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Rain Stones




Author’s Note

This story was written when racial discrimination against Indigenous people and cultures was far greater than it is now, and most Australians far more ignorant of Indigenous traditions, nor were there programs to educate white people in those traditions, or even Indigenous people who had been forcibly removed from their families and culture. Please excuse the racism in this story — it is a product of its time. But it reminds us that our society has moved at least a little way towards Indigenous recognition in the last twenty-five years.




Friday

The creek smelt of hot rocks and old water. Helen sat in the shadows and watched the snake. It was small, as long as her hand. It was eating a frog, but the frog was too large. It pushed and pulled at it, trying to force it into its mouth.

Suddenly the snake spat out the frog. It unhinged its jaws so its mouth was wider. This time it sucked both back legs in together. Its body pushed against a rock to get a better grip. The frog went down slowly. The jaws snapped shut again.

The girl sat still. She could see the bulge of the frog inside the snake now. The snake lifted its head. It rubbed itself against the rock to force the frog further down. Its tongue flickered. Then it was off, sliding through the rocks towards the next pool in the creek, hunting for more food.

It was cool by the creek. Beyond the shade of the casuarinas the sun beat hard on bare dirt. The pools were green and full of algae, but there was a breeze.

Helen wondered whether to follow the snake. It might catch something else. But it was too hot. She sat where she was instead and watched.

The light thickened. It was getting darker. The blackberry thicket rustled behind her. It was a wombat — thin, with sores along its sides where it had scratched. Its eyes were crusted with mange. It blinked at Helen, but she was too familiar to scare it. It picked its way slowly through the boulders to the creek and drank. Soon other animals would come to the creek to drink — more wombats, roos, wallabies, goannas and possums, and sharp-nosed little antechinus that burrowed for beetles in the leaves by the creek.

Once there had been more animals drinking every night. That was in the early years of the drought, when the springs on the ridges dried up, and the little streams in the gullies. Dozens of animals came to drink then, their territories forgotten in the stress of thirst.

That had been five years ago. She just remembered it. The world had been dry for nearly half her life. Then the animals had started dying — too little food and too little space. Every morning there were bodies by the creek. That didn’t happen now. Only the strongest were left. There was no competition from their stock either. Dad had sent the sheep away three years ago. Keeping the orchard alive was a full-time job.

It was getting darker. Time to go home. Mum would be back from town. She was working for the stock and station agents, doing the accounts to see them through the drought. Though that job might stop soon, she had said, if things got worse. No one was buying much at the stock and station agents’ now.

The girl got up slowly. She’d put the stew for dinner on the stove like Mum had told her, before she came down to the creek. Mum had prepared it before she went to work.

The air hit her like a hot blast as she came out of the casuarinas. It was as though the dead grass breathed heat. It would be cooler on the other side of the creek. That was still bush. Here there were only a few trees left around the house, and in the orchard past the shed.

Mum’s car was pulled up outside the house. There were voices from the kitchen. That meant Dad was in too. She washed her hands carefully in the bowl of water by the laundry door and went inside.

‘Helen! I was just about to call you. Would you set the table please, love? How was school?’

‘All right. Sergeant Ryan came to talk to us about road safety. And Jenny Styles’ mother has had the baby. They’re going to call it Toby.’

Her mother was serving out the stew. She looked tired. She nodded. ‘Johnny Styles came into the agency. I’d better pick up a card tomorrow.’

The stew was lamb. It wasn’t theirs. Dad had kept a few sheep just for eating when he sold the rest but they’d been sold last year. It wasn’t worth the cost of buying food for them.

Helen didn’t like stew. She picked at it. Her father ate quickly. Her mother looked at him in concern. ‘You going out again after dinner?’ she asked.

He nodded. ‘Have to. The big waterhole will have filled up again by now. If I can get the pump going I can give the lower trees a watering.’

‘Do you need a hand?’

He paused, looking at Helen.

‘I’ll be okay here by myself,’ she offered. ‘Or I could come and help too.’

‘We won’t be finished till you’re in bed,’ he said. ‘Thanks, love. It’ll go quicker with two.’ He looked at the clock. ‘Nearly time for the weather. Turn it on, will you, Helen?’

The radio barked behind them. It was too hilly to get television, but Dad had said that one day they’d get a satellite dish. One day when it rained.

There was a high over the Bight and another over Central Australia. Helen knew all about weather maps now. Highs meant fine weather, lows might mean rain. You hoped for a low and watched it, waiting to see if it came near you. But they didn’t.

‘And another fine, bright weekend,’ said the announcer.

Dad snorted. Fine weather out here meant rain, not clear skies.

Helen’s mother served the ice-cream and canned fruit. Her father leant back in his chair. ‘Time to get back to work. If we had the money I’d get a timer for the pump. And a new pump.’ Then he grinned. ‘If I had the money, I’d hire a few blackfellers to make it rain.’ He stood up. ‘I’ll be working in the shed on the pump till you’re ready to give me a hand with the pipes.’ He tousled Helen’s hair. ‘Sleep well, love. See you in the morning.’

Helen and her mother cleared the table together. They washed up in half a sink of water. The rainwater tanks had dried up last year. The creek water was too dirty to drink or wash with. They’d bought water since then. It came in a tanker from town. But water was expensive. You had to use it carefully. Mum took the washing to town. Even the bath water was used again nowadays — her first, then Mum, then Dad (the dirtiest gets it last, said Dad, making a joke of it) — then siphoned off to water the dahlias in the garden.

‘Mum?’

‘Yes, love?’

‘How do Indigenous people make it rain?’

‘I’m not sure, love. They used to dance to make it happen. Special rain dances. I think they had rain stones too.’

‘What are rain stones?’

‘Oh, Mrs Halibut from the museum told me about them one day. I can’t remember much. They were special stones. When the tribe needed rain, they’d uncover the stones to the air and it’d rain.’

‘Why don’t we get some rain stones then?’

Her mother laughed. ‘They’re special stones, love. You need to know which ones to find. I think you’d have to be an Indigenous person to know how to use them.’

‘Why don’t we ask an Indigenous person then?’

‘There haven’t been any round here for years and years. Now, have you done your homework?’

Helen nodded.

‘Don’t forget your teeth then. You can read till nine o’clock. Sure you’ll be all right by yourself?’

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘Okay then. I’ll look in on you when we come in. Don’t forget — put the light out at nine. I can see it from the orchard and I’ll be checking.’

Helen did put the light out at nine o’clock, but she couldn’t sleep. She lay in the darkness watching the clear stars outside and listening to the rumble of the pump in the distance. Sometimes she heard the echo of her parents’ voices. She could hear an owl too, a mopoke, singing down by the creek. A possum screamed in the distance, caught by a fox or an owl or simply quarrelling with the other possums.

She thought about rain stones. It seemed such a simple way to make it rain. Just find an Indigenous person and persuade him to use his stones and it would rain.

She fell asleep thinking about strong heavy rain breathing life again into the soil.

Saturday

On Saturday morning Helen went to town with her mother. Everyone went to town on Saturday. The Lion’s Club sold raffle tickets beside the newsagent’s for a load of firewood or a dressed sheep. The preschool held a cake stall down by the supermarket.

They parked by the butcher’s.

‘Look at that,’ said her mother. ‘Lamb chops are $4.99 a kilo. You could buy a whole sheep last sales for five.’

They walked up the street together. ‘Mum? Can I go down to the museum while you’re in the supermarket?’

‘Of course, love. Is it a school project?’

‘I want to find out about the rain stones,’ said Helen.

Her mother smiled. ‘I’ll meet you down there,’ she said. ‘Don’t pester Mrs Halibut, though, if there are lots of people in there.’

‘I won’t,’ said Helen.

There was no one in the museum when she got there. Mrs Halibut would be in her flat next door making a cup of tea. Helen wandered round the exhibits till she heard the door open. Mrs Halibut came in, balancing her tea cup on a plate with two chocolate slices from the preschool stall. She smiled.

‘Why, it’s Helen Doherty. I was hoping it would be a paying customer.’ Adults had to pay $2 to see the museum, children under twelve were free.

‘Mrs Halibut? Mum said you knew about Indigenous people.’

‘Well, I can tell you a bit, dear. Some of the early settlers wrote about them. Come over here then.’ She put the plate down on the counter and headed off down the museum, still carrying her tea cup.

Helen followed her. Past the old Chinese wedding dress, made from silk the bride herself had threaded off the silkworm cocoons, past the old christening font made from a tree trunk, and the treadle sewing machine.

Mrs Halibut stopped in front of a small grass house, woven from reeds and bark and poa tussock. ‘Now this is like the shelters they made. Len Bullock copied this one from a description in an early diary.’

Helen looked at it. ‘I thought they lived in bark humpies.’

Mrs Halibut took a sip of tea. ‘I suppose some did. Round here, though, they made those. These are some of their stone axes. See how sharp they got the edges?’

Helen felt the cool smooth rock. It did feel sharp, even after a hundred years.

‘And this is a woven basket. See all the different colours of the grass and the reeds used to make a pattern in it? The Indigenous women would put lily roots and grass seeds and orchid tubers in these, and native fruit like wombat berries and eugenias. They knew all about the bush — when things flowered and fruited, how much they could take without harming the bush so there’d still be enough in poor times.’

‘Like in the drought?’

‘Like in a drought. They kept their population small enough so the land would still feed them in a drought.’

‘I eat grass seeds sometimes,’ said Helen. ‘Just for fun.’

Mrs Halibut smiled. ‘If you had grown up with Indigenous tradition, you’d have known all about grass seeds,’ she said. ‘You’d have known when to harvest them and how to grind cakes from them and bake them. So much the Indigenous people knew has been lost in so much of Australia.’

‘Like rain stones?’ asked Helen.

Mrs Halibut looked surprised. ‘You know about rain stones?’

Helen nodded. ‘There aren’t any in the museum, are there, Mrs Halibut?’

‘No. We’ve got some grinding stones though, if you’d like to see those.’

Helen nodded politely. They moved to the grinding stones. ‘Look at the dark stain on them,’ said Mrs Halibut. ‘Some of the grass seeds and reed seeds are oily and they stained the stones as the women ground the grain.’

‘Are there any Indigenous people left?’ asked Helen.

‘Of course, dear. Thousands.’

‘I mean round here.’

‘No,’ said Mrs Halibut. ‘I think the last member of the Indigenous nation around here died in about 1890. I’ve got an old newspaper account of it somewhere. Her name was Big Maggie.’

‘What happened to her?’

‘She was always getting drunk, and they put her in gaol. Finally they said she had to leave the district or they’d put her in gaol for good.’

‘What happened then?’

Mrs Halibut looked out the window. ‘They say she ran out of the court screaming. They couldn’t catch her. She was a big woman. But she ran all the way down the valley where her people had had their last camp. They said you could hear screaming for miles around. They found her dead a few days later. It would have been the worst punishment in the world,’ said Mrs Halibut, ‘to make her leave the land she loved.’

The door opened behind them. It was Helen’s mother.

‘Gladys, how are you? I hope Helen hasn’t been bothering you?’

Mrs Halibut shook her head. ‘It’s good to talk to someone who’s interested. Come again sometime, Helen.’

‘I will,’ said Helen.

‘Was Mrs Halibut able to answer your questions?’ her mother asked as they drove out of town.

‘Sort of,’ said Helen. ‘It was interesting though.’

The car slowed down as they passed through a mob of sheep. Old Mr MacIntosh waved to them from his horse. He’d had the sheep on the move for the last year, grazing the sides of the road. ‘The long paddock’ they called it.

The car speeded up again, climbing the hills towards the bush. The way home always seemed shorter in the car than in the school bus. The bus stopped every few minutes to let kids out — it seemed you’d never get there.

The car clattered over the ramp and into the drive. Helen leant out of the window and breathed deeply. She loved their farm. The farms along the way were nice enough. She loved the bare golden hills with the sun on them, the sheep-like rocks. She loved to see who was ploughing or fencing or moving their sheep. But home was different. Here you had your back to the bush. You could smell the trees. You could hear small birds as well as sheep and crows and the distant mutter of a tractor.

Sometimes it seemed that no one else loved the bush. Not as it was, as she did. Dad loved the farm, the growth from the soil. She wondered if he’d change the whole bush, if he could, till it was all paddocks and orchards, safe and tame and human. The kids at school loved the river for swimming, and played bushrangers or space invaders in the gullies.

Mrs Green at school said she loved the bush. She told them stories of the animals — the soft, shy platypus, the kookaburra who laughed at everything, the stupid, bumbling wombat. The animals she talked about didn’t behave like any that Helen had ever watched. She wondered sometimes if Mrs Green had ever been in the bush at all.

Mum loved the bush. She had shown Helen her first goanna eggs, laid in an ants’ nest for the heat to hatch them. She had shown her the heads of baby parrots poking up out of a hole high up in a casuarina and lace-thin toadstools poking up through the damp bark in a wet gully.

But Mum was tired lately. There was her job and the farm and the house. Mum had no time at all these days. Not to watch or listen or share things. The sight of the dying bush only seemed to make her more unhappy.

Maybe that was why no one else had thought of rain stones. They thought of weather maps and irrigation systems. You had to be close to the bush to think of stones.

Monday

School was jammed between the police station and the court house. There was no grass to be watered at school. Sometime, years before, the playing areas had been asphalted over. Giant oaks shaded the lunch seats, and the thin temporary classrooms put up in the ’fifties baked in the sun. The only water needed at school was for the toilets, except in winter, when the pipes froze and everyone had to hold on till they thawed.

At lunchtime Helen went back to the classroom to find Miss Wallace. She was sorting through the books on her desk. Helen knocked and went in.

‘Helen, is everything all right?’

She nodded. ‘I just wanted to ask you a question.’

‘Of course. Is it the maths this morning?’

Helen shook her head. ‘No, it’s something different.’

Miss Wallace looked at her closely. ‘Something at home then? Is there any trouble, Helen?’

‘It’s nothing like that,’ she said quickly. ‘It’s just . . . where would you find an Indigenous person, Miss Wallace?’

Miss Wallace was silent. ‘Why do you want to know?’ she asked finally.

‘I just wondered, that’s all. Where do they live now?’

Miss Wallace paused. ‘Well, a lot live in Sydney, and in the outback. All over the place, I suppose. I don’t really know, Helen. I’ve never thought about it.’

‘There aren’t any round here?’

Miss Wallace shook her head. ‘Not that I know of. They say the last local Indigenous person died round here at the turn of the century.’

Helen nodded. ‘That’s what Mrs Halibut said,’ she agreed. ‘Thank you, Miss Wallace.’

The school bus dropped Helen at the gate. She walked up the dusty track slowly. If she did her homework now, she could go out and explore when it was cooler. There might still be some blackberries near the creek, or some ripe wombat berries hanging from the bursaria bushes on the other side.

The house and the sheds were deserted. From somewhere down near the orchard came the thrum of the tractor. Dad must still be spraying.

Something screamed. She froze. It came again, a high keening noise. This time it went on, high and vivid through the still hot air.

She dropped her bag. She ran. The noise was coming from the creek. She scrambled through the boulders, slipping in her school shoes. She could see it now. It was the wombat.

It was standing by the boulder near the pool beating its head against a rock. Over and over and over, so the rock was red with blood. The sores on its back had broken open again. It was mad with pain.

She ran again, up from the creek, across the flat, down to the orchard. Her father saw her coming.

‘Helen! What is it?’

She was sobbing. ‘Daddy! Please! You have to shoot it!’

‘Shoot what, darling?’

‘It’s a wombat. Down by the creek. Please shoot it.’

He looked at her, reached over and turned off the tractor. ‘Show me where,’ he said.

She shook her head. ‘By the swimming pool. You’ll hear it.’

He didn’t ask why. He nodded. ‘You stay up at the house. I won’t be long.’

She watched him stride back to the house. She followed slowly, sat on the hot verandah as he ran down to the creek carrying the rifle, trying to block her ears to the sound of pain.

The shot echoed from the hills. The screaming stopped. Helen looked at the sky, high flat clouds in a dry blue sky, and wished her tears were rain.

Tuesday

It was hot in the playground. Alison and Deb and Jan were playing hopscotch under the oak tree. Helen didn’t go over to them. She felt tired. She wanted to think and be alone.

The boys by the fence were having a rough house. Mr Brice would catch them if they didn’t look out. Jimmie Harrison had thrown his lunch wrapper at Dwayne Sarancen, and Dwayne had him in a hammer lock. Jimmie forced himself free.

‘Black legs!’ he yelled. ‘Your mum ate burnt toast!’

‘Yours cooks maggots and calls it spaghetti!’

‘All right, you two.’ It was Mr Brice. He grabbed Jimmie by the ear, and Dwayne by the scruff of the neck. ‘Up to the office. You heard me. Off!’

The boys went reluctantly. Mr Brice watched them for a minute, then turned back to the main playground.

‘Mr Brice?’

‘Yes, Helen. What is it?’

‘Why did Jimmie call Dwayne black legs? He’s the same colour I am.’

Mr Brice paused. ‘Some of his ancestors were black, Helen. That’s all. Jimmie Harrison was just being stupid.’

‘You mean he’s Indigenous?’

‘I think his grandmother was. Something like that.’

There was another scuffle over by the fence. Mr Brice was away again.

Helen thought about it. Dwayne Sarancen wouldn’t know anything about rain stones. He wasn’t even sure of the five-times table. He didn’t even know that yabbies ate old meat when she brought one to school last term. But his father . . . he’d be more Indigenous than Dwayne. He was the sort of man who knew things.

Mr Sarancen was the town building inspector. He’d come from Sydney three years before, replacing old Jobbins, who they said wouldn’t notice if you’d put the steps on back-to-front. Mr Sarancen knew about building codes and septic systems and how to stop a roof from blowing off in the wind. Important things.

She’d ask him.

‘Mum?’

‘Yes, love?’ Her mother was balancing the farm accounts at the kitchen table after dinner. Her hair hung limp on her forehead.

‘Could I come home with you tomorrow instead of on the bus? I want to call in at the council after school.’

‘Is it a school project?’

‘Sort of.’

‘Of course. It won’t be too late for you will it?’

Helen shook her head. ‘I’ll be right, Mum.’

Wednesday

At little lunch, Helen slid through the school gates, and over to the phone box across the road.

‘Hello. Crow’s Hill Council Chambers.’

That would be Debbie Stevens. She only left school three years ago. She worked on the council desk now. Helen tried to make her voice as adult as possible.

‘I’d like to make an appointment with the building inspector please.’

‘Certainly. What time would you like it?’

‘This afternoon? About four o’clock?’

‘Four o’clock then. What name is it?’

She hadn’t thought of that. It would have to be her own. ‘Helen Doherty.’ She held her breath.

Debbie didn’t recognise it. The phone clicked in her ear.

The council chambers were in the main street. The building was tall, and made of pale pink cement, with floodlights at Christmas and in Heritage Week. You went up the steps to the main door, turned left for the building inspector, right for the counter, dog licences and rates payments. Helen had been in before, when her father put in an application for the new packing shed, and when her mother registered the dogs each year and bought hydatid tablets.

The building inspector’s door was shut. The sign read: ‘Appointments only. Please ring.’ She pressed the button and waited.

The door opened. It was Mr Sarancen. He looked surprised.

‘Helen Doherty?’

She nodded.

‘I see. Won’t you come in then?’ He gestured her through the door. ‘Take a seat. Now, how can I help you? Is it a school project?’

She shook her head. She looked at him. His skin was maybe a bit darker than Dwayne’s, not much darker than Dad’s, from years in the sun. He didn’t look like the pictures in the library books.

‘Is it a message from your parents?’

She shook her head again. ‘Mr Sarancen, are you Indigenous?’

His face became expressionless. He looked at her for a minute.

‘Why do you ask?’ he said finally. ‘Is it something to do with Dwayne?’

‘No. It’s for me. I need to find an Indigenous person. Please, Mr Sarancen.’

He swung round on his chair, looked out the window, then swung back again. ‘My mother was Indigenous,’ he said finally. ‘I suppose that makes me one. What do you need to know for?’

The relief was overwhelming. ‘Mr Sarancen, please, you’ve got to make it rain. You’ve got to get your rain stones. Everything’s dying. Dad’s trees, the cattle, the wombats along the creek. Please help us.’

‘Honey, slow down. I can’t make it rain.’

‘You could use your rain stones.’

He shook his head. She thought he was close to smiling. ‘I don’t have any rain stones, honey. I come from Sydney, not from the bush. I don’t know anything about blackfeller magic.’

‘Would your mother know?’

He shook his head again. ‘My mother’s dead. She couldn’t have helped you anyway. They took her away from her tribe when she was a baby, brought her up in a mission. I don’t think she ever knew her family.’

‘But you’re Indigenous. You have to know these things.’

‘Honey, I was brought up in Redfern. I did my studying at Sydney University, not the bush. My family was disinherited generations back. You probably know a lot more about the bush than me.’

She couldn’t give up. ‘Mr Sarancen, couldn’t you just try? Don’t you want to know? Couldn’t you just look for rain stones? It’s so dry. The roos haven’t had joeys for nearly two years and all the eels have gone from the creek and the apple boxes are dying on the hills. Dad says they’re hundreds of years old. Please, Mr Sarancen.’

He wasn’t smiling now. ‘Honey, I wouldn’t even know where to start.’

‘There are some stones down past Landy’s Bridge,’ she offered. ‘On the bend of the river. Lovely white ones with bits of blue in them. They look like they might be rain stones.’

‘Maybe you should try them then. You see if they’re rain stones.’

He stood up. He wanted her to go.

‘Please, Mr Sarancen. It’s your country. Even if you’re from Sydney. You have to help it.’

He was silent a minute. ‘The only bit of land my family’s had in generations is our home in Wattle Street, and even that’s mortgaged. I don’t reckon it’d be my job to make it rain even if I could.’ He ushered her to the door. ‘I’m sorry, honey. I really am. I can’t help you.’

She left the office. She had $2 in her pocket. It was her lunch money. She hadn’t spent it. She went up to the Royal Cafe and ordered a milkshake. She drank it slowly, staring through the doors of the cafe. Then she wandered up the road to wait for her mother.

‘Mum?’

‘Yes, love?’

