelled and screamed for Gil to thrash the coon.

There were quite a few Aborigines in the audience. They weren’t saying much but they were having a good time. Ward Rankin kept shouting: ‘Stop chasing him, Gil! Make him come to you.’ But there was so much noise that it was unlikely Gil heard him.

Gil took the punches without backing away, but it was clear they hurt him. As he bounded after his elusive opponent the little Aborigine resumed his dancing evasions, spiking and jabbing the air with rapid staccato combinations that bewildered the eye and signalled his next move. Those seated close to the ring could hear him shouting Zap! Bang! Wham! each time he let fly with one of these ghost punches.

The bell for the end of the first round found Gil almost throwing himself through the ropes in his desperation to land something on Lloyd. He had not hit him yet. He walked back to his corner and sat down on the stool that Ward thrust out for him.

‘It’s fucking hopeless!’ he said, his chest heaving and the sweat dripping off his face. ‘I can’t catch him.’

Ward sponged him and offered him a drink. Holding his shorts away from his body so he could get his air cleanly, he urged Gil: ‘Make him come to you!”

‘I can’t catch him!’ Gil repeated as if he had heard but had not understood.

‘If you chase him he will beat you!’ the station owner growled.

But Gil must have understood something, because instead of rushing out for the second round he walked deliberately to the centre of the ring and waited for Lloyd to come to him.

The crowd booed and hissed and Lloyd pranced around Gil just within reach, forcing him to keep turning in a tight circle. Then, Crack! He hit him cleanly on the side of the head. Gil stumbled and held out his arms to regain his balance. Lloyd stepped in close, delivering a rapid combination of short punches to his body, then stepped away. Gil went after him, lunging forward, desperate to catch him. But this time Lloyd stood his ground and he lifted slightly on the balls of his feet, his body poised and still, and he waited until it was almost too late, then he let loose a five, six, seven punch combination that had Gil popping up and down on the spot.

Gil yelled and thrust himself forward through the hail of punches, his arms flailing, and he grabbed Lloyd round the neck and dragged him into a clinch, wrestling him against the ropes.

The referee stepped in and separated them, pausing to speak to Gil before signalling them to get on with it. The blood was streaming from Gil’s nose and he stood there half blinded by sweat and frustration. Lloyd danced up to him and hit him again—one, two, three left-handers to the head, followed by a perfectly timed right that sat Gil neatly on the canvas. He stayed there to the count of five as if he hadn’t realised he was down. Then he scrambled up and headed unsteadily after Lloyd again. But the fight was over. The station owner decided Lloyd had had enough fun for one day and tossed in the towel.

As soon as Gil realised what had happened he grabbed Lloyd’s arm and raised it in the air, walking him round the ring and proclaiming him the winner. ‘Hit him now, Gil,’ someone shouted, and the crowd clapped and cheered and yelled their appreciation. Despite defeat Gil Sturgiss looked delighted.

Waiting in the crowded aisle between the dressing annexe and the ring, the stockman could not get a clear view of the fights. One round followed another, one bout another, and he lost count of them. People crowded in from outside, the tent grew hotter, and each time he lifted his gaze from the trampled grass he met Laurie Hill’s eyes. He could not help lowering his gaze or looking away from the older man’s stare.

The stockman felt as if he’d stood for hours in the noisy tent, pushed and shoved by excited men trying to see the fights over each other’s heads, clutching his gloves and his guard and his towel while the sweat dripped steadily from his body and the queasy feeling in his stomach turned to nausea.

He lowered his eyes, then closed them, as the noise and the movement washed around him and he swallowed the thick saliva in the back of his throat . . . He was a child, holding hands with his father, walking along a dark street somewhere in London. The street was black and the bitumen shone from a recent shower of rain. His father’s ungloved hand was warm and large and comforting and they were going along together almost with one heartbeat. It was some sort of dock or warehouse area, and ahead of them, maybe a hundred metres away, the lights of a pub on a corner shone onto the pavement and onto the buses and cars going by. There were people there. But here where they were walking, taking this short-cut, it was deserted and in darkness. Then they heard a terrible cry and they stopped, their hearts hammering. There was a man on his knees in a raised loading recess. He was surrounded by four other men who stood over him. The group waited for his father and him to pass, but for that instant they were all still, gazing across that space at each other, the man’s pale face looking out from between the dark legs, the cry just emptied from his mouth.

He inhaled a strong stink of cheap cigar smoke and Gil said, ‘Come on, Robert! You’re on, mate!’

The stockman looked along the aisle towards the ring. Laurie Hill was standing next to the referee, and his father was standing behind him, bent forward, waiting. The black and white faces of the crowd were all turned expectantly towards the aisle. Ward Rankin and Alistair were waiting there too, outside the corner of the ring, watching him.

The nausea in his stomach contracted into a single sharp stab and then it was gone and Crofts went towards them. The cold metallic taste of the man’s fear had reached them from the loading recess and had followed his father and him as they hurried away towards the lights, not looking back, hands clasped tightly, and not speaking of it.

Had he said: ‘Help him, Dad?’ Or had he only thought it? He could not remember. The referee was talking to them. Laurie Hill’s face was close, his eyes boring into him, still attempting intimidation. Crofts did not look down. And now his father was nowhere and he was here, Springtown, in the middle of nowhere. He smiled. What had the referee been saying?

Gil was leaning at him across the corner post and yelling something, waving his cigar—Crofts wondered how Gil had managed to get dressed again so quickly. The bell clanged and he turned and went out to meet Laurie Hill. As he turned he met Ward Rankin’s unguarded gaze for a fleeting second. It was as if they already inhabited different dimensions. The station owner’s hands were locked onto the ropes and his expression was one of grim intensity.

And Laurie Hill’s soft body was close to him and he saw the first punch coming, his head ducked away to the left and his right arm went up in a reflex action, catching the blow and sweeping it aside. Too late, he saw Hill’s right following through and knew he would not be able to avoid it, but he began a correction that would absorb some of the force by the time it smashed into his face.

Hill drove his arm and shoulder and his back forward and launched his body in a committed follow-through. He went right over the top of the stockman and mowed him down, his right glove smashing into Crofts’ cheekbone with a sound that was echoed by the crowd as they drew in their breath.

The shock of the heavy blow drove his head back on his neck and went down his spine and right into his knee joints and Crofts felt the dull thump of the canvas hitting his back, his head bouncing off it; and he was still rolling away from Hill’s onslaught, dissipating the force of the blow out through his body and transferring it to the floor of the ring, Shockwaves riding back into him like a wash of ripples in a tank. He calmly watched Hill’s black boxing shoes going past his face an inch away and he noticed the minute detail in the roughened texture of their soles, as if they had been scratched with a piece of broken glass; and he reasoned that it would have been done to improve their grip.

The stockman came to rest on his face.

On the point of levering himself up by his gloves he felt an open hand placed firmly against the small of his back, pushing him down, and the impassive voice of the referee close to his ear said, ‘You must stay down to the count of eight, Robert.’ And the voice began to count against the roaring and yelling of the crowd, who were afraid the fight might be over already.

As he lay under the hand of the referee the stockman heard voices insulting him, others urging him to get up and avenge himself, voices of strangers whose messages rode out of the mass of noise and reached him clearly. And the quiet, persistent intonation of the count continued . . . three . . . four . . . five . . . coming down on the strokes as if real time were no longer of any consequence and the referee had taken over its allocation according to his own infinitely slower rhythm.

A change began to come over the stockman as he lay there. A period of his life was contained in the count and he felt as though he had reflected on everything that had gone before. He was no longer afraid. He realised that his fear had gone in that single stab of pain in his stomach, that it had changed to something else. And he began to feel a desire to beat Laurie Hill.

It began in the insults and exhortations of the crowd, in the screaming throats of strangers, and it focused itself in the live pain in his cheek where Hill had hit him and it flowed out from there gathering strength and shooting down into his heart, and then up into his brain. It was a desire that made the blood fill his veins until they became tight and hard as wood, and made his joints feel set with springs. Gathering itself within him, it probed and touched every part of him until it had become a concentrated will to return the blow.

‘Come on hurry up!’ he snapped, pushing against the referee’s hand.

‘Six,’ came the response finally, and the hand pressed down firmly against his back, forcing him to wait for ever. ‘. . . Seven.’ He drew a deep breath, filling his lungs as hard as he could until they hurt and lifting himself up against the referee’s hand until it was withdrawn.

‘. . . Eight. Okay!’ He stood with the referee between himself and Hill and he looked across the space at Laurie Hill. He saw a flicker of surprise in his opponent’s eyes. The referee checked his gloves for grit, stepped back and said, ‘Fight!’

Hill gave a snarl and came for him. For the next minute Crofts had no chance to even consider throwing a punch. He was forced to defend himself. He scrambled and back-peddled and even ran, swerving and side-stepping to avoid being murdered by Hill, who kept up a savage barrage of hammering punches. He smashed at Crofts’ gloves and arms and shoulders, driving at him without a pause, determined to pound him into the canvas and finish it; and the shrieking crowd were urging him to do it, one hysterical voice straining above the others: ‘Kill him, Laurie!’

The stockman appeared to be in deep trouble. It looked like only a matter of time—any second—and one of Hill’s big punches would settle him. In the midst of this fury, however, Crofts’ body and mind worked together perfectly, with an acute perception of every detail—he was quicker, clearer and cooler than he had ever been before in his life. He saw every punch. They touched him, brushed him, flicked him, stopped a fraction short of him and a few even landed with half their force spent, pushing at him and even knocking him aside—but not one of them got him cleanly. He watched the power in these punches going by, gathering itself and coming out of Laurie Hill, then dissipating in the hectic air a centimetre from his own head, the recoil returning into the foreman’s son and contorting his face.

It amazed Crofts—this mad onslaught of furious energy trying to crush him. One wrong guess, one uncertain triggering of a reflex, one hesitation, and he knew he would be badly hurt, smashed aside and battered beyond recovery before he could regain his balance or get his guard up. He felt the electric intensity of it.

Hill came in close and Crofts saw the tearing upper-cut begin. He grazed it aside with his glove, at the same time moving to the right. The thumb of Hill’s glove burned his left ear and Hill stumbled against him, thrown off-balance, his mouth gasping for air, his eyes wide and staring. Their shoulders slapped together hard. Each was sprayed with the other’s sweat. For an instant then Hill seemed to expect that he would be permitted to hold fire for a second. Crofts hit him hard below his guard, a short ripping left to his stomach, then stepped away, his right cocked automatically for the combination. Hill gasped and went berserk, lashing and flailing and hurling himself on the stockman in a furious attack that left him spent and gasping by the time the bell went for the end of round one.

The stockman uncovered his guard and emerged slowly from the storm of violence. As he walked to his corner he turned and looked across at Laurie Hill. The foreman’s son was lowering himself wearily onto the stool. His father was scrambling into the ring as if he were trapped by the ropes, reaching for Laurie, while both of them gasped for air like insects that had been hit by repellent.

Crofts laughed with relief and excitement. He reached his own corner and sat down, resting his back against the padded post. He looked around at the raised tiers of faces that gazed down on him. His body was glowing with a fierce fire and he rejoiced that he was here in the ring with Laurie Hill and not stuck out there on the benches. He removed his mouthguard and filled his mouth with water from the bottle the station owner was thrusting at him, letting the cool liquid run down his chest and into his shorts. He gargled and spat through the ropes into the dust. Then he leaned back hard against the post and breathed deep lungfuls of air, forcing it in and out. His body tingled all over. He felt pumped up with energy. Ward Rankin was silent, attending to him, but Gil was blowing rank cigar smoke all over him and issuing a stream of advice and instructions. He nodded and mumbled his assent to whatever it was Gil was saying and he looked across at the Hills. They were watching him too. He could not take his eyes from the foreman’s son. It was all he could do to restrain himself from shouting something, an obscenity, anything, a challenge. He wiped his mouth with the back of his glove and impatiently pushed away the towel that Rankin kept dabbing him with. Keeping his eyes steadily on Laurie Hill, he slipped his mouthguard in and stood up as the bell sounded.

He was relieved to get away from the dead air in the corner and out into the live atmosphere of the ring.

Hill came out fast and started swinging his big punches. Crofts watched the left lead coming by, savouring the thrill of moving into danger again. He swayed unexpectedly way over to the right, going around the punch instead of inside it, forcing Hill to adjust his balance in order to stay within range with the right cross to which he had already committed himself. He knocked aside Hill’s over-extended right and ducked in under his guard as he came on, driven by his own momentum.

There in front of him was an open view of Hill’s abdomen. Crofts noticed that the wet black hair continued in an unbroken line all the way up to Hill’s chest. The muscles, not well-defined, were hidden and rendered shapeless by a layer of fat. He took aim at the little sunken area below Hill’s diaphragm and drove his closed left glove in as hard as he could. It made a sound like a wet mop hitting a mattress and Hill sucked in his breath and doubled forward. Crofts fired off two short jabs to Hill’s ribs as the foreman’s son turned aside and began to bring his own guard down. Then he stepped away as if he meant to retreat but as Hill swung round to pursue him he sprang forward instead, driving himself off the balls of his feet and zipping another left into Hill’s stomach. He kept going, diving in close, right under Hill’s arms. Then he crouched slightly and let loose a right uppercut at Hill’s chin. Hill took the blow on his forearm, however, sensing it coming and throwing himself sideways and away from it. He snatched Crofts’ glove and trapped it under his armpit, drawing the stockman towards him and smashing his forehead into the side of Crofts’ face, at the same time pounding away at the stockman’s ribs with his left. The referee jumped at them and dragged them apart. He pushed the protesting Hill in the chest, yelling a warning at him, then he called on them to fight.

The screams of the crowd seemed to reverberate right down into Crofts’ toes in the moment when Hill’s forehead smashed into the swollen lump on his cheek where the first punch of the fight had almost finished him. Pain washed through him and for an instant he lost his balance. If the referee had not stepped in so promptly he would have been defenceless. Crofts shook his head and looked at Hill coming for him again. But although he felt the lump on his cheek, he could not bring himself to think about defending it. A cold anger had taken hold of him and when he struck at Hill as they came within each other’s range it was with an aggression that threatened to smother him if he did not release it—he was driving at Hill’s head with the desire to kill him.

The two men stood hard against each other in the centre of the ring and neither gave an inch. They pounded and smashed at each other, caught in the roaring force of their aggression, each striving to defeat the other, to inflict a telling blow. They seemed endowed with a superhuman strength and intensity.

The shrieking crowd raised on its tiered benches urged them on in a wave of excitement. Yet, at the centre of this frenzy, at the centre of himself, the stockman was calm and controlled. He blocked and fielded Hill’s punches and he felt the force of those that hit him; and he countered with lefts and rights and with calculated combinations, registering exactly the power with which each punch got through to Hill or was turned aside by him, knowing when he failed to hurt and when he succeeded.

He stayed there. And in the end he became so finely attuned to the responses of his opponent that he detected almost before it happened the first instant that Laurie Hill began to falter—the first shuddering recoil that did not pounce back at him with the ferocity he had come to expect. He detected this weakening as Hill himself felt it and instantly the stockman’s energy was fired to a new intensity. He became colder, calmer and more accurate, his aggression became purer, and he struck where he would do the most damage to the foreman’s son. He drove home his advantage with a determination he had given to nothing in his life before.

He felt Hill’s movements become clumsy and the strength ebb from his punches. His opponent now looked startled, even vulnerable. His mouth hung open and he made fumbled attempts to wrestle into a clinch and to hold it until he could recover a little strength. Crofts did not let up, but redoubled his efforts as if only now could he unleash his real strength. Hill swung round, stabbing the empty air, and his wet body seemed larger and softer and heavier as it received more and more punishment. Crofts smashed him in the eyes and pounded his face and drove into him with a timed series of combinations in which each blow contacted with Hill as he recoiled from the previous one.

And somehow the foreman’s son stayed on his feet and even appeared, to those who were not following, to continue the fight.

When the bell sounded Crofts pushed Hill away from him. Hill had a strange look of expectation in his eyes. Crofts waved his gloves at him, dismissing him, and turned and walked to his own corner. Hill did an odd thing then; he tongued his mouthguard into the open palm of his glove, spat on the canvas and laughed before going to his corner. It was that contempt for everything. Crofts shrugged. He knew Laurie Hill didn’t have the ability to defend himself now.

The referee went over to the Hills and bent down to speak with them. The stockman prayed they would not stop the fight. But Ray Hill was arguing. They were going on. He relaxed. He watched them sponging Laurie Hill’s face and shoulders, and as the cool water ran over his own head and down his body he felt a sharp pang of resentment—perhaps you could kill someone like Laurie Hill and at the very end they might laugh at you, and it would all be for nothing. He felt disturbed, and for an instant it weakened his will to win. He closed his eyes, leaned back and tried to relax, glad of the wafts of air from the towel Ward Rankin was flapping at him. He was intact, unhurt. His strength was all there. His body was a splendid machine. He could get up in one minute and choose the exact moment to smash Hill to the canvas. He had vastly overestimated this whole show. He could do it easily.

He sighed deeply and in his mind’s eye he saw Hill staring at him, his insolence intact, cold and unintelligent in his exhausted eyes. Nothing would get rid of it. A hand was placed on his chest. He jumped and opened his eyes, startled back into the world. Gil was bending over him and Ward Rankin was standing back, watching.

‘Are you okay, Robert?’ Gil asked anxiously. ‘You’ve got him, mate!’ He smiled and shook Crofts’ shoulder to encourage him. ‘You’ve got the bastard fucked, Robert!’

‘I know,’ Crofts said. He looked past Gil and met Ward Rankin’s introspective gaze. There was always something puzzling about the man’s expression, as if he understood.

Most of the audience thought the struggle between these two men was yet to reach its climax. Hill and Crofts slugged it out again for the first minute of the third and last round. They stood there banging away at each other with all the appearance of furious striving, and the Shire foreman hung on the ropes screaming instructions at his son, as if he might yet defeat the stockman. Hill dragged up the last dregs of his strength and tore into the stockman: a left to the belly, a left to the head, another left to the belly, and a right cross to the head; and he kept prodding and poking, feeling Crofts’ strength waiting there poised, taking what was left of these punches easily, damping them, swaying out of reach, deflecting, even letting one through every now and then; and Hill tensed himself and waited for the counterattack that would destroy him, send him reeling and crashing to the canvas. He kept digging and jabbing at Crofts, snarling and flailing until his arms felt as though they would break off and he was scarcely able to lift them above his waist; and still the counterattack did not come from the stockman.

Crofts watched the saliva running out of the corner of Hill’s mouth and he fielded his punches, seeing them coming a long way off, feeling their spongy weakness; they were token punches, all the sting, the speed and the power sapped out of them. He let one through and it hit him in the stomach. Nothing. He jabbed at Hill’s head, Biff! And Hill kept coming in, and then he let him come right in and fall into a sobbing clinch. He let him rest there for a few seconds, the big hairy arms soft and heavy, then he pushed him away and hit him lightly in the face, snapping his head back but not hurting him. And again. Bing! making the airman dance a bit. He heard that same high-strung voice screeching out of the background chorus, beseeching, ‘Kill him!’ and he felt as if he and Hill were alone a million miles away.

He watched the sweat and the dribble and Hill’s ugly swollen skin, red and blotchy and beginning to look porous and permanently damp. He would wait for the bell. The decision was in him suddenly. He understood. That would defeat something in Hill which there was no other way of getting at; and Hill would know himself defeated and would hate him more for this than if he pounded him senseless. He watched the frustration come into the exhausted airman’s face and saw the insolence and contempt give way to a look of incomprehension as the counterattack failed to come.

Hill waited, reeling, hanging on for the end; and when the end did not come he gazed into the stockman’s eyes. Crofts smiled and pushed him away gently. Sensing time slipping by, the crowd began to boo and whistle and yell insults, urging the stockman to pound Hill into the canvas.

Crofts turned away as the bell went, leaving the exhausted foreman’s son standing in the middle of the ring on his own. The stockman retained a sharp, satisfying image in his brain of Laurie Hill’s puzzled look of defeat. He felt the referee grab his right arm and raise it in the air. The crowd whistled and booed and stamped their feet. It was not the end they had desired. The stockman bored them after all. They yelled for the next bout.

Crofts held out his gloves palms-up for the station owner to unlace. The corner was all excitement around him—Gil and some people he had in tow. Crofts felt no excitement but a residual aggression, a feeling of being old, an unaccountable resentment. He watched Ward Rankin working at the laces and he noticed how sunken and grey his boss looked close up. Perhaps Rankin had always looked like this and he’d only just noticed it. One good punch and he’d fall out of his sack. Rankin’s eyes flicked up and stared blankly at the stockman’s, picking up signals, but not making an engagement. Crofts wondered what it was in Rankin that would ultimately make him open up. He knew that to beat Rankin physically would only stir up some ultimate resistance, might even confirm a fanatical martyring resilience in him.

‘There you are,’ Rankin said, pulling the gloves off. He clapped them together and handed them to Crofts.

Crofts thanked him and picked up his towel and followed Rankin out of the ring. Neither of them said a word. Crofts had the disturbing feeling that he would never again hear the impatient disparagement he had come to expect from his boss. He would have preferred it to this silence.

The next contestant was waiting. ‘You upset a few people tonight, mate,’ he said with respect and envy, and then he laughed.

In the dressing annexe Laurie Hill lay on the bed that had been provided by the St John’s people. He was still in his shorts and his father and two of the men who had been with him in the pub were standing by him, looking at him and talking quietly among themselves. They stopped and turned to watch the stockman as he came in. Crofts hesitated, then walked over and looked down at Hill.

‘Are you all right?’

‘Never better,’ Hill replied and he shook his head. ‘Jesus!’

‘We’ll get you, Crofts!’ muttered Ray Hill.

Just then Gil came in through the flap and he called out, ‘Get him now!’ He was a bit drunk.

