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PROLOGUE 

gurunderi killed a wombat. Its spilled blood took the form of a man, who attacked Ngurunderi with his own spear. But Ngurunderi killed the Evil One, and left his body where it had fallen. 
Upon resuming his journey, Ngurunderi soon realised that he was making no progress. He recognised the same sand hills and the same trees. No matter how far he walked, he could not escape the body, which was absorbing every creature that approached it. He realised that, unless he utterly destroyed it, the Evil One’s body would continue to be a threat to every living thing . . . 


CHAPTER 1 

here were two dogs, Bit and Harry. They lived in a small shed made of four upright logs, grey and weathered and sheathed in chicken wire. Attached to the chicken wire were some faded shreds of green tarpaulin. The shed had a tin roof. 
Bit was an old dog – a stiff-legged, flat-backed, twelve-yearold cattle dog – but Harry was young. Harry would play with Nathan while Bit dozed under the peppercorn tree, his ears twitching the flies away as he slept. Harry was a godsend. He kept Nathan occupied. Nathan’s cousins were far away, and Grace hadn’t brought his trike or his football with her. She had brought almost nothing – just a suitcase full of clothes. There had been no time to plan. She had even left her hairbrush behind. 
So Nathan played with Harry. He also dug holes in the red dirt of Thorndale with a dessert spoon, and built a nest for himself out of junk strewn around the yard: an old sewing-machine table, an age-pitted bicycle wheel, a rusty paint tin, a length of plastic pipe, a sheet of corrugated iron. There was nothing much in Cyrene’s garden except the piles of broken machinery and discarded containers dotted around like animal droppings. Saltbush had sprouted in a failed rockery near the front door, and there was the peppercorn tree, of course, which had a piece of frayed black tyre dangling from one limb. This tortured fragment would turn and turn, revolving every time the air shifted. 
Cyrene had promised to hang a swing in its place, just as soon as he found enough rope. 
Sometimes Grace took Nathan for a walk, and Harry would come with them. They might walk down to the disintegrating shell of a Holden ute that sat beside the back gate, and Grace would bang on its chassis with a broom handle, to chase away any snakes that might be hiding inside, so that Nathan could pretend to be a racing car driver. Or they might wander down to the creek (which was always dry) to look for emus. Or they might climb over the back gate and crunch through the parched, grey-green scrub until they reached the low ridge behind Thorndale, where there was a deep hole in the ground. Cyrene knew nothing about this hole. It had been there a long time, and it wasn’t a well, a bore or a mineshaft. Someone had really put their back into it, he said. ‘So they’d have somewhere cool to keep their beer, maybe.’ 
‘Y’reckon?’ Grace never knew when Cyrene was joking. 
‘Nah,’ the old man replied. ‘Too far to walk.’ 
‘I reckon it’s a wombat hole,’ said Nathan. 
Cyrene grunted. 
‘I’m a wombat, aren’t I, Mum?’ Nathan continued. 
‘Yeah.’ Grace didn’t want to talk about that. ‘Eat your dinner, Nathan, will ya?’ 
‘Mum’s a wombat, too. It’s our totem.’ 
‘Uncle Frank’s been on at him about it,’ Grace explained. 
‘Yalata dreamtime – that kinda stuff.’ Cyrene said nothing. Whatever he thought about his sister Gladys’s marriage to Grace’s grandfather – whose own mother had been a Nullarbor Aborigine 
– he had kept it to himself for fifty years. Grace sensed that what he didn’t like (or didn’t understand) he preferred to ignore. ‘No wombats around here, son,’ he remarked. ‘Too dry for 
wombats. Snakes, roos and emus – that’s what you get here.’ 
‘And lizards,’ said Nathan. 
‘Yup.’ 
‘And flies,’ said Grace. You couldn’t keep the flies out of Cyrene’s house. It was too old – too ramshackle. It had been tacked together over the years out of fibro, galvanised iron and pressed tin; there was a caravan jammed up against it, and an enclosed veranda made up of twelve mismatched doors, most of them with glass inserts. The flyscreens were full of holes. There was a missing pane in the bathroom window. 