‘Could you drop me off at Landy’s Bridge? I’ll walk the rest of the way.’

‘Helen, it’s too hot. It’s getting late.’

‘Please, Mum. I won’t be long. I want to look for something for school.’

The river bed was hot. The late sun glared on the white rocks. She wandered through them. It would be a pure white rock, she thought, an almost transparent one, one with a touch of blue for the sky and a touch of grey for cloud. It would be a rock with a special feel, a cold rock that made you think of rain.

She thought of Mr Sarancen. She wished he had come. Surely all his ancestors must mean something to him. Surely the rain stones would still cry out to him, if only he would look for them, if only he would try. She turned over more rocks with her toe. The shadows were growing. She’d have to start back.

There was the noise of an engine on Landy’s Bridge. A car stopped. It was deep blue against the brighter sky. Doors slammed. She looked up. It was Mr Sarancen. Dwayne was behind him, and Dwayne’s younger sister, not yet at school. Mr Sarancen met her eyes.

‘We’ll look for them together,’ he said.

That night it rained. The tanks gurgled, woken from years of quiet, the ground drummed with the heavy drops, the creek beds turned again to water.

In the cupboard, the rain stones waited for another day.




Afternoon with Grandma




The room smelt of old lady and roses outside the window. It was dark after the sun outside. The furniture crouched like sleeping animals in the dimness.

‘Is that Grandma?’ whispered Anne. ‘Doesn’t she know we’re here?’

‘Shh,’ said Harry.

Their mother went forward. ‘Hello, Mummy. It’s Helen and Allan and the children.’

The old woman turned, blinked, then looked back out the window. Her hair was short and very grey. The children’s mother hesitated a minute, then bent down and kissed her cheek. Their father coughed behind them.

‘How about you two go into the garden for a bit? You can come in and see your grandmother later.’

‘Will she recognise us then?’ asked Anne.

Their father shrugged. ‘I don’t know . . . maybe. I thought I’d explained it to you last night. Grandma’s sick. Aunty Alice says she mostly doesn’t know anybody any more.’

‘Alzheimer’s syndrome,’ repeated Harry. ‘People forget things and can’t understand or do things for themselves because they’re losing brain cells too fast.’

‘That’s it,’ said their father. ‘It’s an illness but you can’t catch it. Lots of old people get it. Now you two go outside for a bit. Aunty Alice says that sometimes Grandma starts understanding things after you’ve been with her for a time. We’ll call you in.’

Anne hesitated at the door. The old woman was still gazing out of the window. Their mother was holding her hand. There were fawn lace curtains at the window, and a row of photographs on the sill: a young woman in a helmet and goggles, two babies in matched lace dresses, sitting on a cushion, an old-fashioned aeroplane with two sets of wings in a bare paddock, and a man in uniform, his hair slicked back. You could tell his face was brown even though the photograph was black and white. It was hard to tell if the old woman was looking at the photographs or out at the rose bushes, paddocks and sky beyond.

‘What will we do?’ Anne asked.

‘Go and explore. The garden’s big enough. Aunty Alice said that Lauren and Katy should be home soon. Don’t go beyond the house paddock though.’

Anne nodded. She shut the door carefully behind her. Harry was already leaning over the verandah.

‘Hey, look!’ he called. ‘There are horses up on the hills. Do you think we could go up and feed them?’

‘Dad said not to go past the house paddock,’ said Anne. ‘He said we were just to explore the garden.’

‘Boring,’ said Harry. ‘It’s too hot anyway. Do you think Aunt Alice has a video or something?’

‘They can’t get TV here because of the hills,’ said Anne. ‘You remember.’

‘Aw, yeah. But that doesn’t stop them getting a video,’ argued Harry. ‘All right, come on, let’s go out then.’

It was hot in the garden. The short grass seemed to breathe the heat. The tall trees threw down deep shadows. The baked air blew over from the bare paddocks, mingled with the smell of blossom.

‘Hey, there’s a pond over there,’ said Harry. They walked over to it. Tall bamboo clumped at one side, with rushes down below. A giant waterlily stretched pale flowers at the edge.

‘You couldn’t swim in it,’ said Anne.

‘Why not?’

‘It’s murky. You don’t know what’s in it.’

‘Scaredy cat,’ said Harry.

‘I’m not,’ said Anne. ‘It’s being sensible.’

‘Huh,’ said Harry. He broke off a stick of old bamboo and poked it in the water. ‘It’s too shallow to swim anyway,’ he said.

‘It might be deeper in the middle,’ said Anne.

‘Who cares? Come on. Let’s go the other way. There might be something over there.’

The hot air brushed their faces, smelling of horses from the paddock beyond. Tall bushes of photinia, daphne and rhododendron reared up through the grass. A line of lavender bushes gleamed silver grey in the sun. A wall of hedges, once clipped, now furry at the top and sides, curled round one side of the garden.

‘Mum said those hedges were a maze once,’ said Anne.

‘Huh,’ said Harry. ‘You couldn’t get lost in them if you tried.’

‘Maybe it was bigger when Mummy was a little girl,’ said Anne. ‘She said she and Uncle Ron used to pretend it was a jungle.’

‘Dumb maze. Dumb everything,’ said Harry. ‘Hey, what’s that over there? On that big old tree?’

The air shimmered in the heat. ‘I think it’s a swing,’ said Anne. ‘It’s a funny sort of swing though. It’s more like a chair. Come on, let’s take a look.’

The wilted grass was hot beneath their sandals. The cool shade was a shock beneath the tree. The air seemed moister, as though it came from somewhere else, not from the baking paddocks at all. The swing was made of cane, with a round top like a hardboiled egg and a flat seat. It hung from a single chain threaded through the oval top from a wide iron loop in the oak tree. ‘You could go really high in that,’ said Anne.

‘You’d hit the branches,’ said Harry.

‘I bet you wouldn’t,’ said Anne. ‘No one could get that high.’ She pushed herself onto the cane seat and held on to the sides. ‘Give me a shove.’

Harry pushed. The swing swung crazily round and round. Its back bumped into the tree trunk.

‘Not that way!’ yelled Anne.

‘What way then?’

‘Push me straight!’

‘I did! You try it then. Dumb swing.’

Anne pushed with her legs. The swing circled even faster. There was a laugh from the other side of the tree. Harry looked round. Anne struggled to get her feet on the ground and turned too. A girl came out of the shadows.

‘I’ll show you,’ she said.

Harry nudged Anne. She tried not to giggle. The girl’s clothes were weird, like she’d just fallen out of a movie or something. She wore dark brown stockings, even in the heat. They were thick ones too, that looked like they’d been knitted. Her shoes were buttoned right up to the ankle. Her pale brown dress was covered with a pinafore that had once been white but was now stained from grass and leaves. She had long dark plaits with pink ribbons. Her eyes were as blue as the sky.

‘Who are you?’ demanded Harry. The girl ignored him. She took hold of the swing.

‘See. You do it this way.’ The girl wriggled into the seat and walked it backwards to the lowest branch. She pulled herself up onto it, taking the swing up with her. She crouched there on the branch, her bottom still sitting on the cane seat just above their heads. Her plaits dangled like black ropes.

‘Here I come! Watch out below!’ she yelled.

She was falling from the branch, taking the swing with her. Her feet grazed the ground and pushed as they passed. Up she swung, out of the shadow of the tree into the sunlight, then back again, flashing past them. There was a hole in one brown stocking. She reached the trunk again and pushed hard with both legs, swung back, higher now. Suddenly she was gone. The swing swung back without her.

‘What the hell?’ cried Harry.

There was a laugh above them. A head and two plaits hung down.

‘How’d you do that?’ yelled Harry.

‘It’s easy. Try it.’

‘Easy for you.’

‘Yah! A sparrow could do it. Think you can’t do as well as a sparrow? Go on!’ insisted the girl. ‘Try it.’

‘How?’

‘You’ve got to get up on the branch, then push really hard with your feet as you come down. If you don’t push hard, you don’t go fast enough. You just go round in circles. Then push your feet back against the trunk of the tree as you come back in. That gives you enough speed to get up here. Go on. If you can’t get all the way up I’ll try and catch you.’

Harry clambered into the seat. The rough bark of the branch scratched him as he hauled himself up. Then he was flying, held in the cane chair, out of the shadow into daylight. The hot air rushed past his face. Back to the tree trunk. He tried to push, but his legs were unsure. One of them missed the trunk. He could see the girl’s face in the branches above him.

‘Grab the branch!’ she yelled, hauling at the chain.

Harry grabbed. The branch was rough under his hands. The swing dropped beneath him. He hauled himself slowly up the branch. It was broad and gnarled. Bits of bark flaked off as he wrapped his legs around it.

‘Coming?’ yelled the girl to Anne, below.

Anne nodded. She pushed harder than Harry as she jumped off the branch. She swirled beneath them. Back to the tree, another push and suddenly she was up there too, rocking slightly as she tried to balance on the branch. The swing swung down below them.

The girl looked impressed. ‘You’re the first person who’s ever done that first go,’ she informed Anne.

‘I like trees,’ said Anne. ‘I used to have a rope in a tree at home. Before we came down here. I did gymnastics at school too.’

‘What’s gymnastics? Is it like eurhythmics?’

Anne stared. ‘Don’t you have gymnastics at school?’

‘I don’t go to school,’ said the girl. She chewed a plait thoughtfully. ‘My parents won’t let me go. I’ve got a governess. Miss Kittenwhite. She’s asleep though. She sleeps every afternoon. I’m supposed to sleep too, but I don’t. It’s the only time I’ve got to really do anything. You want to climb higher?’

‘Sure,’ said Harry, anxious to show that not only Anne knew about trees.

‘I’ll show you the way. You’ve got to get closer to the trunk to get very far. It’s just like a ladder if you take it properly.’

She half knelt on the branch and inched towards the trunk, her feet on each edge of the branch, using her hands like a chimpanzee. Harry edged along on his bottom. Anne came cautiously after him.

The girl was standing now. ‘Watch where I go,’ she said. ‘Put your feet where I do.’

Up to the next branch, halfway round the tree from the first, up to the next. The branches were smaller now, but still thick. The wind tugged the leaves, dark green against the blue sky, like a roof above them. The shadows danced on the patchy grass below them.

‘My grandmother planted this tree,’ said the girl. ‘Eighty years ago.’

‘Our grandmother lives here,’ said Anne. ‘Is she yours too? That means we’re cousins.’

The girl looked puzzled. ‘I didn’t think I had any cousins,’ she said. ‘No one’s ever said anything about them.’

‘You live here, don’t you?’

‘Of course.’

Anne shrugged. ‘Then you have to be our cousin. Maybe no one told you about us because we lived in Darwin. It was too far to come down for Christmas or anything. We’ve only been back down south for two weeks. You must be Lauren or Katy.’

The girl shook her head firmly. ‘I’m Dorothy Penelope,’ she said. ‘Dorothy Penelope Bridges Macpherson.’

‘Are you sure you live here?’ demanded Harry.

‘Of course I’m sure,’ said Dorothy Penelope.

Harry shrugged, and caught Anne’s eye. It was crazy to stand in a tree arguing. They’d work it out down on the ground.

‘It’s cooler up here,’ said Anne.

‘It’s always cooler,’ said Dorothy Penelope. ‘You can breathe up here. The air’s always moving when you get closer to the sky. I bet if we could climb right into the sky it’d be blowing a gale. Maybe it’d blow us right across the sea to China.’ She looked at the next branch then looked doubtfully back at Anne and Harry. ‘I don’t think we can all go up any more,’ she said. ‘It wouldn’t hold all of us. We can go further out on this one if you like. You can see more out there.’

She clambered onto all fours once again and began to feel her way along the branch.

‘Do you think it’ll hold us?’ worried Harry.

‘Of course,’ said Dorothy Penelope. ‘It’ll bend a bit, that’s all. Come on.’

Harry looked unsure. Anne edged past him, out towards Dorothy Penelope. Harry followed cautiously. The branch creaked beneath him, bending down till the leaves touched the one below.

‘Hey, do you think this is safe?’ he called.

‘Come on!’ yelled Dorothy Penelope. ‘You can’t see anything there. What’s the use of being up a tree if you can’t see the sky?’

Harry edged along again. The branch bent further then was still. He reached the two girls. The three of them sat on the bending branch with their legs swinging down.

‘Oh wow!’ exclaimed Harry.

They were above the garden, above the house, above the world. He could see the brown hills, the trees like Lego pieces, round and green against the freckled grass. A mob of horses drowsed in the heat beneath a far tree.

‘You can see for miles,’ he breathed.

Dorothy Penelope nodded. She was gazing far into the distance.

‘I come here every afternoon,’ she said. ‘Sometimes I go a branch higher but you don’t see much more up there. Sometimes it’s windy and the whole tree moves and I feel like I’m flying with the wind. Once a wedge-tailed eagle came right down and looked at me. Maybe it thought I was a bird too. I’d like to be a bird,’ she said, lifting her face to the breeze.

‘I can see the pond,’ said Anne. ‘Hey, I didn’t realise there were so many waterlilies in it. We must have missed them. You see things better from up here.’

‘What’s that pink stuff?’ demanded Harry. ‘Out by the gate. I didn’t notice that coming in.’

‘They’re roses,’ said Dorothy Penelope. ‘It’s a Dorothy Perkins rose. After me. Ronald Simpson, he used to be our gardener, he planted it for me on my fifth birthday. He said it’s a rambler. Just like me,’ she laughed. ‘It always flowers round this time. They’re only tiny but there are always lots of them. They don’t smell much though. It just gets bigger every year. It’s all over the gate and most of the front fence now. My father says we’ll need brush hooks to get through it in a couple of years.’

‘It looks like a great big pink carpet from here,’ said Anne.

‘They’re prickly when you get into them,’ said Dorothy Penelope. ‘It’s hard to get close enough even to pick a bunch.’

‘Hey!’ said Harry. ‘I can’t see our car.’

Anne craned. ‘It must be round the other side of the house,’ she said. ‘Dad must have moved it.’

‘We’ve got a car,’ said Dorothy Penelope proudly. ‘It’s a Ford. What sort’s yours?’

‘It’s a Honda,’ said Harry.

‘I’ve never heard of Hondas,’ said Dorothy Penelope. ‘I’m not much good at cars. I’m better at aeroplanes. Ansons, Cessnas, Tiger Moths. One day I’m going to fly in an aeroplane.’

‘We already have,’ announced Anne. ‘We came back from Darwin in one.’

Dorothy Penelope turned to her eagerly. ‘Did you really?’ she breathed. ‘A real aeroplane? All the way from Darwin?’

‘Sure.’ Harry shrugged. ‘It was no big deal. We’ve flown to Bali too, and Tasmania for the holidays before we went up to Darwin, but I don’t remember much about that.’

Dorothy Penelope gazed at him. ‘I don’t believe you,’ she said flatly. ‘No kids get to fly as much as that.’

‘We did too,’ insisted Harry.

‘What sort of craft was it then?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Harry. ‘A 707 or something, I suppose.’

Dorothy Penelope snorted. ‘There’s no such aeroplane,’ she informed him. ‘You’re making it all up.’

‘I am not too.’

‘Don’t quarrel,’ ordered Anne dreamily. ‘It’s too nice up here to quarrel. Let’s just look at the sky.’

Dorothy Penelope craned her head. ‘Cirrus, stratus, cumulo nimbus,’ she chanted. ‘Those are cirrus clouds on the horizon. I know all the clouds. Sometimes they seem like friends up there. The big grey nimbus are just like Uncle Reg, I bet, all laughing and indigestion after dinner. The cirrus are just like Mrs Amberly at church with her scarves and forgetting things. I bet the cirrus clouds never remember their grammar books or the fingering on the piano or French declensions or any silly things like that. They just know flying and wisping round the world.’

A shadow flickered across them. A currawong. It gazed down at their faces, then passed to another tree, perched, and began to sing.

‘Look!’ cried Dorothy Penelope. Anne and Harry looked. A black line was drifting across the sky, slowly sailing across the hills.

‘It’s the wedge-tail,’ said Dorothy Penelope reverently. ‘The wedge-tailed eagle.’

‘It looks big,’ said Anne.

‘It’s the biggest bird we’ve got,’ said Dorothy Penelope proudly.

‘What do they eat?’

‘Oh, rabbits and things. Foxes. Sometimes dead lambs, or sick ones. They swim through the sky and look right down to the earth and if they see something they want they land, oomph, just like that, feet first, and grab it.’

‘I’ve seen sea eagles,’ said Anne, ‘down at the beach. Not up close though.’

‘Have you ever watched the way they fly?’ asked Dorothy Penelope dreamily. ‘They don’t, mostly. They just glide. Glide on the hot air without moving their wings and let it lift them. When they want to move they just twist their wings and let the thermal carry them. I’ve watched them sit for half an hour without moving, just balanced up in the sky. Sometimes they circle the hills for hours without flapping. You can learn a lot by watching eagles.’

Another shadow crossed them.

‘Was that another eagle?’ asked Anne.

Dorothy Penelope laughed. ‘No. That’s a crow. They’re too heavy, crows. They just flap from tree to tree. All birds fly in different ways. Fantails dart around and swallows swoop and blue wrens flap and dart. One day I’d like to build an aircraft that’d fly in all the different ways there are.’

‘What bird would you like to be best?’ asked Anne.

‘An eagle,’ said Dorothy Penelope dreamily. ‘I’d be an eagle. I’d watch the ground, like a coloured map below me, then I’d turn and drift into the horizon. I’d float on the air and let it carry me away and when I wanted to I’d soar.’

‘I’d rather be a lyrebird,’ said Anne, ‘and sing.’

‘I’d rather be a horse than a bird,’ said Harry.

‘I’m going to fly one day,’ whispered Dorothy Penelope. ‘I’m going to fly like a wedge-tail, fly like the clouds. I’m going to fly like Amy Johnson.’

‘Who’s Amy Johnson?’

‘Haven’t you ever heard of Amy Johnson? She’s the first woman ever to fly to Australia.’

‘Is she still alive?’

‘Of course she’s still alive!’ snorted Dorothy Penelope. Another currawong began to call beyond the garden. ‘I tried to fly once,’ she admitted, ‘when I was little. I took my mother’s silk dressing gown and made it into wings and I tried to fly from the mulberry tree.’

‘What happened?’

‘I fell down of course,’ said Dorothy Penelope. ‘I didn’t know about aircraft then. I only knew about birds. I got bread and milk for dinner for a week after that, for taking the dressing gown. My parents just laugh when I say I’m going to fly. They say women can’t fly aeroplanes, that women like Amy Johnson are just freaks.’

‘Of course they can fly,’ said Anne. ‘I’ve flown.’

‘Have you really? Truly? You’re not pulling my leg?’

‘Of course not.’

‘What’s it like?’ pleaded Dorothy Penelope.

Anne considered. ‘It’s not like a bird,’ she admitted. ‘You’re inside.’

‘But you can see?’ cried Dorothy Penelope. ‘You must be able to see the world!’

Anne nodded slowly. ‘It was like that going to Bali,’ she said. ‘All the little islands and the glow of the sand and the colour of the sea. It’s different from when you’re down there.’

‘And the sun above you and the birds sailing by your hair and when you turn the world curves with you,’ breathed Dorothy Penelope. She blinked at Anne and Harry as though seeing them for the first time. ‘If you can fly, so can I, no matter what my parents say.’

Someone below called. ‘Anne! Harry!’

‘That’s Dad,’ said Anne. ‘We’d better get down. Maybe Grandma wants to see us. Are you coming, Dorothy?’

Dorothy Penelope shook her head. ‘Miss Kittenwhite will have woken up by now. If I appear she’ll want me to practise my music or sketch a stupid flower or something. Hey, you won’t say you’ve seen me, will you?’

‘We promise,’ said Harry. ‘We might see you later, then.’

‘You might,’ said Dorothy Penelope.

They clambered down the tree. It was hotter at ground level. The air was still. Even the shadows seemed to sink into the ground with the weight of the sun.

‘Bye!’ called Anne. There was no answer. They craned their necks but there was no sign of a white pinafore among the branches.

‘She’s probably lost in the clouds again,’ said Harry, ‘pretending to be a currawong or something.’

‘She’s nice,’ said Anne.

‘Yeah,’ said Harry. ‘Weird though. All that about flying. You’d think she’d never seen a proper plane before.’

‘Maybe she hasn’t,’ said Anne. ‘Maybe she’s never been to the city.’

‘Huh,’ said Harry. ‘She must have seen TV or something.’

They climbed up to the verandah. Their father was waiting for them. ‘I think we’re about ready to leave,’ he said. ‘Do you want to go in and say goodbye?’

‘Will she know us now?’ asked Harry.

Their father shook his head. ‘I don’t think so, son,’ he said. ‘She seems a long way away today. In you go. Your mother’s still there.’

The room still smelt of roses and old lady. Their mother stood up as they came in. ‘We have to go now, Mum,’ she said. ‘Here’re Anne and Harry to say goodbye.’

The old lady looked up. Her eyes were as blue as the sky. For the first time she seemed to see the children. She blinked. She began to fumble with a brooch at her breast. She held it out to her daughter.

‘For the children,’ she said. She met their eyes. There was one flash of recognition. Then the look faded. She glanced up at her daughter and mumbled something.

‘What is it, Mum? I didn’t hear you.’

‘I can’t stand it here any more,’ said the old woman. Then her face was blank again. She looked out the window.

Their mother was crying, the brooch crushed in her hand. Anne took her other hand. Their father put his arm around her shoulders and led them out. Harry followed behind, wondering how to comfort her. He stopped at the door and looked back at the old woman. There was something familiar about the way she stared out the window at the sky.

Aunty Alice met them in the living room. ‘Will you have a cuppa before you head off?’

Their mother shook her head. ‘It’s a long way back.’ She hesitated, then held out the brooch. ‘She gave me this,’ she said, ‘for the children.’

Anne and Harry leant over to look. The brooch was a pair of wings, black and gold.

‘Her ATA wings!’ said Aunty Alice. ‘She always wears them. She can’t dress herself any more but she always remembers those.’

‘You’d better take them back,’ said their mother. ‘She might want them tomorrow.’