Crofts ignored them. He turned away to get dressed. He had seen the emptied features of an old man prefigured in Laurie Hill’s exhausted face and it flicked through his mind that he was vulnerable to all this himself. He wanted to get away quickly. He would not stay for the presentations. He told himself he had only let Hill off the hook, that was all, but he could find no reassurance in this assertion and his unease persisted.

Waterhouse came in after a while and clapped him on the shoulder. ‘You’ve earned yourself a golden eagle tonight, son!’ he said loudly.

Crofts told Gil he was going for a leak. It was cooler outside. The last of the evening light was just fading from the sky. Beyond the rides the double doors of the hall stood wide open and from them came the sound of a band warming up. He stood in the shadow of the tent. The last bout was getting underway behind him. Someone came out of the hall into the light of the doorway. It was Janet Rankin. She looked up at the beginning of the night sky, her head thrown back and her arms hanging by her sides. She was dressed like a woman but stood loosely like a child in a paddock. She looked for the moment like the innocent kid she had seemed during his first month or two on the station. He was on the point of stepping out of the shadows and strolling over to her for a chat, when she turned and went back inside the hall as if someone in there had called to her.

He wondered what they would have said anyway. He would only have been finding out from her where her mother was. He had expected to see Ida at the fights.

He took a deep breath and looked around; the hall, the rides and the boxing marquee were the only places that were lit up. His energy was unused. He felt restless and aggrieved. Maybe he would go in again for the presentations after all. Why not? He had won. A golden eagle! What had Ida said? ‘They give stupid golden eagles to the winners.’ He could see her now, in her swimming togs, standing on the rock ledge after she had rescued him, looking shiny and vibrant, the sun in her eyes.

She was probably in the hall right at this minute, with her hair gathered on top of her head, wearing her country woman’s dress and organising something. He made up his mind to go across and look in, just to confirm that she really was there. To see her. That’s all. Perhaps he would somehow find the courage to remind her of how they had rolled about together in the water almost naked. And as he reminded her he would watch her reaction closely. The fact that she had not come to see him fight and that he had chosen not to smash Hill seemed to bear a significance for them both. He wanted an acknowledgement of this. The noise in the boxing tent behind him was increasing again, the last fight was coming to an end. Waterhouse would be doing the presentations any minute. Crofts moved out of the shadows of the boxing marquee and made his way towards the lighted doorway of the hall.



part two



five

Ward Rankin sat at his desk in the room he had made his own in the middle of the house. There was a pen in his right hand and a glass of whiskey at his elbow. He was re-reading for the tenth time some numbered notes he had been making on a pad in front of him. A cigarette burned steadily in a glass ashtray. He had not started the generator and the bulb was dimming then brightening in response to the irregular flow of current from the storage batteries. It was almost three in the morning.

They had arrived back from Springtown over an hour ago and the house was now quiet and settled around him. He had not planned to stay up. He was certain he would not sleep and had come in for a drink and to be alone for a while before going to bed—his head had been aching and when he had got out of the car his skin felt slightly irritated all over. Once alone he decided that he would try to settle something. It seemed to the station owner that for some time he had been compiling a mental dossier on Robert Crofts’ character. He felt as though there were a great many facts concerning aspects of his behaviour that could easily be verified and which, in their totality, indicated a disturbing conclusion.

Rankin was worried. He wanted to feel convinced he was being balanced about this. He wanted to stand back and take a considered look at the basis for his anxieties. His guilt, however, was complicating this process for him. After handing Crofts over to the Hills he had indulged in a subtle plan. Now he was pretending he had never devised any such plan. This was not such a difficult thing because the plan had never had any details: he had visualised himself ‘rescuing’ Crofts from his defeat at the hands of Laurie Hill and ‘carrying’ him off to a gentle place for recuperation. For a little while—from the conversation with Waterhouse in the pub until about halfway through round two of Crofts’ fight—it had been a very exciting and secret idea. He had savoured the idea of Crofts being in his care; somehow from then on their relationship would at last be graced with understanding, perhaps even with respect and a degree of attraction.

He had watched the stockman defeating Laurie Hill with a complex mixture of feelings that amounted in the end to dismay and resentment. He had not known what to say to him afterwards. Incapable of congratulating him, he had felt awkward, ridiculous and bitterly offended in a way he could not hope to justify. Gil had been celebrating vigorously and Alistair had stayed close—like a gloomy personification of his own fears. Rankin had never felt so publicly defeated.

He reached for his glass and swallowed a large draught of the neat liquor, then took a long pull on the last of the cigarette. When he had been unlacing the stockman’s gloves Crofts had measured him with a look that had revealed his desire to assault him. He was certain of it. He could still ‘see’ it. When Crofts had left the tent, he had been left with the memory of that look. It justified his resentment and his alarm. He had clung to it and had begun at once to enumerate his suspicions.

At the top of the page on the pad in front of him he had written: 1) From the very beginning, although I only saw it after a while, changing everything around to erase the Rankins’ history here. He didn’t like the word history, it wasn’t the word he wanted, but he left it there nevertheless because it was more inclusive than a word like mark. He did not want to seem to be making anything up or to be idiosyncratic in these notes. In the back of his mind lay the thought that there might be an audience for them. They were therefore not absolutely candid. He had finished this entry with: This didn’t alarm me it just irritated me at first. Looking back, however, I see he set about it with such a will that there must have been a motive behind it. Below this he had left a space and had written: 2) Intentionally discarding a valuable edition of Gulliver’s Travels in a way that was clearly meant to insult me because he must have known his action would be reported to me by and here he had at first written Alistair and then crossed this out and written the children, before continuing: A real affront this and nothing imagined about it. Anyone would be angry. He had underlined Anyone twice and had deeply scored a black asterisk in the margin opposite 2). Following this was 3) Shooting Julia. After Julia he had placed a question mark which he had erased then replaced. Below this he had written and then crossed out: Why didn’t I confront him properly in the yards? He effaced this entry more thoroughly now, going over it with the biro until it could no longer be deciphered. Then he wrote: This incident is too old now to be revived. But he did actually do it and so it must count against him for something. Rankin was aware that there were flaws to his reasoning but he went on anyway as if there weren’t.

There were two more entries after the last cramped amendment: 4) Hanging back on his own and firing off a shot from the .303 dangerously in the direction of the swimming camp and when asked what he had been firing at replying in a vague and unsatisfactory way. Then later the same day returning alone to the house while we were all at the swimming hole and searching my room, taking my Colt and firing six unexplained shots in a strange way. A large question mark followed this entry. He wrote now: How am I supposed to interpret such ‘messages’ except as threats? There is a doubt about the Colt which I shall clear up by asking him a direct question. If he says he didn’t do it I shall bring the rest of the household together and expose his lie. Then sack him at once. The last sentence had been crossed through lightly.

The final entry on the page had been written and re-written a number of times. It was a mess. The surviving versions of it were: Looking at me after the fight as if he wanted to kill me—Looking at me as if he intended hitting me—Looking at me as if he were thinking it would not take much to kill me—Letting me know by his look, so that I was the only one to know it, that he had something unpleasant in store for me. This was all done so cunningly between us that I have no way of proving it even though there were others present. He was becoming increasingly unhappy with this entry and tried: His look said it all, but crossed it through at once, writing instead: I didn’t imagine it. It was in his eyes.

Rankin stared at what he had written. His right eye was failing to focus properly so he half-closed it. He was very tired but still he did not get up and go to bed. He was conscious of leaving something out of these notes. What he could not sort out was this: had the stockman rescued him from the earth tank or had he driven him into it? What strange beguiling force had made him feel rescued rather than threatened? There was the blazing fear, the excitement and the great uplifting glow of being carried naked in Crofts’ powerful embrace . . .

Rankin got up and carefully refilled his glass from the bottle on the sideboard. He had seen the way Crofts had coldly, almost ritually, bashed Laurie Hill and then let him hang on the edge of defeat. Doing it with his humourless English reliability as if it were another of the tidying-up jobs around the place, as if he were clearing rubbish.

He sat down at the desk once more but he did not look again at his notes. He knew what he would do. He would give the stockman an ordinary job that would fully occupy his working day and then see how things developed from there. It was simple, all he had to do was treat Crofts like an ordinary station hand and any odd behaviour would stand out.

He got up, collected his notes and locked them in a drawer. He switched off the light and went to his bedroom. He was weary but satisfied with his solution. The grey of early morning was visible in the sky. He felt a great relief that after all he would not have to get rid of Crofts altogether—he would not have to contemplate the possibility of being trapped here alone with his wife and son for ever. As he took off his clothes and climbed into his bed he said quietly to himself, ‘I’ll test him.’ And he smiled as he slid at once into a deep dream-filled sleep that took him back to his childhood where nothing yet was settled.

Beyond the western wall of the room that Ward Rankin had just left and across the passage, its doors open to the night air at either end, Ida lay on her bed watching the reflection of the pre-dawn sky in her tilted mirror.

When Crofts had walked into the Springtown hall she had known at once how right she had been not to go to his fight. She had not asked him if he had won or lost. It had happened without words: the realisation that they trusted each other. He had offered to help with the supper arrangements and they had worked side by side among the other people. Every now and then they had looked up and smiled at each other, enjoying the intense privacy of their new understanding. That was all.

A faint eucalypt scent, which had gathered during the day along the creek, drifted now through the house as the air stirred before the dawn. She thought of him less than a hundred yards away in his quarters—which she had never seen—and wondered if he were lying awake too. She would ask him at breakfast if he had smelled the gum trees, and they would both know what was meant by the question. Whatever else, they would be friends—she could not bring herself to imagine them becoming lovers. It was too much to consider now that it had become a possibility, it was too big a break with the way she had led her life until now.

There would be no need to offer resistance to anything, she assured herself. And from down the track beyond the stockman’s hut she heard the rooster crow.

•

Dressed only in his pyjama shorts Gil came out onto the verandah and stood gazing through into the kitchen where Ward Rankin, freshly showered and dressed, was making toast and frying bacon. The radio was much louder than usual. An operatic duet.

‘How many rashers?’ Rankin shouted above the music.

Gil went into the kitchen and stood frowning at the radio. Rankin sang snatches of the song, in tune.

‘Where’s the Eno?’ Gil growled.

Gradually the others drifted out sleepily, roused by the music and the smell of frying bacon. Rankin made breakfast for each of them. It was Tuesday, and Gil would be returning to Gympie on Thursday. He wanted to go pig hunting today. No one seemed interested in his plans.

‘Robert’ll be in it,’ Gil said.

‘Robert’s going to be too busy for pig hunting today,’ the station owner said cheerfully, and everyone looked at him. He wiped up the last of his egg with a piece of toast and washed it down with coffee.

Ida said evenly, ‘But today is a holiday, surely.’

‘Not officially,’ Rankin replied without looking at her, lighting a cigarette and getting up from the table. He went out through the screen door and down the steps. The duet was reaching its embattled climax. Gil got up and turned it off. ‘Jesus Christ!’ he said. The skin around his right eye was purple and swollen.

Robert Crofts woke from a dreamless sleep and stared at the grey tin of the unlined ceiling above him. It was stifling in the hut and he realised it must be very late. Habit prompted him to get up at once, but as he swung his legs over the side of the bed he checked himself and lay down again. Suddenly the idea of physical work seemed to him repulsive—in fact, he found it hard to imagine ever being enthusiastic about such work again.

He put his hand up to his cheek. It was tender and puffy. His body ached all over as if each one of his muscle fibres had been stretched to its limit. It was not an unpleasant sensation, but it made lying down seem a desirable and luxurious thing to do.

He began to plan his day. He must see her alone, not up at the house with all the others hanging around, but down here on the path where he could really look at her and see again the expression in her eyes. They could stare at each other for a while. He would lie here until she came by to collect the eggs. A while later he heard someone moving around in the grass outside and his heart jumped. He got up and went on to the verandah. Ward Rankin was filling the dogs’ bowls with water from a plastic bucket. He and the two dogs looked up as the stockman emerged.

‘Good morning, Robert. How’s the bruise?’ Rankin asked and turned away, starting back up the path towards the shed and calling over his shoulder, ‘I’ll see you over here in a minute.’

The stockman watched Ward Rankin walking away then went back into the hut and put his shirt on. By the time the station owner had given him his orders and the stockman was having breakfast over at the house she was downstairs in the shower. He tried lingering but Rankin hurried him along, almost as if he suspected something. Gil came down to the truck with him afterwards and said he would be up the creek looking for pigs later and would stop by for a chat. He remarked that Alistair would not be with him. He seemed unusually subdued.

The stockman drove away along the track in the International without having seen her. The job was just about the worst he had ever come across—another Ward Rankin fencing special, he thought, as soon as he saw it. He found it extraordinary that the station owner had really asked him to start on it today. He stood by the parked truck and surveyed the task that lay ahead of him. It would take him weeks. He was ten kilometres up the creek from the homestead at a point where the steep sides of the valley narrowed abruptly.

Twenty years ago Rankin had fenced off an alluvial flat here with the intention of irrigating lucerne. As with so many other projects he had begun, he had failed to follow up on this plan beyond fencing and ploughing the stretch. The black wattle and dogwood had claimed the flat years ago. Each autumn, when they brought the freshly mustered herd down, calves would find their way in to the enclosure through holes in the wire and would be unable to get out again. Their mothers would get upset and it would take hours to sort out the confusion before they could proceed to the yards. Rankin had been threatening for years to dismantle the tangle of entrapments he had created.

Crofts walked over and kicked one of the leaning posts—there was rabbit netting topped by two plain and one barbed wire enclosing almost twenty-five hectares. He was thoroughly disgusted. In this muggy heat it was a sentence of hard labour. Why? He kicked the post again and suddenly it struck him how bright-eyed and glittery Rankin had been this morning—all juiced up on that mad brigalow energy again no doubt.

He turned his back on the fence and walked away from it. He could not bring himself to touch it at the moment. He strolled on down the track some way, following its meanderings among the great ironbarks. Rankin had packed him a lunch. He scarcely hesitated before going back to the truck for it. He would do no work today. The decision occurred to him without warning and gave him a heady feeling of release; he was surprised that he had never thought of doing this before. ‘I’ve lost my fascination with old wire,’ he explained to the air around him and laughed. He would find a good spot by the creek, have a bath and sunbathe, and he would think of Ida. He yearned for rest and for luxury. The feeling was new to him and he savoured the pleasure of it. Walking past the wattles towards the creek with his lunch he made an impatient noise at the thought of the insect-ridden sweaty horror of struggling with tons of overgrown and entangled fence in there. The idea that he should be sentenced to such an activity seemed beyond all reason.

He found a rock ledge by the bank of the creek that offered both sunlight and shade and which overlooked a deep clear pool where he could see a fat jewfish swimming slowly in wide circles. He took off his clothes and left them with his lunch in the shade and he lay naked on his stomach overlooking the pool. The sun burned his back as he watched the placid black fish patrolling its territory. While he watched the fish he tried to recall in detail the expression he had seen in Ida Rankin’s eyes last night when they had been working side by side in the hall. It had inspired in him a thousand questions. How had she survived, he wondered, all those years with Ward Rankin?

Later in the day, when the rays of the sun had grown fierce and he had swum and had eaten his corned beef sandwiches, he retreated into the deep shade at the back of the ledge. With his clothes for a pillow, he lay down on the smooth rock, and after a while went to sleep.

The stockman was woken by a voice calling his name. He sat up and listened, amazed that he was out here by the creek and not in his own bed. He was about to lie down again, to return to his dreams, when he heard Gil Sturgiss calling to him from up near the truck. He was heavy with sleep and he considered remaining hidden. But he thought how stupid he would appear if Gil were to come in search of him, so he called out. A moment later Gil came down the track, leading a horse, his rifle slung over his shoulder, wearing his wide hat and his cowboy boots. He looked irritable and hot.

Gil tethered his horse, came over to the rock and sat down. He talked slowly for a while about Gympie and himself. Then in the middle of a sentence he said, ‘It’s been a funny old Christmas,’ and he tossed a stone into the pool, startling the fish. Crofts said nothing. Gil asked him a few questions about England, but neither of them cared enough about the subject to keep a conversation going. Crofts asked Gil if he had shot any pigs and when Gil said he hadn’t they let that drop too. After they had sat in silence for some time Gil said, ‘If you’re ever down round Gympie don’t forget to come and see us,’ and he got up.

‘Sure.’

Gil lingered. ‘A really bloody funny Christmas.’

Crofts nodded but did not speak. He felt that if he were to ask for an explanation Gil might stay and talk about himself for hours. But still Gil stood gazing into the pool. ‘What do you really think of Janet?’ he asked.

Crofts felt there was some tension in the question and it disturbed him. He had to swallow before answering, ‘How do you mean?’

‘She did a funny thing,’ Gil said and paused, still gazing down. ‘There’s a fucking big jewie down there,’ he said and began to unsling his rifle. ‘D’you reckon I could stun the bastard?’

‘What did Janet do?’

Gil aimed at the fish, following its slow course with the rifle. ‘She reckoned if she could knock six cans off a log in six seconds with her old man’s revolver she’d have proved she was a better shot than any of us. I had to agree with her.’ He fell silent, seemingly intent on the fish.

‘How did she go?’ Crofts asked, his voice tightening for some reason. He hoped Gil would not shoot the fish.

‘She did it.’ Gil slowly lowered the rifle and examined something on the end of the barrel. ‘She made me and Alistair promise not to tell anyone.’ He rested the butt of the rifle on the toe of his boot and looked down at the seated stockman. ‘You in particular.’

Crofts laughed shortly, aware suddenly of his nakedness. ‘I wonder why?’ He was annoyed with himself for feeling guilty.

‘It’s a funny thing to do,’ Gil said. ‘I just wondered what you thought of her.’ His eyes settled unsteadily on the stockman’s body for an instant.

‘She’s all right,’ Crofts said, wishing he did not feel as though he were defending himself. He would have been glad if he and Janet had never played their teasing game. He had not expected her to get so intense about it and imagined she would have forgotten about it by now.

‘She and Alistair have been touching each other up for a couple of years,’ Gil said carefully, expressing no judgement, testing for a reaction.

Crofts said nothing. He was shocked. He did not question the truth of Gil’s claim. It made sense.

‘So when she said she’d only shoot the cans if we promised not to tell you, I wondered what it all meant.’ Gil waited. ‘That’s all.’

‘I don’t know what it all means,’ Crofts said. It occurred to him then that he need not be concerned about any of this—it was as liberating a thought as his decision to do no work today. He stretched his limbs, releasing the tension that had crept into his body. He lay back, forming a star on the rocks. ‘What do you make of it, Gil?’ He looked up and saw the doubt and mistrust in Gil’s face. He saw also that the problem really was Gil’s, and perhaps Janet’s as well, but it was not his own.

‘She’ll be heading for the coast herself in a couple of weeks,’ Gil said, frowning at the pool, contemplating once more the fate of the fish. ‘Flashing her skinny legs round Rocky, eh?’ He resented this, clearly.

Crofts got up and stood with his toes over the edge of the rocks, impatient with the talk. ‘Come for a swim!’ He dived, seeing the fish begin to evade his shadow before he hit the water. When he surfaced Gil was standing on the ledge above him looking down, his rifle held across his body. ‘Janet’s really terrific,’ Crofts shouted. ‘She’s great! Come for a swim!’ He took a breath and went deep, in search of the fish’s lair—and into his mind came an image of Janet and Gil walking hand-in-hand along the main street of an anonymous coastal town. They were both gazing directly ahead, their expressions not revealing or concealing anything. Crofts knew he did not belong to their world. Clinging to a rock at the bottom of the pool he looked up through the clear water and waited, holding his breath, until he saw Gil’s heavy shadow move slowly away at last.

For the rest of the day he thought about the moment he and Ida would come face to face. He imagined his way through this meeting in detail many times, discovering each time a more pleasing variation—this seemed a perfect and natural activity. It was still very early when he left the waterhole. He drove as slowly as possible in order to use up time. He was annoyed to see Rankin come out of the house and stand by the truck while he parked it in the shed.

‘How did it go?’ Rankin was having difficulty concealing his eagerness—he did not wish to let it seem that he had been waiting all day for this moment.

‘Slow,’ Crofts replied, busying himself with putting away the unused tools. ‘It’s going to be slow.’ He hoped Rankin would leave him alone. The station owner followed him round the truck, watching his every move.

‘That’s right. There’s no hurry, Robert.’ He was being solicitous.

Crofts straightened up and looked at his boss. Rankin smiled. ‘It was a good idea to come home early. Why don’t you go and have a swim?’

Crofts wondered if Gil had reported on him. What was the matter with Rankin? He wasn’t being very convincing. This level of intrigue did not appeal to the stockman and he was tempted to tell the station owner at once that he had done no work on dismantling the fence. Rankin seemed to be waiting for him, as if he were expecting a statement from him; almost, indeed, as if they might have had something private to disclose to each other. The hiatus in the conversation was noticeable. It was puzzling and Crofts could think of nothing to say. They looked at each other. Neither said anything. Standing between the wall of the shed and the truck, with a half-smile on his face, Rankin blocked Crofts’ exit. They stood and waited for each other. Hot engine fumes filled the shed.

‘Can I get past then?’ Crofts asked at last.

‘Sorry.’ Rankin stood aside. ‘Yes, go and have a swim,’ he said, putting his hand on the bonnet of the truck. ‘I’ll check her oil and water.’ He watched Crofts go then called, ‘I might come out with you in the morning.’

Crofts paused in the doorway of the shed and frowned. ‘I’d rather just do the job in my own way,’ he said.

Rankin was delighted. ‘Good.’ He felt that normality had resumed its course. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Don’t overdo it, will you. It’s only a job.’ They both laughed.