And there were the dogs, of course. Flies love dogs. 
‘We saw roo poo today, eh, Mum?’ said Nathan. ‘Didn’t we?’ 
‘That’s right.’ 
‘I’m gunna put food out for ’em, aren’t I?’ 
‘Maybe.’ Grace wasn’t sure whether the droppings they’d seen had come from kangaroos, goats, rabbits or even sheep. Old Nugget could have told her, but Nugget was dead. His wife, Gladys, was dead too. The only one left of that generation was Cyrene. 
Grace hadn’t had much to do with him over the years. Her mother had sent him Christmas cards, and had kept track of him through Gladys. There had been visits – one or two – when Grace was a kid. But the connection was a remote one, as remote as Thorndale itself. For a long time, Cyrene had been little more to Grace than a photo at the back of a drawer. 
Thank God, she thought. Thank God for that, or I’d be well and truly stuffed. 
‘Can Harry sleep in our room?’ Nathan asked later, when Grace was scraping the dishes and darkness was pressing in on all sides, pushing against windows and filling up corners. Grace only regretted her decision to come to Thorndale at night. Its isolation worried her then. She would peer into the void around the little house, searching for a glimmer of yellow light in the distance. She would strain to catch the sound of a truck on the highway. 
‘Ask Cyrene,’ she replied. 
‘I did.’ 
‘What did he say?’ 
‘He said ask your mum. Can I, Mum?’ 
Grace hesitated. Harry didn’t smell too good. He wasn’t a clean dog. But at least he was a big one – a big dog with big teeth. 
‘Yeah, all right,’ she said. 
‘Yay!’ 
‘He’s not comin in the bed, but. He stays on the floor.’ 
‘Okay.’ 
‘And if he plays up, he’s out. I mean it.’ 
‘He won’t.’ 
He didn’t either. One whack on the nose from Grace’s Who Weekly magazine was enough to settle him down. He curled up by the door like a storybook dog, and for three hours after that he hardly made a noise. Just a couple of sneezes and one ‘thump’ when his feathery tail hit the skirting board. Grace would never have known that he was in the room, if she hadn’t left the lamp on. 
She could no longer sleep in the dark. She might doze, but only for a short time, waking with a gasp and a start, sitting up and listening, listening. A light in her room always made her feel safer. Ever since the business in the car park, she had slept with a knife beside her bed. 
Nathan hadn’t asked about the knife. He had learned not to ask about a lot of things lately. 
Gazing at him as he lay sleeping next to her, his arms flung wide, his silky hair tousled, his lips bunched and his lashes quivering slightly with every beat of his pulse, Grace wondered how he had remained so untouched. His skin was still perfect. His eyes were still clear. He still smiled and talked without flinching or stammering, eager to find out more about the world. It was a bloody miracle. 
Or was it? Grace worried about Nathan. She was afraid that he might be like a piece of wood gutted by ants, which would show no trace of damage on the outside until it suddenly caved in under pressure. 
She hoped not, but she had a bad feeling. 
It was one more thing to keep her awake at night. 
The next day, Harry and Bit disappeared. 
They went out with Grace and Nathan, who walked to the ridge and back after lunch. Bit never made it; he got tired and turned tail for home before they had even crossed the first salt pan. Harry stuck it out though. Sometimes bounding ahead, sometimes trailing behind, sometimes swerving off to follow a scent into a thicket of mulga, he stayed with Grace and Nathan until they reached the ‘wombat’ hole. Then, while Nathan was collecting pebbles, Harry wandered away. He often did that. Grace whistled once or twice, but wasn’t surprised when he failed to respond. He was barely more than a puppy, and wayward in his habits. ‘Useless,’ Cyrene called him. Bit had been a working dog, and would always come to heel, but Cyrene had taken no trouble with Harry’s manners. He was too old, he said, to start training up young dogs. 