Aunty Alice considered. ‘Keep them,’ she said. ‘She might just remember she gave them to you and be upset if she sees them again. Maybe she really did want the children to have them.’

They said goodbye to Aunty Alice quickly.

‘We’ll be out again next month,’ said their father. ‘You’ll let us know won’t you . . .’

‘Of course,’ said Aunty Alice. ‘There’s hardly ever any change though. Not now.’

They sat in the car. Their mother was still crying. ‘If only you’d known her as she was,’ she repeated. ‘If only you’d known her as she was.’

‘I remember her a bit before we left,’ said Anne. ‘She used to give me piggybacks. I remember her taking me out one night and telling me about the stars. I was too young to understand.’

‘She knew all about the stars,’ said their father. ‘She learnt to navigate by them before the war.’

‘Which war?’ asked Harry.

Their mother crumpled up her hanky and put it back in her bag. ‘The Second World War. I thought I told you. She was a pilot in the Second World War. That’s how she met your grandfather.’

‘I didn’t know there were women pilots,’ said Anne.

‘She was in the ATA — the Air Transport Auxiliary. That was in England. They ferried planes from one place to another for the RAAF.’

‘How did she learn to fly?’

Their mother smiled. ‘I thought I’d told you that story. Don’t you remember? There was a pilot who flew down to the local racecourse for demonstration flights when she was, oh, about fifteen. She went up of course and asked him home and said she’d pay for three weeks of lessons. He could live with them while she learnt. She just turned up with him that afternoon.’

‘What happened?’ asked Harry.

‘Your great-grandfather had a fit, but there was nothing he could do. She was determined. I suppose she was spoilt, as the only child.

‘So he paid for the lessons. Then he died a year later and she helped run the property. She had enough money then to buy her own plane. She used to fly in all the races. She flew all over the Pacific islands at one time. I’ve got cuttings about her somewhere. She even flew to England. That was in a competition, sponsored by a newspaper, the Daily Mail. She worked as an instructor in a flying school, the only woman one they had. Then war broke out, and she joined the ATA.’

‘Did she ever take you flying?’ asked Anne.

‘When I was little. She used to tell me and Uncle Ron stories too, every night when we went to bed. About landing on an island when one of her struts broke and there were only palm trees but someone carved her one. It took three weeks. About the time a storm forced her down in the desert and it was too sandy to take off and she had to get camels to pull her plane out. There were dozens of stories. She made you think you were up there with her and the clouds were just a carpet below you, that the world was an apple you could roll over in your hands and look at as you liked.’

‘Did she fly after the war?’

Their mother shook her head. ‘Not much. She and Dad came back here after the war. He was in New Guinea after 1942 and he was captured by the Japanese when he crashed. He never really recovered. I think he couldn’t cope with the things he had seen.’

‘What things?’ asked Harry.

‘Just things,’ said their mother vaguely. ‘I don’t remember him very well. Just this pale man who mostly stayed in his room or went out riding by himself. He died when I was nine. I’ve told you all this, I’m sure.’

‘Why didn’t she fly?’ asked Anne. ‘Because she had to look after the farm?’

‘She could have got a manager for the farm. There was one during the war. But there weren’t any jobs for women pilots then, there were too many men looking for the same jobs. Money was tight with your grandfather sick and she couldn’t buy a plane of her own. And there wasn’t any aerodrome nearby. Anyway, things had changed. There was me and Uncle Ron, and she couldn’t leave us or your grandfather, and later, well, she said she was too old. You have to have regular medicals to fly, you know.’

‘Why?’ asked Anne.

‘To make sure you can see and hear well enough to fly, that you’re not going to have a heart attack when you’re piloting so the aircraft crashes.’

‘Did she pass the medicals?’

‘Yes. She still flew for a few years. Just enough hours to keep her licence. She took us up when she could. In a tiny little red plane, all struts and wings and just big enough for one of us beside her and one in the back. It wasn’t at all like flying in a big commercial plane. You could feel the vibration through your feet and back, every beat of the engine. It darted and soared all over the place. It was so bright up there above the clouds. You felt you could lean down and touch each thing on earth, each tiny tree. You felt the whole world was yours.

‘I’ll never forget her face as we flew. Never. Her eyes were so bright, as bright as the sky.’

‘As bright as a bird’s,’ said Anne, thinking of Dorothy Penelope.

Her mother smiled. ‘Just like a bird’s. The aerodrome was run by an old friend of hers. She was sad because he’d shaved off his RAAF moustache. I think he was sadder because she no longer flew.’

‘Why did she stop?’ asked Harry.

‘I don’t know. She said she was too old. She’d started to be vague about things even then. Maybe she was right.’

Their father started the car. Their mother looked back at their grandmother’s window. ‘She used to take us up to the hills to watch the birds. She said you were never really earthbound when you could watch the birds. Now she just sits in her room.’

The car drove slowly down the drive to the gate, through the overgrown garden, past the hedges with their bushy beards.

‘Hey,’ said Harry, ‘where’s the rose bush?’

‘What rose bush?’ asked their father.

‘The big pink one with the little flowers,’ said Anne.

‘It’s called Dorothy Perkins,’ said Harry.

Their mother looked at them strangely. ‘There’s no rose bush now,’ she said. ‘There used to be one, years ago. I can just remember it. There was a fire when I was a little girl. It came in from the paddocks. They saved the house and the garden but the front fence burnt down. So did the rose bush. Your grandmother hoped for years it would sprout again, but it never did. She loved that bush. She said it had been planted for her on her fifth birthday. Her name was Dorothy too, you know. Dorothy Penelope.’

Anne looked at Harry. He bit his lip.

‘She was a wonderful woman,’ said their mother, as the car turned into the road to town. ‘I wish you could have known her better.’

Anne caught Harry’s eye. She reached over the front seat and lightly patted her mother’s shoulder. ‘I think we have,’ she said.

Harry nodded. ‘Just for a little while.’

Their mother didn’t seem to hear. ‘She’s stuck in that room away from everything. Away from the wind and the sky and the world outside.’

Harry glanced back down the road at the garden. The tall old oak tree crowned the garden. Was there a glimpse of a white pinafore through the branches?

‘She still has the sky. I don’t think she ever left it,’ he said softly.

The car climbed the brown hills. The world hung blue and endless above them. Somewhere a wind was blowing and birds were flying, far above the earth.




Jacob Saw




The new kid was brought by his mother, which was bad enough, but he was holding on to her arm as well. He had black hair, carefully slicked down over his forehead, and boring clothes, the sort your grandmother might give you for Christmas. Ben ducked under the water, swam through the crowd of legs, and burst up beside Simon. He nudged him.

‘Hey, Si, look. The new kid’s brought his mother!’

Simon wiped the water out of his eyes and turned to the swimming pool entrance. The new kid’s mother was talking to Billo the instructor. Billo was taking a quick drag on a cigarette. He wasn’t supposed to smoke in front of the kids, so he grabbed a smoke between lessons. Billo coughed if he had to swim a lap, and swore when the water was cold, but he was a good teacher. He’d give you extra coaching after school, sometimes. They reckoned he knew the name of every kid in town.

The new kid stood next to him. He wasn’t looking at the pool. His head was cocked at a funny angle, as though he was trying to hear something. He held a stick in one hand, the fingertips of the other still lightly touched his mother’s arm.

‘You pill brain. That’s the new ranger’s kid. You know, they live out past Pigeon Gully. He’s blind.’

‘Blind?’ Ben stared at him, just as the new kid turned his face towards them. ‘His eyes look all right. Why can’t he see?’

‘I dunno. Why don’t you ask him?’

‘I’d be embarrassed. You ask him.’

‘No way. Hey, what do you think he’s doing here then?’

‘Suppose he’s coming to the swimming class.’

‘Billo won’t take him. Not if he can’t see. How’d he find the pool even? He might fall in or drown or something.’

‘Yeah? Want to bet?’

The new kid’s mother was going out the gate, past the canteen where Mrs Wilson and old Miss Tate sat with their crochet. Neither had kids at the lessons. They just liked to watch, and catch up on gossip from anyone who walked by. The new kid must have had his togs on under his clothes. He was in his swimmers now and his fingers were on Billo’s arm. They walked towards the pool. Billo stopped at the concrete surrounds and said something. The new kid nodded. He let go of Billo’s arm and stepped carefully onto the concrete, feeling it with his stick. One step, two steps.

All the kids were watching now. You could hear the water slopping at the sides of the pool, it was so quiet. Way past town a dog barked and sheep answered as a chorus.

The stick touched the edge of the pool. The new kid stopped. He thought for a second, then the stick traced the edge of the pool until it touched the metal steps. The new kid stopped again. He bent down and carefully placed his stick at the poolside, then felt with his toe for the edge of the steps. He moved very slowly, foot by foot, down the steps, and into the water. The kids made way for him as he edged along the side. Amy Harper whispered something to Tania Zvenlich. Tania giggled. No one else spoke. There was a space around the new kid, as though no one wanted to be too close.

‘Okay, you lot.’ Billo came over to the edge of the pool. ‘This is Jacob. And if I catch any of you touching that stick you’ll be in the changing room for the rest of the lesson. And I won’t want you back again either. Understand? Now, everyone over to the side of the pool. I want to see what you remember from last time.’

Ben found himself next to the new kid. He tried not to get too close. Mary was on the other side. Mary was Simon’s sister. She was a year younger than Simon but she was good at swimming. Better than Simon, mostly. She’d started lessons the same year as they had. She was looking curiously at the new kid, Jacob, not bothering to hide it. Ben realised with a shock that she didn’t have to hide it. The new kid wouldn’t be able to tell if she was looking at him or not.

‘Okay, Amy and Tania, you swim first. I want you to freestyle down to the end and back. Right, go . . . now, Harry and Ngyen . . . Mary and Sarah . . . Simon, if you don’t stop that you can get out . . . Jacob and Ben . . .’

Ben threw himself into the water. He could see the smooth concrete on the bottom, the shivering shadows from the rocking waves on top. He could hear Jacob beside him. He kept an eye out, expecting him to swim all over the place, but he swam straight. He was fast. Before Ben realised, Jacob’s legs were in front of him. He was a quarter of the way back to Billo before Ben had reached the other end; he’d passed Tania and was nearly up to Mary. Ben pushed harder. He was panting by the time he got back to Billo. Billo grinned approval.

‘Hey, you’re good!’ Ben blurted out to Jacob.

Jacob turned to him. His eyes were brown. They looked okay, just not quite straight. And they looked behind you, not at your face.

‘We swim at school,’ said Jacob. ‘After school too, sometimes. There’s a heated pool near Gran’s so we swim in winter.’

‘Hey, cool. You’re lucky. Where do you go to school?’

‘In Sydney.’

‘I thought your parents lived out near Pigeon Gully? That’s what Si said.’

‘Yeah. I stay with my grandmother in term time. Mum comes to Sydney sometimes. She does reports and things for National Parks. I just get home for holidays and most weekends. It’s a drag having to be in Sydney though. Too much noise and cars and things. I like it here.’

Ben looked at him sympathetically, then realised Jacob couldn’t see his expression. The water churned as Roger swam up to them. He was the last. His thrashing legs splashed their faces. Roger was a lousy swimmer. He only came to lessons because his father made him.

Billo kept them swimming all lesson — freestyle, floating on their backs. Ben floated with his head far back. He could hear the hiss of the water at his ears. The sky hung blue and round above him, like a balloon that had been stretched too tight.

‘Okay, time’s up. I want to see every one of you here tomorrow, on time. You understand me? Anyone who’s late gets my boot up their backside.’

‘You don’t wear boots,’ said Simon.

‘They’ll get my thong then. Both thongs. Starting with you, Simon Harrison. All right — out!’

Jacob got out last. Ben hung back, wondering if he needed a hand. But he seemed to manage. He found his stick where he’d left it, followed the concrete path to the changing room, followed the cement block wall with his hands till he found his pile of clothes, picked them up and kept on touching the wall, lightly, with his fingertips, until he found the door.

Once inside he hesitated. He seemed to be listening. He avoided the area near the showers, where Simon and Roger were hooting, and walked over to where it was quieter on the left. Ben hauled his bag out of the way.

‘Thanks,’ said Jacob. He walked till his stick felt the bench, stopped and put his clothes down.

Ben wondered. Maybe you could see a little when you were blind. Maybe that was how he managed things.

Surreptitiously, he watched Jacob get changed. Jacob felt each garment carefully, put his towel to the left and then his bathers on top of it, in hand’s reach so he’d know where they were. Then he felt for a comb in his bag.

Ben left the changing rooms first. Mary came up to him.

‘Hey, do you reckon his mother’s going to pick him up? Do you think we should ask if he needs a hand? The blind kid?’

‘Jacob? I don’t know.’

Jacob came out of the changing room. He held his cane in front of him, his bag in his other hand. The voices round the pool quietened as they watched him, the kids come for the next lesson, the kids from the last lesson, waiting to see what he’d do.

Jacob tapped out three paces, paused as though remembering, then turned, passed the canteen, one arm out to feel his way through the gate. He halted, turned sharply right, and began his way up the hill. His cane swung slowly from side to side in front of him, touching the edges of the path as though to keep him straight.

‘I reckon he’s right,’ said Ben. Suddenly, on an impulse, he crossed over to the wire fence.

‘Hey, Jacob, bye!’ he yelled.

Jacob’s face broke into a grin. He turned towards Ben, not quite meeting his eyes. ‘See you tomorrow!’ he called.

Ben walked back to Mary. She was giggling.

‘You hear what he said?’ she snorted.

‘What?’

‘See you tomorrow! It’s like that joke. “See you tomorrow,” said the blind man. “I heard that,” said the deaf. “You don’t say,” said the dumb man.’

‘Oh. Yeah.’ Ben gave a reluctant grin.

Somehow it didn’t seem all that funny.

On Tuesday they started breaststroke. ‘You’re good enough now at the overarm,’ announced Billo. ‘All you need is practice. Especially you, boy,’ he said to Roger. ‘You need to remember to keep your head tucked down. You look like a hippopotamus coming up for air.’

The kids laughed. ‘Enough of that,’ said Billo, scratching a mosquito bite on his leg. ‘Come on, into the water. And if I see any splashing I’ll have you out quick as look at you.’

Breaststroke was easy, even for Roger, though it was slow. Jacob had learnt breaststroke in Sydney too, but he didn’t swim as straight as he did freestyle.

‘Back to the right!’ yelled Billo. ‘No, right, boy, not left. Are you deaf? That’s it. Good going. No, like a frog, girl — that’s more like a sheep. Ngyen, if you stop once more I’ll give you a push up the backside that’ll really keep you going. If you can swim a length freestyle, you can do it breaststroke.’

The last part of the lesson was diving.

‘How’s he going to see where to go?’ whispered Mary.

‘Feel, I suppose,’ said Ben. ‘Hey, do you reckon he can see a little bit?’

‘Na, I asked him,’ said Simon. ‘He’s been blind since he was two. He was sick or something.’

‘Maybe he’ll miss the pool,’ giggled Amy. ‘And land on his face.’ Then she looked serious. ‘I told Mum about him being here. She said he shouldn’t be allowed. They’ve got special schools for people like him.’

‘Why shouldn’t he be here?’ demanded Simon.

‘Mum said because he won’t be as good as we are,’ said Amy. ‘He’ll keep us back.’

Simon snorted. ‘He’s a better swimmer than you are.’

‘So what? He has that heated pool to practise in.’

‘So then he can’t be keeping you back, can he, Miss Smarty?’

Amy made a rude sign. ‘You watch it,’ said Ben. ‘If Billo sees that he’ll boot you out of the class.’

‘I don’t care,’ said Amy. ‘Anyway, after this week we’re going down the coast till school starts. I can swim whenever I want to there. Anyway, Mum said I should be thankful I wasn’t blind. You can’t do anything if you’re blind. Can’t watch TV or read or play sport.’

‘I bet Jacob plays sport,’ said Ben. ‘You ask him. I bet he reads too.’

‘How can he?’ demanded Amy.

‘He’d have that . . . what-do-you-call-it? Braille. Where you feel these little bumps with your fingers.’

‘I reckon you think you know everything,’ said Amy.

‘I saw it on TV,’ said Simon. ‘You can read books and music and things with it. There was a bloke with a machine that took down notes for him too. Really quickly.’

Amy snorted. ‘Well, I still don’t think he should be here. Not with normal people.’

‘Hey, you lot!’ roared Billo. ‘Stop your gossiping and get over here!’

They lined up for the first dive. Billo came up and said something to Jacob. Jacob thought, then nodded. Billo was frowning as he came over to the others, as though he was thinking. ‘Okay, you lot. Watch me. Then I want you to try it. Head down, okay?’

They dived, one after the other. Roger, Amy, Ngyen, Tania, Simon, Ben, Sarah, Mary. Finally Jacob was left on the edge.

‘He won’t have seen what to do,’ thought Ben. ‘He won’t be able to do it.’

Jacob moved his feet carefully to the side of the pool, felt for the edge with his toes. Billo came up to him. He spoke to him quietly, put his hand on his head and shoved it down. ‘Okay, dive!’ ordered Billo.

Jacob dived. It was a clumsy dive. He came up spluttering. It must be like diving into darkness, thought Ben, not knowing where you were going. He wondered if he would have the courage to dive in the dark.

Billo was grinning. ‘Okay for a first time,’ he said. ‘Good on you, boy. Okay, everybody up. We’ll try it again.’

Friday was the last day of lessons. The air smelt of chlorine and sunscreen. The kids lazed on towels under the pepper trees waiting for Billo to fill in their certificates.

‘He could have filled them in last night,’ said Mary. ‘Then we wouldn’t have had to wait.’

Simon rolled over and brushed the dried grass from his stomach. ‘Mum gave me $4 for a video this morning. I got Superman 4. Anyone want to come over this arvo and watch it?’

‘Boring,’ said Ben. ‘I’ve already seen it.’

‘I’ve seen it too,’ said Jacob. ‘It was okay. Not good enough to see again though.’

There was silence. Mary nudged Amy.

Amy cleared her throat. ‘How could you see it?’ she demanded.

Jacob turned to her. His eyes focused just over her shoulder.

‘I listened to it,’ he explained. ‘And imagined what was going on.’

‘So you didn’t really see it?’ insisted Amy.

‘Yes, I did,’ said Jacob. ‘Just as much as you did. Just different.’

Amy refused to give up. ‘You don’t see when you’re blind,’ she informed him. ‘So you shouldn’t say so.’

No one spoke. Ben was embarrassed. Amy was just saying what they all felt, but she shouldn’t have said it. He looked at Jacob. Jacob didn’t seem upset. He seemed to be thinking. It was strange watching Jacob think. Most people hid what they were thinking, didn’t let it show on their faces. If Jacob was sad or angry or thoughtful, you could see it. He had never tried to hide his expression at all.

This time Jacob looked hesitant, as though he wasn’t sure what he was saying, or how to say it. He seemed to be speaking to everyone, not just Amy.

‘Maybe there are different ways of seeing things,’ he said finally.

Amy snorted. ‘Either you can see a thing or you can’t,’ she said.

Ben spoke up. ‘Maybe he means it’s like watching an old black and white movie. There’s no colour but you sort of see it. You know what I mean?’

‘I don’t see colours when I watch black and white movies,’ stated Amy. ‘Anyway, I don’t watch black and white movies. They’re boring.’

Jacob shook his head. ‘It’s not just imagination,’ he said. ‘You can see things without using your eyes.’

‘How?’ demanded Amy. The others were quiet, watching. They could see Jacob trying to find a way to express himself.

‘It’s hard to explain,’ he said, ‘but I know I do, because I can’t see any other way. But it’s hard to say how. Maybe I could show you.’

‘Show me what?’

‘How I can see things.’

‘What things? Things round here? I don’t need you to show them to me. I can see them myself. Better than you can.’

‘Round the bush then,’ insisted Jacob, ‘round where I live. Maybe I could show you things you wouldn’t see, not just by using your eyes.’

Amy stood up. ‘You’re crazy!’ she said. ‘Things you can’t see with your eyes! I’ve had enough of this. Why would I want to see the bush anyway? Nothing ever happens in the bush. It’s boring. It’s all the same.’

Jacob was silent. The others watched Amy walk over to the canteen and select a packet of chips. She wandered over to Roger and Ngyen, under the trees on the other side.

Ben looked at Jacob. His face was white.

‘How about tomorrow then?’ Ben said suddenly.

‘What?’ Jacob turned to him.

‘How about showing us tomorrow? Round your place?’

Jacob paused. ‘All right,’ he said finally.

‘You coming, Si?’

Simon looked startled. ‘I suppose so,’ he said.

‘No, you’re not,’ said Mary. ‘Mum said you have to keep me company tomorrow, ’cause you’ve been over at Ben’s or Jamie’s every afternoon this week.’

‘You can come too then,’ said Simon. ‘If you don’t want to be by yourself you can come with us.’

‘Three of us then,’ said Ben. ‘How about after lunch?’

‘I’ll have to check with Mum,’ said Jacob. ‘It should be okay. How’ll you get out there?’

‘I’ll ask Dad,’ said Simon. He glanced over at Amy. ‘What about her?’ he asked.

Ben shook his head. ‘What would we want her for, anyway?’

It was hot. Cicadas roared in the swaying air. The sky arched over them, thin as a bubble. They could still smell the dust from Simon’s father’s car on the track. Behind them Jacob’s house was still and white in its patch of green garden. Sweat trickled down the back of Ben’s knees. They could have been watching a video now, eating iceblocks. He remembered Jacob’s words from yesterday. He was going to show them things you can’t see with your eyes. Crazy.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Where are we going?’

Jacob was leaning against the white fence around the garden. He lifted his stick. ‘That way,’ he said, pointing across the paddock to the trees on the other side.

‘How do you know?’ asked Ben, curious. ‘I mean, how do you know where you are?’

Jacob paused. ‘I suppose I don’t think about it mostly. Like you. I know the house is there, behind me, because I just came out of it. I know we’re standing on the track because it feels different on my feet, not like grass or the path. I know there are sheep paddocks around because I can smell them, and I know the bush starts over there because I can hear it.’

‘The birds and things?’ asked Mary.