Everyone except the station owner was unusually quiet at dinner that evening, and he was unusually talkative, pressing everyone for details of how they had spent their day. For the most part he was answered in monosyllables but this did not seem to worry him. Gil elaborated a little on his futile search for wild pigs but did not mention his meeting with the stockman, for which Crofts was grateful. Gil gazed gloomily at Janet every now and then but she did not appear to notice his attention. It was she who fetched Crofts’ trophy from the kitchen and without a word plonked it down on the table in front of him.

Earlier, when Ida had first come out onto the verandah, Crofts’ courage had failed him. He had received an impression of her as she had entered from the kitchen, of her sharp freshness in contrast to the dull presence of the others, an impression in the one instant of her short-sleeved blouse open at her neck and her newly ironed khaki shorts, of her tanned arms and legs and her bright hair. She had sat opposite him and he had been unable to bring himself to look at her. To relieve the pressure he had glanced at Alistair who, he fancied, had been watching him in an unpleasantly intense way ever since they had sat down. Alistair looked quickly at his plate the instant Crofts’ eyes met his. But when Janet fetched the china ashtray with the golden eagle on it and placed it on the cloth in front of the stockman, Ida laughed and Crofts looked up at her and met her eyes before he had time to doubt himself again. Her steady gaze confirmed their understanding.

Crofts picked up his boxing trophy. He began to experience a feeling of power in the situation. ‘It’s not that bad, is it?’ he said, holding it up for everyone to see, turning it this way and that, so that the ugliness of the object might be thoroughly appreciated by them. ‘It’s almost beautiful really,’ he said and handed it to Ida, making certain that he looked into her eyes again and that his fingers touched hers as he passed it to her.

He watched her examining it, and continued to watch her when she had passed it on to Alistair. She shot a warning look at him and involuntarily he glanced at the station owner who was watching him. From the other end of the table Rankin smiled and lifted his wine glass. He said, ‘Let’s drink a toast to Robert’s achievement.’ They each picked up their glass and murmured without enthusiasm; they looked at the stockman and then at each other. ‘Well done,’ Ward Rankin said quietly, something equivocal in his gesture, something held back.

The atmosphere around the table set into an awkward formality. Crofts smiled at Ward and said, ‘I couldn’t have done it without your help.’ He raised his glass and drank some iced lemon squash. They exchanged a look of tentative mutual regard, which for Crofts was all dissembling and disarming. But for Ward Rankin was honestly felt: a mingling of confusion and gratitude that was extremely pleasant, if a little painful, to experience.

•

The following day the stockman had no choice but to drive up to the old fence, but again he could not bring himself to do any work on it, and once more he returned early to the station. No opportunity presented itself for Crofts and Ida to see each other alone. By the following evening—Wednesday—the need to engineer such a moment had become an intense preoccupation for both of them.

It was not until he had at last reluctantly left the homestead after dinner that evening to go over to his quarters for the night that something happened which offered the stockman hope of spending some time alone with Ida. Crofts stepped out into the darkness and went down a couple of steps, then stopped. He stood in the sultry night two or three metres from the lighted kitchen windows, hoping that Ida would detect his presence and would join him, no matter how briefly.

He had been standing there for almost five minutes when he heard Rankin and Ida come into the kitchen. It was clear from the tone of their voices that they assumed he had gone to his quarters. Crofts realised he was eavesdropping and he felt guilty. He stayed, however, and was rewarded a moment later when he heard Rankin announce that as he had some business to do in Springtown, he and the children would see Gil to the train in the morning. Crofts held his breath and listened while the station owner, who was no more than a metre or two behind him, poured himself a glass of water and disclosed his plans for the following day to Ida. Rankin concluded by saying she could expect them home by the early afternoon.

There was silence in the kitchen and Crofts knew he must go at once. Rankin, he realised, was standing by the window gazing out into the darkness. Ida had almost certainly gone to her room. Very cautiously the stockman crept down the remaining steps to the ground, careful to place his feet at the extreme edges of the boards so that the old timber would not creak and betray his skulking presence to Rankin.

Crofts did not put on the light when he reached his quarters but stood by the open door and undressed in the faint radiance of the sheet lightning which flickered continuously about the ranges. He was excited and he considered how to arrange things in the morning. He would drive the truck partway up the valley, he decided, and wait there until he saw the car leave, then he would return to the homestead. He did not lie down at once but stood naked in his open doorway for some time, picturing his early return and his meeting with Ida.

•

Ida waved until the car was lost in its trailing plume of dust, then she waited, her hand still raised, relieved for the first time in her life that her younger brother’s visit had come to an end.

Earlier she had begun to fear that something would prevent them from leaving, that they would never get themselves organised in time to set off for the train. Inexplicably—since he was usually inseparable from Gil—Alistair had made a stupid fuss at the last minute about not wanting to go. She gazed into the dust that hung over the horse paddock and listened to the fading sound of the car—how often had they gone as far as the first creek crossing, or further, before returning for some forgotten article?

She would wait a little longer. It was only a quarter past eight but the sun already burned with the peculiar intensity that always comes before summer storms in the Highlands; the heat was aggravating her impatience and making her temples throb. She backed away deeper into the shade of the machinery shed but still she kept watch. The turbulence caused by the car passing along the road had subsided and now the air was so motionless that the dust hung suspended in it as if it were fixed there. She had to concentrate to catch the intermittent hum of the distant car.

Crofts had driven off hours ago after saying goodbye to Gil. There had been no chance to let him know that she would be on her own all morning. She narrowed her eyes against the glare, listening, making herself wait, wanting to turn round and climb into the jeep, drive up the valley and see him. She would go, she decided, when she could no longer hear the car. She was disciplining herself, refusing to allow the situation to intimidate her. She couldn’t begin to imagine what she and Crofts would say to each other when she turned up at his workplace in the jeep, but she refused to invent an idealised version of the meeting. She wanted the reality.

Suddenly she went rigid. She could hear the car again. She willed it not to be, but the steady throb of an approaching motor mocked her. With a painful mingling of disappointment and disbelief she said, ‘They’re coming back.’ She watched the road, and in a cold still voice she announced to herself, ‘He has decided not to risk getting caught in town by a storm.’

She loathed them. Her disappointment was so intense she wanted to deny her family their existence. They were an impediment to her ability to take even one free step in her own chosen direction! She saw them in her mind’s eye now, bunched and silent in the car, staring ahead. She had not imagined that she could bear such hatred towards them.

At that moment the sound of the approaching motor became more focused: she realised it was coming not from the road at all but from behind her. She turned and looked up the valley—the bright red cabin of the International was a tiny shimmering spot moving out slowly across the dark face of the scrub and onto the silvery plain. She held back her relief, watching the truck until she was certain there could be no mistake—the stockman really was returning to the homestead.

She turned and went up the steps into the house. She walked straight through to her bedroom. She stood in front of the mirror and gazed at her reflection. An unnatural calm had overtaken her. She decided she looked red in the face, blotchy. She noted the sharp hard lines of tension under her eyes. Her bare arms and legs, it seemed to her, stuck out woodenly from the old cotton dress, like clumsy robot limbs. She felt detached, however, from her appearance, as if she were appraising some less fortunate person’s shortcomings. She had never looked quite so old or quite so ugly, she fancied, as she did at this moment—she was convinced of her ability to make astute assessments in this matter. She heard the truck change down and drive the last hundred metres. A tiny thought that perhaps this was all a dreadful mistake whipped across the cold surface of her observing mind, leaving a distracting trace of its lightning passage.

She turned away from the mirror and went out of her room.

She stood by the back door and looked down through the flywire towards the gate just beyond the steps; the oleander hedge and the corner of the lighting-plant shed obscured any further view of the direction from which he must come. The feeling of remoteness, of possessing no ability to influence the course of events, persisted. She waited, as if she knew very little about herself, as if she were waiting inside the persona of a stranger whose responses she could not predict.

The sounds of the truck’s motor died and there was a silence. She realised she was trying to rehearse what she would say to him. If she had driven the jeep up to the old fence to see him, she knew it would have been with a single purpose in mind. But was he coming to her now like that? Had he guessed, before leaving this morning, that he would find her at home alone? Or had he come back for some other reason? She entertained all these trivial doubts and uncertainties because behind them she knew she was steady—scared, but steady. It was the summit of Mt Mooloolong all over again, she was quite clear about that. There was only one real option and she was going to take it. She smiled tightly to herself as she thought, ‘This is my jumping-off point.’

She saw him come round the corner of the oleanders at that moment. As he pushed open the gate, he looked up at her. A sharp stab of excitement in her chest made her catch her breath—he was obviously as keyed-up and determined as she was herself. She wanted to tell him at once that the others would be back soon after midday, but she couldn’t trust herself to speak.

She held open the flywire door for him and he came into the verandah. They stood facing each other. He was out of breath and was blushing deeply. A thick artery in his neck, just below the hard bone line of his jaw, pulsed heavily. She forced herself to look directly into his eyes. Without saying anything they reached out and held hands. A delicious wave of dizziness swept upwards through her body and she gripped his hand tighter.

•

The sounds of the approaching storm entered her dreams before they woke her, creating in her mind a vivid picture of a huge silver aeroplane breaking up, chunks of shining metal and small black bodies falling, turning over and over through an endless clear blue sky. She opened her eyes. In the tilted mirror she saw the greenish hue of the sky. The hills were blotted out by rain. Where her body and Crofts’ touched they were wet with sweat. His arm was across her, his open hand possessively enclosing her breast. Quietly, but with a hint of tension in his voice, he said, ‘It’s late isn’t it?’ And she felt him move, as if he might sit up.

‘It can’t be,’ she said, putting her hand over the top of his to calm him. The tin of the roof suddenly creaked loudly as the cool breeze and large drops of rain struck it.

‘You were asleep,’ he said, almost whispering. ‘I’ve been watching you.’ He was silent and she felt him watching her now, his head close to hers on the pillow. He said nothing for a long time, then, ‘I suppose I’d better get dressed.’

‘Not yet.’

‘It must be getting on.’

‘I’ll go and look at the clock in a minute.’ She closed her eyes and the image of the disintegrated plane was still tumbling over and over through her mind. It disturbed her, detaching her from the pleasure of the weight of his arm on her body. She ran her fingers along his forearm slowly, tracing with the tips of her fingers the raised veins and the hard roundness of his muscles. After a while she turned towards him. The wind came in a sudden rush and the screen door banged and thumped, just as if someone had come into the house. More strong gusts followed, shaking the timbers and rattling the tin. The thunder rumbled across the valley. The room grew dark as the storm rolled forward over them. They did not speak to each other of their fear that Rankin and the children would soon be home, having left town early and driven fast to beat the rain. They lay in each other’s arms under the covering darkness and the comforting noises of the storm. After a time they made love again.

At last she got up and went out to the kitchen to check the time. Incredibly it was only a little after eleven. Rankin could not possibly be back with the children for at least another hour. They decided they were hungry, so they ventured into the kitchen together. While she made the cheese-on-toast, he made the coffee. She told him to bring the banana cake as well and they carried their feast back to her bedroom where they sat cross-legged side by side on her bed with the eiderdown round their shoulders. As they ate they watched the rain falling in sheets across the closed grey landscape. Neither mentioned it, but they both prayed that the storm extended as far as the road beyond the creek crossing. For beyond this point there was a long stretch of deep unsealed black soil—a few millimetres of rain would be enough to make it impassably slippery for perhaps twenty-four hours. They needed at least that much time.

The smell of toast and the shared warmth of their bodies within the enclosing tent of the eiderdown restored her calm again after the excursion into the kitchen. When she had gone out to check the time she had been overwhelmed by the absence of the others; traces of them were everywhere. It was unsettling and made her feel jumpy. Her bedroom was hers alone. No one else ever went into it. She could share it with him totally. She could give it to him with all her feelings about herself. There was no need for any complicated mental manoeuvring to avoid the other active shadows.

‘You’re leaving the best bits,’ he said, eating the crusts she had left on the plate. The telephone rang and they looked at each other and listened: two long shrill bursts followed by a short one. It was their party-line code. She gave him her cup to hold and got out of bed to answer the phone at the wall extension in the passage. There was a lot of static and then the voice of the girl on the exchange. Ward’s clipped tones came over clearly, issuing her with orders at once and providing her with a minimum of information. He wanted to know, among other things, if Robert had returned from the fence before the storm had broken. ‘Yes,’ she said, then on an impulse she added, ‘We’re just having our lunch.’

She admired her own audacity, but it disturbed her at the same time. She pictured herself standing naked in the passageway, as if through the eyes of certain neighbours and some people in Springtown: Ward Rankin’s wife, you know the young Sturgiss girl, the coordinator of the successful fundraising carnival, naked in her passageway talking to her husband on the telephone. Ida Rankin and that English boy they’ve got working out there, the minute Ward’s back’s turned. The breeze blew coldly along the passage. ‘Yes,’ she said, striving to sound normal, ‘It’s raining heavily right now,’ in answer to Rankin’s enquiries—it was like pretending to be sober while being drunk. She doubted that she was being completely convincing.

Another chill blast drove through the house and she began to shiver. She wanted to get back into the warm bed with Robert but forced herself to ask if Gil had got away all right. She immediately wished she’d said nothing, as Rankin straightaway wanted to know—as if she would certainly have the answer—what was the matter with Gil. He had seemed, Ward said, preoccupied. Not like him. She replied that she supposed Gil was growing up. She closed her eyes and waited for him to get off the phone.

Crofts re-admitted her to the eiderdown tent, placing it round her shoulders and helping her to snuggle up. She told him quickly, ‘They’re staying at my cousin’s place tonight.’ He looked at her, accepting the good news in silence. ‘You’re to take the jeep and meet them at the Avondale turn-off tomorrow after the road’s had a couple of hours sun on it.’ Crofts listened and said nothing.

She watched the beautiful dark screen of the rain falling across the paddocks. She breathed deeply to rid her mind of the intruding images, more confident now of her relief and her happiness. The fresh smell of the rain off the dry heated grass and the familiar smell of her bedroom mingled with the warm spiciness of his body. She made no effort to resist the profound seduction of the moment.

Together they watched the rain.

‘There can’t be many people out here doing this,’ Crofts said, breaking a long silence.

Out here, she thought. Obliterating neighbours and other inconvenient details, she saw a grey uninhabited vastness of bush stretching around them to every horizon and beyond, the two of them seated at its centre in perfect isolation. The image was of a perpetual present, without any tomorrow. She said to herself then, ‘It has all happened and it is all real.’ He looked at her and asked her what she was thinking.

‘Tell me about where you grew up,’ she said. She knew the image in her mind would accept whatever he chose to place in it. ‘Describe everything in detail. I want to know.’

He laughed and said, ‘What sort of things?’ His past, he felt certain, could not be interesting to her. It was only this that was interesting.

‘Anything—describe the house you lived in. Suppose we’re standing together in front of it looking at it—what does it look like?’

He hesitated. An image of the grey cliff-face of the Council flats obediently waited to be described. He realised it wouldn’t do. He moved a little further west, a few streets away, up the hill and through the park, and described for her instead the facade of one of the comfortable semi-detached houses that he used to pass on his way to school.

‘It sounds lovely. And what was in the front garden? Was there a tree?’

He deftly removed a lilac tree from the school grounds and placed it in the bare little garden. A great improvement. It was a white lilac and he made it bloom brilliantly in the sunlight against the red bricks; he filled the air for her with its heady perfume and with the inviting warmth of an English spring day. Together they admired the effect—it was more real for them than the real thing had ever been for him. Inside, the house expanded as they explored it, taking on the fullness of their desires. Fragments of the truth bound the invention together—he managed to resist the temptation for a grand piano, sensibly reducing it to an upright (it was either that or the fact that there had been no piano at all); his mother, so she had once told him with regretful pride, had briefly (perhaps for no more than a week or two) received piano lessons at the convent; he generously endowed her not only with the ability to play sonatas and fugues but also, on second thoughts, with a specialist’s knowledge of the cultivation of flowers.

And in this way he filled the house and his past with flowers and music, yet felt at liberty to acknowledge to Ida his own profound ignorance of these things. It was a splendid stratagem. On the basis of it he began to reinvent himself. The fiction was not a lie—he was not trying to deceive her—but was a metaphor for the richness which he believed was in himself, but for which he could see scarcely any external evidence.

They hardly noticed that the bedroom was growing dark and that the storm had passed, leaving beyond the window a chill sparkling sky of early stars.

It was Ida who took the conversation beyond imaginary houses and invented histories and began to speak of life itself; tentatively at first, then more boldly and, as she went on, she discovered in herself an urgent need to talk. She became excited and perhaps talked too much, taking for granted in him an understanding that may not have been complete. But she could not help herself. So she spoke eagerly to him of life and love; she dismantled her ideas of good and evil and laid out the pieces before him; she pondered the old question of God-or-not and left it on its side; she probed at why things are as they seem and wondered how they might be changed or endured; whether everything was a great and unfathomable illusion or a bare matter of fact.

While he did not always follow her reasoning, he escaped with her nevertheless into this world of abstractions that enthralled her. She overdid it. She said things that were wild and untrue and which no sane person would maintain—in her enthusiasm she exaggerated her belief that everything was possible. But the distortion did not matter. He was uncritical. For him, at least, her outpouring was a chant, a song of love, and he was willing to be mesmerised by it—it was an energy and delight that made her glow, become fierce and beautiful in a way he could not have imagined. He could not have mistaken her now for Mrs Rankin, the boss’s wife. She was herself—she might even escape him.

They did not risk leaving her room again. As the night deepened, the cattle station and the house and her husband and her children, the whole local community and the bush around them vanished from their minds. Ida consigned it all into a limbo of unmeaning and it had no chance against her. She was irresistible and she spoke of things that she had never talked about with anyone before.

They forgot where they were until he said, ‘The sun’ll be up soon.’

Words and ideas continued to jangle in her head but she forced herself to stop talking. Out the window she saw that the first pink light of morning was glowing on the summits of the ranges. The rain had cleared the atmosphere, sharpening the planes of light. For a brief moment stars, night and the first light of day trembled together in an exquisite balance of soft hues and shadows. Without warning a sadness rose up in her. There was nothing she could do about it. The night was over.

‘What’s the matter?’ he asked quickly.

She smiled. ‘Nothing.’

He took her hand and began to examine each of her fingers separately. Absently he twisted her wedding ring between his own fingers, then stopped abruptly when he realised what he was doing.

‘We have to plan how we’re going to meet,’ she said, forcing herself to speak of the need and hating the hard-edged tone of her voice. Withdrawing her hand she looked at the ring—it would no longer pass easily over the knuckle of her finger. She wondered if it were stuck there for ever.

He waited for her.

‘I used to go off on my own, on all sorts of excursions into the bush,’ she explained. ‘I’ll pretend I’ve taken it up again.’ She met his gaze. ‘I’ll come and see you when you’re working up at the old fence.’ She waited for his reaction.

‘That’ll be great,’ he said, puzzled by the suddenness of her change of mood; the disjointedness had taken him by surprise. He felt he had missed something.

She looked out the window. It wasn’t good enough. She was fighting down a horrible feeling that it wasn’t going to work. That it was already finished. That she had talked everything away. Suddenly she desperately needed to be reassured.

‘You look tired,’ he said, then added quickly, ‘I guess we’re both tired.’

She rubbed her face with her hands, wishing the darkness would return. Beside the creamy unblemished sleekness of his body in the dawn light she felt lumpy and old. ‘I must look awful,’ she said.

‘I don’t have to go for hours yet—why don’t we have a sleep?’ He reached out for her but she avoided him, adjusting the covers over her shoulders.

‘You didn’t tell me in the end,’ she laughed. ‘I didn’t give you the chance, did I? Why you came out here?’ She felt angry and wanted to blame him, to find fault with him—to detect a flaw somewhere in his beauty and his civilised English past. Aware that she was being unjust, she persisted nevertheless. ‘Why did you leave all those wonderful, gentle, interesting things? The music and the flowers and everything, the opportunities you must have had, just to come here?’ She was not sure what she was really accusing him of and broke off abruptly, suffering for her attitude but continuing despite herself, knowing it could only harm them. Her resentment would not be pacified; it had something to do with being achingly tired. Obstinately, she thought, ‘It’s not my fault.’

He wondered what to say. Before tonight there had been no music or flowers or anything civilised. She had brought all that to him. There was the meaning he had put in his life—his work. To absorb himself in his work. He sensed, however, that even if he could have explained this to her, she would have been puzzled by such a limited view and would not have felt the worth of it that he had always understood—something to do with the rhythm of doing things and a pleasure in exercising his skill and his body that absorbed him.

He laughed and shifted uncertainly on the edge of her bed.

That had already begun to slip away from him. He didn’t regret it. It was already the past. He wondered now how things could ever have seemed that simple to him. He had begun to occupy, it seemed to him, a higher level of understanding, a place from which the view ahead was new and larger. He looked at her. He wasn’t sure what she wanted at that moment, or what she had really meant by her question. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I’ve sort of forgotten why I came out here.’ He thought he saw tears then, or perhaps it was just fatigue, in her eyes. ‘Everything before tonight’s a blur,’ he said. ‘I’ll make up a better answer when I’ve had some sleep.’ He lay down with her and pulled the covers over them, and held her in his arms.

‘Remember that morning I met you on the path and you had your skirt tucked up and your hands full of eggs and you said, “It’s not the end of the world”?’ he whispered. ‘Well, that’s when I started realising how fantastic you are.’

She snuggled in close to him. ‘I remember,’ she said. ‘Go on!’ She listened to him. His voice went on, recounting every detail of their meetings and as she began to drift towards sleep an idea came to her. She drowsed and gave credit to the possibility that she might somehow be able to stay behind on the station with him while the rest of the family went for their annual holiday to the coast. It was too good an idea to resist; it pushed aside for a little while all the difficulties they would have to face.

As the sun streamed down across the golden paddocks, they slept in each other’s arms.



six

According to a number of accounts the rain had been patchy, some places receiving as much as two inches while others had no more than a few points. Rankin was eager to be gone from Ida’s cousin’s place and on the strength of the reports about the storm had decided not to wait for the rendezvous with Crofts after all, but to go early and see if he could get through in the Ford without the help of the jeep.