Nathan liked the quartz pebbles, which were pink and white. He liked pebbles with traces of mica in them, because they glittered in the sun. He put fifteen pebbles in a plastic bag to take home with him, and also found a skull, very small, which Cyrene later identified as a sheep’s skull. Grace agreed that the skull could come home too; it was picked clean and bleached white. Nathan put it in the plastic bag with his pebbles. 
They walked back to Thorndale calling out Harry’s name and were surprised to find that Bit hadn’t returned to the house. At first they didn’t worry. Nathan busied himself arranging his skull and pebbles on a sandy stretch of ground beside the biggest water tank. Grace went inside to phone her mum. She had phoned her mum every day since arriving, always reversing the charges. Her mum said that everything was fine. She had been to the doctor, who had given her antibiotics for her chest infection. As for the rest of the family, things were okay with them, too. Gary was working a new job down at The Lord Nelson. Sylvia and the kids were visiting Sylvia’s mother-in-law for a week. Grace’s cousin Angela had got engaged. ‘They’ll be throwin a big party,’ Grace’s mum pointed out. ‘It’s in three weeks time. I said I didn’t know if yiz could make it.’ A pause. ‘Whaddaya reckon, Gracie? Will yiz be back by then?’ 
Grace fiddled with the phone cord. ‘I dunno,’ she said. 
‘No one’s seen ’im. He’s cleared out, did I tell ya?’ 
‘Yeah.’ 
‘Hasn’t come back, either. Gary went around and checked. House is still empty. Car’s gone.’ 
‘What about the window?’ 
‘Oh, we fixed that. Gotta bit of plywood. Haven’t told the agent, Gracie – not yet. It’s a shockin mess in there, love, did y’know? That mirror cabinet in the bathroom, it’s been pulled off the wall.’ 
‘Shit,’ said Grace. 
‘And the holes in the bedroom door, they’re gunna set ya back a bit.’ 
‘Well I didn’t put ’em there. Why should I pay? He can.’ 
‘If we can find ’im.’ 
‘Before he finds me.’ Grace hunched her shoulders. ‘What did Mark say?’ 
‘He said the coppers are on the lookout, but y’know what they’re like, the bastards. Poor Gary can’t drop a ciggie butt without them jumpin on top of ’im, but I get me bloody door kicked in and they don’t wanna know. A domestic, they called it. I said, “Dja think I did it meself,for God’s sake? Me own bloody door?”’ 
‘But he’s breached an AVO, Mum!’ 
‘So? Coppers couldn’t give a stuff. Sean was blockin the bloody Gabriels’ driveway, the other day, and the coppers came down on us like a tunna bricks, but when your bloody ex trashes me house with a golf club, they’re so bloody slow that he’s gone before they get here. And then they try to make out like Mark did it. Just because of that one time. Even though I told ’em Mark doesn’t drink any more. Bastards.’ 
‘You didn’t tell me that.’ 
‘Yeah, well.’ 
‘They don’t really think Mark did it? Not when they know what happened ta me?’ 
‘Who can tell what they think? I said to ’em, “Check for fuckin fingerprints” but they didn’t. I haven’t heard a thing. Not one thing.’ 
‘But ya pressed charges?’ 
‘I told ’em who did it.’ 
‘But isn’t there a warrant out, or something?’ 
‘He tried to clobber ya, didn’t he? Course there’s a warrant out. Mark says if he doesn’t show up in court next week, he’s stuffed.’ Another pause. ‘Yiz oughta show up yourself, Gracie. It won’t go down, otherwise.’ 
‘But I can’t,’ Grace whispered. Glancing out the window, she saw Nathan drawing in the dirt with a stick. ‘I can’t, Mum, he’ll kill me.’ 
‘He won’t.’ 
‘He will.’ 
‘He won’t. Mark’s here. Gary’s here. They’re bigger’n he is.’ 
But they’re not as mean, Grace thought. They’re not as smart. And they’re not obsessed. After five years of marriage, Grace knew her husband better than anyone. She had the scars to prove it. What her mum didn’t understand – what Mark and Gary and Sean and Sylvia and Frank didn’t understand – was that the man who had promised to kill her was insane. Actually insane. It had taken her years to work that out. She hadn’t really believed it herself, until she had tried to leave him. 