‘Sort of,’ said Jacob. ‘I can hear the trees too. A sort of furry sound. You don’t hear the wind like that on paddocks. The smells are different too, and the way the wind feels on your skin. Things like that.’

Ben glanced at Simon. Simon shrugged. ‘That’s what you mean by seeing?’ he asked. If that was all there was to it they might as well go back inside.

‘Sort of,’ said Jacob.

‘But we can see all of those with our eyes,’ said Mary. ‘We don’t need to feel them or hear them or smell them.’

‘Maybe I can show you other things,’ said Jacob.

The grass in the paddock was summer brown. It crackled under their feet. Beyond them the green trees brushed against the sky. The kids followed Jacob.

‘Where’s he taking us?’ whispered Simon. ‘That’s not the way to the gate! He’s missing it by miles.’

Ben shrugged. ‘Dunno.’

‘This is crazy,’ said Simon.

A kookaburra cackled up above them. Ben, Simon and Mary looked up. Jacob didn’t.

‘That means there’s strangers,’ he said. ‘Us.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Ben.

‘When they call like that. That’s an alarm call. They don’t call much during the day. Not unless it’s a warning. Just in the morning and at night.’

‘I’ve heard them lots of times,’ said Mary. ‘On picnics and things. Not just in the morning and evening.’

‘Sure,’ said Jacob. ‘That’s because they were calling the alarm every time they heard you. If you hadn’t been there they wouldn’t have yelled.’

‘Huh,’ said Mary.

They had reached the end of the paddock now. A mob of sheep watched them curiously from beside the dam. The fence clanged against Jacob’s stick. He stopped, turned right, and began to walk along it. His stick kept contact with the fence.

‘So that’s how he knows where the gate is,’ whispered Simon.

‘It’s clever,’ said Mary, ‘but it’s not seeing.’ Mary looked hot. She brushed the flies off her face impatiently. ‘Even Superman would have been better than this,’ she muttered. ‘He’d better have something decent to show us.’

‘You wanted to come,’ said Simon. ‘Stop complaining.’

Jacob held the gate open for them. They passed out of the paddock. The air was cooler now. The trees were between them and the sun; the heat no longer reflected off the hard ground. It almost seemed as though the leaves made the air move. It tickled their faces, and dried the sweat.

Jacob closed the gate carefully. He sniffed. ‘The angophoras are flowering,’ he announced.

‘What’s the angophoras?’ asked Mary.

Jacob lifted his face. They could see his nostrils widen slightly, as though he was trying to track the scent.

‘That’s one,’ he said finally, pointing. ‘Over there.’

‘That gum tree?’

‘It’s not a gum tree, it’s an angophora.’

‘What’s the difference?’

‘It just is,’ said Jacob.

The kids walked over to it. Jacob was right. The ground below it was littered with yellow-white blossoms, a furry carpet around the trunk.

‘How did you know?’ demanded Ben.

‘He smelt it,’ said Mary.

‘Yeah, I know that,’ said Ben, ‘but how did you know it was this tree? The ango-whatsit? Not just a gum tree flowering?’

‘It smells different,’ said Jacob. ‘I can’t tell all the trees. But this one smells like honey. And you can hear the bees. Listen . . . See?’

They lifted their faces to the tree above them. Now they were quiet they could hear it too. Not a buzzing . . .

‘Like a plane taking off,’ said Simon.

Ben laughed. ‘Maybe it is,’ he said. ‘Maybe they’re going to lift the whole tree up and take it back to their hive.’

‘Crazy,’ said Mary. ‘Come on. I’m scared of bees.’

‘They won’t sting you,’ said Jacob. ‘They’re too full. Let’s go. That’s not what I wanted to show you.’

‘Where are we going?’ asked Mary.

‘Down in the gully. Come on. Watch out for snakes.’

‘Why?’ demanded Mary, stopping. ‘Did you see one, I mean hear one?’

‘I’ve never heard a snake,’ said Jacob. ‘It’s just a snaky sort of day.’

‘How do you mean?’ asked Ben.

Jacob thought. ‘It just smells like snake. A sort of dusty smell. You can feel it between your shoulder blades. Like there’s going to be a storm later. You know the feeling? Snakes come out in that sort of weather.’

‘Do you often see them round here?’ asked Mary warily.

Jacob shrugged. ‘Dad and Mum do. Come on. It’s this way.’

The trees were moving above them now. Far on the horizon Ben could see mounds of grey gathering and rising. Jacob had been right. There might be a storm tonight. He hoped Jacob knew where he was going. It would be just their luck to be lost in the bush in a storm.

A thorny lizard sunbaking on a rock gaped at them, then darted for safety. Jacob blinked at the noise, as though not certain where it had come from. His cane swished lightly across the fallen bark and leaves. They crackled like cornflakes under their feet. He seemed to be following a path, and his lips moved slightly. Ben realised he was counting. Counting what? Suddenly he knew. Jacob was counting his steps, just as he did at the swimming pool; so many steps to the canteen, so many to the path, so many to the road.

Jacob stopped. He swung his cane round till it tapped a tree. He stretched his hand out. His fingertips touched it lightly, then swept over it, around its rough shaggy bark.

‘Here. Look,’ he ordered.

‘What at?’ demanded Mary.

‘It’s a possum tree. Look at it.’

‘It looks like any other sort of tree,’ said Simon.

Jacob shook his head. ‘Look at the bark,’ he said. ‘See how it’s all rough and torn? That’s from their feet, running up and down. Smell too.’

The children sniffed.

‘Nothing,’ said Simon.

‘Same here,’ said Mary.

Ben sniffed too. Then again. He’d never thought to try to smell before. Smells came to you, you didn’t look for them — good smells like cakes cooking, pongs when his little sister was sick in the car. This was different.

‘I smell something,’ he admitted.

Jacob turned to him eagerly. ‘Do you? What’s it like?’

‘Something sharp. Funny smelling. Like where the cat’s been, sort of.’

Mary giggled.

‘Shut up,’ said Ben. ‘Just because you can’t smell anything.’

Jacob was grinning. ‘It’s possum piss,’ he said. ‘Mum says that’s from the males. The females don’t smell like that. The males mark out their territories. You can smell it stronger at night.’

‘Urk,’ said Mary.

‘Everything smells stronger at night,’ said Jacob. ‘It’s like the heat takes the scent away.’

Simon was frowning. He sniffed the bottom of the tree.

‘Hey, you’re right,’ he announced. ‘Can you see anything, Ben?’

Ben looked up too. ‘Nope.’

‘There’s a hollow about halfway up, Mum says,’ Jacob told them. ‘They’re probably in there.’

‘Did your mum find the possums?’

Jacob shook his head. ‘I heard them one night. They scream like hell sometimes. You’d think someone was being murdered. It was the smell that tipped me off. I brought Mum out here. She had a torch and spotted them. They’re ringtail possums. There’s some sugar gliders a couple of gullies over, but we wouldn’t see them till it gets dark.’

‘Have you seen them?’ asked Mary. In the last few minutes she had forgotten the useless eyes, Ben realised.

‘Last year. Just after we came here. Dad and I were out spotlighting with his big torch. There was this really high cry and this incredible noise, a thick sort of swooping, then a thud as it reached the next tree.’ He looked uncertain. ‘Dad might take us again, if you like, one night. You’d have to be really quiet though. Sometimes you have to wait hours till they come out.’

‘I’ve seen gliders on TV,’ said Mary. ‘There was this nature program or something.’

‘It’s not the same on TV,’ said Jacob. ‘All you can do is look at things and hear what someone’s recorded. It’s not the same as smelling them and hearing the bush all around and feeling the air on your skin and knowing you’re part of the whole thing, not just watching it.’ He put his stick out again. ‘Come on. We’ve got to get to the gully.’

The trees were thicker now, old trees that had never been cut, where the ground hadn’t been compacted by the heavy tread of sheep or cattle and the small bush plants destroyed.

Suddenly the soil changed. Instead of reddish it was dark brown, as though a line had been drawn across the ground.

‘Look at that,’ said Jacob.

‘How did you know it changed just here?’ demanded Ben.

‘You can smell it. See? The trees change here too, with the soil. And the tree ferns start just up here. You can smell the dead leaves rotting in the soil. You can feel the moisture on your skin.’

The hill was small, but it was slower walking now. Jacob went carefully, swinging his stick in front of him, one foot forward, check, one foot forward, check, through the thicker bushes and trees around them.

Ben came to a decision. He touched Jacob on the arm. ‘Say, do you want to put your hand on my arm? Like you did with Billo?’

Jacob nodded. ‘It’d be faster. Thanks.’

Ben took his hand awkwardly. Jacob shook his head. ‘No, you hold your arm next to you. Like that. Then I can just put my hand on it. That’s right. Okay, we go up the hill then it’s sort of to the right as we go down.’

It was strange to be walking arm in arm with someone else. He hadn’t done it since he was small. It was hard at first, keeping pace, but Ben soon got into the rhythm of it. It was certainly faster. Jacob held his cane up high, with just one hand slightly in front of him, to ward off branches. They reached the top quickly.

‘Holy shit!’ said Simon.

‘If Mum heard you say that you’d be in for it,’ remarked Mary. ‘Wow! It’s something, isn’t it?’

The country changed. Instead of trees below them and up the next hill, there was a sea of tree fern tops, filling the whole of the gully, so thick it seemed you could walk on the tops.

‘Do we go down there?’

‘Yes,’ said Jacob. ‘Ooops.’

‘Sorry,’ said Ben. ‘I wasn’t looking.’ He twisted the creeper out of Jacob’s face.

‘That’s okay. Hey, listen to that! That’s a golden whistler.’

Down into the gully, slipping on the moist ground, under the roof of tree fern. The world was dim. The leaves above them blocked out all sound — no wind, no rustle, only the crackling under their feet of age-old fronds. The tall trunks stood rough and rigid around them. The air smelt dusty, as though from a thousand years of rotting ferns.

It was hard even to remember the sky from here; only the flashes of blue and white through the ferns. Suddenly it didn’t matter what Jacob had brought them to see. It was enough to be here.

‘Tell me when you see an old log,’ said Jacob.

‘That’s it over there,’ exclaimed Mary. It was a fallen tree fern, half rotted in the soil. Ben led Jacob up to it, skirting the rocks that peered through the fronds where he might trip. Jacob touched it lightly with his cane.

‘Okay now,’ he said. His fingers left Ben’s arm. He felt with his cane again, along the rotted trunk then over it, tapping the tree ferns as he went. He seemed to be counting again.

Suddenly he stopped. He beckoned the others over. ‘This is it,’ he said.

‘What is it?’ demanded Mary. ‘I don’t see anything.’

They looked around. ‘Are we supposed to smell something again?’ asked Simon.

Jacob grinned. ‘You can use your eyes too, if you want to. How about looking up?’

They craned their necks. The tree fern curved outward. A platform had been built on the bend, with a conical nest behind it.

‘Hey, it’s enormous! What is it?’

‘Lyrebird’s nest.’

‘Wow! Do they fly all the way up there?’

‘Lyrebirds don’t fly much. See the slope behind us? The female scrambles up there then sort of glides down to the nest. Then when she wants to get down she just jumps off the balcony.’

‘What about the male?’

‘They don’t bother with the nest. They do most of the singing. Not now though. Not till it gets cooler, or a mist comes down or something.’

Ben tried to remember what a mist was like. Not just the look of it — there was a taste to a mist, when you thought about it, a prickle of water on your face.

Mary was indignant over the male lyrebirds. ‘They’re just lazy! I suppose they’ve got the time to sing,’ said Mary. ‘Hey, there’s something on my leg. Oh yuck, it’s a leech! Get it off.’

‘Hold still!’ ordered Ben.

‘Don’t pull it off,’ said Jacob. ‘It’ll bleed. You need some salt or a match or something.’

‘We don’t have any.’

‘Leeches suck your blood,’ announced Simon. ‘Like vampires.’

Mary brushed at the leech frantically. It came off against her hand. She threw it away.

‘Look, my leg’s bleeding. It’s disgusting.’

The others checked their legs. There were two on Simon, none on Ben. Simon pulled them off hurriedly. Small trickles of blood washed down his leg.

‘Come on,’ said Simon. ‘Let’s get out of here. Out of vampire country.’

He and Mary started up the hill. Ben turned to Jacob. ‘You want me to check your legs?’

‘No thanks,’ said Jacob. ‘They’ll fall off when they’ve had enough. If you pull them off they itch for weeks. Leeches don’t bother me.’

‘Don’t bother you!’ Ben shivered. ‘How can you stand to look at them? All black and shiny and filling up with blood.’

‘I don’t have to look at them,’ said Jacob simply. ‘Come on, let’s catch up with the others.’

Simon and Mary were sitting on a rock at the top of the hill. Simon was scratching his leech bites.

‘Do they itch?’ asked Jacob.

Simon nodded, then realised Jacob couldn’t see. ‘Yeah. Come on, let’s get home. I’m thirsty. Hey, what’s the time?’

Jacob felt for the watch on his wrist, lifted the glass and felt the hands underneath it. ‘Half past four.’

‘Hey, come on then. Dad said he’d pick us up at five. He wants to get back to watch the weather report.’

It was faster going home. Jacob kept his fingers on Ben’s arm, directing them.

‘This is crazy,’ said Mary. ‘We saw which way we came. How come you can remember and we can’t?’

‘Mum says most people only know what it looks like the way they came, not the other way. I just remember slopes and what the ground’s like. Anyway, I’ve come this way lots of times. I couldn’t remember it otherwise.’

‘Hey, why don’t you get one of those dogs?’ suggested Mary.

‘Guide dogs,’ said Simon.

‘Yeah, that’s right.’

‘I will when I’m older,’ said Jacob.

‘Hey, that’ll be cool. Can we have a turn with it?’

They came round the last corner at a trot. ‘Hope Dad hasn’t been waiting long,’ said Simon, racing for the steps. ‘Come on, you lot. I could drink a dam dry.’ He turned back for a minute. ‘You know, that was great,’ he decided.

‘Except for the leeches,’ said Mary. ‘Let’s go somewhere without leeches next time.’

‘Hey, I’ve got a blister,’ announced Simon.

‘I’d rather have a blister than a leech,’ said Mary.

Simon and Mary climbed the stairs. Ben and Jacob paused at the bottom of the steps. They could hear Simon and Mary exclaiming to their father and Jacob’s mum in the kitchen. Ben realised he was used to Jacob’s fingertips on his arm now. The cane swung in front of them.

‘Look, thanks,’ Ben began awkwardly, ‘for showing us everything.’

‘That’s okay,’ said Jacob. ‘I liked it.’

‘I was thinking. Maybe I could show you things as well. I mean, like describe things to you. So you could see what they were like.’

‘Like what?’

‘Well, the Show for instance. It’s on next week.’

‘You mean the Show here? Hey, I’ve never been to a show. Would you really?’

‘Would your parents let you?’

‘Of course. If I’m going with you. Are you sure though? I wouldn’t slow you down?’

Ben looked for words. ‘No. I think I might see more if I was with you. See in different ways. If I had to see things for you. You know what I mean?’

Jacob nodded. His face was glowing. ‘I reckon the two of us could see a lot,’ he said. They climbed the stairs and went through to the kitchen.

Later Jacob watched them leave. He heard the click of the keys in the ignition, the bark of the motor. He smelt the burp of smoke from the exhaust pipe of Mr Harrison’s car. He heard the slide of the window as Simon or Ben or Mary wound it down to wave. He waved back too.

‘Hey, Jacob!’ It was Simon’s voice.

‘Yeah?’

‘We’ll be at the pool tomorrow. Just to muck round. You want to come?’

‘Okay! See you tomorrow!’ called Jacob.

‘See you!’ yelled Ben and Mary as the tyres bit into the gravel.

Jacob sat on the verandah. He could taste the moisture gathering in the air. The birds were calling again, feeding quickly now the weight of sunlight was gone, before they roosted for the night. Jacob felt the hands on his watch. Twenty past five. The night noises would begin soon — the scuffles, the peepings, the soft feel of night on his face. Jacob smiled. He sat in his chair to watch the evening settle through the trees.




Dancing Dinosaurs




Canberra is a young city, but the hills are old. Golden hills, round bare tops above the suburbs, hills with feathered grass, hills with scatterings of trees like spines, hills with clumps of rocks like rounded tortoise backs. No one builds on the hills of Canberra. They rise above the city and glow in the hot summer sun.

The largest hill is Black Mountain, hunched above the office blocks, and at the feet of Black Mountain is the Australian National University, where Dr Angela Boardman sat in an office like a broom cupboard, sifting 2030 dinosaur drawings. She was not impressed.

‘Look at them!’ she said to Bernie, her research assistant, who had just come in with a cup of tea.

‘What are they?’

Angela sipped her tea. It was too strong. She made a face. ‘They’re the entries in Poppa Pizzas’ Dinosaur competition. They want a drawing to illustrate their new slogan: “Big enough to feed a dinosaur!” I think every schoolkid in Canberra must have entered. I said I’d judge them.’

‘Why on earth?’

Angela shrugged. ‘They’re going to pay me. It’s good publicity. I might even get my photo in the paper with the winner. If I want that overseas fellowship I need all the publicity I can get.’

She leafed through the pile. ‘See — tyrannosauruses roaring, tyrannosauruses drinking, tyrannosauruses eating apatosauruses, except most of the kids still call them brontosauruses. It’s all the fault of TV. None of these kids seem to realise that Australia had its own dinosaurs. Or that there might be any others beside tyrannosauruses and pterodactyls.’ Suddenly she giggled. ‘Hey, here’s something different.’ She passed it over.

Bernie laughed. ‘They’re cute. And they’re certainly not tyrannosauruses. Do you know what they are?’

‘They’re not quite like anything I’ve ever seen. The closest I can think of are the leaellynasauras. You know, that was the little dinosaur that was named for the kid in Victoria, Leaellyn. She used to help her parents collect fossils. They found a bit of fossilised jaw and teeth on the beach one day in the south of the Otway Ranges, and when they’d collected more bits and found out what it looked like they named it after her. But this is not like any drawing I’ve ever seen of one. The kid’s given them furry feet, for one thing, and coloured them bright red and blue.’

‘Did they have furry feet?’

‘No one knows. They could have had pink toenails for all we know.’

‘Well, that’s Australian enough for you anyway. Give it the prize.’

Angela smiled. ‘No way. Look again. See what they’re supposed to be eating?’

Bernie looked, then laughed. ‘It’s a rose bush. It can’t be anything else. How old is the kid anyway?’

Angela looked at the entry form. ‘He’s ten,’ she said. ‘That’s old enough to realise that dinosaurs didn’t eat rose bushes.’

‘Maybe there were roses in the days of the leaellynasaura?’

‘They didn’t have that rose,’ said Angela flatly. ‘That’s a Queen Elizabeth and it was bred for the first time about twenty years ago. I’ve got one in my garden at home.’

‘Maybe that’s what’s eating our roses then. Dinosaurs.’

‘More likely earwigs.’ She looked at the drawing again. ‘We can’t give him the prize,’ she said. ‘I bet it’s not the sort of dinosaur Poppa Pizzas want at all. They want something big and hungry looking, not a dancing figure nibbling at roses. It’s a pity. They almost look as though they’re living. You know, it’s curious. The kid must have got his ideas from somewhere.’

‘Maybe he just copied them from a book.’

‘That’s just the point. I don’t know of any book that reconstructs dinosaurs like this. No one knows what they really looked like. All we’ve got is the shape of the bones. We can work out where the muscles may have been, how much weight they must have carried by the size of the feet. But we don’t really know if they had feathers or scales, if they were grey and brown like lizards or all the colours of the rainbow. We don’t know what they sounded like either, though we can guess by the size and shape of the voice box.’

‘Does it matter?’

‘Well, yes, it does,’ said Angela slowly. ‘If someone else is working in this area I ought to know about it.’

‘Ring the kid up and ask him,’ suggested Bernie.

‘That’s not a bad idea,’ said Angela. ‘I think I will.’

Canberra’s hills shimmered above the road as Angela left the city centre. Round bald hills with grass like short brown fur, long sloping hills baking in the sunshine. The far-off gums on Tidbinbilla Peak and Mt Tidbinbilla shone like blue-green armour.

The Wallaces’ house was on the outskirts of Canberra, a new suburb with only a few houses finished, backing onto hot paddocks. The long dry grass rippled like feathers in the breeze. The blue ranges rose above the Murrumbidgee River.

It was a small house, and very new. The grass grew in patches over the clay, a few shrubs were tied to stakes and a couple of roses grew by the front door. They looked stunted and badly pruned. Angela smiled. Maybe they had been nibbled by a dinosaur. She knocked on the door. It opened slightly. A face peered out.

‘Hello. Michael? I’m Dr Angela Boardman.’

The door opened wider. ‘I rang Mum,’ said Michael. ‘She said I could talk to you.’

‘I thought you asked her when I rang,’ said Angela, as she walked into the hall.

Michael shook his head. ‘Mum says to pretend she’s home if anyone rings when she’s at work,’ he said, ‘in case it’s a burglar or something. Then I ring her up straightaway. She doesn’t get home till after five.’ He led the way into the kitchen. Angela followed him.

‘What time does your daddy get home?’

‘He doesn’t,’ said Michael. ‘He doesn’t live here any more.’

‘Oh,’ said Angela.

Michael Wallace was thin, with wide dark eyes and spiky black hair. He had a habit of watching you closely that Angela found disconcerting. ‘Would you like a cup of coffee?’ he asked. ‘I make Mum one when she gets home from work. Or there’s orange juice.’

Angela shook her head. ‘I just came to talk to you about your picture of the dinosaurs,’ she said. ‘It was very good, Michael.’

‘Have I won?’ asked Michael hopefully.

‘Well, no. But I liked them a lot.’

‘I didn’t think I would,’ said Michael. ‘It was Miss Watson who wanted to send them. She’s my teacher. She liked them too. But they weren’t real dinosaurs. Not like tyrannosauruses or brontosauruses.’

‘Of course they were real,’ said Angela, ‘just as real as the big ones. Where did you get the idea from?’

Michael looked out the window, then back at Angela. ‘Oh, I just did,’ he said.