He stopped the car and got out and walked to where the red gravel ended. To his right a few yards ahead the road forked. At the right fork stood a wooden sign which said AVONDALE in large block letters. There was no sign on the left fork, but this was the way he had to go. He walked to the very end of the gravel and stopped. He lit a cigarette and gazed at the grey road ahead of him. It presented not a single track through the grass but several sets of tracks—each was pretty much as good or as bad as the other, offering the same amount of risk.

There was no good reason why this section of road between the Avondale turn-off and the creek crossing should have remained unsealed all these years. The fault was really Rankin’s. Had he been prepared to be a little more generous and encouraging in his relations with them, the Shire Council would have readily voted him substantial assistance for the forming and sealing of this section. People thought Rankin stubborn and difficult, and were fond of asserting that he had a blind spot when it came to dealing with people. Perhaps there was some truth in this. But there was something else as well, which was closer to the real reason why the road—like so many other things in the station owner’s life—remained a problem when it could have been fixed with little effort. Rankin would have felt uneasy if he knew that the road into his place was open at all times. He preferred things the way they were—uncertain.

The existence of an all-weather road into the station would have made him feel vulnerable; though vulnerable to precisely what he would not have been able to say. Being on the edge of things had acquired for Rankin over the decades the comfortingly familiar feel that others have when they know themselves to be at the centre of events. Decisiveness afforded him little comfort and no pleasure, so he avoided it, and thus rendered his motives equivocal and unexaminable.

He stood deep in thought at the end of the sealed section of the road, considering his alternatives. Here and there along the tracks ahead of him were shallow pools of water reflecting the cool blue sky perfectly, as if they were holes in a paper-thin Earth. Janet had turned up the car radio and the regular thump of a bass rhythm was pounding out through the still morning—the sound reminded Rankin of the old single-cylinder diesel engines that had once been used to pump water.

He walked further along the road, heading out onto the black soil, scuffing it with his boots and considering his chances. Despite himself he tended to move in a kind of half-time with the beat of the music. The landscape, though its folds and hillocks concealed significant landmarks and large numbers of cattle, appeared almost perfectly flat and empty, totally without life. It presented to the eye a single treeless sweep of dry native grassland which finally abutted the remote ranges. There was not a cloud in the sky. Yet Rankin recognised this as just the type of weather of which his father would have remarked, ‘It wants to rain.’ He felt it himself. The storm had brought a turnaround. The change was in the air. He knew that before ten o’clock there would be cloud banks forming over the hills. When he was some distance away from the car out on the black soil, he heard Janet’s and Alistair’s voices raised angrily. They were fighting again. The sound of the angry voices of his children confirmed his sense of the rightness of a number of decisions he had already made.

He stopped at the edge of the first shallow pool. It was no more than two metres across. It wasn’t the water that would stop him. He could build up enough speed to ease off the pedal and coast through. It was the risk of losing his grip and breaking through the crust on the other side when he accelerated with clogged treads that was the real danger. He contemplated the track for a few seconds, not really making an assessment of its condition but staring at it blindly while the tension built up in him. Then he decided: if they got stuck they could sit and wait for Crofts to snig them out. He walked back to the car.

He reached across and switched off the radio.

‘We can’t just have it down a bit, I suppose?’ Janet asked mildly, not really expecting her father to be reasonable, but proposing reasonableness, more for her own record than anything. She was sitting next to him in the front passenger seat.

‘Leave it off!’ he ordered defensively, putting his hand over the switch as if she were still a small child and might battle him for control of the radio.

She watched him start the car and put it in gear. ‘You’re going to get us bogged,’ she said with a matter-of-factness that she hoped would irritate him. ‘I’m not getting out to help. There’s no reason why you can’t wait for him here.’ Rankin was not listening to her. She knew that. After a second or two she added, ‘You just don’t want to admit that you need him,’ getting to the heart of the matter without considering the remark of any significance beyond the moment—the fate of others was of no interest to her. ‘So we all have to get stuck out here for hours in this filthy black mud with you.’ She was finding reasons for her anger.

As the car moved off she looked out the side window. She was repelled by the emptiness of the landscape—it was a landscape in which nothing ever changed and in which nothing could ever happen, a landscape that seemed to deny the passage of time and the possibility of change. It was a landscape on which not one sign of the struggles—nor even of the existence—of the whole human race had ever been permanently registered. She was seeing it for the first time. The car bumped something, and she said, ‘Shit, I’ll be glad when I’m gone!’ She wanted to provoke her father, knowing how intensely it irritated him whenever she swore.

She had begun to feel just a little afraid of the country of her birth; the thought of the return to the station and to her family was making her skin creep. Her father would be left in no doubt about the way she felt. He had refused her request to stay in town with her cousins until it was time for her to go to boarding school in Rockhampton: this had intensified to an unbearable degree her desire to be gone. She could not now begin to imagine how she had ever considered the station a tolerable place to live. The coast and the busy streets of Rockhampton seemed like a haven that she must reach soon or else suffer some irreparable setback in her life.

The big blue car accelerated uncertainly along the gravelled road, then bounded and swooped as it dived from the made section into the uneven tracks. Janet bumped her head on the window and grabbed the door handle to steady herself. ‘Jesus you’re stupid!’ she shouted.

Rankin blinked and concentrated. He was hunched forward, his flat-brimmed hat pushed to the back of his head, a long grey wisp of hair trailing over one ear. Dark sunspots stretched tightly on the backs of his hands gripping the wheel—as if his skin had made a pathetically inadequate attempt to turn black in response to the incessant sunlight. He scanned the difficult and confusing ground ahead—the sound of the grass scraping against the underbelly of the car seemed to him to imitate exactly the dry whisperings of his anxieties, and prevented him from concentrating fully on the driving. As it struck the cross-tracks the car lurched and the steering wheel spun violently one way then the other, as if the machine itself had panicked.

‘That’s just what I mean!’ Janet exclaimed contemptuously, hanging on with both hands and wondering how it was possible for someone to have lived for as long as her father had without managing to get his behaviour decently organised: it was exactly this crushing incompetence she wished to escape from.

From a corner of the back seat, seeming to drowse, his eyes almost closed, Alistair intently observed his father. He was willing Rankin to bring the car through the mud safely, detesting the possibility that they would be found helplessly bogged in an hour or two by Robert Crofts. Unconsciously, Alistair’s tense features mimicked his father’s. The car splashed through the water then hesitated as it emerged on the other side and poised on the lip, the rear wheels hissing on the slippery surface. It almost stopped. All three occupants leaned forward.

‘Come on! Come on!’ Rankin prayed. The car inched forward, crawling unwillingly out of the mud, as if it would sooner have stayed there for ever. After an interminable struggle it suddenly picked up speed and went sliding and swerving down the tracks.

‘For Christ’s sake keep it going!’ Janet ordered him harshly, wishing there were some way for her to force her father into being efficient.

Alistair’s gaze settled on her for an instant, then moved again to his father. He was not yet able to face the fact that his sister had betrayed him. She had cheerfully discarded—as if it had all really been no more than a passing entertainment for her—everything that they had held sacred and secret between them. During the last few weeks every good thing in his life seemed to have been knocked violently out of his reach—even Gil had no longer been of any use to him. It was a blight and he saw Robert Crofts as the sole malicious cause. Now, without actually realising it, he was beginning to look to his father as a last possible ally against the influence of Crofts, whose purpose was clear to him.

As Rankin manoeuvred the Ford over the low-lying stretch of country he was nervously considering the implications of Crofts’ smile the previous evening but one, when Janet had brought out the boxing trophy. He knew he should have dealt with Janet’s shouting and swearing at him. But she had changed lately and he no longer knew what to say to her. He lacked the resolve to tackle her head-on. His words might have no effect. So he said nothing.

He didn’t want to compulsively dwell on that little scene at the dinner table, when Robert had raised his glass to him and, without guile, had offered him his gratitude for the win over Laurie Hill. It was then he had given him that encouraging smile—Rankin had reviewed it so often, however, that he had lost its exact image and was now dealing with guesses and imperfect memories. He couldn’t help it. The minute he managed to dismiss it from his thoughts he was at once reminded of it again because of the questions that continued to hang over it. His head ached with irresolution. Testing things out a bit further would depend on his new plan.

Suddenly they were through the black soil and approaching the crossing. He breathed a sigh of relief. Ten minutes later they arrived at the homestead. He drove into the shed and pulled up alongside the jeep. Alistair and Janet got out and made straight for the house. Rankin yelled at the dogs to shut up and went round and opened the boot, which was full of cartons and packages. He felt very pleased with himself. Not a sign of Robert. He had stolen a march on the boy at last. Rankin took the mail bag in one hand, hefted a carton of whiskey under his other arm, and headed for the house. The day had begun exceedingly well after all, he considered. He met the stockman hurrying down the back steps.

‘There’s a heap more in the boot, Robert. Bring it up will you?’ He continued on up the steps. ‘I’ll send Alistair to give you a hand—the lazy bugger.’ Suddenly he felt sure that everything was going to work out beautifully. He felt firmly in control of the situation. In a matter of seconds he had convinced himself that he had taken the initiative, while everyone else had dithered—though in fact he had done nothing of the kind. He called to Alistair to go and help unload the car and went straight through to his own room in the middle of the house. He deposited the mail bag on his desk and the carton of whiskey next to the cupboard. He stood up, stretched his shoulders, breathed deeply, then lit a cigarette. He had not failed to register the fact that even though the stockman was looking tired and fussed, he had—in the brief instant of their meeting on the stairs—seemed relieved to see him and keener than ever to help. Rankin heard Ida and Janet begin shouting at each other at the other end of the house. He went over and closed the door, shutting out the irritating sounds. He had things to do.

•

Later, in the afternoon, when the house was quiet once again, the inhabitants each off somewhere about their own business, Ida stood at the draining board preparing dinner. The window in front of her was wide open and she was conscious of the birds, which were chattering noisily and hopping about in the oleanders as usual. Another storm was brewing and the distant reverberations of thunder were continuous. Ida was very glad to be alone. Ward had emerged from his room briefly and eaten a light lunch an hour or two ago. He had given her a couple of letters that had arrived in the mail for her and had returned to his room with scarcely a word of conversation. His preoccupation with his own thoughts had not bothered her, however, for while it had been an extremely close thing that morning, it was plain to Ida that her husband suspected nothing. Robert had taken the truck after lunch and gone up to the old fence as if everything were normal. He was there now. She was thinking about him, picturing him alone in the wattle scrub struggling with the entangled wire. She was deep in her own thoughts when, for some reason, she turned and looked towards the verandah door behind her. Alistair was standing there watching her.

She realised at once that he knew.

‘Heavens! You gave me a fright!’ She felt herself beginning to blush under his scrutiny. How long, she wondered, had he been observing her? Quickly she turned back to the draining board. ‘Do you want an ice-cream or something? You didn’t eat much for lunch.’ She was guiltily conscious of making a special effort to please him. There was no reply, so she looked round. He had gone. She stared at the spot where he had been standing, ‘seeing’ the look in his eyes. A tight little fear established itself in her stomach. Without raising her voice, she called, ‘Alistair?’ But there was no reply.

She wasn’t sure what to do. She felt shocked. It had not occurred to her—though as she thought about it now it seemed obvious and inevitable—that Alistair would need no real evidence but would simply know, just like that, would reach his conclusion based on the most fleeting and elusive of impressions. This was a legacy of their old bond, the sure and complete knowledge of each other. She washed her hands to get the smell of onion off them and dried them on a tea towel. Should she go and look for him? She already knew, however, that she could never talk to him about it. She had seen in his eyes that his knowledge was hard and cold—he would not, could not, ever, understand her point of view about it. She was certain of this. He would deny knowing it rather than attempt to understand. She experienced a deep anger and dismay as this became apparent to her.

She was standing in the middle of the kitchen floor, nervously and unnecessarily wiping her hands on the tea towel, feeling a fiercely self-righteous enmity towards her son, when Rankin walked in on her. He was carrying his reading glasses and a pen in one hand, a sheaf of papers in the other. He cleared a space among the vegetables and saucepans on the bench and put down the top sheet of paper. He tapped it twice with the rim of his glasses. Holding his glasses a few inches from his nose and peering at the paper, he said, ‘Here’s you!’ He put the next sheet of paper beside the first and said, ‘Here’s Alistair.’ He put the third sheet of paper beside that, and said. ‘And here’s Janet.’ He looked up at her expectantly.

Ida stared at him. There was a rapt expression on his face. ‘And where,’ she asked guardedly, ‘are you?’

He looked slightly puzzled and snatched up the sheet of paper he had designated as hers. ‘There’s everything you’ll need. I’ve worked out one for each of you.’ He offered her the paper. Suspecting something odd, she reluctantly took it from him and looked at it. It was a list of expenses of some kind. She could make very little of it.

‘What is it?’ she asked carefully, handing it back. She realised he had been drinking.

‘It’s the only thing that makes any sense,’ he said. ‘You take the two of them to Yepoon on your own this year, or you go with your cousin or whatever you like.’ He waved his glasses impatiently, handing to her the responsibility for such details and minor arrangements, indicating that it was only the grand scheme that concerned him. ‘I don’t mind, you do what you like. And you see Janet settled in school before you come back.’

He paused and cocked his head sideways at the paper, his grey eyes bright with moisture and the glittering vision of his plans. ‘If there’s anything I haven’t thought of, so long as it’s reasonable we can discuss it. Money’s pretty tight again, that’s all.’ This wasn’t true, but he habitually guarded against Ida or anyone else getting the idea that money was plentiful—it was part of keeping control of everything in his own hands.

Now he went on to explain in detail the basis on which he had spent his day calculating their individual expenses for the annual holiday, expatiating at great length on the absolute fair-mindedness of his arrangements for them. It was a plan, his manner implied, that no reasonable person could possibly object to. He was forgoing his own holiday in order to concentrate on essential maintenance to fences and yards before the autumn mustering. He and Robert, he offered—unintentionally suggesting an image of domestic cosiness—would manage their own cooking and whatever else was needed while she was away. He was, he admitted with a sort of half-reluctant wistfulness, almost looking forward to it. Though he was quick to add that it would mean a lot of hard work, and no break at all for him this year. Maybe, who could say, he and Robert might find the time to take a trip down to the Orange Field Days, or to some other event later in the year, to make up for it.

It was the physical contrast which struck her as most repulsive. He was wearing shorts and an unbuttoned khaki shirt. There were brown leather sandals on his feet. His movements were nervous and slightly exaggerated. He was largely unconscious of his appearance. With disgusted fascination she looked at the white, flaky skin of his heavily veined legs, noticing with a shudder how the slack muscles of his skinny thighs jiggled.

She turned away and picked up the vegetable knife. She recognised this mood. He had been shut away in that room sipping whiskey and revving himself up with ideas, rearranging the world to suit himself, and believing in it all—playing Almighty God. He wasn’t going to listen to anything she had to say.

She sliced a large brown onion in half and ripped off the outer skins. They had persisted with the dreary chore of going to Yepoon at this time each year because there had never been anything else worth doing. The annual holiday had at least used up a few weeks of what would otherwise have been an intolerable period of idleness together during the season of storms and the worst of the heat. Neither of them had ever admitted to the other, however, that the fun had gone out of Yepoon. They had continued to insist that they all looked forward to it, that it was a great treat, a privilege less fortunate families could not afford.

And maybe, at the beginning, when Janet had been a baby, for a year or two, the annual trip to the coast really had been a pleasant change. Ida found it difficult, however, to recall such innocent family joy with any conviction. But because of the lie he would still expect her to show her gratitude. Nor did she believe for one minute that he seriously intended to do as he said. His plan, she was quite certain, was nothing more than an excuse to avoid his responsibilities so he could just stay at home sipping his whiskey and brooding while he kept Robert hard at work outside on his own as usual.

She ceased to listen to him while she did the vegetables. Her heart cried out to be alone with Robert. She imagined changing places with her husband, reversing his plan and sending him off to the coast with the kids. She and Robert would be alone together for three weeks! She abandoned herself to the delicious details of such days and nights where, in an untroubled progression of pure happiness, they would be actually living together! Then a thought intruded before she had time to check it. It flashed across her mind, and was gone again as if it did not quite belong to her, but was an intruder, not her responsibility at all and had originated with someone else—possibly with Robert. The thought said: if only we could get rid of Ward altogether and be done with it! It said it and was gone, leaving an image of herself and the stockman alone together in the sunlit landscape where they belonged.

She paused, the large vegetable knife half through the tough black rind of a huge ironbark pumpkin. The thought had not said anything so brutal as kill him! It said, rather, if only we could have it so that he had never existed! It proposed an impossibility. But there was a way that might be pursued. She pressed down on the knife and sliced clean through to the board. The big black-green vegetable fell open, revealing its gaudy orange heart.

‘I’m not going to Yepoon this year,’ she said, and held her breath, looking out the window at the oleanders, hearing the mad, cheerful chattering of the kitchen garden birds, appealing to them for acknowledgement of the justice of her case, waiting for his reaction.

‘Go to Cairns then,’ he suggested offhandedly, and she heard him gather his papers together. ‘Or down to Brisbane if you want to.’ He paused, ‘Go and stay with Gil! There’s an idea! You could do that?’

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ she said.

‘It doesn’t have to be Yepoon after all, does it?’ he went on, quite as if she had said nothing, but sounding extremely reasonable. ‘I daresay we’re all a bit sick of the place. Go somewhere interesting. Go out to one of the islands. With me not having a holiday we could just about afford that. And it would give Janet something to talk about at school. Anyway,’ he said airily, intending to leave, his business finished, ‘you decide.’

There had not been one important occasion during their life together over the past fourteen years when she had not given way in order to accommodate either his or the children’s interests. She had always seen to it that his plans went ahead despite any clash of interests, not because she was inherently weak, but as a consequence of her original role on the Rankin place, before they were married, when his mother was still alive and dependent on people giving things up, while she herself was here just to help out for a while before going on to university in Brisbane—where she would begin her real life. There had never been any cause since then for her to make the huge effort that she knew would be needed to reclaim her freedom. Her solitary excursions into the bush had been her only demonstration to her family that she might be capable of wrenching herself away from them. But if these walks were a silent warning, it had gone totally unheeded. Neither Ward Rankin nor her children had ever noticed that she had given anything up. She had always been, as far as they could tell, just her normal self. They had known no other.

Between her lungs and her stomach Ida felt a painful muscular contraction: at that moment she was determined to take what rightfully belonged to her, no matter what the consequences. She felt the reasonableness of this determination as if it were a response to the ‘impossible’ intruding thought that Rankin might somehow be got rid of. She would have no part of that, she was saying to herself, but she would do this. In this fashion her mind presented the case to her. It frightened her, for she could see no alternative, and she was not clear about the consequences—but she went ahead despite these misgivings.

‘I have decided,’ she said, and the unsteadiness in her voice made him pause in the doorway and turn and look at her. He was a little less engrossed with himself and began to consider what she was saying. ‘I just told you, Ward. I’m not going anywhere this year.’

There was a moment of silence followed by the sound of his cigarette lighter flicking, and a deep indrawn breath. Then, in a tone of voice that was surprisingly even, he said, ‘One of us has to. Someone’s got to see Janet settled. We can’t send her off on her own to a strange school. I don’t care how keen she is to get away from us.’

‘You do it then,’ she said. Her heart was thumping and she felt herself tightening up inside to an almost unbearable degree. She was cautioning herself to stay calm, to just be strong and not get emotional; to be cold and hard and to out-face him.

But it wasn’t working. Her feelings were barely contained on the edge of fierce expression and she feared that if he opposed her she would scream at him and lose control. She waited, gripping the huge half-pumpkin in one hand and the knife in the other, her back set squarely against him. His cigarette smoke wafted past her and out the window. She saw it drawn away by the draught, curling under the eaves.

‘Why this year?’ he asked. ‘Any other year and it wouldn’t matter one way or the other if neither of us went.’

‘You go,’ she said tightly. And then she had an idea; she would take it a step further. ‘And put Alistair in school too,’ she said. ‘There are a hundred good reasons for it. He’ll hate it here without Janet, and anyway I can’t teach him properly any more. He needs the company of other boys his own age.’

The rightness of her proposal suddenly seemed overwhelming to her. She turned round and faced him, still clutching the half-pumpkin and the knife as if she meant to demonstrate the proof of her argument with them. ‘I know we can afford it.’ In her mind was an image in which all her problems were solved: the children gone, in school, home briefly now and then for holidays, and Ward shut up in his room, avoiding the work and the heat and being difficult only with himself—all he had ever seemed to want from life. ‘Don’t tell me we can’t afford it,’ she warned him.

‘Why?’ he asked sharply, puzzled, prepared to wait, but concerned too that something he did not quite understand was affecting Ida.

Her mind went blank when he asked the question. Completely blank. She just stood there staring at him. The answer was too obvious. His pale grey eyes, she noticed, were narrowed, suspicious of her, mistrusting and mean. There was something about his mouth that was weak, like a spoilt child’s when it thinks it might not get its way at once—it wasn’t exactly a pout, but was a drawing up of his lips to one side, an uncontrollable show of how miserably selfish his real motives were.

She felt disgusted by him. The nervous cramping of her diaphragm was beginning to produce nausea. She swallowed painfully, seeing in Ward’s expression that his anger was building quickly towards a violent outburst. She felt pressured and panicky and said quickly, ‘I’m taking up walking again.’ Her voice was distorted by the cramping pain and she realised her words must sound particularly odd. It was the only thing she could think to say that had anything to do with the subject, and it was, in part, the truth. And oddly she felt some relief at once for having said it. She saw, immediately, that it worried Ward rather more than she might have expected.