Mark had hit Mum a few times before giving up the booze. Gary had once driven a car over his ex-girlfriend’s mailbox, and Sean and Sylvia were always fighting about money. But Gary had been drunk at the time, and had been ashamed of himself afterwards. Sean and Sylvia never threw anything or hit anyone; they just screamed. They were normal, hardworking people trying to sort out their problems as best they could. 
They didn’t understand how crazy some people could get – perhaps because Grace had never told them the whole story. At first she had been protecting her husband. He had been laid off and was very stressed, and she was sure that, once he had found another job, he would stop tying her to towel rails and hiding all her clothes and punching her in the ribs. Then, when things failed to improve, she had hidden the bruises from her family because he had threatened to gouge her eyes out and slit her stomach open if she didn’t. She was frightened of him, and ashamed of herself. Ashamed of what she had got herself into, against her mother’s advice. Her mum had warned her several times: ‘Thinks the sun shines out of his own arse, doesn’t he?’ But Grace had chosen to go her own way. 
Only when the blows had started to fall on Nathan had she finally sought help. And the result? Her house trashed. Her family attacked. Endless phone calls, with heavy breathing on the other end of the line. Slashed tyres and graffiti: ‘Cunt’, ‘Slag’, ‘Black bitch’. Then the unlucky confrontation in a car park. The Apprehended Violence Order. The letter, typed: Your dead. 
She had thrown that away, like an idiot. She should have kept it – maybe had it checked for fingerprints. But she had panicked and flushed it down the toilet, so that Gary and Sean wouldn’t see it. If they had, she knew, they would have gone to beat the crap out of their brother-in-law. And he would have killed them. Somehow, he would have. She was sure of it. 
‘I can’t come back until they find him,’ she said. ‘I can’t, Mum.’ 
‘Well...’ Her mother sighed. ‘How’s Nathan, anyway?’ 
‘Good. He’s good. He just found a skull ta play with.’ 
‘Trust Nathan.’ 
‘We’re gunna put some food out for the kangaroos. Cyrene says the ants’ll get it first, but Nathan wants ta see kangaroos. They won’t come inside the fence cozza the dogs.’ 
‘Say hello to Cyrene for me.’ 
‘I will.’ 
‘Give Nathan a kiss.’ 
‘Uh-huh.’ 
‘Gotta go, love. Meter’s runnin.’ 
‘Yeah. Right.’ 
Grace hung up. Cyrene was listening to the radio in his bedroom; he spent a lot of time doing that. Grace went to bring in the laundry, before moving all the bread crusts and apple cores and potato peelings from the rubbish bin into a big plastic bag. She and Nathan took this bag to the other side of the fence, where they emptied its contents onto the ground near a scattering of fresh pellets. 
‘Tonight,’ she promised, ‘we’ll come out with a torch, and see if we can spot some roos. Before they hop away.’ 
‘What about the dogs, Mum?’ 
‘We’ll keep the dogs inside.’ 
‘Where are the dogs, Mum?’ 
‘I dunno.’ 
‘I wish they’d come back.’ 
Grace shaded her eyes and peered at the horizon. The squat clumps of saltbush were casting long shadows. Invisible birds were beginning to chatter and chirrup in the groundcover. There was a touch of coolness in the air. 
‘Here, Bitbitbitbitbit!’ she cried. ‘Here, boy!’ 
‘Whistle, Mum.’ 
Grace whistled. Nathan tried to whistle. 
‘Harry!’ he called. 
‘Harry! Here, boy! Here, Bitbitbitbitbit!’ 
They didn’t come. Grace told Nathan not to worry – they would come for their dinner. She went inside, leaving Nathan to call their names, and opened a can of dog food. After scraping its contents into the two battered dog bowls that sat by the back door, she began to rattle a spoon around inside the empty can. 
‘Hee-yar! Hee-yar!’ she cried. 