There was a pause. A fly buzzed through the open window, landed on Angela’s face. She brushed it away. It came back again with sticky summer feet. Through the window she could see a new house going up down the street, wooden frame and piles of bricks. There must have been a lovely view of the hills before they started building, she thought.

‘Maybe some orange juice would be nice,’ said Angela.

They drank the orange juice in the living room, Angela on the sofa and Michael in an armchair with a worn fuzzy seat. There was a bookcase made of planks and bricks, but no TV, noticed Angela. Unless there was one in his bedroom, he hadn’t got his dinosaur ideas from there.

There were paintings pinned to the walls, a child’s paintings. They were really very good, thought Angela. They were mostly of the Canberra hills, long brown hills with grass like old men’s stubble, round green hills with trees like spikes. The dinosaurs were best though. Angela chuckled to herself. Who’d have thought of giving the thickset, tank-like minmi a bright red comb like a chook, or drawing a giant iguanodon with a trailing goat-like beard? She looked at the paintings more closely. The iguanodon stretched in front of parliament house, the minmi scratched itself against the Black Mountain telecommunications tower. She looked at Michael. He looked back at her warily.

‘You know, Michael,’ she said, sipping her juice, ‘I’m very fond of dinosaurs. In fact that’s my work.’

‘Real dinosaurs? Miss Watson said there weren’t any still alive.’

‘She’s right. There aren’t. I work with their fossils, really. The last dinosaur died out about sixty-four million years ago.’

‘How do you know? Maybe there are still a few somewhere. Sort of hiding.’

Angela smiled. ‘Because there are none left,’ she said. ‘All that’s left are fossils. Satellites can see all over the world now. There are no hidden valleys or mountains any more where we can dream about prehistoric monsters. We know how old they are by measuring the ratios of radioactive elements in the rocks where we find them. It’s called carbon dating. Maybe that’s the sort of thing you’d like to do when you grow up?’

‘No,’ said Michael. ‘I like animals that are alive. I think I’d rather be a vet. Or a painter.’

Angela tried another tack. ‘Michael, please tell me where you copied your dinosaur pictures from. It’s the area I’m specially interested in. If anyone else is working on it I need to know.’

‘Why?’ asked Michael.

Angela decided to tell the truth. ‘Because I’m trying to win a fellowship overseas, to study techniques to work out how to reconstruct dinosaurs, to see what they looked like. But there are lots of other people who want the money too, to study other things. If anyone else is working in the same area as me it might spoil my chances. I need to know what they’re doing. I think dinosaurs are important. I think we should know about them. After all, the past is really part of our present. Don’t you think that’s a good idea, Michael? To find out what they really looked like?’

‘You really want to know?’ asked Michael. ‘You really think it’s important? You really like dinosaurs as much as that?’

‘Of course. It’s my whole life’s work.’

Michael looked out the window again, at the house construction next door, then looked back at Angela. ‘If you already knew what they looked like,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘you wouldn’t need to study overseas, would you?’

‘No,’ said Angela, surprised. ‘I don’t suppose so. But no one really knows what they looked like. There’s no way we can.’

‘You’re the first person I’ve met who’s really interested in dinosaurs,’ said Michael. ‘In little dinosaurs anyway. Everyone else just likes the big ones.’

‘I like the big ones too,’ said Angela.

Michael was silent for a minute. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘If you really want to see what dinosaurs look like. But it’ll have to be tonight. We can’t see them now. Can you come out tonight? Not here, down the road. At about two o’clock? I’ll put the alarm on so I won’t be late. Mum never wakes up once she’s got to sleep.’

Angela blinked. ‘Two in the morning! Who on earth are we going to see at two in the morning?’

‘Why, the dinosaurs of course,’ said Michael. A car pulled up in the driveway. ‘That’s Mum. You won’t say anything, will you? She doesn’t know about the dinosaurs. She’d only worry.’

‘I’m not surprised,’ said Angela.

The moon was nearly full. It sailed across the sky sending shadows over Canberra. The hills glowed in the moonlight. The ranges by the river were black against a lighter sky. The world seemed to shift as the shadows changed, as the moon drifted through the clouds and away. Angela sat in her car at the end of the road and waited. She wished her car had a radio, or that she’d brought a book to pass the time. She wondered what she was doing there. Finally she saw Michael slip out of his house and hurry down the road.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t find my sneakers. Mum tidied them away.’

‘Michael, what’s this all about?’ she asked.

Michael took her hand. ‘Come on. We’ve got to walk. I used to be able to see them from my bedroom window, but you can’t now all these houses have gone up. We’ll have to walk further down towards the river.’

‘Can’t we drive?’

Michael considered. ‘No. The car might scare them.’

‘I just hope I don’t wreck these shoes for a wild goose chase.’ Angela grabbed her camera and started walking. ‘How did you discover these dinosaurs of yours?’

‘I just woke up one night. I get asthma sometimes and can’t sleep. I looked out the window and there they were.’

‘Dinosaurs?’

Michael nodded. ‘So I went outside. The little ones come right in among the houses sometimes. You should hear the dogs barking! They all seem to howl at once. It must be hard for the big ones in the centre of Canberra. They’ve had to be still since the city was built. Mostly anyway. I think they stretch around a bit when no one’s looking. But I suppose if you’re millions of years old, a hundred years doesn’t seem so long. They have to stay really quiet so no one notices them, though once you know they’re dinosaurs you can always tell. They don’t bother about me though. They know I like dinosaurs. And you like them too.’

‘Michael, there can’t be dinosaurs in the centre of Canberra. Someone would have seen them.’

‘Not if they don’t want to be seen. They’re really well hidden. I’ll show you,’ said Michael. He turned down a new street, away from the houses. There were no streetlights here, though the road was paved and the gutters concreted, waiting for the houses that would soon be built. A few old trees had been left when the land was cleared.

Something black brushed Angela’s face and flapped away. ‘Argg! What was that?’

‘Just a bat,’ said Michael. Angela shuddered.

‘Aren’t you scared at night?’ she asked.

‘No,’ said Michael. ‘I like the night. It’s like another country sometimes. It’s gentler. Daytime’s too noisy, too bright. I like the starlight and the moonlight. There are more animals at night too.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Angela.

‘Well, you know. Wallabies and wombats and the owls. There’s a mopoke that still calls down our street, even with all the new people. Mopoke! Mopoke!’ Angela jumped. ‘That’s what he says. There used to be a wombat right up near the house till the houses down the street were built. I think the dogs have frightened it away now. You can still hear frogs croaking and all sorts of noises and scuffles though. And possums. There’s one in our roof. You can hear him scampering at night. He wee’d on the ceiling once and Mum was mad. One night I saw a whole paddock of roos feeding just over there. They lifted their heads when they saw me but they didn’t run away. I don’t think animals are as scared at night. It’s their time, not people’s.’

‘It’s certainly not my time,’ said Angela. ‘I’m nervous of the dark. I wish we’d brought a torch.’

‘The moonlight’s bright enough,’ said Michael.

Angela looked at him. He seemed different tonight. Older, more confident, as though, like the animals, night was his time too.

‘Why is the day too noisy?’ she asked. ‘Don’t you like school and your friends?’

‘They’re okay. All they’re interested in though is TV and sport and doing things. None of them knows how to watch at all. There’s too much going on during the day. You don’t have time to look at things, or feel the wind on your skin, or smell things. Things smell different at night. See? Sniff!’

Angela sniffed. ‘I smell honey,’ she said, surprised.

‘That’s the tree above you. See, that big old twisted one. It’s been flowering for a week, but you probably wouldn’t smell it during the day. I wish I could paint the smell of honey. I hate going home sometimes. As soon as you turn on a light the world seems to change. As though it’s flat, all one colour with too much light.’

‘Aren’t you tired in the morning?’

Michael grinned. ‘Sometimes. It doesn’t matter. Mum lets me stay home from school. I just say I couldn’t sleep because of asthma. That’s when I do most of my paintings.’

They turned a corner. The road glimmered deep grey in the moonlight. The last houses had disappeared now. Canberra was a purple glow of light behind them.

‘I think the dinosaurs like the night too,’ said Michael. ‘I don’t think they died out at all — when did you say it was?’

‘Sixty-four million years ago.’

‘Well, then. I think they’ve just been hidden. I think they’re waiting till we’ll no longer hurt them. I think they hide and come out when it’s safe, when no one can see them.’

‘You see them.’

‘Well, they know I like them,’ repeated Michael. ‘And you like dinosaurs too. They know I wouldn’t hurt them. I just like to watch them dancing and playing in the moonlight.’

The hills rose long and golden above them. Their round tops caught the light. Further out Mt Tennant was dark against the sky. The moon lit the road and the paddocks of thistles beyond.

‘Just over the fence,’ said Michael. ‘We’ll wait under those trees over there, below the hill.’

The light was black and silver under the trees and the world seemed to move in the flickering moonlight.

Angela slapped a mosquito. ‘How long do we have to wait?’ she asked.

‘Shhh,’ said Michael.

Michael was right. The world was different at night. Even the air seemed thicker, the colours were new colours, not grey at all, but shadowed, deeper reds and greens and blues. The stars glowed away from the halo of bright sky around the moon. The breeze was cool but the ground below was warm. It almost seemed to breathe warmth, thought Angela, like some great animal beneath them.

Nothing seemed to be happening. Angela slapped another mosquito. Then she felt it, as though the air was moving, as though the light was changing. At first she thought it was just the dappling of the moonlight. Then the boulders on the hills began to move. They rose and uncurled arms and legs. They stretched their backs and yawned. Their yellow beaks glinted. They lifted one long leg and then another, standing upright like delicate kangaroos. Their eyes shone like the stars. Suddenly the hill was moving, covered with delicate dancing rocks. They pranced and skipped and lifted their faces to the sky.

Then one saw Michael. It gave a fierce high chattering noise and scampered down towards him.

They were the animals from Michael’s first painting, as tall as dogs but more fine boned, the front legs small and agile, the back legs long and stronger. They were green and red and blue and danced on long-toed feet. You could just see the wide, sharp teeth inside their beaks.

‘Michael! They’re leaellynasauras! I’m sure of it.’

‘I just call them the dancers,’ said Michael. A dancer rubbed its narrow head against his pyjamas, and looked inquiringly at Angela.

She inched away from it. ‘Do they bite? They look bigger up close. Euch, it’s all covered in lichen. You’ll get your pyjamas dirty.’ The dancer hissed at her and turned back to Michael. He patted its head absently.

‘Look!’ he said. ‘Keep watching!’

‘Michael!’

They felt it with their feet first, as though the earth was stretching below them. Then they saw it. The first of the giant hills was moving, its rounded back rising in the air. It stretched and looked around. It was golden in the moonlight, the colour of dead grass, the colour of the hills. Its forehead bulged above its lips as it snorted and stretched again on its hind legs and lumbered forward to taste the tip of a casuarina tree.

‘That’s a muttaburrasaurus!!’

More hills moved now. The plain had come alive. A tiny head reared over a giant body and smiled down at them, showing small blunt teeth.

‘I can’t believe it. Michael, that’s a rhoetosaurus! I didn’t realise they would be so big!’ The rhoetosaurus twined its neck into a gum tree and nibbled the mistletoe berries. ‘It won’t hurt us?’ she asked nervously.

‘Of course not,’ said Michael. ‘That’s only old Baldy. He just eats berries and grass and water weed. Baldy’s friendly. Anyway, they know me. They know I like them.’

Another dancer bounded up to them. Michael scratched behind its ears. ‘They’re pretty, aren’t they?’ he asked. The dancer butted him gently and licked his ankle with a raspy tongue. ‘Hey, cut it out, that tickles!’

‘Pretty! Michael, is it always like this? Every night?’

‘I can’t get out every night,’ said Michael. ‘It’s always different though. You never know who’s going to wake up. Sometimes there are only the dancers. We’re friends now. They always come out to me. Sometimes there’s a lot of other animals. There’s one like a giant kangaroo that growls and another that looks like a wombat but it’s as big as a hippopotamus and . . .’

‘A diprotodon! But they can’t be here too! They come from quite another time than the dinosaurs. They only died out twenty thousand years ago.’

‘But you said, “The past is part of our present.” And it is,’ said Michael.

‘I didn’t mean it like that!’

The child shrugged. ‘Well, there they are,’ he said.

‘Michael, why don’t you tell anyone about this?’

‘I did,’ said Michael. ‘I told Mum, but she just got worried in case I was missing Dad and making things up. I think she’s too busy to listen much. I told Miss Watson but she just thought I was pretending. I wouldn’t tell the kids at school. They’d think I was nuts, or if they thought they were real they’d come out and hunt them or scare them away. Grown-ups laugh, or they pretend to take you seriously and laugh behind your back. You thought I was just imagining it, didn’t you?’

‘But why haven’t other people seen them!’

‘I don’t know,’ said Michael. ‘I suppose they haven’t looked.’

A tiny dancer brushed Angela’s leg. She pushed it away. ‘Get off, you stupid creature. You’ve made my dress muddy. Are you sure they won’t bite? Michael, do you realise what this means? It’s an extraordinary discovery. People will come from all over the world to see these dinosaurs. Scientists will be able to study them. Can you imagine what a zoo would pay for a real life dinosaur?’

Michael stared at her. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I wonder if we could nab them when they’re asleep. It would be a lot easier. Maybe place a net around the hills.’

‘You don’t mean catch them?’ cried Michael.

‘Of course. Michael, a discovery like this is important to the whole world. Everyone will want to see the dinosaurs.’

‘But they can!’ cried Michael. ‘They only have to want to see them! All they have to do is look!’

Angela laughed. ‘People don’t want to crawl out of bed at two in the morning. Scientists can’t study dinosaurs dancing round in the moonlight. They’ll have to be herded up, Michael. They’ll have to be kept safe.’

‘But they are safe. They’ve been safe for sixty million years! They don’t want to be studied! That’s why they look like hills!’

‘I’ll be famous. I won’t have to go begging for a fellowship now. Every history book will mention me! You’ll be famous too, Michael. I’ll give you plenty of credit for having found them first.’

Angela picked up her camera. ‘The first thing to do is get some decent shots,’ she said. ‘Oh, why didn’t I bring a telescopic lens? I wonder how close I can get without scaring them.’ She walked down towards the river. The camera flashed.

Michael stared after her as she walked across the paddocks. The little dancers leapt about his feet, as though they knew they had to comfort him. The smallest reared against him and tried to lick his tears.

Across the river another animal was waking. This wasn’t a hill, gold in the moonlight. This was a mountain, tall and black and craggy. The gums and sheoaks clung to its sides but now you could see that they weren’t trees at all, but horns, clinging like armour to its hide, descending in a giant crest along its back.

‘Dr Boardman! Come back!’ cried Michael.

The mountain reared against the sky. Its long flat head blotted out the moon. Its tail swept along the river. Even from the trees you could hear it breathing and its shrill, high roar of rage.

Michael tried to run towards her. The tiny dancers held him back, clinging to his pyjamas with their pointed teeth, pulling him down to the ground, cuddling next to him, so all he heard was her scream and the heavy footfalls of the allosaurus, plodding back to its mountain range.

No one ever discovered what happened to Dr Angela Boardman. Michael said nothing. As he told the dancers the next night, no one would believe him. Things that happen in the world of night are never quite real by day. He was sorry though. He thought Dr Boardman would like to have been famous as the first archaeologist ever to have been eaten by a dinosaur.

The dancing dinosaurs skip in the moonlight and the round backed hills of Canberra sleep in the sun. Sometimes when you walk across the feathery grass you’d swear they breathed, or moved in the shimmering summer light, the golden haired hills of Canberra, the ancient hills with furry feet.




Dusty and the Dragon




It was cool by the creek. A breeze swept the valley, deep below the ridges. It rustled the casuarinas, so the females shook down small berries and the males dusted the water with rust-red pollen.

Rob trailed a finger through the swimming hole and inspected it. The pollen clung to it like a coat of peanut butter.

‘Yuck!’ he said. ‘Who’d want to swim in that?’

His sister rolled over and looked at him. ‘It’s not so bad. It floats down the end when you swim in it anyway. Finished your book?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I’ll have finished this one soon. Then we can swap.’

Rob snorted. ‘I’m sick of reading. There’s nothing to do in this dump. Mum and Dad could at least have sent us to a holiday camp or something. Anywhere but here.’

‘Have a swim and cool down.’

‘In that? Hey, do you think we could ask Dusty to drive us into town later so we could swim in the proper pool?’

‘No. He’ll just tell us to swim in the creek, or go for a walk, or pick apples or something. At least at home we’d have had the video. This is going to be a long two weeks.’

‘Yeah.’ Rob looked at his watch. ‘Lunchtime. Do you think there’ll be anything decent to eat?’

‘I doubt it,’ said Gwyn. ‘You know Dusty.’

‘When I get home,’ said Rob, ‘I’m going to eat six hamburgers and three drums of fried chicken and watch TV for a week without stopping.’

They wandered across the flat, dry grass, hot on their feet, and up through the greener garden. Once it had been tidy. Now, tall camellia bushes crowded each other. Unpruned branches hung from the fruit trees while the fruit rolled fat and slushy into the long grass: scabby oranges and fat-skinned lemons. A forest of raspberries multiplied by the fence. Jasmine wandered through the grass and geraniums wandered over the flower beds.

The house was cooler. Flies hummed outside the kitchen window, in among the honeysuckle leaves that crowded the panes. Dusty was putting lunch out, thick slabs of bread and thicker cheese, tomatoes and lettuce from the garden. Dusty smelt of salt, like fresh corned beef, and yellow soap, and leather from his boots and belt. He nodded as they came in.

The children sat down at the scarred kitchen table while Dusty made his tea, dark black and thick with sugar, and put the plates in front of them.

‘Thanks, Dusty,’ said Rob, lifting his tomato carefully and putting it on Gwyn’s plate before picking up his bread and cheese.

Dusty raised an eyebrow. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ he demanded.

‘I don’t like tomato,’ explained Rob.

Dusty snorted. ‘That’s a perfectly good tomato. Eat it. It’s good for you.’

Rob looked at Gwyn. She winked back, as though to say, ‘Mum was right. He’s impossible.’ She passed him back the tomato. Dusty watched them.

‘I used to hate tomatoes too,’ he remarked.

No one answered. Rob tried to swallow his tomato without tasting it. Finally Gwyn asked politely, ‘What made you change?’

Dusty sprinkled pepper on his tomato. ‘It was years ago. During the ’thirties. I don’t suppose your mum’s ever told you?’

The children shook their heads.

‘I don’t suppose she would have,’ said Dusty Dargan. ‘You know about the ’thirties, you kids? Hardest time Australia’s ever had. No jobs and no money. Kids with thin legs and men with hopeless eyes. Some people stayed put and lived on the dole. Some distilled eucalyptus oil or went gold panning. Me, I went wandering. If I couldn’t work, I’d wander.

‘I had a bike then. Not a flash one like you kids have today. No gears, no lights, heavy enough to break your back if you tried to carry it. It was all I had in the world except my swag — just a couple of blankets and my billy. I reckoned I’d bicycle all round Australia. Only one person had ever done it before, but I didn’t mind being second, not as long as I did it.

‘Well, I got up to Brisbane. My legs had muscles like a kangaroo’s. Kept going north, picked up the dole along the way and a bit of work when I could. Thought I’d give the Birdsville Track a go.’

‘We saw the Birdsville Track on TV last month,’ put in Rob.

‘You don’t feel the heat through a television set. You don’t feel the dryness, like you were blotting paper and the sun was sucking you dry. It nearly got me. The sand was as thick as week-old porridge, the world as dry as bumfluff on a chook. I had to carry my bike, I couldn’t ride it. My skin was too dry to blister. My food ran out mostly, just old bread and what I could snare — a wombat or a cockatoo.’

‘Yuck!’ said Gwyn. ‘You ate wombats?’

‘I ate them. It was that or starve,’ said Dusty. ‘They’re tough but you can get a feed off one. But all the while I was dreaming of tomatoes.’

Rob and Gwyn had stopped eating to listen. Dusty grinned at them.

‘Don’t know why I wanted a tomato. Like I told you, I never liked the things. But it stuck in my mind there on the yellow dirt of the Birdsville Track — that was what I wanted and that was what I kept going for. I lived on meat and bread and then the bread ran out, and then the water. That’s what kills you, when your water goes. You can go without food for weeks but not more than days without some water.’

‘What happened?’ asked Rob. ‘Did you find a river or something?’

Dusty shook his head. ‘The land was as dry as a bit of toast. I didn’t dare go too far off the road to look for water. I dug the soaks, but they were dry. I drank the sap from trees but then I got too weak for that. I carried my bike at night and slept in what shade I could find during the day. I don’t know when I collapsed.’

‘Did you die?’ asked Gwyn.

Dusty Dargan blinked at her. ‘That’s a stupid question, girl. This isn’t some story on your television set. This was real. Would I be here now if I died? Of course I didn’t die. They found me on the track, with my bike still in my arms and my tongue purple and swollen and my skin red and bursting like a ripe balloon. They carried me into town and some old bird spent three days dripping water on my tongue and bathing me till I came to.

‘I was like a match with the wood shaved off,’ said Dusty Dargan. ‘I gradually pedalled my way back to the coast. And you know what I was longing for all that time? A tomato. They didn’t have any veg to speak of out at Birdsville, not then they didn’t.’

Rob put another slice of tomato in his mouth. It wasn’t so bad when you got used to it.

‘I reckon if I hadn’t been dreaming of a tomato I’d have stopped there and then. They saved my life, those tomatoes, and if they hadn’t saved my life your mother would never have been born and you wouldn’t either. So you eat your tomatoes,’ said Dusty Dargan.

They ate in silence for a while. Rob finished his tomato.

‘It’s not bad,’ he admitted. ‘It tastes better than at home.’

‘’Course it does,’ said Dusty. ‘I grew that tomato myself. You don’t get good tomatoes unless you grow them yourself. Just pink balls like a baby’s kneecaps. No seeds, no juice, no taste to them.’

Something battered on the window behind them. ‘What’s that?’ asked Gwyn, surprised.

‘Just a fantail,’ said Dusty. ‘She’s picking the flies off the windows. Some things like tomatoes, some like flies. Has a go at the spiders too. She’s got a nest out in that big camellia. Your gran planted that camellia. She planted the rest of the garden too. Haven’t kept it up like I should. I’ll show you the nest if you like. Just don’t go too close and scare her.’