She replaced the pumpkin and the knife carefully on the board. And with her back to him once again she waited for his reaction. The silence went on for so long that she suddenly had the creepy feeling that he had either slipped up close behind her, was only inches from her back intending some unpleasant action, or that he had gone from the room altogether.

She whipped round. He hadn’t moved. He was still standing by the door holding his papers and his glasses. He was looking at her in a very peculiar way. He didn’t say anything, just turned round abruptly and left the kitchen. She leaned against the sink and waited while the cramping in her diaphragm was replaced by the delicious relief of her muscles slowly relaxing. She knew she had won. She didn’t know why, but she was certain he would not insist now on her going to the coast with the children. She could scarcely believe it. She felt quite light-headed and wanted to laugh loudly and share her good news with Robert. She had to get out of the house. She couldn’t stand the idea of going on with the preparation for dinner.

She went down the back steps and along the path without having any particular destination in mind. ‘I won!’ she confided to them as she passed the two cattle dogs chained to their kennels. They followed her longingly with their eyes, dreaming of freedom. There was only one small worry: why had she won so easily? Her victory lacked something conclusive. Not everything had been said. There was something that she had not understood.

She didn’t care. She had won, that was all that mattered. For the first time she had overcome one of his threatening violent outbursts. She remembered his mother warning her never to confront him when he was in such a mood, but to wait and humour him until she could get her way later by more guileful means—but she had never been very good at guile. She congratulated herself; she had got out and could do as she pleased. For some reason it was he who had been afraid to confront her. Whether by a fluke or not, her words had taken the fire out of him. There was a feeling of power in knowing this.

She stopped on the path opposite the stockman’s quarters and looked towards the open door. Making up her mind she quickly crossed the open space and ducked under the shelter of the black bean tree. She stood just inside the doorway and looked around with an excited feeling of being both a trespasser and yet an intimate who would be welcomed. She was surprised it was so bare and dirty, with an unpleasant smell of stale clothes and sweat. The beds both looked like something for a cat to sleep on. It was impossible to tell which of them was actually in use as the blankets and mattresses of both were screwed up and stained and shabby. A pair of his jeans was lying in the dirt on the floor as if they had fallen from the bed-end and, as she bent to pick them up, she saw under the bed a book lying open on its face, beside it a broken stockwhip. She pulled the book out, straightening the badly folded pages and cleaning the dust off it. She started when she recognised it as one of Ward’s—there was even a dedication on the front endpaper in brown ink, which she didn’t read. She opened the top drawer of the little chest of drawers and looked in. It was stuffed with more rumpled working clothes, and again there was the stale smell. She closed the drawer and hesitated before sitting on the bed.

‘What an utterly barren, squalid little cell it is,’ she thought, looking around at the grey fibro walls, perplexed that he should be content to live in such a fashion. The contrast with the care of his work around the homestead struck her as very strange. It was almost as if there were two different people. She had expected to find a personal and orderly place here, with perhaps even some reminders of that gentle home in England, a photograph of his mother, something! But there was nothing. No hint of anything beyond the drabness of his work. She refused to think about her husband’s book; it simply did not fit anywhere.

She sat uncomfortably on the edge of the bed for another minute or two, feeling increasingly subdued, then decided to stay no longer, for the place was starting to depress her. She got up. She would go for a swim and leave him a note. She looked around for a pen or a pencil. She found the .303 rifle propped behind the door and, under the other bed, pushed hard against the wall, a bundle of old pink Bulletin magazines tied with a piece of string, which must have been there for twenty years! Rats or mice had been chewing them. The gun, the discarded book, the broken stockwhip, the accumulation of star grass and dried mud, the pile of out-of-date magazines and the grey dust: there was something about it all that reminded her of Ward!

The tin on the roof gave a sudden bang as it expanded and she jumped, her heart racing. She backed towards the door. There was no way of communicating with him, no means of leaving a message that he would understand to be from her. She heard the dogs making odd little sounds then, as if someone were approaching, signalling to them or cautioning them to stay quiet. Perhaps her husband, or Alistair, was coming down the path from the house, was hanging around outside, or had even noticed her go in and would confront her when she came out? She felt trapped and regretted intensely her impulsive decision to examine the stockman’s quarters. She could not look out the door without revealing herself to whoever might be outside. She crept over to the little window and carefully examined the area over towards the shed. There was no one about. The night-horse was standing with its head in the shade of the hedge, apparently asleep on its feet, but certain to be watching alertly if anyone had been moving about the place.

She listened—there was only the continuous distant thunder and the snuffling of the dogs. Were they merely dreaming? She told herself to relax; she must not start imagining things. She glanced out the door. No one there. Quickly she left and went straight across the open stretch of grass and down the bank of the creek, out of sight at once of the buildings and the house. She would not swim just here, she decided, but would make her way upstream towards the hole where they had swum on Christmas Day.

As she walked along through patches of sunlight and shade beside the clear water, treading silently on the springy green mat of couch grass that grew thickly between the creamy paperbarks on the lowest terrace of the bank, Ida’s spirits began to lift. She began to consider how her life had changed for ever now. She felt as though she had penetrated a wall of silence within herself this last twenty-four hours and had emerged into her own landscape, a place where she would be able to make events suit her. She took off her shoes, tucked up her skirt and walked energetically through the fragrant tea-trees. She knew just what she wanted from life—the stockman was inseparably a part of her desires, but it was of herself that she was chiefly thinking at this moment, not of Robert Crofts.

•

When Ida said, ‘I’m going to take up walking again,’ for Ward Rankin it was as if an almost forgotten time-bomb had exploded without the slightest warning. At once he had understood everything perfectly—or so he thought. Ida’s excursions into the bush—her habit of unpredictably ‘going walkabout like a black’—had been tolerated by Rankin as a lesser evil, an acceptable if incomprehensible eccentricity, a lingering symptom, as it were, of the major life-threatening childhood illness that her fabled ascent of Mt Mooloolong had symbolised. In fact he had never been convinced that she had climbed the mountain; in his opinion the story was probably a highly imaginative account of a far less spectacular exploit. They had never spoken about it to each other. The only time he had heard the matter referred to directly was many years ago, before he had met her, when he had overheard her eldest brother, Gary, skiting about his sister’s amazing claim to a group of men in the hotel in town.

But whether she had really climbed to the summit of the mountain or not, for Rankin there was something crazy about it, something extreme and unbalanced. Knowing about it had always made him feel safe with her from the kind of reproaches he might have expected from a conventionally minded woman—that he was inefficient, that he was not ‘getting on’ and improving the property, that he was neglecting things, and so on. So he had been ‘understanding’ whenever she disappeared into the scrub on her own for the day and did not return until after nightfall. He had said nothing. Behaved as if everything were normal. Cooked the dinner himself and explained to the children, ‘She’s looking for a heifer’ or ‘She’s searching for rare orchids’.

He felt safe with her because of this touch of unusualness. It was better than having a woman around the place who would demand that he ‘Be a man!’ He was not a ‘man’. He had not even been ‘one of the boys’, and had felt a great many misgivings in his role as ‘the boss’. Why anyone would want to walk around outside in the sun through the burrs and prickles and insects when they could have stayed comfortably indoors he could not begin to imagine, but he did not mind that Ida had done so from time to time.

Then she had stopped doing it, more than two years ago. For a time he had been uncomfortably conscious of her not doing it. He’d waited, watched her, wondering what to expect in its place. Would he be required to normalise himself in return for it? But when nothing had happened he had eventually stopped worrying about it and concluded that giving it up without explanation was probably as clear evidence of oddity in his wife as doing it had been in the first place. It had gone out of his mind. Now this! A relapse! A clear signal not just of unusualness but of dangerous instability.

He tore the pieces of paper with his careful plans into small squares and dropped them one by one into the wastepaper basket and he thought about Ida saying, ‘I’m taking up walking again,’ as if she had been issuing him with a threat. He had never seen her so agitated. For a second or two he had thought she might be about to attack him with the knife or the pumpkin, or both, and smash them into his face if he said one further word to provoke her. But what had he said to provoke her in the first place? She was mad! He felt quite shaken by the scene. It had been so utterly unexpected. Irrational. Difficult to think about.

He poured himself another generous helping of Corio and sat at his desk. He had always taken it for granted that he was devious and cunning and that Ida, apart from her tendency to go walkabout, was straightforward and rational. It flashed across his mind now that maybe she was even more devious than he and that she was working on some complicated plan of her own. The expression on his face revealed just how deeply this possibility perplexed him. Why had it never occurred to him before? Reflecting on their life together, however, Rankin found the suspicion difficult to sustain.

•

Crofts parked the truck in the shed and went straight over to his hut. He had still done no work on the fence. He had been feeling anxious all day about what might have happened at the homestead after he had left this morning and was very uncertain of his reception now.

He saw the book lying on his bed the moment he walked through the door and went cold with shock. As if it were a message to him. A threat. Everything else appeared to be as he had left it this morning. But for the book. Its blue cloth covers bore fresh fingermarks where Rankin must have wiped it. Crofts felt afraid suddenly. He stood by the bed holding the book unopened and looking at it, wishing he had returned it long ago. He was struck by the thought that there was now no way for him to make amends for his misuse of it. He had often been on the point of retrieving it from under the bed—where it had landed after Janet had thrown it at him one day—taking it with him when he went over to the house for dinner. But he had never quite got around to it. It had always been an embarrassment to him. Now it had turned into a kind of weapon against him. He wondered, with an increasing sense of his own powerlessness, what Rankin intended to do.

How had Rankin found out? Had Ida told him? That seemed unlikely. Had they had a fierce row? His imagination threw up several violent possibilities and it was not of Ida’s welfare that he thought but of his own.

It suddenly seemed unnaturally quiet to Crofts. Had something dreadful happened? His mouth went dry. He realised he scarcely knew his boss or what Rankin and Ida’s relationship was really like.

It wasn’t the message implied by the book, however, that made Crofts feel afraid so much as the thought of Rankin coming in and searching his room while he was out. It made him feel vulnerable, as if he had been somehow physically violated by Rankin. The thought of the station owner’s hands on his things was intensely distasteful. What else had he done while he was in here? He would, after all, have had to kneel down to even discover the book in the first place. Suddenly the stockman was afraid.

Just then he heard Rankin’s voice calling him from along the path. Slowly he went out onto the verandah. Rankin was about halfway from the back gate, just the far side of the dog kennels. He seemed to waver, as if uncertain whether to come on down the path or to stay where he was. ‘I thought I heard you come back,’ he called.

Crofts tried unsuccessfully to swallow against the dryness in his throat. Rankin was without a hat and looked tense and pale; clearly he would rather not have been standing there in the heat with the late afternoon sun slanting into his eyes forcing him to use his hand as a shield against the glare. He squinted awkwardly at the silhouette of the stockman. ‘You’d better come over,’ he said and turned back towards the house.

Crofts realised he was still carrying the book.

There was no one in the kitchen and Crofts stood there, tense, not knowing what to expect. There was no sign of Ida and the abandoned vegetables indicated a sudden interruption to her dinner preparations. Crofts wondered if he ought to make a run for it while he still had the chance. Grab the jeep and drive to town. Catch the train to the coast. Disappear. Cease this adventure altogether and set off on an entirely new path in life. Perhaps she could follow him later—if there were to be a later. Rankin called to him from his room. He went round and stood in the doorway, unable to see much in the sudden gloom.

‘Come in! Come in, Robert!’ Rankin said, brushing past him and closing the door. ‘Sit down.’ Rankin took the book out of his hands and slipped it into its place on the shelf. ‘Sit down, Robert!’

Crofts had expected Ida to be there as well, and that some kind of immediate and possibly even violent settling-up between the three of them would take place, a sorting out or confrontation that would happen suddenly and be over and done with at once. This was clearly not to be the case. It was even something of a relief to find that he was alone with Rankin, who was busy at the sideboard. Crofts tried to see the book. Had it simply acted as a message stick? Back on its shelf it no longer possessed the same power to threaten him, but he did have the feeling that its replacement there had been far too easy, that there had to be a sting in the tail somewhere—its spine, rather more faded than the others, made it stand out as if it could still attract special attention to itself.

‘How are you anyway?’ the station owner asked, to Crofts’ surprise, turning round and thrusting a glass of whiskey at the stockman—there was already a strong smell of the liquor in the room. And when Crofts hesitated Rankin insisted, ‘Take it! Drink it!’ and then he sat down heavily in an old-fashioned office swivel chair. It was wooden with a black horsehair seat and it squeaked loudly, making a clicking sound at the slightest shift of Rankin’s weight, as if the winding mechanism had broken. Rankin seemed not to notice.

From his brief glimpse of it on arrival at the station Crofts did not remember the room being so crowded with furniture and books, nor had he realised till now that it possessed no windows. It was hot and stuffy and as well as the odour of whiskey there was a more pervasive, more established, musty smell of old, settled dust which had impregnated everything.

Rankin blew out a huge blue cloud of cigarette smoke and said, as if it required a great effort, ‘It’s my wife I want to talk to you about.’ And he blinked rapidly several times, nervously puffed his cigarette again and gulped down some more Corio, his chair squeaking and clicking incessantly.

‘I know,’ the stockman said, surprising himself with his ability to go on meeting his boss’s enquiring gaze—which faltered suddenly, however, at the last admission.

‘You know?’ Rankin asked warily. The smoke from his cigarette drifted from his nostrils and from his slightly agape mouth as though he had a small damp fire smouldering inside him.

Crofts gulped the whiskey down in one go, coughed and stood up. ‘I’ll just go. I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say . . .’

Rankin almost shouted, ‘Sit down! She’s done it before!’

Crofts sat down very slowly, his eyes on Rankin.

Rankin re-filled Crofts’ empty glass and handed it back to him. ‘She used to do it all the time.’ He waved his cigarette around, looking for a way of explaining it simply to someone who could understand nothing of the complexity of the whole matter. ‘Then she stopped.’ He looked directly at the stockman and shook his head. ‘And now, well, she’s off again. Sit down, Robert! I understand. You saw the vegetables. We can get our own dinner. It’s irrational.’

Crofts felt the neat whiskey affecting his brain and a small tight headache beginning to form low down on his forehead, exactly between his eyes. He pressed the bone with his fingers and massaged it slowly in the hope that it would clear. Rankin said, ‘I just wanted to explain.’ He leaned forward as if he would put his hand on the stockman’s arm, then thought better of it and made a dismissive gesture. ‘There’s no need to get upset. She’s gone and that’s that.’

‘Gone?’ Crofts echoed him.

‘And I suppose she’ll be back when she’s good and ready.’ Rankin paused; he was looking a little calmer. ‘I suppose the kids told you? I mean about her getting up to her old tricks? I don’t think they realise yet that she’s at it again.’

‘Where has she gone?’

‘Out! Who knows? Off into the scrub. Up the creek. Not a word. In the middle of the vegetables, as you saw. It might be a little inconvenient for you, for both of us. I hope you’ll understand. Once she’s started you can never tell whether you’re going to get your dinner on time or not. But I’m not a bad cook, you’ll see.’ Rankin sighed deeply. He had drunk a lot of whiskey before getting up enough courage to ask the stockman in. The business with Ida was not simply a pretext, but he felt they’d dealt with it. ‘I never thanked you properly,’ he said.

‘You mean she’s just gone bushwalking?’

‘You can call it bushwalking if you like, I suppose. You should be prepared. It’s not rational.’

‘She’s not with anybody though is she?’

Rankin looked puzzled. ‘What do you mean? Like who?’

‘I mean, did she go into the bush with people in the past?’

Rankin glanced around him, as if he thought he might see people about the place whose presence he had not detected before. ‘What people, Robert?’ It occurred to him that it was just possible he might be about to stumble upon a rational explanation for Ida’s behaviour. He did not know what the stockman was talking about but decided to act as though it made sense to him all the same, just in case it could enlighten him. ‘Who were these people?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I see.’

‘There were other people though?’

‘Were there?’

‘Well . . .’

‘There may have been.’

‘Many?’

‘That’s hard to say.’ Rankin thought it best to be cautious.

‘Just the stockmen?’

Rankin thought about this for a while but could make nothing of it, so he deliberately repeated it in the hope that it would sound more meaningful if he said it himself. ‘Just . . . the . . . stockmen.’ He waited. Nothing happened. ‘I can’t say. I thought you said you knew all about it?’

Crofts sipped a little of the whiskey. ‘I didn’t say that.’

If she had tried to set up a rendezvous with him, Crofts was thinking, how was he supposed to know where she had gone? He felt sickened with jealousy at the possibility that she had made love with other stockmen before him, that it might be a calculated habit with her, a practice, a vicious mockery of everything they had said to each other and felt for each other. He felt humiliated and angry, and above all else he felt afraid that it might be true. In his heart he knew it could not possibly be true.

Yet some things did add up. He was conscious of having penetrated below the surface of things, of having tapped into something that might extend far beyond what he had understood. Rankin’s air of defeat about worthwhile things, this cynical attitude whenever anyone attempted to set something up properly, his lack of interest and absence of purpose about everything—if it were connected with Ida’s behaviour, it would all begin to make sense. He took another sip of whiskey. He had to see her. He knew he wouldn’t be able to think straight about anything until he had seen her and cleared it up one way or the other. He glanced up and found Rankin watching him closely.

‘You enjoyed the Gulliver then after all?’ Rankin said, and he smiled, making an effort to be particularly friendly. But his eyes were glazed and his voice too was affected by the drink. He leaned forward.

Crofts waited for what he knew was coming.

‘I never thanked you properly for pulling me out of the tank that day, Robert,’ Rankin said, his chair squeaking and pinging. He blinked rapidly, emotion suddenly welling up in him and catching him off guard. ‘I believe you saved my life. I never thanked you.’

‘That’s okay,’ Crofts said quietly, impressed by the older man’s intensity of feeling. So that’s it, he thought. He thinks he owes me something special.

‘You need something,’ Rankin said, drawing himself up and waving his arm, indicating the room, taking it all in with his gesture and possibly implying much more.

Crofts wished he could leave now and go in search of her. He nodded understandingly. ‘Yes, sure,’ he said, wondering without much interest what Rankin might be getting at.

‘And I’m pleased you enjoyed Gulliver. Not everybody,’ he took a large gulp of air and lit another cigarette, pulling himself together, struggling against the alcohol, ‘would have. Not everyone. Only some people. Not many. Not as many as you might think. I can’t help feeling grateful, Robert.’

‘Yes,’ Crofts said, aware of having missed his one chance to reveal to Rankin that he had not read a word of the book. He was desperately impatient to be gone. He was struggling to concentrate on an image of Ida lying naked on her bed, her beautiful body glowing like the sunset. He wanted to make sure that he was the one with her and that the expression in her eyes was exclusively for him. But the image grew luminous and would not be still for him. He longed to be reassured that they belonged just to each other: his jealousy was sharpening his feelings to a painful degree. He said to himself ‘I love you, Ida! Please don’t let this other stuff be true!’ and closed his eyes for a moment.

‘What about you, Robert?’

‘What?’

‘What do you need? I’ve never known anyone work the way you do. As if it meant everything to you. Work? We all need things . . . something.’

‘I haven’t done much lately,’ Crofts said, making the most of the opportunity for being strictly truthful. He thought he could hear someone moving around in the next room, in the kitchen. He glanced at Rankin. There was a knock on the door and Janet looked in. Alistair stood behind her peering round her shoulder.

‘Where’s Mum? What’s he doing in here?’ Her gaze roved around the dim interior and she screwed her face up in disgust. ‘God it stinks!’ She slammed the door and was gone.

‘What do you think, Robert?’ Rankin went on as if there had been no interruption. ‘You don’t understand. It doesn’t matter. You understood Gulliver! That’ll do. Robert!’

‘What?’

‘We are relaxing in here together having a quiet drink.’ He gazed steadily at the stockman then said, ‘I thought you hated me.’

Crofts was so puzzled by this unexpected statement that he forgot Ida for the moment. ‘Why should I hate you?’ He wondered just how drunk Rankin was.

‘I thought you might have shot Julia on purpose.’

Crofts didn’t know what to say. He blinked uncomfortably, embarrassed by the feeling that Rankin had somehow managed to read his motives more exactly than he had read them himself. For there had been something—though he only admitted it now—in firing that quick chancy shot that morning, not exactly a motive, but something that he had not examined. It was true, he hadn’t shot Rankin’s mare on purpose, but he very well might have.

‘But you’re right. And I believe you,’ Rankin said charitably, despite getting no response. Then his mind jumped ahead and he thumped the desk hard and exclaimed, ‘Why didn’t you just smash him into the ground, Robert? Beat the miserable bastard into the ground with your fists while you had the chance! They are nothing, those people! Pigs! That’s all. You have to be vindictive with them. Vengeful, Robert!’ he said with hatred in his voice. Then he smiled. ‘Damn them, eh? It doesn’t matter. I know why you didn’t. You don’t need to tell me. I’m talking too much. You’re not an animal. Forget everything I’ve said. Let’s start afresh from now. Tell me about yourself, Robert. Do you think we’re all fools? Mrs Rankin is probably mad. Going mad. Her mother was strange, always pitting her strength against life to see who’d win. Well, who won?’ He laughed. ‘I shouldn’t laugh.’

Crofts half rose from his seat. He had thought of a means of escape. ‘Perhaps I could go and look for her?’

‘Sit down! You don’t understand. She doesn’t want you to look for her. She’s not lost. She’s hiding. She hides out there and I hide in here,’ he said and laughed—this comparison had not occurred to him before. ‘She wants to be on her own.’ He leaned forward and lowered his voice as if he were about to tell him a secret. ‘She’s with the people, eh? The people! You said it yourself, Robert! Out there? What? Voices in her head. That’s what. Sacred mountains and silent groves! Tea-tree swamps! Hidden places for Ida! Wild pig country! She’s on her own, eh? Alone. Like me. Like us, Robert.’ He wiped his mouth and sighed. ‘That’s why you and me ought to be friends.’ He nodded as if he expected a response. ‘Hm?’