‘You feedin the dogs?’ Cyrene remarked, from behind her. He gave her quite a scare. Turning, she saw that he was bleary-eyed, his yellow face creased and his white hair tousled. He had been asleep, she decided. 
‘They won’t come home,’ she said. 
‘Dogs?’ 
‘Yeah.’ 
‘Bit?’ 
‘Yeah.’ 
Cyrene blew air through his dentures, and produced a piercing whistle. Then they waited, listening hard. But there was no response. No distant bark or howl. 
Cyrene tugged at his waistband. He shuffled out into the yard, his old slippers flapping. Standing with his hands on his hips, he whistled again. 
Nathan covered his ears. 
‘You check the shed?’ Cyrene asked Grace. 
‘No...’ 
Cyrene grunted. Nathan followed him around the side of the house, past the brand-new aluminium garage. Behind it stood the dogs’ shed. It contained a dirty plaid rug, a shredded tennis ball, a plastic bowl full of water and a couple of teething toys – but no dogs. 
‘Harry might be in trouble,’ Cyrene growled, ‘but Bit should be back.’ 
‘What coulda happened?’ Grace kept her voice low, because Nathan was fiddling around with Harry’s plastic bone, and she didn’t want him to hear. 
‘Maybe they got onto the highway,’ Cyrene suggested. ‘Maybe they got hit.’ 
‘Both of ’em?’ 
‘Or they ate poisoned bait.’ 
‘Oh no.’ Grace was shocked. ‘Round here?’ 
Cyrene shrugged. ‘Not my land, most of it. If Ricketts wants to bait cats or foxes, it’s nunna my business.’ 
Suddenly Nathan joined in. He tapped his mother on the hip. 
‘Can we look for ’em?’ he piped up. ‘Can I go? Mum?’ 
Grace shook her head. ‘It’s too late,’ she replied. ‘It’s gettin dark.’ 
‘But they might be lost!’ Nathan protested. 
‘You do what your mum says. They’re my dogs, I’ll look for ’em.’ 
‘Now?’ asked Grace. 
‘I’ll take the car down to the road. See if anything’s been hit.’ 
‘I’m sorry, Cy.’ Grace felt bad. ‘I thought Bit was headin home. I shoulda kept an eye on ’em.’ 
‘It’s not your fault. Bit’s an old dog. And Harry’s a menace.’ 
‘I love Harry!’ Nathan bleated. 
‘Yeah, well...’ Cyrene glanced at Grace. ‘He’ll be back.’ 
Cyrene returned to the house, where he put on his hat and boots. Then he climbed into his white ute and disappeared in a cloud of red dust, heading west towards the highway. Grace took Nathan inside. First she gave him a wash, running half a bucket of water into the bottom of Cyrene’s big old bath, which Nathan didn’t like. (There was a black patch at the bottom of the bath where the enamel had worn away. Nathan refused to sit on it, for some reason.) Next, having scrubbed the grit out of her son’s hair, she dressed him in his Pooh Bear pyjamas and let him loose. She was just about to pull a packet of frozen mixed vegetables from the tiny freezer compartment of Cyrene’s pus-coloured fridge when she heard Nathan shriek from the back door. 
‘Mum! Mum! Listen!’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Come here! Quick!’ 
Sighing, Grace turned off the cold water tap. She went to join her son. Dusk had settled, deadening the red glow of the earth and blurring the spiky outlines of the surrounding scrub. A faint breeze tugged at Grace’s hair as Nathan grabbed her skirt and pulled her across the wire doormat. She could hear a noise – a whining noise. Anxiously she squinted in the direction of the garage, which was a dim grey shape looming to her right. 
‘Is it Harry, Mum?’ 
‘I dunno.’ 
‘Harry!’ 
‘Wait.’ She yanked him back. ‘Put your shoes on.’ 
‘But Mu-um ...’ 
‘There’s snakes, Nathan, and ya can’t bloody see. Now put your shoes on!’ 
‘Look! Mum! It’s Harry!’ 