Gwyn reached for the jam. It was dark and seedy blackberry, out of an old pickle jar, with the handwritten price still on one side. She spread it thickly over the doughy white bread, up to the crackled black crust.

‘What are you kids going to do after lunch?’ asked Dusty finally.

‘I don’t know, Grandpa,’ said Rob.

‘Don’t you go calling me Grandpa,’ said Dusty Dargan. ‘You call me Dusty like everyone else. Even your mother called me Dusty till she left home and bought her television sets and fancy baths and all the rest of it. Your Uncle Michael, he called me Dusty too.’

‘Who’s our Uncle Michael?’ asked Rob, interested. ‘Mum’s never told us about him.’

Dusty was silent for a minute. ‘Well, I don’t suppose she might have,’ he said finally. ‘Don’t suppose your mum talks about her family if she can help it, unless she needs me like she does now to look after you two. Michael was her younger brother and my son and he died up north in a place called Vietnam. I’ll tell you about your Uncle Michael sometime. Now, do you kids want to help me with the wood or mooch off on your own?’

‘What are you doing with the wood?’ asked Gwyn.

‘I’ll be chainsawing it, you’ll be carting it to the woodshed. You can have a go at splitting it if you like, but I don’t suppose you’ll have much luck. It’s an old casuarina that came down last year. Hard as a boulder now.’

‘Can’t we use the chainsaw?’ asked Rob.

‘No, you can not,’ stated Dusty Dargan. ‘You can use the chainsaw when you start growing whiskers, not before.’

‘What about me?’ objected Gwyn.

‘Girls have more sense than boys with machinery,’ said Dusty. ‘Maybe next year, if you come down again.’

‘Why don’t you get an electric stove and electric heaters?’ asked Rob. ‘Then you wouldn’t have to cut wood.’

Dusty shook his head. ‘I like cutting wood,’ he said. ‘I like fetching it. I like the smell when you cut it and the smell when it burns and the strength it gives your arms when you’re finished with it. Turn a switch and what do you have? Nothing. Just the warmth and that’s all, and that’s soon gone, and a whopping bill at the end of it. Come on, let’s get moving.’

It was quiet after dinner. Too quiet. No noise of TV in the living room, no mutter of cars from the streets around them. Dusty carved a wooden spoon at the table with the old knife from his belt. Rob read on the sofa. Gwyn lounged in the soggy armchair by the window and inspected her blisters from splitting wood.

‘Dusty?’ she asked finally. ‘Could you tell us another story?’

Dusty looked up. ‘You don’t want my stories,’ he said. ‘What are they to you?’

‘I liked the one you told at lunch,’ said Gwyn. ‘Mum never told us you had such an interesting life.’

Dusty grinned. ‘Your mother doesn’t think it’s interesting. She thinks it’s embarrassing, an old father in an old shack like this. She’s been down twice since she married, and the last time was just to drop you kids off here while she and your dad went to Bali. She’ll sell this place when I’m gone and buy a bigger house with the money and never think of the love that went with the place, the people and the memories.’

He thought for a while. ‘You want a story? All right, I’ll tell you a story. I’ll tell you about your Great-Great-Aunt Jean. I’ll tell you how she beat the government.

‘I got to know Aunty Jean in the ’twenties, when I was still a kid. She was my dad’s sister. My dad and I had been living here alone for years, since Mum died, sweating over this place to raise a crop. Then he died, while he was fencing, and I was alone.’

‘How old were you, Dusty?’ asked Gwyn.

‘I was twelve. Aunty Jean took me in, and Uncle Reg, even though they had seven of their own.

‘You never saw a woman like Aunty Jean today. A bust like a pair of watermelons and dresses pulled in at her waist like a sack of potatoes. She always smelt of flour, Aunty Jean, or vanilla custard. She fed us on bread and dripping and eggs from the chooks and we all dug spuds and worked in the vegie gardens down the backyard. There was never enough money. She was a wonder, your Aunty Jean. We lived on the smell of an oil rag, and your Uncle Reg worked on and off, then he didn’t work at all, because there were no jobs. It was the depression.’

‘I saw a program about that on TV,’ said Rob.

‘You see a lot on that TV of yours, don’t you? Too much, I reckon. It’s on your screen one minute and gone the next and you can forget about it. You couldn’t forget about the depression then.

‘Jean and Reg didn’t own their own house, it was rented, and they couldn’t pay the rent. There was this place, but there was just a shack on it then. I didn’t build this house till later. So we went down the coast, the whole boiling lot of us, to a place called Happy Valley. It was a dole camp. You know what that was? Thousands of us living in tents and shanties made of packing cases, living on the dole, just a hand-out to keep us going.’

Gwyn shivered. She wondered what it would be like to have to leave your house, to live in a tent instead.

‘Then they wanted to cut it down,’ continued Dusty. ‘Cut down the dole. We were just about starving as it was, but they wanted to save money. Governments like saving money so they have more for big ships and offices and statues of themselves.

‘How can you fight when you’ve got nothing, like we had down there?’ He seemed to want an answer.

‘I don’t know,’ said Rob.

‘You fight like your Aunty Jean. Like her and all the other women. They had a dole strike. They didn’t collect the dole. And that meant the shops and the merchants weren’t selling any goods, weren’t providing any tucker, and they were going broke. We lived on air and gum leaves, and everyone shared what little they had, but they won. The shopkeepers badgered the government till they gave in and the dole was restored. All because of your Aunty Jean and all the other women. They stopped the dole cuts and they won.’

‘That’s when you went north, Dusty?’

‘That’s when I went north.’ Dusty yawned and stretched. ‘And this is where you go to bed. Off with you, the both of you.’

It was dark in the bedroom, with its dry bunches of spiders in the corners and knotholes in the wood above their beds. It smelt of pepper and clean sheets. Rob’s bed was under the window, Gwyn’s on the other side of the room, divided by the big old wardrobe.

‘Gwyn?’

‘Mmmm?’

‘Are you asleep?’

‘Yes. No. Sort of.’

‘There’s something out the window.’

‘It’s probably just Dusty,’ said Gwyn sleepily.

‘It’s not Dusty. There’s something out there breathing.’

‘Well, look out and see what it is.’

‘You come too.’

Gwyn sighed and got up, and went over to the window. They parted the old wooden blinds and looked out.

The moon sailed like a golden orange above the valley. The world slept in shadows and light. Casuarinas waved above the creek, dark against the purple sky. On the lawn, black and silver in the moonlight, was a wombat. They could hear the grinding of its teeth as it pulled the grass.

They watched silently. The wombat glanced up, as though it knew they were there, then continued eating. It turned its back on them, round and hairy, and began to tear the grass from under a camellia bush. The breeze hummed down in the casuarina trees and slipped fresh and quiet into the room. The night was thick and sweet as a ripe peach. A low hoot floated across from the ridges.

‘Gwyn? Can you hear that?’

‘The owl? Why, you frightened of it or something?’

‘No. Stupid. It’s just sort of nice, isn’t it? Just hooting away in the distance.’

‘’Night, Rob,’ said Gwyn firmly, as she slipped back to her bed.

‘’Night, Gwyn,’ said Rob dreamily.

‘Can we help you this morning, Dusty?’ asked Rob, watching Dusty scramble eggs on the stove. They were brown eggs, with straw from the chook run still sticking to their shells.

Dusty considered. ‘You can feed the chooks, like yesterday, and get the eggs. Then you may as well mooch off for a while. Go explore the creek or something. It’s not natural for kids to stay in one place all the time. You should be out conquering the world.’

‘Starting with the creek?’ asked Rob.

‘May as well,’ said Dusty, banging the plates on the table. ‘Here, get that lot into you.’

‘Have you got a story about eggs too?’ asked Gwyn, buttering her toast.

‘Not off hand,’ said Dusty Dargan. ‘There was a brown snake a couple of years ago kept stealing the eggs. It’d squeeze through the wire and squeeze out again. Could never catch it. Then one day it ate too many and it couldn’t get back through the wire. It just sat there with this great bulge in its tummy looking stupid. So I lopped its head off with the spade. Don’t like killing snakes. Don’t do you any harm mostly if you leave them alone. But it was frightening the chooks, and anyway I wanted my eggs.’

‘I hate snakes,’ said Gwyn.

Dusty eyed her. ‘There’s probably a blooming great snake out there muttering to its friends, “I hate humans.” Let’s hope neither of you meet each other.’

They ate their eggs in silence.

‘I ate a snake once,’ Dusty announced, as he scraped his plate.

‘Yuck!’ said Gwyn.

‘Up on the Birdsville Track?’ asked Rob.

‘No. This was in Western Australia. About a year later. Met this old guy on the road. He showed me how to throw them in the fire. Chop their heads off in the right spot and cook them well and you don’t have to worry about poison. Tasted okay. Bit like a fatty chicken. Never bothered again though.’

‘What other things have you eaten?’ asked Rob.

‘Never you mind,’ said Dusty Dargan. ‘I’m not serving them up to you, not if you behave yourself. Go on, out with you, the both of you, while I do the washing up. No, you can’t help. I’ve got my own routine. You two skedaddle.’

The creek was cold in the morning. The water broke and scattered in the early light round the pink rocks, quivered in the dark deep holes under the casuarinas.

‘I suppose Dusty’s trying to be kind,’ said Gwyn. ‘His stories are good. But he just doesn’t know what kids like today. I mean, no muesli for breakfast or Kentucky Fried Chicken or computer games or anything.’

‘He’s okay,’ said Rob. ‘He’s better than I thought he was at first.’

‘I think he’s worried about something,’ said Gwyn.

‘What?’ asked Rob curiously.

‘I don’t know,’ said Gwyn. ‘He looks . . . I don’t know . . . as though maybe we should have done something but haven’t.’

Rob shrugged. ‘If he wants us to do something he should ask,’ he said. ‘Come on. Are we going up the creek or down?’

Gwyn considered. ‘Up,’ she said finally. ‘Dusty said there was a waterfall up the creek, and bigger pools.’

The valley narrowed as they climbed. The cliffs beside the creek grew steeper. The creek slipped between them into deeper pools or ran down races, smooth with a thousand years of flood. Fat lizards baked in the sun, kookaburras chortled warning calls from the high dry ridges up above them.

‘Rob.’

‘What?’

‘Shh. Over there.’

It was a fox, dirty summer brown. It padded between the trees on the bank, and bent to drink. Suddenly it raised its head, and sniffed. It saw them. The children froze.

The fox bent again, wary now. It drank quickly, glanced at Rob and Gwyn, then it was off, a brown shadow through the trees.

They continued walking. Silver fish darted in the sky-blue pools.

‘Look at the reflections,’ wondered Rob. ‘You can see the clouds.’

‘If you swam you’d think you were flying,’ said Gwyn.

‘Want to swim?’

‘When we get to the waterfall.’

The gorge was full of the sound of water now. They turned a corner. Ferns spilled down the cliffs. The world smelt of heat and moisture. The falls splashed before them, a web of white lace crashing into a green pool.

‘Oh, wow!’ said Rob.

‘Incredible!’ whispered Gwyn.

Rob recovered. ‘Last one in’s a maggot sandwich!’ he called.

The falling water was rock-cool, cool as the earth it seeped from. It stung their backs and eyes so they dived to escape its force, and the world was green and shimmering and tadpoles nibbled at their legs. Rob surfaced. Water dripped from his hair. Gwyn was laughing in front of him.

‘Not bad?’ he shouted above the falling water.

‘Not bad at all!’ yelled Gwyn.

It was hot as they walked back up the flat. Dusty was working in the garden, digging potatoes. Sweat mingled with dirt and ran down his face.

‘Hello, you two,’ he said. ‘You’re late.’

‘I’m sorry, Dusty,’ said Gwyn. ‘We went up to the waterfall.’

Dusty inspected them.

‘Oh well,’ he said, ‘that explains it then. There’s no one ever went up there yet was able to tear themselves away without a swim and an hour for looking. Come on. You’re probably starving.’

‘We are,’ agreed Rob, suddenly realising he was.

It was cooler in the house. The dust danced in a sunbeam through the window. The stove was out. Dusty made tea on the gas ring, and cut thick slices from the high white loaf, and hauled out more lettuce and tomatoes from the cool safe.

‘You two want to come to town this afternoon?’ demanded Dusty over lunch.

‘Sure. Cool,’ said Rob.

‘Cool my foot,’ said Dusty Dargan. ‘It’ll be as hot as an old tin roof. I’ve got to get some fencing wire and wheat for the chooks. You lot can go get a milkshake or something in the cafe.’

It was sweaty in the ute, all three of them squeezed into the front seat. Dusty didn’t seem to even know about air conditioning. He steered round the potholes on the road to town.

‘Why don’t you have a dog like other farmers, Dusty?’ asked Gwyn. ‘He could ride in the back.’

‘Because I’m not a farmer. I decided that years ago,’ said Dusty. ‘I like the land the way it is, not shaved of all the trees and animals and anything you can’t make money out of. You can’t have dogs as well as wombats and wallabies mooching up round the front door. Dogs scare them off.’

‘What’s wrong with farming?’ demanded Rob.

Dusty waved a hand at the paddocks along the road. ‘Take a look at them. Cattle, sheep, grass and wire. Nothing else. May as well live in the city with nothing but cars and houses. Farming’s all very well. But it’s not the bush.’

Dusty parked in the main street. He nodded to a woman lugging groceries, then to a man loading hay into a trailer. A man in shabby moleskins waved a greeting from across the road.

‘Do you know everyone in town?’ whispered Gwyn.

‘Know most people to nod to,’ agreed Dusty. ‘I’ll be in the stock and station agents. Cafe’s just over there.’

The cafe smelt of coffee and carrot cake and roses on the tables. There were fresh biscuits under the glass counter and posters on the wall.

‘What’re you having?’ asked Rob.

Gwyn read the menu. ‘Milkshakes. Fresh strawberry, peach, banana, chocolate. I’ll have strawberry.’

‘I’ll have banana,’ decided Rob. ‘I haven’t eaten a banana since we came here. Do you think Dusty would buy us some bananas?’

‘He’d just tell us to go pick some apples or oranges or strawberries or something,’ said Gwyn. ‘I think the garden’s sort of fun, anyway. It’s good being able to just wander out and pick anything you want.’ She looked around the cafe. ‘Hey, look, there’s a dance here next weekend!’

‘Boring,’ said Rob.

‘I wouldn’t mind,’ said Gwyn. She read the notices along the wall. ‘Someone wants baby-sitting. Kittens to give away. Cement mixer for sale. Hey, Rob, look at that one!’

The poster was handwritten. Gwyn got up to look at it more closely. ‘It’s about a public protest meeting,’ she said. ‘There’s a plan to woodchip Gunnah Forest. Hey, that’s next to Dusty’s! I wonder if he knows!’

‘Ask him,’ suggested Rob.

‘I will,’ said Gwyn. ‘Hey, here he is now. Dusty, have you seen this?’

Dusty glanced at it. ‘I have,’ he said. He went to the counter. ‘Afternoon, Marge. I’ll have a milkshake. Vanilla. Plenty of ice-cream in it please.’

He sat down at the table with the children.

‘Are you going to the meeting?’ demanded Gwyn. ‘Gunnah’s right next door to you.’

‘No,’ said Dusty.

‘Why not? Don’t you mind the woodchipping?’

‘Mind! Have you seen what happens when they chip a forest? The soil washes away in the rain and wind. You think what the creek’ll be like after woodchipping — silted all along it so it floods in the wet and goes dry in the drought. Think of the animals that’ll die without the creek. Think of the fires after all that mess. You get fires where you get woodchipping and they spread. Too right they spread.’

‘Then why aren’t you going to the meeting? Don’t you think they’ve got any chance of stopping it?’

Dusty looked at her. ‘I’ve never lost a battle yet,’ he said slowly. ‘I’ve fought for what I believe in time and time again.’ He looked out the window, at the tall green hill above the town, then back at Rob and Gwyn. ‘What’s the use of fighting this one?’ he said softly. ‘I’m old. Ten years’ll see me out. Then what’ll happen to the place? It’ll go to your mother, and she’ll sell it. Won’t matter then if Gunnah’s woodchipped or not. It’d be different if you kids wanted it. But you want the city, like your mother. No, I won’t be fighting this one. This one’s for other people.’

The milkshakes arrived. They drank them in silence.

The owl was hooting out the window again. There was a rustle in the garden; the wombat was back. The creek hushed and tumbled through the flat below the house, louder than it ever was during the day.

‘Gwyn?’

‘Mmm.’

‘You asleep?’

‘Not now you’ve woken me up.’

‘Would you like to own this place?’

Gwyn woke up properly. ‘I don’t know,’ she said finally. ‘How about you?’

‘I don’t know either,’ admitted Rob. ‘I thought I hated it a few days ago. Now I just don’t know.’

A possum shrieked on the flat below. The wombat moved closer. They could hear the steady chomp as he pulled at the grass.

‘Go to sleep,’ advised Gwyn. ‘We’ll think about it in the morning.’

It was hotter than ever at breakfast. Even the birds seemed quiet outside. The trees stood limp and pale green in the dark sunlight.

Dusty looked out the window. The sky arched deep and blue. ‘Storm this afternoon,’ he said.

‘How can you tell?’

Dusty shrugged. ‘You get to feeling it,’ he said. ‘You watch. By lunchtime there’ll be a million flying ants all over the place. They hatch before the rain. All the lizards’ll be out. Snakes too. You keep an eye out if you’re going down the creek.’

‘We will,’ Gwyn assured him.

Dusty seemed tired today. Rob watched him clear the plates away. ‘You going to use that wire today, Dusty?’ he asked. ‘Need a hand?’

Dusty shook his head. ‘What’s the use?’ he asked. ‘Let the wallabies come into the orchard. There’s more fruit there than I can eat. No, I’ll just putter round here a while. You go off. Take some lunch with you or something. Off with you.’

Rob and Gwyn walked in silence down to the creek. Part of Dusty’s depression had spread to them. Lunch was in an old pack of Dusty’s. He’d lent them hats as well.

‘Where to?’ asked Rob, as they paused in the shade of the casuarinas.

Gwyn shrugged. ‘It’s too hot to go to the ridge and we went up the creek yesterday. How about we go up the gully on the other side? There should be shade there and a bit of water.’

Rob nodded. They climbed up the bank again and headed across the flat, along the jumbled rocks from flood time when the water sprang out of the gully.

‘Do you think Dusty’s angry with us?’ asked Rob.

Gwyn shook her head. ‘I think he’s more worried by the woodchipping than he lets on.’

‘Would it really be so bad?’ asked Rob.

‘Don’t know. Dusty thinks so.’

The ridges seemed to collect the heat around them. The hot quartz gleamed. There was still no sign of a storm. The sky was unnaturally blue, astonishingly clear. The trees seemed to shiver beneath the weight of the sun.

‘Hey, Rob, look. There’s a track. Where’s it going?’

They hurried up to it. ‘It’s an ant track!’ exclaimed Gwyn. ‘Look at it! It’s enormous. There must be millions of them!’

‘Let’s follow them,’ suggested Rob.

‘Do you think they bite?’ wondered Gwyn.

Rob shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘They all seem to be on their highway. I think if we just keep to one side they won’t notice us.’

They walked quietly beside the ants. The sun beat down on their shoulders. The world seemed drained of colour. The sun was too strong, the light too bright, as though it sucked the colour away.

‘Hey, there’s the nest!’

‘Wow. It’s as big as the living room at home.’

‘It looks like a great yellow pancake,’ said Gwyn, ‘all dusted with cinnamon.’

‘Yuck. Cinnamon doesn’t crawl,’ said Rob. ‘Hey, do you see what I see?’

‘Where?’

‘Over there, dummy.’

On the far side of the ant nest an echidna was snuffling, its nose delicately touching the ground as it felt and smelt. Suddenly it stopped. It seemed to be feeling the vibrations beneath it. It began to dig furiously.

‘Bye bye, ants,’ said Rob. ‘You’re going to be an echidna’s lunch.’

‘Speaking of lunch,’ said Gwyn. ‘How about we find somewhere cool and eat ours?’

They found a rock in the gully, overlooking the creek, and under the shade of a stringybark. The damp soil was bare around it, as though water seeped below. Bees buzzed and sipped at the moisture as they ate. Two golden skinks chased each other on a far rock, lashing their tails and biting at each other’s throats. Rob and Gwyn watched the battle.

‘It’d be scarey if they were bigger,’ said Gwyn.

Rob nodded. Then he lifted his head. ‘What was that? That noise?’

Gwyn listened. ‘Thunder,’ she answered.

‘It can’t be thunder. The sky’s still clear.’

‘Well, it was,’ said Gwyn. ‘No, listen. There’s something else.’

It sounded like a blanket being dragged through the scrub, like large paws pushing across the earth. A long, deep stepped sound, a rhythmic thud.

‘Rob,’ whispered Gwyn. ‘I’m scared.’

Rob nodded. His eyes were wide.

‘Should we run?’

‘Not till we know what it is. It might catch us.’

‘Maybe if we screamed Dusty would hear us.’

‘Too far away. Shhh.’

Then they saw it. It swayed through the trees, its belly nearly touching the ground, its short fat legs twisting its body back and forth. Its eyes were small, its skin deep grey and slightly mottled. It was longer than either of the children and twice as wide. Each leg was as thick as Rob’s and Gwyn’s together.

‘What is it?’

The animal stopped at the noise. It looked at them. Its mouth opened. It hissed.

‘It’s a dinosaur,’ whispered Rob. ‘It moves just like the ones at Disneyland.’

‘They’re extinct. It can’t be a dinosaur.’

‘What is it then?’

‘I think it’s a dragon,’ Gwyn said in awe. ‘It’s exactly like the drawings in the books.’

‘It can’t be a dragon. They don’t exist any more either.’

‘What else can it be then?’

‘I dunno,’ said Rob. ‘Maybe it’s magic. A magic dragon. It has to be magic.’

The dragon blinked at them. It seemed wary. Gwyn remembered Dusty saying snakes were more scared of her than she was of them. The same was probably true of dragons.

‘Do you think it breathes fire?’