‘Of course.’

‘“Of course.” That’s right.’ He looked directly and openly at the stockman. ‘You are intelligent, or you would not have bothered to read Gulliver, would you? I’ll give you more books. As many as you like. They’re all here. All the good ones. The ones you need. The ones that matter—they’re better than people.’ Swivelling about and half-rising from his chair, Rankin looked as if he meant there and then to take down a particular volume; but he decided against it. ‘That’s a lie. Never mind. You are young,’ he went on with deliberateness, and then paused, ‘And you are beautiful, Robert.’

Even though it was clear to him that Rankin was by now more than a little drunk, Crofts nevertheless was pleasantly if somewhat uneasily gratified at having these flattering things said to him—drunk or not, Rankin was obviously sincere. The difficulty was to know how to respond. If he had not been so desperate to see Ida, he might have been able to enjoy, in some ways, this conversation with Rankin. To say thank you, now would have seemed too weak, so he held out his glass for a refill.

‘Friendship,’ Rankin said, taking the proffered glass but making no move to replenish it, wobbling unsteadily on his squeaking chair, ‘is the greatest thing.’ He watched Crofts for a moment as if he were waiting for something to settle in the stockman’s mind and then asked, ‘Have you ever had a friend, Robert?’

Crofts thought about it. ‘There was a kid at school. When I left home we swore to meet each other again on the same spot in ten years’ time.’ He considered the memory—the bricked ‘red patch’ in front of the flats where he and Ernie had stood and made their solemn vows of everlasting friendship, come what may—their whole childhood gathered into that place and moment! With the wretchedness of school behind them, one setting off for a distant point, the other staying on. And doing what now? Crofts had never written to give an address, had been caught up too quickly in his new circumstances. He pursed his lips. ‘No,’ he said, ‘I can’t imagine it.’

‘You would know if you had ever had a friend,’ Rankin said. ‘It isn’t something we have to think about.’

‘Have you?’

‘One.’

They were both silent. It didn’t seem much to claim between them. One friend.

‘I’m not a cynic,’ Rankin said, as if he might have been apologising. ‘One, many years ago. That’s where all these came from,’ he indicated the shelves of books behind him. Then he swivelled around and poured a generous helping of whiskey into both glasses, careful not to spill any. He turned and held out a glass. ‘We’ll have a toast to it, Robert, I haven’t been fair to you, you know.’ He leaned forward and clinked glasses. ‘To friendship.’

‘Friendship,’ Crofts echoed him, taking a drink and gazing vacantly in the direction of the books. He was thinking of Ida, feeling that her attention was on him: there was something critical in it, a warning maybe, or disapproval of him. He took another sip. Rankin was talking again. It was no good trying to get away from him yet. He settled back into the lumpy depths of the armchair and thought about her. Rankin’s voice went on, loud then soft, reminiscing—but Crofts had ceased to listen.

Later in the evening the station owner roused himself—just before the whiskey had finished him for the night—and loudly insisted Crofts talk about his own past. The stockman found himself telling Rankin the facts, without embellishment; there was no inspired shifting of houses from the Council flats to the semi-detacheds up the hill this time. He talked for a long while, once he had started, all about himself, finding it easy, even managing to surprise himself now and then—a fresh perception of past shortcomings, a new estimate of himself as someone wiser and better, more complex in his reactions. Once he opened up a bit, he found the subject of himself an absorbing one, until he noticed that Rankin had sagged and then finally sunk into an oblivious sleep.

Crofts got up, but before he left the room he paused beside Rankin and looked down at the figure of his sleeping boss. There was something about the station owner, he decided, that he liked—something sad about him. He had not, despite his age, finally settled anything about himself; as if it didn’t matter all that much and could be decided some time later. He looked vulnerable, slumped there in his old-fashioned swivel chair, surrounded by these books that were so important to him but which no one ever read any more. Worn out with whiskey and talking about it all! Crofts hesitated, then very lightly he put his hand on Rankin’s hair and stroked it gently once. The impulse to do this took him by surprise. ‘You’re the mad one, not her,’ he said, recalling Rankin’s insane flight across the slime in the earth tank to claim the stinking carcass of the pig.

He quietly closed the door and tiptoed along the large darkened eastern verandah. He was not sure of himself in this unfamiliar part of the house, especially in the dark. He worked his way along the wall until he came to the corner. From here he saw that a light was still on in the kitchen.

On the other side of the house from Crofts, Ida was seated at the table in the enclosed western verandah. She had not long returned upstairs from having a shower. Her hair was still wet and she was wearing a loose white cotton wrap, which had fallen away from her smooth brown legs. The night was warm and she had the door open behind her for the light breeze driven down the valley from the distant storms.

Ida was munching grimly on a tasteless piece of cheese-on-toast and holding a cup of tea in her other hand. A magazine lay open on the table in front of her, but she wasn’t reading it. She was deep in thought, staring at the bare wall opposite her. The remains of Janet’s and Alistair’s makeshift dinners still lay on the table. Janet had seemed to be waiting for her when she returned from her walk a couple of hours ago and had taken obvious delight in telling her that the stockman and her father were getting drunk together in Ward’s room. Janet had then issued Ida with an ultimatum: if no one would take her to her cousin’s in town she would pack her bag and walk there. Nothing would induce her to spend one more day on the station with her family. Ida had told her not to be melodramatic.

She was very disturbed by Janet’s information and had gone round quietly and listened at Ward’s door. She had intended only to satisfy herself that it was untrue. But when she arrived at the door to the inside room she clearly heard Crofts’ voice. She listened unwillingly, and heard him recounting to Ward, confidently and at length as if they were on the closest terms, the intimate details of a childhood that, in its grimness, bore no resemblance whatsoever to the cherished upbringing he had shared with her only the previous night. Here was the life of another person altogether, someone much better suited to the squalid state of the hut than the man she had learned about. She felt betrayed and mocked. She was shocked not only by the sheer intricacy of the lies he had told her, but that he had developed this intimacy with Ward without her becoming aware of it sooner. The implications were frightening, threatening her with a terrible isolation.

She wanted to open the door and confront him, to catch him mid sentence! And she would have done it if there had been a way to avoid involving her husband. The idea that Ward might even get to know about or need to come to terms with her relationship with Crofts was utterly abhorrent to Ida. Instinctively she knew that the only hope for herself and Crofts was if they could manage to keep their feelings hidden from her family. No sane world could contain both. She was convinced of that. So she retreated and decided to wait for him.

She had taken a shower and dressed in her nicest robe. She had cooked something for herself and the children, and had opened the magazine and sought to compose her thoughts. She had done all this in order to build up a barrier against the worst possible outcome.

After the children had gone to their rooms she sat staring blankly at the pages of the magazine and tried to put out of her mind the awful possibility that Crofts had merely used her in the most flippant way possible, and that her gullibility and inexperience had done the rest. It was too late, however, to go back. She was sure of that. She could not live happily without him. As she sat there, turning all these horrible doubts and suspicions over in her mind, her life seemed to hang in the balance once again.

She was beginning to wonder if Robert might spend the night in Ward’s room. Ida did not become aware of Crofts’ careful approach until he was more than halfway across the kitchen. Then she caught a movement out of the corner of her eye and she looked up at him. Her heart was thumping painfully in her chest and she could scarcely bear to look at him. There was nothing in his expression to reassure her.

Neither spoke. Each was waiting for a sign from the other.

After the sad spectacle of Ward Rankin in his hiding place, Ida appeared to Crofts to be almost magically healthy and beautiful. The whiskey endowed him with courage, and he decided to ask her straight out if she had made love to other stockmen. If she said she had he would say nothing, not one word, but would pack his things tonight and leave this place in the morning. He went through into the dining room. He was on the point of speaking to her when Alistair came down the passage from his room, stood in the doorway and looked at them.

Ida and Crofts both turned towards the boy.

‘What is it?’ Ida asked him. He was wearing only a pair of thin cotton pyjama shorts and was standing with his arms hanging loosely at his sides.

Alistair looked from Crofts to his mother and then at the floor at his feet. He had been lying awake listening to the murmur of voices from his father’s room and when they had ceased he had come out to see if the stockman had left. He saw that his mother was naked under her thin wrap and he looked at her thighs and then into her face.

Ida tugged the wrap around her and stood up. ‘Go back to bed,’ she said, going over and turning Alistair around and pointing him down the passage. ‘I’ll come in and see you in a minute.’

Alistair moved away from her and said, ‘What does he want now?’

‘Robert has been talking to your father. He’s just leaving,’ she said. She looked squarely at Crofts. He hesitated, then left the verandah, his boots clattering on the wooden steps.



seven

She knew exactly where she had to go. The creek, its banks, its big holes and bends, the old trees, the points at which each gully and tributary entered it, she knew them all. Though she had not visited the place for some years she knew exactly the overgrown alluvial flat where he was dismantling the fence. She was approaching it obliquely. She did not want him to know she was coming.

She had waited this morning until Ward, looking grim and ill, had finally driven off in the car with Janet: the girl had closed herself off completely from her family, demanding only that she go to her cousin’s to wait for the start of the school year. Ida had stood with her arms folded and looked into the car and Janet had not looked up, and when it moved off she had not looked back, her head had stayed resolutely down, her attention fixed on her lap. Alistair had not even come out of the house to see his sister go.

Ida had then gone out from the homestead across the open grassland and had entered the forest where the ground began to slope more and more steeply up towards the first terrace of the ranges, a foothill to the main escarpment.

She was sweating and breathing heavily by the time she reached the point where the ground began to level off. She stood and rested for a minute, catching her breath and leaning her hand on the trunk of a pink and grey spotted gum which rose straight up out of sharp sandstone blocks for thirty metres before branching. Below her the valley spread out, the grey road two thin pencil marks meandering through the grass, winding back and forth beside the creek which was defined by the sudden dense growth of melaleucas and giant eucalypts. Her eyes followed the line of trees until she picked out in the distance the small green patches of the homestead and shed roofs, nestling together against the creek at the very edge of the dry silvery plain. She examined that area and the ground between it and herself for at least two minutes, then turned and continued along the terrace. From time to time she passed beneath sheer cliffs that dwarfed the largest trees; she crossed steep gullies that knifed deep into the side of the mountain, splitting the line of the terrace and descending in places to deep black pools of stinking water.

She was feeling nervous and it had crossed her mind that Alistair might try to follow her. Despite being called to wish his sister good luck he was still in his room with the door locked when she had left. Ward had point-blank refused to take the boy with him. It worried her. But there wasn’t much she could do about it, except be careful. She felt sure she would have seen him if he had been following her and she went on now, trying to put the matter out of her mind.

It was growing hotter by the minute and, despite meaning to keep a lookout, every so often she walked straight into a thick sticky cobweb. The presence of these cobwebs seemed to increase the heat of the bush by several degrees, and their clinging elastic membranes irritated her sweating skin and blurred her vision. She swore and ripped off her straw hat as she walked into another web. The rainbow body of an armoured spider hung on the blue hatband like a jewelled brooch glinting brightly in the sunlight. She whacked the hat sharply against a bush to dislodge the insect, then rammed it back on her head and broke off a dry twig to swipe aside the webs. She walked quickly, not pausing to look around her or to examine the startling yellow and red cliffs that surged upward out of the earth in dramatic gestures, seemingly frozen at the instant of toppling into the valley, their surfaces intricate with weathering and adorned by the reptilian roots of native fig trees. Ida was carrying a small canvas satchel over her shoulder in which she had put two oranges and a plastic bottle of water, but even though she soon developed a thirst she did not touch the contents of the satchel—she walked quickly with a sense of urgency and couldn’t have enjoyed a rest.

After a little over an hour she descended thirty metres or more and walked out onto the flat crown of a bluff, which dominated the level ground below like the prow of a beached ship. She was careful in her movements as she neared the lip of the bluff, going down on her hands and knees and inching forwards the last few metres. From the edge she looked down on the dark green crowns of thousands of black wattle trees which covered the flat like a sown crop.

She wanted to observe Robert, calmly and in her own time. She wanted to watch him move and to see what he did. She wanted to see what he was like when he did not think she was near him. If she could, she wanted to find a clue, some evidence that would help her believe he really was the person he had seemed to be when they were alone together. She would not deceive him. She intended to confront him and tell him she had spied on him.

There was no sign of him, however, down there among the wattles. Beyond the wattle trees she could see the surface of the creek, a large clear pool tucked into the bend beneath a flat shelf of pale sunlit sandstone. It was a permanent hole that never changed, even when periodic floods gouged new directions for the creek. Here the water ran against the sandstone mountain and could do nothing but scour the rock. She examined the area beneath her carefully, listening for the sounds of him working. All she could hear was the constant screaming of the cicadas, a shrill vibration which came from every direction.

She made her way down the side of the bluff and emerged onto the flat. Here she was beneath the crown of the wattles and could see quite a long way through them. The fence where she was standing was intact. She climbed over the slack wire, making it squeak shrilly against the old hole in the post as she pressed it down. She paused and waited. Nothing. She went forward through the trees, on the alert, afraid he might be standing still somewhere and detect her presence before she saw him. Then she glimpsed the red cabin of the truck through the trees. She watched it for some time. No movement. Not a sound. Slowly she approached it. He was not in the truck and none of the tools had been removed from it. She looked about her, wondering what was going on. It was as if he had never been here. She had expected to find a worksite.

There no longer seemed much point in trying to conceal herself. Her plan even began to seem rather silly. If he wasn’t working, she asked herself, what was he doing? What had he been doing up here all this time? She walked down the narrow hard-packed cattle track that led to the waterhole and emerged a moment later at the edge of the rock shelf. She saw him at once. She had not been able to see him from the bluff because he was deep in the shade of the overhang. He was naked and lying on his back on the smoothly contoured rock, his clothes rolled up and used as a pillow, his hands clasped loosely across his stomach. He appeared to be asleep. Careful to make as little noise as possible, but not wishing—if he were awake—to seem to be sneaking up on him, Ida walked down onto the rock shelf and went round and stood in front of him. His eyes were closed. His breathing was deep and regular. She watched him for a moment then slowly sat down and leaned against the rock. His feet were near her and the big toe on his left foot twitched, like that of an animal. His strong legs were relaxed apart, and his penis lolled across the smooth muscle of his thigh. There was an oily sheen, she noticed, on the fine stretched skin that ran in a dark line down to the hard globes of his testicles, which moved slightly as she watched them, in the rhythm of his sleep.

Ida let out a long silent breath. He’s too young for me, she thought for the hundredth time. She didn’t know what to think! Her gaze moved over his body, lingering on the seductive naked curves and hollows of his groin and stomach and smooth hairless chest. The contradiction of his remoteness and his availability made her dizzy. He was so open and strong and seemingly without guile. She found it nearly impossible to believe that he had deliberately deceived her. But there was the evidence! She had heard him talking to Ward about himself. She knew, however, knowing it now for the first time, that she would never be able to dislike him. Hate him she might, that was a possibility. She half hated him now. And last night she had hated him, while he was in there talking and she had been waiting, feeling the pressure of it all building up around her in the air. She felt the anger rising in her again at the thought of it. There was no possibility, she felt certain, of an innocent explanation for the way he had behaved.

At that moment Crofts opened his eyes. He saw Ida sitting at his feet staring at him coldly and for an instant he thought that he was still dreaming. He sat up. ‘Hi.’

‘What did you tell me all those stupid lies for when we were supposed to be really close and honest with each other?’ she said with a rush of resentment. Her heart was beating rapidly and she took a deep breath, afraid that she would lose control and smash him in the face with a rock. She felt overwhelmed by the injustice and needlessness of all this, but there was a violent energy in her that she felt could take charge any minute.

Crofts rubbed his face vigorously with his hands and gave his head a shake. He blinked at her. ‘Did he tell you?’ How else, he was wondering incredulously, could she have found out so quickly?

‘You did lie then, didn’t you? All that stuff about flowers and music and your mother playing the piano, it was all lies, wasn’t it?’ She half turned away from him as if she meant to get up, then faced him again.

‘What was the point?’

He pursed his lips and stared at her.

‘I don’t trust you,’ she said, and now she did get up.

He scrambled to his feet. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘None of it was true. But it wasn’t lies either.’ How could he express it, he wondered, so that she would understand why he had invented all that stuff for himself, for both of them, really? But he knew there was no way for him to put it that she would understand, not at the moment anyway. ‘You were talking about us with him then?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ She was scathing.

‘How did you know then?’

‘I overheard you.’

He didn’t believe her. He was still reeling from the shock of his awakening. He had been dreaming about some sort of anguished struggle which matched the present moment almost too exactly. Ida had been in it somewhere, but he couldn’t recall any of the details. The warm air circulated gently over his body in the shade of the rock. He squinted into the reflected glare of the sun from the flat white surface of the sandstone and watched her walk to the lip to look over into the pool. There was a big brown leaf hanging off her shirt, caught there by a skein of web. He wanted to go over and pick it off and show it to her. She was sweating, and her shirt was stained. He thought she looked more beautiful than anyone he had ever seen. With his desire his jealousy came rushing back. Despite himself he said. ‘Ward reckons you used to do it with all the stockmen.’

She turned away from watching the slow circling motions of the big old fish and looked at him. She frowned. ‘What?’

He shrugged uncomfortably, wishing he had not said it, but feeling a mean kind of self-righteousness all the same. ‘I can’t help what he said.’

She came towards him. ‘What are you talking about, Robert?’ she asked steadily, something menacing in her voice. She stopped in front of him, her right hand gripping the satchel.

He swallowed anxiously. What had Ward actually said? There had been too much jealousy in his thoughts since last night for any clarity to have remained, too many fearful fantasies entangled with his wish to be close to her again. She was standing in front of him waiting. He looked into her eyes. He felt certain that if he said the wrong thing she would hit him. He noticed the satchel and the way she was gripping it. Still, he had to know, to hear, if need be, an incredulous denial from her. He readied himself to deflect a blow from the satchel and said, ‘Ward said you’d done it before, with other stockmen.’

Nothing happened.

Then she said, very precisely, leaning forward a little, ‘But Ward doesn’t know that we have “done it”.’ She paused. ‘So how could he have said that?’

The silence grew strained between them as she waited for him to reply. He heard a loose rock clattering down the face of the bluff a hundred yards or so behind them, sending minute cracking echoes back and forth across the creek.

‘Done it!’ she said with disgust. ‘Ward doesn’t say things like that.’ She shoved him aside and went to walk past him back up the path. He grabbed her arm. ‘Wait!’ he said. She turned quickly, and with all her strength hit him on the nose with the tightly clenched fist of her left hand.

The blow caught him completely off-guard. He let out a sharp cry of pain and his head jerked back with the force of it. For an instant he let go of her and covered his face with his hands. Before she could get quite out of his reach, however, he lunged after her and grabbed her arm. She didn’t try to get away. She felt ready for him. He made no attempt, however, to strike her, only to restrain her. But she seemed hardly to notice this and fought him furiously, a mad, joyous pent-up excitement rushing through her blood. She had risen above any kind of calculation or fear and was carried forward by her desire for combat. They struggled together onto the glaring apron of the white sandstone ledge, her excited, triumphant yells echoing from the prow of the bluff behind them.

•

From inside the machinery shed, peering through a nail-hole in the corrugated iron, Alistair had watched his mother walking away from the homestead towards the hills. Her figure grew smaller and smaller until his eye had begun to water, and once or twice he lost sight of her in the tall silvery grass. At last she had entered the trees and was lost to his view entirely.

He went back to the silent empty house and stood in the passage listening. Then, as if he were a thief afraid of disturbing a sleeper, he crept into her room. He stood just inside the doorway, his left side reflected in her tilted mirror, not moving his head, but gazing stiffly at his reflection out of the corner of his eye. He was afraid. But he was not so afraid that he did not notice how skinny he was, his pyjama shorts hanging wide and loose like skirts over his bony knees. He was afraid of a great many things but at this moment he was most afraid of the silence of the house itself. He knew that Janet would never come back. Even if she visited for holidays, she would never again be here with him. It was over. He was alone.

All his life her voice had been with him. For ever! This was a dead silence. It was the sound of her absence, new and sharp and painful to him. He had lain in bed with the sheet held over his face, and had listened this morning, aching for her to come and speak to him, to ask him to forgive her for her strange cold attitude these past few weeks, to beg him to wish her well, to make him promise to come and see her in Rockhampton. Or something! He had heard every creak of the floorboards, the sound of movement and preparation in the house, the bumping of her suitcases, then the sickening footsteps as they all went down the back steps. There was the sound of the car driving away. She had not come. She had not come for anything.

These thoughts created a large dull area of discomfort in his mind while he contemplated his mother’s bedroom.

He did not know why he was doing this, but Alistair went over to Ida’s chest of drawers and began to search methodically through the contents of each drawer. He had no idea what he was looking for, nor what he might find. He turned up the corners of the neatly folded garments, and peered between the layers, not moving anything out of place, so that she would not know he had been here. But in the back of his mind Alistair believed that she would know, somehow, that he had searched through her things. The fact that he found nothing startling or peculiar or mysterious in the drawers did not disappoint him. Her smell was thick and heavy all around him. He felt a slight disgust, a revulsion at the intimacy of this contact with her which had in it nothing decent or reassuring, and which stemmed from an ill-will whose mysteries he was in no position to decipher.

He made certain that each drawer was properly closed, and then he turned his attention to her bed. He stood and looked at it for a few seconds his heart beating quickly, before he bent forward and carefully pulled back the covers, only a little at first, then further until at last he hauled the top sheet and blanket right off and stood gazing at the rumpled bottom sheet, his eyes wide and fixed. The sheet was stained. He knew what it was. He had expected it to be there, though he had not foreseen the consequences of his action. His thin lips were pinched together tightly, his cheeks sucked in hard against his gums. His rather unintelligent, frightened eyes were filled with an intense malicious excitement. Stiffly he bent forward and placed the pad of his index finger on the largest stain. He rubbed the material between his thumb and forefinger then raised his finger to his nose, passing it back and forth slowly from one nostril to the other, sniffing the faintly yeasty smell he had picked up. His penis was erect. He masturbated quickly into his cupped hand, the thin viscous fluid dripped between his fingers onto the wooden floor. He had the look of a frightened cat.