He was a pale shape moving slowly – very slowly – towards the golden light that spilled from the doorway. Grace knew at once that he was sick. His back legs were dragging, he lurched and staggered, his head hung low. He was crippled and failing – blind, perhaps. His ribs laboured. His tongue flapped like a torn rag. 
‘Get back inside,’ said Grace. 
‘Why?’ 
‘Just do it.’ 
‘But I don’t wanna!’ 
‘Bloody do it, Nathan! He’s sick, all right?’ 
Instead, Nathan darted forward. The dog was closer now, his matted coat and drooling jaws clearly visible. The whining was ceaseless, high-pitched, plaintive. He swung his head. 
‘Nathan!’ Seeing her son falter, Grace smacked him on the rear. ‘Didja hear me, ya little bugger? Get inside!’ 
Nathan burst into tears. 
‘What’s wrong with ’im?’ 
‘I dunno! I’ll find out! Just get inside!’ 
Nathan retreated; Grace advanced. She didn’t know much about dogs – not the way Mark did. She didn’t know what happened when they ate pesticide or got bitten by ticks or were hit by cars. Had Harry been hit by a car? Had he fractured his spine, or something? 
‘Hey, Harry,’ she murmured. ‘Whassup, boy?’ 
Harry yelped, lunged forward, and fell. He struggled to rise again on shaking legs. Grace heard the rattle and roar of an approaching engine; she straightened, and sighed. 
‘Cyrene’s back,’ she said. ‘Go get him, Nathan.’ 
‘What’s wrong with Harry?’ Nathan sobbed. ‘Poor Harry!’ 
‘I dunno what’s wrong. Cyrene will know.’ Seeing Nathan head back into the house, she added, ‘Don’t go out front till he’s turned the engine off! Nathan? Didja hear me?’ 
It occurred to Grace that Harry might have rabies. Didn’t dogs drool and stagger when they had rabies? She couldn’t recall. She took a step back, trying to remember where Cyrene kept his gun. He had one, she was sure of it. An old rifle. 
Harry fell down – and this time he didn’t get up. He just lay there, panting like a marathon runner. 
After a while, Grace heard heavy boots on the linoleum behind her. Floorboards creaked, and she smelled tobacco – Cyrene’s favourite brand. Pattering footsteps told her that Nathan was also coming down the hall. 
She turned. 
‘Harry’s back?’ asked Cyrene. 
‘He’s sick,’ said Nathan. ‘Real sick, look! Poor Harry.’ He wriggled between them, all knobs and joints. ‘Is he gunna die?’ 
‘I dunno.’ Grace glanced at Cyrene. His eyes were lost in the pouches and creases that surrounded them. He walked down the back steps – thump! thump! – just as Harry’s limbs began to twitch. 
Cyrene stopped in his tracks. ‘Ah, bugger,’ he said. 
Then he sent Grace to get a blanket. 


CHAPTER 2 

lec ‘Dozy’ Miller lay in a Mildura motel, thinking about his sister-in-law. 
He had been thinking about her all day, off and on. During the long haul from Broken Hill, down the Silver City Highway, there had been nothing much else to think about. And after dumping his load of blue metal aggregate, he had found himself at a loose end, with a lot of empty hours to fill. (The company was putting him up in Mildura for the night because he’d had to leave his Mack Super liner, ‘Diesel Dog’, with Kenny for repairs.) He probably could have gone to a pub, or looked up his cousin Pat, but he hadn’t done either. Instead he had walked down Eighth Street to Deakin Avenue, bought himself a big, sloppy hamburger with chips, stopped in at a bottle shop to pick up a sixpack of beer, and returned to the motel. There he had drunk his beer in bed, wondering what to do. 
He couldn’t get away from it: he had a crush on his sister-inlaw. Maybe it was even more than a crush. Maybe it was the real thing. Because how could you tell the difference? Alec couldn’t. He was always thinking about Janine. He had fantasies about her. Every time they were in the same room together, he would light up like a Christmas tree – he bloody well knew it. He couldn’t understand why Darryl hadn’t noticed, though he probably would soon. They all lived in the same house, for fuck’s sake; something was bound to give, and it would probably be Alec’s self-control. 