‘I don’t know. It can’t, can it, or it’d start a bushfire. Maybe Australian dragons don’t breathe fire.’

‘Do you think it’d run away if we went closer?’

‘I think it’s coming closer anyway,’ muttered Rob. ‘Hey, can’t we give it something to show we’re friendly?’

‘What do dragons eat?’ whispered Gwyn.

‘Maidens,’ said Rob.

‘Huh. I bet that was just a story put around by blokes. I bet they eat other things as well.’ She rummaged in the bag and took out a lamb sandwich. Slowly she threw it to the dragon.

The dragon started. It turned, took two, three steps away, heavy steps that seemed to shake the ground, then looked back at them. It stopped, moved slowly back to the sandwich, and sniffed it. Its head was as high as Gwyn’s waist. It bolted the sandwich, then lifted its giant head. It peered at them through narrow eyes.

‘It wants some more,’ breathed Rob.

‘See,’ said Gwyn, ‘told you dragons ate other things.’ She threw another sandwich. The dragon gulped it down and looked at them with interest.

‘Maybe we’d better keep feeding it,’ suggested Gwyn. ‘We don’t want to make it angry.’

‘Let me try. Do you think dragons like hardboiled eggs?’

Dragons loved hardboiled eggs, even more than lamb sandwiches. Rob and Gwyn took turns in throwing down the food.

‘That’s it, dragon,’ said Gwyn finally. ‘You’ve had the lot.’

The dragon lashed its tail.

‘No, really,’ said Rob. ‘We’d give you any more if we had it. Promise.’

The dragon considered. It opened its mouth.

‘Hey!’ whispered Rob. ‘Do you think it’s going to breathe fire?’

The mouth opened wider. The dragon burped. Its breath smelt of old meat and bones.

‘Do you think we could pat it?’ wondered Rob.

Gwyn shook her head. ‘It might bite. Look at those claws. Maybe we should just bring it more food tomorrow. I wonder if it lives here or if it just, you know, appeared.’

The dragon grew tired of waiting. It turned and lumbered over to the creek, glanced back at the children again in case they’d laid more eggs, then slowly shinned up a casuarina tree. Halfway up it stopped, settled, and appeared to go to sleep. Its claws dug into the bark and its tail drooped down the trunk.

‘Look!’ whispered Rob. ‘All those scratches. I bet it’s often in that tree.’

‘Wait till we tell Dusty.’

Rob looked at her in concern. ‘Do you think we should? I mean if it’s magic it might disappear if too many people know about it.’

Gwyn considered. ‘Yeah. Maybe you’re right.’ She gazed at the dragon thoughtfully. ‘Dusty knows this place like the back of his hand. He’d have told us if he’d seen a dragon here. Told us to be careful or something. That means the dragon’s never shown itself to Dusty.’

Rob nodded. ‘Makes sense.’

‘Rob!’ exclaimed Gwyn suddenly. ‘I’ve just realised!’

‘What?’

‘Don’t you see? If there’s a dragon it means the valley’s magic. I mean, it feels magic, doesn’t it? If it’s magic the logging can’t affect it. It means the valley’s safe. We can tell Dusty the valley’s safe.’

Rob thought for a moment. ‘If the logging doesn’t matter then we needn’t tell Dusty. It’ll happen anyway. Besides, it’s our dragon. Dusty’s had lots of adventures. This is ours, not his.’

Gwyn was almost convinced. ‘All right. Let’s get to know it first anyway. Maybe we could tame it. Then it mightn’t disappear no matter who we told. A tame dragon! Even Dusty’s never had that.’

It was hotter than ever now. Suddenly the mountain growled behind them.

‘What was that! Another dragon?’

‘That was thunder!’ exclaimed Rob. ‘Real thunder. We’d better be getting back.’

‘Rob! Look!’

It was a cloud; not like the white clouds they knew at home. This cloud was green and purple. It edged smoothly over the sky.

‘We’d better run!’

The world was suddenly quiet. Birds darted above them, intent on reaching shelter. Ants crawled in panic on the ground. Small winged insects rose in clouds from the grass, and stuck to their legs and elbows as they shrugged off their wings. The children panted over the creek flat.

‘Do you think we’re going to make it?’ heaved Gwyn. ‘Rob, listen!’

There was a sound like a gunshot behind them, then a roaring, closer and closer. The first of the hail hit them, sharp and cold, then more and more, as though the sky were pounding tennis balls down at them. The roaring grew louder. Just as they reached the gate the water hit them, a wall of white, drenching them in seconds. Gasping, they ran up onto the verandah.

Dusty was waiting for them. ‘Heard you coming,’ he said. ‘I was wondering if I should come and look for you. The creek comes up quickly in a storm like this. Off you go, get changed. I’ve got the stove on inside, and cocoa.’

They puddled up the corridor. ‘Are you sure we shouldn’t tell him?’ whispered Gwyn.

‘No!’ insisted Rob. ‘What if it disappeared because we did? Then Dusty would never see it and the valley wouldn’t be protected any more.’

Gwyn nodded slowly. It was too noisy to argue. The rain beat on the roof and roared outside. The world was white through the window. Even the trees were just dim shapes, huddling under the thunder of water.

It would have been frightening by themselves. It was exciting with Dusty. They sat on the verandah and watched it, sipping their cocoa, wondering at the lightning as it flashed from ridge to ridge, at the thick fat bubbles that gleamed and burst as the water ran across the garden and the flat.

‘It’s like a magic storm,’ said Rob.

‘There’s always a bit of magic in the bush. I like a good storm,’ said Dusty. ‘Cleans things up. You can feel things growing after a storm.’

‘I hated storms in the city,’ said Gwyn. ‘They’re different here.’

‘That’s because here there’s nothing between you and the storm. You’re close to it,’ said Dusty. ‘You realise that storms and droughts don’t mean to hurt you. Only people mean to hurt. Here the earth repairs any damage after.’

‘Hey, listen!’ announced Rob. The creek was growling now. Far away came a roaring, as though a giant plane was flying down the gorge.

‘Flash flood!’ said Dusty. ‘You watch it.’

Where the smooth flat creek had been was now a boiling torrent, rocks and branches tossed up into the sky. The water lashed at the banks and heaved and muttered, down towards the wider river below.

‘Won’t come up far,’ said Dusty. ‘That’s because the valley’s so steep. The water just goes faster. I’ve seen some big floods here but it’s never even come over the flat. It carries boulders the size of horses sometimes. You can hear them grinding from the house.’

The light was fading from the valley now, sucked into the grey of the storm.

‘No shadows tonight,’ said Dusty. ‘Come on, let’s stoke up the fire. There’s nothing like a good fire in a storm. I’ll show you how to make pancakes. Pancakes and lemon. That’s what you need in a storm.’

‘Can I put the wood on?’ asked Rob.

Dusty considered. ‘I reckon you can. It’ll be a good fire tonight. A good wind makes the chimney draw. Come on, Gwyn. You do the table. Good thing I picked the lemons this morning. Wouldn’t want to duck out in this to fetch them.’

The pancakes were eaten, the lemon halves lay empty on the table.

‘Dusty,’ said Gwyn.

He shot a look at her. ‘I know what you’re going to say. You want a story.’

‘Yes, please.’

Dusty thought for a minute. ‘I’ll tell you a story,’ he said. ‘It’s not a nice story, but it’s one that needs telling. People forget or never know. It’s important, this story. I want you to listen so you learn something.’

‘Learn what, Dusty?’ said Gwyn.

‘Learn how to fight,’ said Dusty Dargan quietly. ‘Not how to fight with your fists like you see on TV. Any fool can fight with their fists.’

He paused, then began slowly. ‘The biggest fight of all, sometimes, is just to survive.’ He looked at the children. ‘I did my learning in the bush, down at the dole camps, up on the Track. Then I was tested. You’re always tested sometime in this life.’

‘What was the test, Dusty?’

‘I built a railway,’ said Dusty Dargan. ‘Me and a few thousand others. It was in the war. It was a railway for the Japanese.

‘We were from Singapore, our lot. That was in ’42. We built 300 miles of it in a year and nearly a hundred thousand of us died for it, prisoners of war and conscripted labourers.

‘There’s only one way to win a war. That’s to survive.

‘It was another world. You kids can’t imagine it. Your parents couldn’t either. No one who wasn’t there can imagine it. We starved. We died from cholera and malaria and bashings, beri beri and dysentery and ulcers. That’s what they said anyway. I reckoned most died because they’d lost hope. They’d forgotten there was another world away from all that.’

‘What world, Dusty?’ asked Rob quietly.

‘This world. The bush. Our homes. The things that mattered.’ Dusty paused again. Outside the children could hear the roar of the creek and the gentle call of the mopoke.

‘Our boots rotted on our feet and then our skin rotted. We carried the materials for the railway in slings on bamboo poles and we drove the poles for the bridges in by dropping them, then lifting them and dropping them again. No machinery, no post-hole diggers, just our bleeding hands. There were ten miles of bridges and they shook like our hands. We ate rice and more rice and sometimes vegetables or maybe fish if the guards had time to dynamite the river. Dynamite killed the fish and we caught them with our hands.’

‘Could you eat the fish?’ asked Gwyn.

‘We ate them raw. The fat melted from our bodies. We had legs like darning needles, faces brown and thin as a burnt biscuit. We worked eighteen hours a day or we were bashed. You were bashed if you collapsed, you were beaten with sticks if you had dysentery. We were slaves of the Emperor of Japan for life and they said we should cry with happiness at being allowed to serve him. They said someone died for every sleeper we laid on that railway.’

The mopoke was nearer now. Its song floated up through the cool air outside. The children could hear the fat drips from the gutter onto the window sill. It was a long way from the world of Dusty’s story.

‘What was the jungle like?’ whispered Gwyn.

‘It was horrible and it was beautiful. You can’t imagine the beauty, you kids, and I hope you’ll never see the horror. It was green and brown and there were snakes and orchids and butterflies like coloured angels, and birds like you’ve never seen before. Then the monsoon came and the world was water and muddy graves and at night you were too tired to dream.

‘But I remembered this place. I remembered the way the soil swells after rain and the smell of the mist. I remembered how the blue cranes flap their wings through the casuarinas. I remembered the feel of hot grass on my feet and the call of the owls at night.

‘I knew that all I had to do to hear them again was survive. So I lived,’ said Dusty Dargan.

He was silent again. Rob waited a moment then asked, ‘How, Dusty?’

‘I made myself boots out of wood and old tyres. I ate lizards and sucked on leaves. I ate whatever they gave me. I pretended the maggots were currants and ate them for their protein. I used palm leaves as bandages and for a lap-lap. I stood in the river to let the fish bite away the bad flesh around my ulcers.’

Gwyn shuddered. Dusty saw her, and shook his head, as though to shake away his memories.

‘I remembered the dole camp and I worked with my mates, all of us helping each other. That saved me too. Once, when I was weak, Red Harris got Coates the medico to give me a blood transfusion, some of Red’s own blood. He stood next to my bed and they fed it into me. He saved me.’

‘Where is he now?’ asked Rob softly. ‘Are you still friends?’

‘He died, got cholera. We put bamboo name bracelets on the men with cholera, ’cause at the end they were too thin to recognise. Even a friend like Red . . . I didn’t know him at the end, just his skin and staring eyes. When we finished the railway they sent me to Japan to work there, but the ship was torpedoed and the Yanks fished me out of the water.

‘There are things that happened in those years I’ll never tell you. But if I tell you a bit of it you might remember. There are different ways of fighting. But you’ve got to fight to live.’

The storm had quietened now. The whole world was quiet. All you could hear was the steady drip from sodden leaves, the rush of the freshened creek below. Suddenly the owl began to boom again.

‘That means it’s over,’ said Dusty. ‘The mopoke always sings when it’s over. Off to bed now, you lot. Fill up your hot water bottles if you’re cold.’

‘Will you come and tuck us in?’ asked Gwyn.

Dusty paused. ‘I haven’t tucked anyone in for twenty years,’ he said. ‘I suppose I remember how. Yeah, I’ll tuck you in. Get along with you.’

The creek was still up next morning. It ran and sang among the rocks. The casuarinas shone silver in the clear blue light. Rob and Gwyn ran down through the sodden grass.

‘It’s twice as high as yesterday!’ called Gwyn.

‘Do you think we can still swim?’

Gwyn nodded. ‘It’s just fresh,’ she said. ‘I don’t think it’s dangerous. We’ll ask Dusty. Look, it’s been higher. That must have been the roaring in the middle of the night. It’s washed all the casuarina needles from the bank.’

They walked back across the flat. The grass seemed to steam in the sunlight. You could almost see green sprouting after the rain.

Dusty was frying eggs in the kitchen. The room smelt of hot butter and fresh bread. The radio was muttering on the mantelpiece. General news, strikes and money markets, wars in other countries, then the local news. The children pricked up their ears.

‘Hey, that’s about the meeting we read about in the cafe!’ said Rob.

Dusty looked up. ‘I don’t suppose you want to go to it?’ he asked, too casually.

Rob looked at Gwyn. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said carelessly. Dusty’s shoulders dropped a little.

‘Just thought you might,’ he muttered. The eggs snapped and sizzled in the pan as he turned them. Gwyn took the bread out of the bread bin and began to cut sandwiches.

‘You don’t mind if we have lunch away again, do you, Dusty?’ she asked.

Dusty raised an eyebrow. ‘Reckon you’ve found something interesting out there. Or maybe the bush’s just got to you.’

Rob grinned. ‘You’re not the only one to have adventures, Dusty.’

‘Never said I was,’ said Dusty Dargan.

‘We’ll stay if you need a hand with anything,’ offered Gwyn anxiously.

Dusty shook his head as he sliced the eggs onto plates. ‘You’re only here for two weeks. Heaven knows if you’ll ever be back again. Next time your parents want a trip away and can’t book you into anywhere else, I reckon. You go off and enjoy yourselves. Come on. Sit down. The eggs are ready.’

They ate in silence for a minute.

‘Tell us a story,’ asked Gwyn. ‘Tell us a happy story this time.’

Dusty lifted an eyebrow. ‘All stories are happy,’ he said. ‘Happy and sad together. You don’t get one without the other. I’ll tell you a good story,’ said Dusty Dargan. ‘I’ll tell you how I won your gran.’

Rob and Gwyn forked their eggs slowly as he began to speak.

‘I got back here in ’46. The roof had fallen in and the fences looked like an elephant’d sat on them.’

Gwyn giggled.

‘I was just out of hospital and thin as a rooster’s ankle. I worked here for a year and got back to looking like myself, not that that’s anything to write home about. Anyway, I got the roof back on and the possums out from under the bed and I bought some cattle for the flat. Then I went to this dance in town. You get good tucker at the dances round here. I was cooking for myself and I felt like a feed. I saw her dancing and that was it.

‘She wasn’t beautiful. She had hair like everyone else’s and skin that’d been too long in the sun. But she was enjoying herself. I never knew a woman enjoy things like your gran. She was as happy that night as a kookaburra after rain when the worms come out. I asked her for a dance and she laughed at me, not at anything I said but just for the joy of it.

‘She was a teacher at the school. Half the blokes in town were after her. They had more to offer her than I did — houses with hot water and record players and cars. They’d had more education than what I got at the dole camp, than what I got here trying to scratch a living with my dad. So I thought about what I did have.’

‘What was that, Dusty?’ asked Gwyn.

Dusty looked at her across the table. ‘I had this place. I knew that if she didn’t love it she couldn’t love me either. I’d realised that back on the railway, finally. I’d realised what was important. You are what you love. This place and me, there’s no separating us. I asked her down one Sunday and she came, and I showed her the creek, and we swam where you kids swim now. I took her up the top of Big Henry and we watched the shadows creep up the valley and the light thicken with the night. I saw how her face lit up with everything she saw. I showed her a bowerbird’s nest full of blue things for his love and I told her I’d do the same for her if she gave me time.

‘I didn’t want her to miss out on anything marrying me. But I reckoned we were two of a kind. We faced life and we wanted it and we lived all we could get of it. We belonged together, your gran and me. But I wanted her to have everything.

‘I built this house for her. It was only two rooms when I started. I built a bathroom and bedrooms. I got running water for the kitchen and put in the biggest tank I could, so she’d always have fresh water. It took me two years. I went back to fencing for other people and I bought all the things she’d need, curtains and saucepans, though she said she didn’t need them. Then we were married.’

Dusty Dargan looked out the window. ‘When you kids aren’t here I still climb Big Henry at night and think of her. I don’t think she’s far away. She loved this valley as I do, and there’s still that between us and always will be. While I’ve got this valley I’m near your gran.’

Dusty looked back at them. ‘She died before you were born, when your mother was in the city doing her uni. She died of cancer. She died slowly. She wouldn’t let it take her. She fought till she was too tired to fight any longer. You can’t fight other people’s battles,’ said Dusty Dargan. ‘I’d have fought the cancer for her if I could.

‘I learnt that with your uncle too. With my Michael. When he died in Vietnam it was part of me dying, as well as part of your gran. But you can’t die for other people. You can’t do their fighting for them. If people believe in something they’ve got to do their own fighting or it means nothing. And if they don’t fight, well, it means they aren’t interested. Not enough to commit themselves anyway. If you want to live you fight for that, if you want to save a bit of bush you fight as well.’

Dusty stood up. ‘I’m tired,’ he said. ‘I’m too tired to fight. I’ve spent my whole life fighting and where has it got me? I’ve nothing to fight for now. No one to fight for.’

They listened to his footsteps down the passage, out into the garden beyond.

‘Rob, we’ve got to tell him,’ said Gwyn. ‘He’s so sad. He thinks we don’t care. We have to tell him about the dragon so he knows the valley’s safe.’

Rob considered. ‘You know what we decided,’ he said. ‘What if it disappears if people get to know about it?’

‘Dusty isn’t “people”,’ argued Gwyn. ‘He’s Dusty. Please, Rob.’

Rob went over to the window. The sun thrust gold fingers through the trees. The light caught the scattered raindrops so they glittered like broken quartz. He watched for a moment.

‘All right,’ he said finally.

They walked out into the garden. The noise of the creek muttered fresh from the flat. Dusty was mending the netting by the chook house. He didn’t look at them as they came out. His mouth was set. They went over to him.

Gwyn nudged Rob. Rob shook his head. ‘You tell him,’ he whispered.

Dusty turned. ‘You tell me what?’ he demanded. ‘What’ve you been up to, you two?’

Gwyn cleared her throat. ‘Dusty, we found something yesterday. Something we want to show you. Something magic.’

‘It means the valley’s safe,’ said Rob. ‘You don’t have to worry about the woodchipping at all. You don’t have to fight.’

Dusty looked puzzled. ‘Magic?’ he demanded. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s a dragon,’ offered Gwyn. ‘A magic dragon.’

Dusty put the chook wire down and scratched his head. ‘You kids think you’ve found a dragon in the valley?’

Gwyn laughed. ‘Come and see!’ she offered, delighted. ‘Come and we’ll show you.’

Dusty looked sceptical. ‘If this is a joke or something I’ll cook you snake for dinner,’ he threatened.

‘It’s no joke, Dusty. Come and look for yourself.’

Dusty rubbed his hands on his trousers. ‘There’s nothing here that can’t wait. Not if there’s a dragon around. But if you lot are kidding I’ll have your hides.’

They hurried down the damp flat, jumped the creek from rock to rock, bubbling silver between its stones, the casuarina pollen washed away in the flood. Then up the gully on the other side. It ran with water now, after the rain, a thin dribble of water between the rocks and grass.

‘Up here,’ said Rob. ‘See, it lives round this tree.’

Dusty’s eyes gleamed. He was beginning to understand. He gestured towards some tracks on the ground. ‘This way,’ he said quietly. ‘Let’s try this way.’

Down towards the creek again, through the field of rocks. Suddenly one of them moved. Eyes peered at them.

It was the dragon.

‘Dusty, watch out!’ called Rob. ‘That’s it!’

‘I’d forgotten it was so big!’ breathed Gwyn.

‘We should have brought it some food. Maybe it’ll be angry.’

The dragon seemed undecided whether to leave or stay. It peered at them through narrow eyes. Finally its shoulders moved, the massive legs waddled towards them. It remembered the sandwiches.

‘There!’ demanded Rob. ‘What did we tell you, Dusty?’

‘A dragon!’ announced Gwyn. ‘Our very own magic dragon.’

Dusty stood very still.

‘I see it,’ he said quietly.

‘It’s a magic dragon,’ said Gwyn. ‘I’ve thought for days the valley must be magic. It has to be magic to be as beautiful as this. You can’t hurt magic places.’

Dusty turned away from the dragon and looked at them. ‘That’s a goanna,’ he said softly. ‘Not a dragon.’

‘A goanna!’ cried Rob indignantly. ‘You don’t get goannas that big!’

‘You do here,’ said Dusty. ‘Not because it’s magic but because there’s nothing to hurt them here. Goannas get bigger the longer they live. That one must be two hundred years or more. No, you don’t see goannas that size most places. That’s because they’ve been killed long ago — by dogs or people or just not enough food.’

‘A giant goanna,’ said Gwyn wonderingly.

‘There’s no magic about it,’ said Dusty. ‘What’s kept that goanna alive is people looking after this place. My dad, me, your gran. If we’d run a few hundred sheep through here, if we’d cleared the land for grazing, if we’d burnt it off every year, there wouldn’t be a goanna like that here. That goanna won’t protect the valley, son. It’s the valley that protects it.’

The goanna looked at them warily. She was so near they could smell her breath, strong as rotten meat. She swished her tail, considered, wondering perhaps if there were sandwiches today or boiled eggs. Finally she seemed to give up on them. She began to climb a casuarina. Her claws scratched the rough bark. The children watched her go.

‘Does that mean,’ said Rob slowly, ‘that there’s no such thing as magic?’

Dusty looked tired. ‘There’s magic enough,’ he said, ‘if you want to look for it. Even your goanna’s magic, if you like. But magic won’t save anything in the real world.’ He held out a hand to each of the children. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s go home and have a cuppa.’