The surroundings in which he had performed this action horrified him. The image in his mind had been of his sister lying on her back with her legs wide open in Crofts’ hut miming the action of her father attempting to control a fresh horse—an intense and exact image of her soft pink vagina, warm and aroused, the lips slightly parted, displayed not for his own but for the stockman’s fascinated gaze. He felt panic taking hold of him. He made a sudden half-stifled sobbing noise and he ripped off his pyjama shorts and wiped the floor quickly with them, not really thinking what he was doing, before he left the room, forgetting to pull up the covers of the bed. Inside his head a strident voice was screaming at him over and over: it is all Crofts’ fault! He ran into his own room and dressed quickly, dragging on his jodhpurs and riding boots and talking rapidly to himself all the while, seeking reassurance in the sound of his own voice.

He urged his grunting pony up the rocky slope, whacking her again and again with a dry stick, and when she failed to respond, reached back and jabbed the sharp end of the stick into the tender skin of her flank. At each jab the pony grunted and heaved herself forward over the loose rocks, struggling to keep her feet and ducking her head with distress. When a large boulder threatened to roll backwards under her hoofs, she stood poised precariously for an instant, the steep ground falling away dangerously below, then regained her balance and lunged upward again. The rider seemed unaware, or at least uncaring, of the dangers, his rifle thumping him on the back in time with the lunges of his mount and his stick never still for a moment.

Alistair wasn’t sure what he was doing. He had no plan. Catching his pony and galloping off across the familiar paddocks in the heat of the day was almost a reflex action with him. He had done it before on many occasions, indeed he was inclined to do it whenever a crisis occurred, simply to avoid an unpleasant situation. It was just a matter of getting away from the house, and usually from a specific person. On this occasion he simply didn’t want to be alone there any more with the terrible new silence. And he especially wanted to avoid Crofts, should he decide to return early from his work for now Alistair felt vulnerable to the stockman.

He had not set out to catch up with or to follow his mother, and the fact that he pursued exactly the route she had taken earlier was not unusual. He followed, as she had, the easiest path offered by the open country until he came to the rising ground and the shelter of the timber. Only then did it cross his mind that his mother had passed this way earlier and was somewhere ahead of him. And it was more the lie of the land than any plan that caused him to follow his mother; once on the steep slope, it was unthinkable for him to stop or to attempt to traverse the hill.

It was not until he had climbed to the first natural terrace that he was faced with the choice of whether to turn left or right, that is up or down the creek, and to follow a lateral course along the line of the valley. To have continued climbing was out of the question: the way up was barred to horses and to stock by the massive splintered cliffs of the main escarpment. He scarcely hesitated before turning his pony’s head up the creek. It was his first conscious decision in this ride. He headed up the creek because he felt certain that it was the direction his mother would have taken. He had decided to follow her. He gave his pony its head and it walked along without any further guidance.

It was hot and the smell of the dry bush was all around him. It was a safe and familiar smell to him. Once upon a time, many years ago, when they had been trusting partners, when the hours of one fine autumn day alone with her seemed to last forever and to hold more joy than years; long ago, before the days when he and Janet had discovered the sensuality of each other’s bodies, he had sat with his mother upon a sunlit shelf of rock above a clear pool reflecting the sky.

And she had told him, in a voice that seemed like magic, the legend of Mt Mooloolong and its ever-circling, ever-watchful devil spirits—invisible presences which spiralled with the rising currents of the air from the forest below and patrolled the sheer flanks of the cold white pinnacle. And she had told him of how they drew the living to themselves, to death, their voices the charmed ecstatic voices of the dead who had once inhabited the place and now belonged to the white primaeval monolith, seduced by its great beauty and the desire to possess its secret. She told him how in the old times before his own ancestors had come to the Highlands, Mooloolong had been forbidden to all people but the men of the spirit world, men who had been taught the secret of how to master desire, despite the seductive chorus of the circling ghosts; and she had told him of her decision to climb the mountain, how for almost a year she had lived in fear of her decision and had told no one but had gone time and again to stand and gaze at the mountain, returning home each time without approaching it.

He remembered how he had snuggled closer to her then, waiting for what she was about to tell him, holding her knee firmly against his cheek, scarcely daring to breathe. She told him of the day when she had gone out to climb the mountain on her own, knowing she would do it or never come back alive. And he had gone with her in her story, step by step, terrified that she would slip and fall, would die and be lost to him for ever. He imagined them falling together through the air, their bodies turning over and over slowly, falling through the air for ever above the forest, never reaching the ground and never losing each other.

He heard angry excited voices carrying up the hill to him from the creek far below and he stopped his pony with a sudden jerk on the rein and listened. A stone clattered away down the hill and he waited. He kicked the pony forward again and descended through the trees to a level promontory. Here he dismounted, and went forward cautiously on foot. Before he reached the edge he got down onto his stomach and crawled, dragging his rifle beside him. The voices of his mother and the stockman came to him clearly and he hauled himself forward the last few inches to peer over the edge of the bluff. Their voices abruptly ceased. He raised himself a little on his elbows. Far below him on the rock shelf above the pool which he remembered so well, in the dazzling sunlight of the day, the naked stockman and his mother were embracing. They stood still, clasped tightly in each other’s arms for a long time, then they began to move. They were too distant for him to see clearly what they were doing, so he brought his rifle to his shoulder and examined them with the aid of the telescopic sight. Crofts was undressing her and she was holding him, both her hands thrust down between their bodies. The fine cross-hairs of the sights followed their movements, inching across their bodies.

Alistair’s throat ached with a tension that made it difficult for him to swallow. The tears rolled freely down his cheeks. He watched them lie on the rock in the sun together and make love, his vision blurring through the tears. While he watched he began to realise that he was going to kill the stockman. The decision, he felt certain, was not his own. It frightened him. He felt it occur within him, move slowly into sharp focus from a hazy mixture of images. And it was as final as his mother’s decision to climb the mountain. It was not his responsibility. He just had to do it.

He sighed deeply and he drew back the bolt on the .22 and pushed a bullet into the chamber. He was an excellent shot. It was Janet who had taught him the finer points of the skill. He had no doubt he could hit his target from this distance. His loneliness now began to press down on him from all around. For the first time that day he thought about the warm and familiar smell of the bush, and he was glad of it. He blinked rapidly to clear his vision and adjusted the stock of the rifle firmly against his shoulder, unaware of the pain, his elbows resting on the sharp ground, his legs spread to steady himself for the shot. He talked to himself all the time, in a rapid scarcely audible voice: disjointed incantations, half-completed sentences, isolated words of special significance to him, repeated over and over, an accompaniment for himself in his loneliness.

His finger was steady on the trigger.

He had increased the pressure to the maximum and was holding it there. His tears had ceased to flow now that he was engrossed by the requirements of the job. He did not notice the inquisitive, venomous bulldog ant that was inspecting his forearm. He was waiting for the back of Crofts’ head to stop moving for a moment. He did not mind waiting. Janet had impressed on him long ago that patience is always essential to any fine shot. What his mother and Crofts were doing together now had ceased to concern him. He was ready. He just had to wait for the right moment and then, without any sudden movement, he would apply the final ounce of additional pressure to the trigger. The consequences were beyond him.

He waited, and was almost happy. As to murder—the horrifying outcome of what he intended to do—he had forgotten that he was contemplating any such thing. He was back in a familiar situation. He was out shooting. He was away in the hills for the day, with Janet sitting up there behind him among the rocks with the ponies and their lunches, waiting and watching, expecting a decent result from him. Her concern was always that neither of them should follow their father’s poor example of a series of half-finished tasks, the testimony to his failure. Her dread was almost obsessive that this example might undermine her own ability to do anything worthwhile. So she always set a high standard for them in everything they did together, to cut them off from what she bitterly described as the stupidity and failure of their parents.

He had never possessed her vision, but Alistair had followed his sister willingly, and together they had constructed a private world in which their own authority—in truth Janet’s—had replaced that of their parents. That was where Alistair was now, back there with his sister, and the target in the fine cross-hairs of his telescopic sights at this moment was there more because of Janet’s decisions than his own. He did not think about this but he felt it. Janet was the leader; he would do the job and she would see to the consequences.

He must have had a momentary lapse of concentration, for he suddenly became aware that the target was moving rapidly out of the view of his scope. He took his eye from the sight for a quick look and saw Crofts and his mother diving together from the ledge into the pool. He adjusted his elbows and put his eye back to the sight quickly. In making this rapid movement he pinned the bulldog ant by one of its long legs and at once it sank its red-hot pincers into the tender skin inside his elbow. The rifle discharged and Alistair saw through the scope the tiny splash as the hollow-nosed bullet fragmented against the surface of the water two hundred metres away. He dropped the rifle and clutched his elbow as the pain inflicted by the ant’s poison built quickly to a blinding peak.

•

Ida swam to the very bottom of the pool, curving her body away from his as they entered the water together. The cool relief on her skin was luxurious. When she reached the bottom she held onto a projecting bulb of scoured rock and looked back. He was swimming towards her, the sunlight dancing off his body. She let go of the rock and kicked out towards him and she saw, spiralling down between them from the surface in a tiny mist of bubbles, what looked like two bright flecks of silver. She reached out to grasp them and the wash of the water slipped them aside and they drifted on towards the bottom. Her outstretched hands met his and they held onto each other. She saw him mime, ‘I love you,’ and she smiled and embraced him.



eight

Ida struggled to maintain the appearance of normality in her family and to keep her two lives separate from each other, fearing that if they should meet, everything she desired would be destroyed. She had sworn the stockman to the greatest care in communicating with her. What they had established together she knew was too fragile yet to be risked in a head-on contest with the harder truths of her old life—truths, she understood, which were rooted in many generations; and which, though they might seem peripheral to a stranger, could not be easily ignored: there was much in herself to prove this. For it was not simply a matter of falling in love with the stockman and being loved by him in return; that was only the beginning. As the days went by, however, and it became impossible to find genuine opportunities to communicate with Crofts alone, the strain began to sap her optimism and she became increasingly nervy and worried.

All this time Alistair hovered around her, appearing unexpectedly at the edge of her vision, but refusing to speak to her, slipping away whenever she attempted to waylay him. Without the vigour of Janet to back him up he was like a ghost around the place. He did not look well and Ida felt there was something menacing in the way he managed to elude her. He had become a threat, she was certain of it. His behaviour was so strange and furtive that she suspected him of planning something unpleasant, something possibly quite evil. She now found it difficult to recall a time when she had not disliked him intensely. She was also more than a little afraid of him. She determined to get him off to school in Rockhampton as soon as possible and intended bringing the matter to a head with Ward immediately she saw the chance. She knew it would be a difficult and unpleasant business and she did not look forward to it. No opportunity arose for doing anything about it, however, and the reason for this was principally Ward’s peculiar behaviour.

It was as if the great flood she had hoped for all her life had at last swept over the narrow channel of her existence, gathering with it all the rubbish and debris from her past and promising—in that moment of high energy—to carry it all away for ever, to leave for her the clear prospect of a new future. Then the flood stopped in mid-flow. And was threatening to stagnate altogether. After her meeting with Crofts at the pool, Ida suffered five grotesque days and nights. An agony of disbelief and frustration mounted in her. The fierce electrical storms moved down from the ranges into the valley, sudden, violent, and bringing with them an overpowering humidity that seemed to conspire with Ward’s startling behaviour to wear her down, defeating her new hopes, in a manner that astonished her.

The shock had not been immediate. When she had arrived home from her visit to Crofts that day, reassured and excited by the events of the past few hours, she was surprised to find Ward already back from Springtown. At first she was amused to see him carrying on in a very odd way. She had watched him with detachment, as if his behaviour had nothing to do with her and could not possibly affect her in any way: the focus of her mind was elsewhere. Like some scrawny old animal that had occupied the same burrow for half a lifetime—a derelict but determined feral cat was the image that came to her—Ward appeared to be moving himself, piece by piece, out of his inner room. In the security of her own happiness, she felt a certain amount of sympathy for him. He had assembled a collection of his precious bits and pieces on the dining table. There were a few books, a box containing glasses and whiskey, two carefully folded bedspreads—she had not seen these items for years but knew they came from a box that had belonged to his mother. She noticed their throttlingly stale smell when she walked in from the fresh air. Beside the table were a small bookcase, two folding chairs and a card table. Most peculiar of all, however, was the presence of a broom and a bucket and mop.

While she prepared the evening meal she observed him roving back and forth, preoccupied with himself. He made the journey several times, apparently changing his mind about including this or that item in the collection before replacing it with something else. It was all clearly of great importance to him. When he was at last satisfied, he carried all his loot down the steps and stowed it, from what she could hear, under the house. He returned upstairs and stood about, apparently at a loose end, waiting it seemed for some signal to begin.

The event had about it all the familiar signs of yet another Ward Rankin project—something peculiar, loosely based on a reasonable idea, which would never be brought to any satisfactory conclusion. In her heart she wished him well and was glad that he had something to occupy himself with, for a while at any rate. These doomed enthusiasms of his, she knew only too well, never survived for more than a few weeks, rebounding from the first obstacle they met with even more vigour than had started them. Someone else would be blamed for the fact that they had failed to bring Ward the fulfilment he believed he deserved from her. She wondered what it was in his nature that prevented him from seeing all this as clearly as she saw it. It was not simply a lack of intelligence. Could he really be moving out? And if he were moving out, where to? Under the house? There was a room there, filthy and filled with junk, which would explain the bucket and mop. The possibility seemed too good to be true—and it was.

She did not have long to wait.

The minute Crofts drove into the shed in the truck Rankin went down the steps almost at a run and for the next half hour or so she heard him talking non-stop—as if he were meeting with a good deal of resistance—to the stockman. She leaned out of the kitchen window but could catch nothing of the sense of what was being said. Either the chatter of the kitchen garden birds or a resounding clap of thunder exactly coincided with the key words in the one-sided conversation. Bizarre as it was, she had to admit from what she had gathered that Ward appeared to be attempting to convince Robert of the value of a good education. Then, to her further amazement, Ward and Robert came in through the gate and went under the house together, from where they emerged a minute or two later carrying between them the collection of things that Ward had placed there earlier. She watched with disbelief as they headed out the garden gate and down the path towards the stockman’s quarters. A genuine sense of dread overcame her that something unusually grotesque was about to be attempted by her husband.

‘He can’t possibly be going to live over there with him!’ she said aloud, standing at the window, visualising Ward sitting up in bed in the hut reading aloud while Robert supposedly learned to appreciate the beauty of Keats’ poetry, or some such thing. She found nothing amusing in this image. She knew, however, that for Ward nothing could ever be quite that simple. Something else, something far more complicated and devious was being hatched by him, she was certain of it. Whatever it was, it closely involved Robert and excluded her completely. She remembered saying, ‘Well, you’ll just have to humour him,’ when Robert had talked to her about his difficulty with Ward wanting his company; and she regretted the advice now. It had been given without any thought that it might ever seriously be needed.

During the following days it became apparent to Ida that Ward had no intention of living in the hut with Robert; but what he did intend remained a mystery to her. Meals became a torment for her, promising her the chance of seeing Robert and denying her the opportunity of speaking with him alone. The best they were able to manage was the occasional furtive exchange of an anguished and questioning glance.

Had Rankin not intervened, the storms would have prevented Crofts from taking the truck out to his non-existent job on the wire anyway. As it was, the wild weather was perfect for Rankin’s intentions. Each morning after breakfast he went with Crofts to the stockman’s quarters where, except for meals, they spent the entire day and much of the night. Left on her own in the house, with Alistair prowling around inside, and the roaring tropical storms outside, Ida had little to distract her from imagining what sort of ‘progress’ Ward’s project might be making.

It was late on the fifth evening, almost midnight. She had decided that no matter how long she had to wait she would stay up until after Ward and Alistair were finally asleep in their beds, and would then go over and see Robert.

She was frightened and had started to feel pushed for time.

She had begun to sense that there was a limit to the period during which she could sit around feeling frustrated by this situation. She knew she had to regain the initiative. She waited until one o’clock in the morning, and still there was no sign of Ward returning. She was fully dressed and had been sitting on her bed for hours, listening, dripping with sweat in the gluey heat. She felt sick and had a sore throat coming on, and knew it was due to her anxiety about what they could possibly be doing together over there. Her earlier fears about whether or not she could trust Robert had been stirred up again during the past five days by her absolute lack of information about what was going on between him and her husband—she felt mean and unworthy for letting it establish a grip on her, but she could not suppress a niggling suspicion that Robert had been obscurely involved with Ward all along. She realised with horror that Robert’s beauty must always have appealed greatly to her husband, in a forlorn and desperate way. She could just see it, Ward being moved by Robert to some kind of hopeless comparison with himself, something tortuous and secretive—an agonised preoccupation.

Once she had thought of this Ida began to detect, scattered here and there over the past few months, indications of the special interest she was now convinced that Ward had been showing in Robert. She was amazed that she had not noticed these things at the time. She saw, or thought she saw, hints of the tentative development of this latest ‘project’ in Ward’s mind. An image arose in her own mind of Ward stripped to the waist bending over Robert cutting his hair in preparation for the fights, an image that now suggested the embrace of wrestlers or lovers in its intimacy. At the time she had been too preoccupied with her own fantasies to notice such things. This realisation embarrassed her. She felt her own dreams cheapened by their apparent similarity with Ward’s and she tried at once to remove any possible comparison. She reminded herself that she had not noticed Ward’s interest in Robert for one very good reason. Hadn’t her attention also been distracted by Ward’s extraordinary concern for Janet’s virginity with the arrival on the station of such a beautiful young man?

She laughed aloud. If anyone could take care of themselves sexually—and she had always thought this—it was Janet. The girl possessed a great natural confidence in herself and her body, an arrogance even, akin to her father’s. It was a confidence that Ida herself had never had. It was not easy to admit, but it was true all the same. It was one of the reasons she and Janet had never got on, had never become friends and shared their dreams and secrets with each other as mothers and daughters are supposed to do—the truth was, Janet had always considered herself superior to her mother in the practice of womanhood.

Ida was sick of thinking about it all. She stood up and went over to look out of the window. She was sick of thinking about it all but she couldn’t stop the helter-skelter of her mind, her thoughts running on, tripping over each other. She was avoiding something and she knew it. She leaned on the windowsill and watched the brilliant display of lightning across the stormy landscape. ‘I should never have had Ward’s children,’ she said quietly, only slightly surprised by the ease with which the conclusion presented itself to her, as if it were something of no great consequence. They have not prevented me from being alone. Ward is alone too, she thought, enclosed in a perpetual isolation with himself. The idea horrified her.

She looked at her watch. ‘We shall have to leave this place,’ she said aloud to her reflection in the mirror. The thought of it made her go cold inside. The idea of such a move frightened her. It was what she had been avoiding. She turned and looked out the window again and tried to think of herself and Robert walking together on the streets of a coastal town somewhere, Gympie or Rockhampton, or maybe going far away, to one of the southern cities, Sydney or Melbourne. She couldn’t picture it. She had stayed and had given birth to Ward’s children rather than leave these Highlands. She envied people who could come and go as they pleased. She envied Janet and Gil.

‘Quarter past one,’ she murmured, looking at her watch again.

She switched out her light and went down the passage. She listened at Alistair’s bedroom door until she was satisfied she could hear him mumbling and moving around on his bed. Then she left the house. She went down the back steps and started along the path to the hut. The ground was sodden and every few seconds was lit by a flash of lightning, followed by absolute blackness. She was forced to pause after each flash and grope around to regain her bearings. During one of the longer interludes of darkness she noticed a strip of yellow light under the door of the hut, and she tried to keep this lined up squarely in front of her. She had not thought of a pretext to explain her presence if she were discovered by Ward. She was not completely clear about what she was doing. She could not stomach the thought of being in competition with her husband for Robert’s affections. The possibility horrified her. She had to do something. She had to settle things in her own mind or go mad.

Thinking she was treading on a soggy tussock of grass she put all her weight onto the cringing body of one of the dogs, which had dragged itself to the length of its chain and was now whining and snuffling at her feet. It squealed once. In her hurried attempt to get off the wretched squirming animal she lost her balance and came down heavily, her outstretched hand slicing across the sharp tin of its kennel. She stifled a cry and clutched her arm, rolling clumsily onto her side in the mud. The dog was licking her face in a frenzy of gratitude, and excruciating stabs of pain were shooting up her arm. At that moment the door to the stockman’s quarters opened. Ward came out and stood in the light of the verandah. He was followed by Robert. The two of them stayed there laughing and talking in low tones for a minute. Then Ward put his hand on Robert’s arm in a gesture of easy affection and stepped off the verandah, saying, ‘See you tomorrow.’ He came along the path towards Ida and she lay still, clutching her wrist, her mouth closed tightly against the urgent, probing tongue of the dog, which stank abominably of the carrion Ward had fed it earlier.

‘You can see okay then?’ Crofts asked.

‘I know my way,’ Rankin called back cheerfully. He walked within two metres of her without noticing her. He was quietly whistling a tune that she had often heard him sing. She thought it might be called Spring Song. An impulse to leap out of the grass and confront him passed through her mind. She could feel the insanity of his mind, of his way of life. And now it had drawn her in. There couldn’t be any change in the pattern of his life. It was compulsive, self-perpetuating.

You couldn’t stand and fight it, you had to get away beyond the reach of its influence—as Janet had done, it suddenly occurred to her. She could feel all this and she understood it, despite his cheerful good spirits. She required no evidence; she could imagine how he would have been charming and generous and good-humoured with Robert, and how he would have constructed in these past few days a monstrous deception, fooling himself as well as the stockman. She knew that at this very moment Robert would be thinking him a responsive friend.