He felt so bad about it. After Michelle had finally chucked him (‘Why do I have to think of everything? Why do I have to do everything? I’m sick of it! I’m sick of the sight of you, sitting around on your arse!’), Alec had been feeling like ten kinds of shit. He had been chased out into the street by a screaming girlfriend in the middle of the night, completely shell-shocked, and Darryl had taken him in. Lent him a toothbrush and a pair of pyjamas. Gone with him back to Michelle’s place the next morning, where they had collected all his stuff (most of it from the front yard) and where Darryl had given Michelle a piece of his mind, accusing her of being a crazy cunt. Then Alec had moved into Darryl’s third bedroom. 
And how had Alec repaid his elder brother for these generous acts? By falling for Janine. 
The funny thing was, Alec had never thought much about Janine before moving into her house. His other brother, Mike, had always badmouthed his sister-in-law (though not to Darryl’s face). He’d always said that she was pushy. Whenever Alec remarked that Janine was, as far as he could see, the quietest and most retiring of women, who hardly opened her mouth at family get-togethers, Mike would point out that, while she might come across as shy, she actually thought herself a cut above the rest of them. You only had to look at the house she had made Darryl buy. Brand new, double brick, three bedrooms and a study, ensuite, landscaping, automatic garage door – the works. She had Darryl out all weekend – mowing, fertilising, handwatering, while she went about spending his hard-earned on fancy curtains, bird baths, porcelain dolls (she collected them) and all kinds of other useless shit. 
‘She might look like a puff of wind would blow her away,’ said Mike, ‘but I tell ya, mate – she cracks the bloody whip in that house.’ 
Alec had his doubts about that, because Darryl was a confident sort of bloke with firm views on things. He had to be: he owned his own business. After moving into Darryl’s house, Alec quickly saw that his instincts had been right. Darryl was no henpecked husband, and Janine was no ball-breaker. It was more complicated than that. Darryl wanted to be a success, and in many ways he was. But as far as his house and garden were concerned, he wasn’t quite sure what success should look like. He relied on Janine to tell him what to do with his floral plantings, his wallpaper, his dining room suite. He trusted her taste – her instincts – because she came from Adelaide, and was a trained florist, with a diploma. Everyone agreed that Janine had a bit of style about her. Even with a two-year-old kid in tow, she always looked neat and tidy. She was a little woman, small-boned, with nice legs and clean skin, blonde highlights, narrow shoulders, not much chest. She favoured delicate gold jewellery; her clothes were carefully chosen and beautifully laundered. She wore mostly pale colours – pinks and mauves, primrose yellow, cream, beige, stone, saltbush grey – and she smelled good. 
She was a terrific housekeeper and a reasonable cook, but Alec had thought her a bit dull at first. A bit bland. He’d thought that fucking her must be like fucking a stick of chalk. Gradually, however, he had begun to change his mind. It had started with the realisation that the kind of house Janine kept, with its spotless surfaces and nice smells and pleasant atmosphere, took more than just a knack. It took relentless organisation, a huge amount of work, which Janine tackled without making a big thing of it. He admired her for that. He also began to see that while she wasn’t constantly well groomed – while she did have mornings where she slopped around in a dressing gown with her hair in her eyes – she remained all soft around the edges, like a rabbit. And she did have a sense of humour. Alec didn’t catch it for a while, because it was so subdued, so deadpan. Occasionally he would see her eyes glint, or her lips twist. Occasionally she would drop a casual remark, in her little bird’s voice, that would make him do a double take before he started to laugh. 