They were quiet on the way home. They crossed the creek at the swimming hole, brown again under the morning’ s coating of casuarina pollen, walked through the strong sunlight up the flat, under the weighted apple trees and through the leafy coolness of their grandmother’s garden. Dusty put the kettle on for his tea, hauled the milk from the cool safe for Rob and Gwyn and began to butter bread. The children started to set the table automatically.

Gwyn broke the silence. ‘Dusty?’

‘Yes?’

‘How long before they start to log then?’

Dusty shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It’s only a proposal at this stage. Might be years.’

‘Can it still be stopped?’

Dusty stopped buttering bread. ‘Do you want it stopped?’

Gwyn looked at Rob. He nodded.

‘Yes,’ she said.

‘Sure?’

‘We’re sure,’ said Rob.

Dusty sat down at the table and looked at them. ‘You realise what this means?’ he asked. ‘It takes a lot out of you when you begin to love the land. It’s not just one battle. Once you commit yourself there’s a million ways you have to fight. It’s a big decision.’

The children stood together. ‘We love it,’ said Gwyn. ‘We’ll fight for it.’

Dusty brushed his eyes. He looked out the window. Big Henry shone green and gold above the dark line of trees along the creek. The magpies were singing in the red gum down by the creek. He looked back at the children.

‘Then it’s yours,’ he said. ‘I’ll leave it to you in my will. It’ll all be frozen till you’re eighteen. But your parents won’t be able to sell it.’ He smiled. ‘I’ll probably last till you’re eighteen, anyway,’

‘What about the logging?’ asked Rob. ‘Will you show us how to fight, Dusty?’

‘What do you mean, show you? I’ll be out there fighting too. Now I’ve got something to fight for.’

‘Do you think we’ll win?’

Dusty grinned. ‘Nothing’s beaten me yet, kids. I reckon nothing will.’

Outside a breeze raced down Big Henry, touched the casuarinas, sending still more pollen red upon the water, eddying in the hot thick air. The magpies stopped a moment, then carolled louder. The lizards lazed upon their rocks. High above the creek the dragon watched, then slept, safe in the deep valley above the falling creek.




Afterword




Once upon a time there was a shed in the bush, with a wombat called Smudge, a wallaby called Fred and a black snake called Gladys. A baby lived there too, with his young mum, who had always longed to be a writer.

She had written books since she was six years old, and told stories to schoolfriends on long hot afternoons as flies buzzed at the schoolroom windows, or to her sister and brothers under the peach tree down the yard.

But all her life she had been warned, ‘You can’t be a writer in Australia. No one here can make a living being a writer. Do something useful with your time.’

And so she did. She got a university degree, a job, married, bought a farm. But the marriage broke down and no rain fell. The creek dried up into deep pools shared with wallabies, about one hundred wild ducks, a few black swans, a lost cormorant and whatever other animals were desperate for water. There was no spare water to grow vegetables or fruit to sell, only enough to feed her and her son. She was broke. Too broke even to register her car.

 Before she’d had a baby, if she needed to get anywhere she’d hitchhiked (do not try this, kids) or just walked. But it was too far to walk to town carrying a baby. What if they needed a doctor, fast?

The young woman, of course, was me, more than thirty years ago: thinner, with two long, dark brown plaits and the baby in a pack on my back, as strollers don’t work in the bush.

The orchards gave us fruit: small freckled apricots that tasted of sunlight, crisp apples all year round with juice that ran down your chin, white-fleshed peaches that bruised even if you gently carried them up to the shed, hard pears to bake in winter, and old-fashioned fruits you can’t buy now.

The garden gave us vegies: corn that grew taller than my head, baskets of tomatoes, pumpkins so vast and flat you could sit on them. The hens gave eggs, young roosters to roast.

The bush provided slabs of old stringybark to roof the dunny, tender young strings to plait twine and baskets, flat horse mushrooms we grilled on the outdoor fire. It gave us stones to turn an open shed into stone-walled rooms to live in, blackberries that my son ate with his mouth open like a baby bird, waiting for another one, emu berries, wood to cook with and keep us warm, the giant branch of the ‘horse tree’ we used as a rocking horse, and native figs to pick as we lazed in the pools on afternoons when the sun blazed too hot to stay in the shed, and felt the fish nibble at our toes.

The bush gave us almost everything. But the bush couldn’t give me $106.49 to register a car.

So I wrote a story. I’d told stories when I was a little girl, but as I grew older I’d hidden most of my writing, from my parents, ex-husband, even from friends who’d found my writing weird. Those books, poems, songs and plays had just been for me. This was a story that had to sell. It had to be the best I was able to create.

It took me three weeks. In those three weeks I became a true writer, sitting cross-legged on the shed floor with an old door as a table, knowing that this was my only chance to keep the car registered. Without that desperation, I don’t think I would ever have pushed myself from the amateur who wrote for love to the writer who wrote for her readers, who worked at her writing instead of simply enjoying the stories that flowed in daydreams and from her pen.

There was one problem. Well, actually there were a lot of problems, like how to keep a very active baby entertained while I wrote, and picking the ingredients for dinner in a thunderstorm, and the chilly night Gladys decided to share my bed.

Nor did I have a typewriter that worked. Luckily, the local tip provided an old tank to repair to collect rainwater, another to shelter the firewood, third-hand corrugated iron to build a chook shed, an ancient bath tub and old drums to heat its water on the stove, and wooden fruit boxes for bookshelves. It also gave me a decrepit typewriter, hidden under a pile of 44-gallon drums and home to a brown snake, which is another story.

I lugged that typewriter triumphantly home down the mountain. It worked! It worked even better with a not-really-new typewriter ribbon. Clackety clack ping! it sang, as I reached the end of each line.

And that was the problem. Smudge hated my typewriter. He hated its noise. He hated that I paid attention to it, instead of mooching about the bush on moonlit nights, baby in the backpack, with him. He decided to mark it as his territory, in the way a wombat always does.

After two weeks of wombat droppings every night on the keyboard, the typewriter keys grew soft and squishy. And the letter ‘e’ didn’t work at all.

But selling a story was my only hope. I kept on typing, leaving out the ‘e’s, then filling them in with biro. E . . . e . . . e . . . e . . . e . . .

It was a story based on an incident years before when I was a student, working part-time as an attendant and then as a cataloguer at the Anthropology Museum at the University of Queensland. My job was to catalogue the possessions of a priest who had worked in Arnhem Land. He had left all he owned to the museum.

Sometimes it was hard to know what to keep. I was pretty sure the museum didn’t need his old pyjamas, or the coffee mug with a mouldy apple core still inside. But had he kept that knot of wood because it was significant, or because he liked the shape?

One item was obviously important. It was an old tobacco box, with a label on top reading, ‘Rain stones. On no account expose to the open air.’

So of course we did, as soon as the curator, the head of the museum, was away for the day. And then . . .

Something happened that by the time I had come to live in the shed I knew I should not talk about. I did not understand at all back then. I know too little to understand now, but more than I did then — and enough to know that even if I had the knowledge, I do not have the right to speak of it.

But that incident became the basis of the first professional story that I wrote — and my ignorance was the most important part of it. I wrote about a girl in a drought like the one the year my son was born, with the creek withered into rock, till all that was left was its deep spring-fed pools, which I shared with the wallabies and snakes, the gum trees fading brown, leaves that crunched like cornflakes on the brittle ground, blue sky as hard as opal and as dry, quartz glaring like tiny suns with soil turned to dust, the wombats thin-ribbed and mad with pain and hunger.

I longed for rain stones that year. The girl in the story believes the only way to make it rain, to ease the desperation all around her, is to find an Indigenous person who can use their rain stones.

 But the only Indigenous person the girl knows is the local building inspector, who grew up in Redfern, not the bush. He has never heard of rain stones, nor does he know if he would use them if he had. The story ends as the girl and man hunt for rain stones — and all their implications — together.

It made me cry, even though the ending was a happy one. Patrick White said that if a story makes you cry, even if it is not sad, it works. I thought this story probably did work. But I had no idea how to get a story published.

Vaguely, I thought, ‘Publishers probably live in Sydney.’ So I went up to town — the car still had three and a half weeks of rego left, and half a tank of petrol — and into the local post office. I looked up ‘p’ for publishers in the Sydney phone book. The first one in the list was Angus and Robertson, because it began with ‘A’. So many of the books I had loved as a child had been published by that old Australian firm. I’d even daydreamed that one day I might march in there and hand them a story, and they’d glance at it and say, ‘We love it!’ They’d dash into an office and come out five minutes later, with my book printed and ready to sell . . .

So I sent the story to them.

I heard, years later, what had happened. An editor opened the envelope, then shrieked with laughter at the scribbled-in ‘e’s, the silverfish-nibbled, yellowed paper and — worst of all — my spelling.

I’m dyslexic. My spelling is . . . muddly. I was lucky, mostly, with teachers at school and lecturers at university, who understood that my ideas were far better than my spelling, and who were even prepared to spend hours deciphering my handwriting. I’d assumed that, magically, my spelling had improved since I’d left uni.

It hadn’t.

‘Look at this!’ the editor screeched. She held up the messiest, worst-spelled manuscript they’d ever received. And because they assumed that only someone extremely dumb could have written it, the editor sat in the middle of the office and read it out loud, so everyone could giggle at it.

She read them the first paragraph, and then the second.

No one laughed.

There in the office she read the entire manuscript aloud, and then picked up the phone.

‘We liked your story,’ she told me.

‘Oh. Good.’ I was trying to work out how to ask, ‘How much will you pay me for a story?’ when she said, ‘We’re putting together an anthology of children’s stories. We’ll give you a $200 advance on this one. But would you like to write another for the collection?’

$200! Plus another $200!

‘Yes, please,’ I said, thinking about the farm rates that could be paid, as well as the car rego, the phone bill and tanks of petrol. Maybe I could even afford chocolate . . .

I was a bit startled that they thought it was a children’s story though. As a kid I read books written for grown-ups as well as ones for kids. As an adult I read books for kids as well as for adults. My story had just happened to have a young girl as the main character. But if the publisher wanted stories about kids, then I’d write them. Fast.

The next story was ‘Dancing Dinosaurs’. I had made it up years before, on a bushwalk. A small girl who was with me had forgotten her asthma inhaler and panicked when she found out it was a two-hour walk away. I made up a terrifying story to take her mind off it . . . the friendly kind of terrifying story you enjoy.

It worked. We giggled with fear as we tiptoed through the round, gold-grassed ACT hills that turned into dinosaurs each night. And years later, that story returned.

I posted that story too, still with the ‘e’s scribbled in with biro. Two days later the editor called me again.

‘Would you like to write all five stories in the book?’

This time it was an advance of another $400. $800!! It was enough for us to live on for months.

I suspect that there never had been a proposed collection of short stories. The editor just wanted to see if I was able to write a second story equal to the first.

The third story, ‘Jacob Saw’, was about a blind boy who teaches others to see the world as he does, feeling the currents of air with his skin and ears, smelling the leaves of the bush and the asphalt of the road, using the many, many senses that we who can see forget to use. It was inspired by a woman I deeply admired who had lost her sight at four years old, but ‘saw’ my home by smelling the hot rocks of the shed walls — I’d built it with stone from the creek — and the scent of water, roses and ripe tomato vines, and knew how to follow the winding track through the trees to our house by the feel of the wind on her face.

Years later, when Elaine became a radio presenter and then a writer too, we became close friends. We email each other at least three times a day. But back then I was too nervous to show the story to her. She didn’t read it for twenty years, then emailed me to say how perfectly I had captured her experience of ‘seeing’. I finally confessed the story was based on her.

Story four, ‘Afternoon with Grandma’, came from my own life too — stories I’d been told by a much-loved relative by marriage, how as a young girl she’d climbed out of her bedroom window when her governess locked her in, and taught herself to read by sneaking to the library, as her governess thought she was too stupid to bother teaching, and anyway, why did a girl need to know how to read?

She and I shared many stories of her past from seventy years before: the giant goannas that reared up to scratch at her on horseback, the Afghan traders bringing rugs from China on their camels through the bush, having heard there was a wealthy homestead where someone might buy them — all tales that would one day find their way into my stories.

 By the time I wrote the story much of her memory was lost to Alzheimer’s. When she remembered me it was as a friend from her childhood. It was her whisper in one of those tiny agonised fractions of clarity that I put into the story: ‘I can’t stand it here any more.’ But I wrote of her joy too, for sometimes as I looked at her face I knew that she was living more in distant happy memories she had described to me than in the present day that she could no longer understand. Love lasts, especially love and laughter from when you are young. Remember that, all of you who read this. Store up the laughter and the joy, for times when you may need to live in your memory as well.

And then the last story, ‘Dusty and the Dragon’. During those drought years, wildlife from all around the valley came to the shelter of our gorge, where the deep pools still held water, and there was a small bit of greenness in our garden. And the largest wild creature was a dragon.

This dragon was over two metres long, wider than my shoulders, with arms as thick as my thighs. It waded like a dinosaur through my tomato plants . . . or rather, it moved like the dinosaurs you see reconstructed on TV and in movies that have been modelled on the way modern Komodo dragons move, and the goanna in my garden was very like those ‘dragons’ to the north. Goannas keep growing all their lives, and those lives can be very long indeed.

We called her Lacy. She stole the eggs and ate the chooks, till we cut a window in the chook shed and shut the door. Chooks can fly. Goannas can’t. Lacy climbed up onto the roof and hissed in anger, and then trundled down to eat fermented peaches at the dump, and then got drunk . . . which may be why she climbed a tree when I chased her with the hose one day. A very small tree that bent as she climbed it, till I was face to face with an annoyed goanna clearly thinking, ‘I am not down here, I am up there! I’ve climbed a tree!’

A goanna with a hangover is not to be trifled with either.

The five stories were accepted. The $200, the next $200 and the later $400 were in my bank account, the car registered, ‘new’ clothes bought at St Vinnies for the small boy who had been the baby.

And the book had not come out.

I didn’t think much about it, for a while. I had no idea how long it took to get a book published. Another publisher contacted me and asked if I would write a gardening book — by then I was writing about gardening and farming and ecology for several magazines, as well as a fortnightly column about kids and the bush for the Sunday edition of the Canberra Times. It seemed that you could make a living writing in Australia, a far better one than I’d ever made before, though admittedly we still ate mostly from the garden, our other needs supplied by St Vinnies or the bush.

But at last there was another phone call. Angus and Robertson had merged with another company, and I think maybe there was another merger after that. Each time they rang me to say my book had been accepted and each time they sent me yet another advance, sometimes $100, sometimes more. It’s hard to remember now how many delays there were, or how many advances.

Finally, in 1990, many years after the stories had been written, Cathie Tasker from what was by then HarperCollins called me. The book was to be published at last. That was when I learnt that there is more to publishing a book than a publisher telling you, ‘We’ll publish it,’ and banking the advance.

There is rewriting and more rewriting and then editing. I was lucky indeed to have Cathie as my first tutor in how to truly become professional with my work.

In 1991 a package arrived in our mailbox in town. A blue hardcover book, with a girl reaching out on the front, large translucent white stones in her hands.

No, they weren’t the same as the rain stones I had seen, nor did I know that the story ‘Rain Stones’ would be depicted on the cover — I knew too little back then to even ask about the cover design. The knowledge of rain stones is limited to a few people, after long study equivalent to perhaps several university PhDs, and always connected to their place. But the search for rain stones — not the literal stones, but the understanding and depth of love of the land that they embody — is for us all.

And the book was beautiful. HarperCollins liked it too. They asked if I’d like to write some more books. Within the next three months I’d sent them two more, The Boy Who Had Wings and The Roo That Won the Melbourne Cup. I wrote them as children’s books, which is why I don’t think either really works. I don’t write for ‘kids’. I write for people. But I didn’t have the confidence to do that then.

But with the next book, I went back to what I know.

Because by then Rain Stones had been shortlisted for the 1991 New South Wales Premier’s Literary Award and the 1992 Children’s Book Council of Australia Book of the Year Award. Suddenly people wanted me to talk about my writing.

Talk about my writing? I’d never even thought about writing. It was simply what I did, and had done since I was six years old, when I was bored one Sunday afternoon and wrote a book because I had read all the ones in our bookshelves and at the local library. The headmistress liked it and copied it for the kids at school. There had been hundreds of books since then, and maybe ten thousand stories, spoken or scribbled down, including a trilogy written when I was thirteen and angry at Lord of the Flies and wanted to write a reply (about young people who created a good world on an island off the Great Barrier Reef) that had been taken to the dump after I left home.

And now I had to speak. ‘Daydream,’ I told the kids. ‘A book is just a daydream written down.’

‘She wants kids to daydream,’ muttered one teacher. ‘I think they daydream quite enough already.’

We were both right. A book is a daydream. But you need to daydream well. Athletes train for years, and writers need to train too. I had written for decades, and daydreamed too, but not realised that I needed to think about my writing, work at it and learn my craft, in order to write well.

And so I learnt, first from Cathie, and then from Lisa Berryman. Both women have made me the writer I am today, as well as the writer I will be in twenty years’ time, who will be far better than the one who writes this now.

HarperCollins printed another ten thousand copies of Rain Stones the day it was shortlisted by the CBCA. They also told me they’d publish as many books as I’d like to write. No one realised then exactly how many daydreams were stored in my brain, ready to become books, and quite how many I’d want to write.

I stopped counting at a hundred books, the year I turned fifty. There are probably about two hundred now. Slowly, very slowly, I have learnt my craft.

I rarely read my books after they have been published, partly because I’m focused on the next book and also because when I read for pleasure I prefer the words of others, not the stories my brain already knows. So it had been a quarter of a century since I had last read Rain Stones when Lisa called me to say, ‘We want to do a twenty-fifth anniversary edition of your first book. Will you write an afterword?’

My first book? It would be dated, clumsy, embarrassing! To my shock, the stories worked.

Or they still did for me. Because, as I read, that time came back to me: the years in the shed that were more happiness than hardship, laughing with my son as we danced around the kitchen with a kangaroo called Fuchsia, carrying my son in the pack on my back as I picked bunches of parsley and flowers to sell to the restaurants in town, gathering corn for our dinner, swapping the rabbits I caught for one of Mrs Hobbins’ roast chooks down the road (she loved eating rabbit, but my son and I preferred her home-grown chickens), digging potatoes, watching wombats gossip and spotted quolls dance with their cubs in the moonlight, and walking with Fuchsia and my son in the dusk, the labour of the farm day over.

It was a time of deep, strange joy. Yes, we were desperately poor — when I finally worked out how to claim supporting parent’s benefits, the official who processed my claim was shocked at how little I had been living on, thinking the amount I’d put down for a year was for a single week. It doesn’t cost much to build a house when you use rock from the creek, and third-hand doors and windows given free from building sites to save the owners the cost of carting them away. My son was seven years old before I was able to buy him something new to wear — a woolly jumper. He was ten before I bought new clothes for myself too.

By then I was married to Bryan, who accepted I was a writer, a slightly strange activity, just as I accepted his mildly weird habit of chuckling over books of diagrams. Because of Bryan, the shed had become a comfortable house, room by room added, with an indoor bathroom so I no longer showered in the open air, with the powerful owl peering at me from the pergola as if wondering if I was worth the trouble of trying to carry off to eat.

Bryan introduced me to computers too, and spent three weeks gently persuading me I could write on his Apple Macintosh without it exploding. It took me twenty minutes to write my first story on it. A typewriter you could correct your work on without copying it all out again! I was hooked. And wrote more books and articles, even faster.

We still live in the shed, though no one who sees our house now would ever guess that it began as a shelter for a tractor and a packing shed for cases of peaches and buckets of fresh basil to deliver to customers in Canberra. The typewriter went back to the dump soon after I fell in love with Bryan, and then with his computer. A pity, as I think of that typewriter with great affection now. I hope someone else rescued it, for yet another life, but I suspect it’s buried under garbage.

Smudge grew old. He spent his last weeks sleeping next to the shed, and is buried in the garden. Mothball took his place, the wombat who became the star of Diary of a Wombat. Mothball’s daughter and granddaughters live under our bedroom.

Gladys moved out when Bryan moved in and made the doors snakeproof. She lives down at the creek now, or I think she does — it’s hard to tell with black snakes. Maybe it’s her daughter or granddaughter I meet there too.

Lacy the goanna lurched back up into the steeper gorge country when the drought broke, in a flood of wombat droppings and casuarina needles that left the ground shivering under metres of water, the rain too heavy even to flow down the hill, the air too wet to breathe.

The baby is a man, with sons of his own. And I still write. I walk the bush and meet the wombats. It is strange, after twenty-five years, to see how much has changed and how much is just the same.

The high sheer cliffs, streaked with wedge-tailed eagle droppings. The powerful owls’ nests, up in the wet gullies under backhousia trees, where the ground is soft with maidenhair fern, and tree ferns sprout as water seeps from rocky screes.

The trees that were seeds back then are tall now, avocadoes, lemons, oranges, 270 sorts of fruit when I last counted. The trunk of the kiwi vine planted the year my son was born is thicker than my arm. The camellias are tree-sized too, a blaze of colour, the rambling roses as dense as any that sheltered Sleeping Beauty, but I’ll fight off any prince who tries to hack them back. I’d rather have the flowers than princes.

And books. For a while we kept adding rooms to house the books, then bought the cottage next door, to fill with books and so editors and illustrators and playwrights who would rather sit among the leaf trickles of the valley than have me come to Sydney to work could visit. These days my friend from those long-ago days, Angela Marshall, corrects my spelling, and my errors in chronology and much more, for which the editors are grateful, as they no longer have to ring me up to ask, ‘On page thirty-six, what is that word at the start of line twenty-two?’ and have me say, ‘Rhinoceros.’

I am even more grateful. Without Angela, as without Lisa and Bryan, the books I’ve written could not be. Nor the ones I have yet to write, nibbling at my neck, whispering, ‘Write me,’ the ones better than any I have attempted before.

It has been an extraordinary twenty-five years, and Rain Stones gave it to me, as did the skill and generosity of those editors and publishers who saw beyond the mess and spelling to the love and beauty underneath. And you, the readers, have given me all this too, because it is you who gave me the chance to learn to be a writer, the joy of creating the books of my mind and heart and of the warm soil below my feet.

Which means, perhaps, that there are only two words I really need to say. And they are:

Thank you.

Jackie French

October 2016
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