She lay in agony by the side of the path, fending off the disgusting attentions of the dog. It was clear to her that to go on at this moment and see Robert would be hopeless, would only confirm the impression left by Ward. How could she stand before him, dripping blood and mud and stinking dog saliva, she asked herself, and explain anything to her own advantage? She was in tears. She slowly crawled away from the dog into the deeper darkness next to the wall of the shed, and waited there until she heard the screen door close behind Ward—Robert had already gone back into the hut and closed his door—and then she got to her feet and began to pick her way carefully through the tussocks and weeds towards the house. Another heavy shower of rain was beating down. The big round drops of water splashed coldly against her damp skin and made her shiver. She felt shocked, as though she had just been beaten in a vicious fight with Ward.

She clutched her throbbing hand to her chest and, standing still in the pitch black with the rain pelting down on her, she waited for the next flash of lightning to show her where the path was. She longed to see some wonderfully simple way of ridding herself of her husband; if she could have imagined a way of killing him and of getting away with it, she would have done it. Everything that had occurred between herself and her husband during the past fourteen years had brought her to this one point—her fear that he would defeat her and Robert, as well as himself. They had lived, she realised, before Robert’s arrival, parallel but separate lives, in which each had left to the other his or her own particular territory of choice; it was not a civilised resolution of their conflicts, as they might have let themselves believe, but a completely false state of existence in which their potential for deadly conflict had been inert so long as they had not desired the same thing. Their underlying distrust and hatred of each other had been there all the time. She shivered. No lightning came and the rain was getting heavier.

She went forward, lifting a foot high in the air, feeling around with her toe for the ground. She knew that she and Robert had to get away from him, by whatever means. But she was aware of the need to be very careful and to plan everything properly. She had to free them both, by some neat stratagem that would take Ward by surprise and defeat him once and for all.

She placed her foot carefully down on the wet ground, wobbled unsteadily for a second, then moved forward another step. She had begun to think effectively. A plan had already begun to suggest itself to her, and she at once felt less panicked and more reassured of her ability to deal with the situation. How right she had been, she congratulated herself now, on insisting to Robert that he keep their relationship hidden from Ward. Robert would have to give a week’s notice before leaving. She would then quietly begin to put her affairs in order and, when she was ready, she would tell Ward that she had decided to go to the coast for a holiday after all, to go and see Janet perhaps, and would join Robert at a prearranged place. Success, she asserted to herself, would be a matter of staying calm and of moving one step at a time. Whatever happened it was crucial that Ward not be forewarned of their plans. The lightning flashed and she saw the garden gate directly ahead of her. She moved towards it confidently, delighted that her instinct had been right.

She collected a bowl of warm water, some clean cloths, ointment and a bandage from the kitchen, and she took them to her room, closing the door. She sat on the bed with the bowl on a chair and she examined the cut on her hand. Neither of them was suited to earning a living in town. And there would be no other money. The cut was deep and ragged and it began to bleed freely again as soon as she started to clean it. She observed her hand as if it belonged to someone else, not permitting herself to react to the pain. The idea of leaving the Highlands forever was billowing in her mind, foisting unwelcome details on her: all the difficulties they would have to face.

She watched the rich red blood circling in the water, colouring it bright pink. Robert could be happy anywhere. She would be an exile wherever she went. She dried the wound and plastered Ungvita on it. And not the least of it was that she was thirty-three and he was eighteen! She slipped the white bandage out of its smart packet and shook it until it unrolled a little. What would they be taking with them that would make them strong enough to stand up to it all? They had no money and no experience, nothing to cushion the impact. Although it was awkward with only one hand free, she managed to bandage the wound neatly. She slipped the point of the safety pin through the gauze and then she stopped, stilled by a recurrent idea—she would take Robert with her to the summit of Mt Mooloolong!

It was as if her blood had stopped flowing, and now it pounded again. Instead of just going and looking at it together, they would climb the mountain together! They would stand with each other on the spot where she stood as a girl all those years ago! She laughed with amazement at the simplicity of the idea. She felt as though she had been reprieved, as though her freedom had suddenly and without explanation been handed back to her. She would take him to the heart of her childhood landscape. There was no one else with whom she could possibly have considered making this journey. Then, when they had been there together, only then would she consider in detail this unthinkable business of leaving. For now she could forget it!

She could hardly wait to tell him. She felt far too excited to think about sleeping. Instead she would get ready, and at dawn they would go, quickly, before anything could happen to stop them, over the bank of the creek and out of sight, on their way before Ward or Alistair were awake. She could think up an explanation later.

She moved about quietly, hunting up the few items they would need to take with them. It was more than twenty years since she had climbed the mountain. It had always been for her such an important experience (the more it receded in time, the more its significance had grown within her mind) that now she almost wondered if she had really climbed the mountain that day or had only imagined herself doing it. The thought of returning with Robert and coming face to face with the white sandstone crag stimulated in her a feeling of physical strength, as if goodness were being released into her muscles, as if this was the one perfect thing that she had ever wanted to do, the only possible thing that could engage the whole of her interest and her abilities.

She knew that she would not be making the journey even now, however, if it hadn’t been for her need to make it with Robert. The expectation of going there with him was making her feel unassailable by the ordinary world. Every other consideration was being rapidly washed out to the edges of her mind by her enthusiasm. The rest was meaningless—dull at its best and at its worst oppressive and threatening.

She put on a pair of strong, well-made twill slacks and rummaged for a pair of thick socks in the bottom of her cupboard—among clothes she now seldom wore and which for a moment brought happy memories to her mind. The only slight regret she felt while she was dressing, and it was only slight, was that Gil would no longer wholeheartedly applaud the exploit as he would have once. It was too late. He had changed. He would be enthusiastic, she knew that, but his enthusiasm would not be as spontaneous. He had become too circumspect to rejoice; he’d begun to calculate his actions as if for some kind of permanence. She had seen it at Christmas. It did not worry her, it was a pity, but she didn’t dwell on it. They would all no doubt decide that she had gone mad. Perhaps Gary, her eldest brother, might privately understand but he would not let anyone know. The only member of her family who would have understood completely, but who also would have resisted it, was her mother. But she was dead. It was too late for her too. Ida found the socks she was looking for and put them on.

•

Alistair sat up in bed suddenly, listening. He had been aware for most of the night of movements down the passage near his mother’s room. He had listened and dozed and been woken a dozen times, alert to the slightest noise. Now he was sure she had gone out the back door, very quietly, without letting the flyscreen squeak at all. Day was just breaking. He got up and went to the kitchen. Looking out the window he was in time to see her going through the garden gate. He watched her take the path to the stockman’s quarters. She was carrying two light packs and had her left hand bandaged. Alistair hurried down the steps and, keeping well out of her line of sight, he stalked her, waiting until she had woken Crofts and been let in to his hut before going over and pressing his ear to the thin fibro wall. He could hear their voices clearly. At first low, careful and filled with eagerness, their tones then began to get louder and more emotional.

As the red dawn light spread across the broken base of the clouds, Alistair crouched against the wall, wearing only his pyjama shorts, and listened with rapt, frightened attention. A low line of mist lay over the paddocks, and every blade of grass and every leaf was dripping wet. A rash of goosebumps rose on his skin. He hugged himself and shivered. The dogs sat at the entrances to their kennels watching him. He had been crouching there with his ear pressed to the wall for almost fifteen minutes, while his mother’s voice became more and more impatient, when suddenly she lost her temper and shouted angrily at the stockman, bitterly accusing him of being a weak fool. A second later she emerged from the hut and, without looking back, she hurried towards the creek.

Before she had reached the bank Crofts rushed out and ran after her. He was carrying the other pack and as he reached the creek he looked nervously back over his shoulder, catching sight of the house; and perhaps at the very last second he glimpsed Alistair huddled against the side of the hut.

The boy stayed where he was, trying to convince himself that the stockman had not seen him. After a few minutes, he slowly got to his feet. Still he watched the creek bank, more than half expecting Crofts to return and confront him. Then he went and looked over the bank and along the creek in the direction he knew they would have taken. There was no sign of them, except for the dark tracks which they had left in the drenched silvery couch grass, tracks that overlay each other at first then separated and continued side by side, until they eventually vanished beneath the branches of the tea-trees. He stood gazing down at these smudgy marks across the lower terrace of the bank for several minutes, lost in thought, wondering why his mother had taken Crofts to the mountain that had been forbidden to all people except those few who had been taught to resist its beauty. He had never seen the mountain in real life, his only image of it was the one his mother had given him in her story. He was wondering what her true reasons were, for he was sure she had not taken Crofts there for the reasons he had overheard her give to the stockman a few minutes ago.

Satisfied that they really had set off and that he was safe, Alistair returned to the stockman’s hut. He didn’t need to go in, he could see everything from the doorway. The interior had been transformed since he had last seen it. It was no longer the squalid hole where he had watched Janet and Crofts playing the games which had so disgusted him. One of the beds had been placed on its end out of sight against the wall behind the door, and in the space that had been created stood a green baize-topped card table and two comfortable canvas chairs. On Crofts’ bed there was a colourful spread which Alistair had never seen before and an identical piece of material hung at the window as a curtain. A black wooden bookcase stood behind one of the chairs next to the chest-of-drawers. It was more than half-filled with books and on its upper shelf was a brass ashtray, a half-empty bottle of Corio whiskey and two glasses. On the table were several more books, some papers and pencils.

The room retained the smell of his father—not only of his tobacco and liquor but also his father’s peculiar spiciness. Then he saw, on the chest-of-drawers, a small shagreen and silver hip flask and its unique companion, a delicately fashioned silver cup which had belonged, so Alistair had been told, to his great-great-grandfather, which that remote ancestor had regularly used for taking a drink when out riding. These objects were so intimately associated with a particular period of his childhood, and he had not seen them for so long that Alistair got a shock to see them here now. He stared at the little cup with its perfect surfaces and remembered how he had played with it endlessly when he was a small child, locking and unlocking its concentric rings, fascinated with the magical ability of the object to change from a flat disc to a hollow vessel. He could hear now the silvery sliding sound concluded by the tight click it made when he had pulled it open, and he could feel its smooth shape under his fingers. Its unexpected reappearance by the stockman’s bedside brought back to him the emotions he had lived with so happily at that distant time of his life. He hated Crofts so deeply that he despaired of ever achieving sufficient revenge.

There were no more secrets here. It was time at last for him to go and tell his father of their plans. To hand it all over to him. To tell him everything in such a way that his father would feel utterly betrayed by this English workman by whom he had been beguiled into giving everything decent that he had cherished all his life. It was as if Alistair had been working his way towards this moment since the day Crofts had arrived on the station. He had carried his suspicions and his fear and eventually his hatred of the stockman all on his own, dragging the dreadful load of it around with him ever since he had looked over Janet’s shoulder and seen Crofts lying there on the bed with his hands behind his head gazing at the ceiling of the hut as if no one but himself existed in the world. The startling beauty in the stockman’s face had immediately aroused in Alistair an instinctive revulsion—he had sensed a threat to himself and to his family behind the allurement of Crofts’ shining beauty.

He had not known why he had felt as he did that day. He had never bothered to ask himself why it should be so. He had simply watched while his fears had become real. And he was increasingly isolated by what he alone had seen and understood. Even Janet had been blind to it. He had been unable to convince her that his fears were anything more than jealousy. She had laughed at him and had begun to distance herself from him in an attempt to get closer to Crofts. But when she had seen that she could not hope to involve the stockman in her ambitions, she had tried to find ways to humiliate him. But he had not been vulnerable to her and she had soon sought to escape, for good, from both of them. She had been no help.

Alistair realised he would at last be able to share his dreadful insight with his father, with whom he had never consciously shared anything before. His father, he felt certain, would deal with Crofts with the kind of force that Alistair could never have hoped to muster on his own—his pathetic attempt to shoot Crofts at the rock pool seemed to him now to have been a narrow escape: had he succeeded in killing the stockman he would have been forever misunderstood, and his story would never have been believed by anyone. But he had escaped that fate and now his father would do it properly. A great feeling of relief, of happiness almost, as if a benevolent power—God or something—had intended it to turn out this way all the time, swept through Alistair. He started to cry, overwhelmed by gratitude and relief. He turned away from the stockman’s doorway and went along the path towards the house. He folded his arms across his chest and bowed his head and wept freely: everything had changed, but it would all be made right again.

He opened the door to his father’s bedroom without knocking and stood at the foot of the bed. Through the enveloping gauze of the mosquito net he looked down at the recumbent form. Because of his tears and the distorting effect of the folds of netting, his father appeared to be sloping away from him, to be lying downhill. Rankin’s head was protruding from the sheet and it was thrown back, with no pillow to support it. His chin stuck up in the air and his mouth hung open. He looked as though he expected to receive some infinitely sustaining reward at any second. The skin of his face was grey in the pale morning light, and the stubble on his cheeks glinted like metal filings.

Alistair gazed at him and he stopped crying. Rankin looked so old and grey and without life that the boy thought his father must be dead; and he screamed, ‘Dad!’

Rankin gasped and sat up. An excruciating pain tore through his chest. His heart hammered and he stared in bewilderment at the shivering figure of his terrified son. The boy’s horrible shriek had knifed into his brain, slashing his brilliant dream to pieces at the very instant of gratification.

•

An hour later Alistair stood at the gate to the paddock and watched the rear end of the jeep slewing and slipping around on the wet road. His father had told him to stay at the homestead and to wait for his return. He watched the jeep until it left the road and headed out across the open downs towards the black line on the horizon that was the edge of the brigalow scrub. The jeep travelled slowly, the whine of its low-ratio gearbox still clearly audible to the boy when it was more than two kilometres away. Alistair closed the gate and went to catch his pony.

•

They had been walking for over two hours, going fast, not talking, Ida a couple of paces ahead of Crofts. Now that they were on their way at last she felt there was no time to lose. It was hot and they were ascending a dry creek bed that twisted and looped as it led them deeper into the great flank of the main range, which rose steeply all round them. The towering red rocks, their surfaces shattered into a million cracks and fissures by repeated expansion under the blistering sun and contraction in the sharp frosts of the Highland nights, sheltered in many of their crevices ancient miniature pines and gum trees, tiny replicas of the giant lowland species. As Ida and Robert moved ahead over the broken surface of the creek bed, a pair of black kites circled less than thirty metres over their heads.

The ground soon became steeper and the creek branched repeatedly, breaking up eventually into a maze of identical rocky gullies. Without Ida, Crofts knew he would be utterly lost now. He kept his eyes on her as she moved ahead confidently. He was sweating heavily. They continued clambering, penetrating deeper into this broken country until late into the morning. Except for the slight noises of their own advance there was no other sound, and the only other movement was the gliding flight of the accompanying kites. Robert had noticed the birds tailing them soon after they had entered the rough country. He looked up at them every now and again and they seemed to return his gaze.

It was almost midday when Ida and Crofts came round a corner and were confronted by a wall of rock rising forty metres or more directly in their path, barring their way. Ida continued towards it without pausing and Crofts followed her. Only when he caught up with her at the very base of this cliff did he see a cleft no more than a metre wide, worn down through the pure sandstone by the eroding action of water. The cleft was several metres higher than the spot on which they stood and between it and them, scored into the sandstone base by rocks and debris brought down the creek through the millennia by countless floods, was a circular hole which resembled the inside of a huge jar. The hole was at least five metres across at the neck, and below the neck it widened, forming a great hollow bowl fifteen to twenty metres deep in the pure rock. Crofts stood on the edge and looked down into the cool dark interior, fascinated by the perfect symmetry of its erosion, as if it were human design. When he looked up he saw that Ida was on her hands and knees, crawling out into the narrow groin of smooth stone overhanging the hole, the only access to the cleft beyond. He watched her. If she were to slip the rock would offer no hold. Before she reached the narrowest point of the groin she paused and looked back at him and smiled, resting there for a moment. Then she looked down. ‘There are lots of them like this,’ she said, gazing into the hole below, her voice booming and echoing among the hollows of the rocks around her, as if she were in the sounding chamber of an instrument. ‘There’s a dead wallaby or something in there,’ she said.

Crofts looked into the hole again and realised that there was a still black mirror of stagnant water at the bottom of it, reflecting the trees and the sky perfectly. In the water, as if set in pitch, floated the carcass of an animal.

‘It’s a pig,’ he said. The sight of the drowned pig gave him the feeling that he had been through all this before. He looked up at Ida, who was preparing to edge her way past the narrowest spot. ‘Isn’t there some way round?’

She kept going.

‘We ought to take a break,’ he called. But she ignored him, all her attention on getting past the tight groin of rock. If she fell there would be nothing he could do. He had an image of himself standing on the edge of the hole looking down at her thrashing helplessly in the disgusting water. It made his stomach go weak. There was a greenish scum around the top of the water. Just then a breath of the cold air from the bowl touched him and he thought, with horror: the hole is digesting the pig. Ida was through. She stood up in the keyhole crack in the rock beyond and waved to him. She was safe. ‘It’s not so bad,’ she called, but she sounded out of breath all the same.

He was afraid as he got down on his hands and knees and crawled out onto the smooth, worn stone. He realised at once that it was much worse than it had looked when he had watched Ida. He was too frightened to glance sideways but could feel the black hole as if it were a weight pulling him off-balance. As he moved slowly forward, the hole below him seemed to have been waiting a million years for this moment, patient beyond human belief. If I went away, he thought, and didn’t come back until the end of my life, when I’m eighty the hole will be here just as it is now. Open, black, empty, fixed in the earth. Nothing will have changed. He wobbled towards the emptiness and caught a whiff of the stink from it. It made him gag. He stopped crawling and realised his mistake at once as a cold wave of fear washed through him.

‘Don’t stop there, Robert!’ Ida called, a touch of alarm in her voice, trying to sound unconcerned. ‘Keep going!’

Instead of moving forward, however, he tried to cringe a little further away from the sloping edge, and above him the overarching rock brushed unexpectedly against the pack, pushing him down. He felt his knees slip a fraction, and sweat broke out on his forehead. He could move neither forward or backward and he knew that if he stayed where he was he would soon begin to slide further down towards the steepening incline that formed the mouth of the hole. An impulse to scream rose up in him and he closed his eyes. He heard himself call, ‘Help me, Ida!’ as if it were the voice of a stranger some distance away. His limbs had frozen, his joints locked into position. His knees slipped another fraction. His weight was dragging him inevitably across the rock and the cold gravity of the hole pulled him sideways: the realisation that horrified him more than anything was that nothing would change. In his panic a futile eternity of waiting began to close over him.

Ida’s voice called softly, urging him, ‘Look up!’

He opened his eyes. She was lying on her stomach in the keyhole above him holding out a long green sapling. A leaf on the end of it brushed his face and he smelt the eucalyptus oil.

‘Don’t take your hand off the rock,’ she said. ‘Grab the end of the stick in your teeth.’ Her eyes looked into his, looking down at him from only two metres away. ‘It’s got the pig. It doesn’t need us,’ she said, her voice intense, close to him, reaching intimately for him.

The leaves brushed across his face again. He reached forward and gripped them in his teeth. Through the sapling he felt the steadiness of Ida’s hands. Slowly he began to crawl forward.

They didn’t talk about it, and after another hour’s climbing they emerged onto the surface of a gently undulating plateau, on which grew a sparse forest of stunted trees. Directly ahead of them, no more than a kilometre away, the pinnacle of Mt Mooloolong rose three hundred metres in the air. They stood next to each other and looked at it. Neither spoke, but she reached out and held his hand. He had seen the formation before, from the bank of the earth tank in the brigalow that day when he had rescued Ward. He had not known then that it was Mt Mooloolong. From this angle it looked out of place in the landscape, as if it were not a natural part of the local geology but had been put there by another force.

She said quietly, ‘It looks different.’

‘They’re heading off,’ he said, pointing up as the pair of kites wheeled above their heads and dived away, gliding down over the maze of broken gullies that fell away at their backs. They sailed effortlessly across the shattered surface of their domain, back and forth they went, crossing and recrossing the ravines, getting smaller and smaller until at last they were lost in the distance.

‘Okay,’ he said, ‘show me the way.’

‘We don’t have to.’ She looked at him.

He laughed, and they went together, towards Mt Mooloolong, across the easy sloping ground, hand in hand.

•

Ward sat against the front wheel of the jeep. He was watching the two distant figures as they slowly made their way down from the summit of the white pinnacle. The jeep was parked just over the crest of the wall of the earth tank, at the very end of the cleared fence line through the brigalow. The tank was full of water now from the storms and there was no sign of the dead pig. Beside Ward, lying on an old shirt, was the .303 rifle, which he had taken from the stockman’s quarters before leaving the station. Ward had been sitting here without moving, watching the climbers on the mountain, for more than two hours. He was waiting for the right moment. He was aware that it was nearly time.

Half a kilometre behind the station owner, back along the fence line, Alistair was struggling forward on foot. He had abandoned his exhausted pony some time ago. The boy was himself now close to exhaustion. He went forward in a shambling, interrupted jog through the low obstructing growth and dead sticks, talking to himself all the while and weaving from side to side in an erratic path.

Alistair had reached the base of the wall of the earth tank when the ripping explosion of the high-powered rifle shot pulled him up. He stood still listening, and into his mind there came a bright image of the stockman falling, his body turning over and over slowly through the air, falling down the vertical face of the forbidden mountain. He called and ran forward up the slope of the bank, shouting to his father and seeing the canvas top of the jeep coming into view. He reached the crest of the bank and looked down. Ward Rankin’s body lay awkwardly to one side of the front wheel, the rifle beside him.

Beyond him was the still water in the tank. Beyond that the grey forest of brigalow, out of which the oddly misplaced sandstone monolith of Ida’s mountain rose into the empty sky.
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