Gradually, he had found himself waiting for her to come home, watching her as she moved around, helping her to lift Ronnie. And then – bang. It had happened. And now he was well and truly fucked. Because there was nothing he could do about it, was there? Except move out. Even if Alec had been willing to betray Darryl, he couldn’t exactly compete with him. All Alec could boast was a ten-year-old hatchback, a few garbage bags full of clothes, and a truckie’s job. And his looks, of course – no one could deny that he was the best looking of the Muller boys, though he wasn’t very tall, and was starting to lose a few hairs off the top. Even Janine had said something about wishing that Darryl had Alec’s eyelashes. But what good did it do, having the longest lashes and the thickest, curliest hair in the family, when Darryl had a name, a business, a house, two cars, a wide-screen TV, a massive DVD collection, a two-year-old son and his grandfather’s old short-wave radio set? Alec had nothing to offer that could even come close. He knew that. Hell, he accepted it. 
He didn’t know what he would do if Janine ever did turn around and look him in the eye, and start unhooking her bra. He liked to imagine it – he often did when he was lying in bed – but fantasy and reality are entirely different things. He was old enough to realise that. Anyway, if Janine ever started to behave like a Playboy centrefold, she wouldn’t be Janine any more. That was the whole point. She was so pale and pretty and wholesome, like something off the Beatrix Potter plates that she kept in her lounge room; she had charmed Alec for that very reason. He didn’t want her to start strutting around in red satin teddies and fish-net stockings. At least . . . well, not very often. 
No. He was stuck, all right. He loved her but he didn’t want to spoil her marriage. He was ashamed of himself but he didn’t want to leave her house. He wished to be the most important person in her life (as she was in his) but had no desire to ruin the current arrangements, which suited him very well. 
It was obvious, though, that he couldn’t go on living with her – not if he didn’t want the shit to hit the fan. He had an inkling that she was fond of him, that she liked having him around, but her attitude could change if she got scared. He just wasn’t sure how she really felt. Sometimes she could be a bit flirty, but only in a sister-in-law kind of way. At other times she treated him like her two-year-old, scolding him gently for getting tomato sauce on his good T-shirt, or telling him to comb his hair. Maybe, he thought gloomily, I’m just a little brother to her, the way I am to Darryl. 
Heaving himself off the bed, Alec shuffled into the bathroom, peeled the paper strip off the toilet seat (‘Sanitised for your convenience’) and emptied his bladder. Then he washed his hands. The face that stared back at him out of the mirror was creased, scrubby, sullen. It looked at home among all the exposed brick and mouldy grouting in that bathroom. Janine’s bathrooms (both of them) were light, airy and spotlessly clean, full of pink porcelain and fluffy white towels. They also smelled, subtly, of Janine. 
He was so infatuated with her that he even found himself mooning over things like her almond bath salts and her electric toothbrush. 
But he would have to get a grip on himself. He knew that. The trouble was, he didn’t have much else to think about. For the last three years, his plans had been all tied up with Michelle. They had talked about buying a house together, taking a trip to Fiji, maybe getting married and having kids. The usual sort of thing. Michelle had taken the lead, and Alec had drifted along behind her, agreeing with everything she suggested in the certain knowledge that if Michelle was around, he would have the ability to make all those dreams come true. They had been her dreams, rather than his dreams, but he had liked them. He had liked having goals more substantial than saving for a car; he had liked being part of a recognisable unit. Before meeting Michelle, he had been drifting around, living sometimes with his dad, sometimes with his mates, skiving off to Adelaide occasionally, organising the odd pool tournament, working at all kinds of part-time jobs: removalist, cab driver, bar tender, bricklayer’s assistant. In other words, his life had been a dog’s breakfast, and he had rarely looked ahead further than his next pay-day. 
Michelle had changed all that. She had taken him in hand – given his life some structure. But she had grown tired of her caretaker’s role. That business with the washing – that had been the last straw as far as Michelle was concerned. When she had returned home from a three-week trip to Adelaide and found a pile of stinking laundry (which Alec had forgotten to hang out) sitting in the bottom of the washing machine . . . well, she had turned on Alec. Decided that he was a ‘useless waste of fucking space’. Cut him adrift, so that he was once more without goals, without a tether, without anything particular to think about, or plan for. No wonder he had become obsessed with Janine. She was obviously filling a sudden gap in his life. He had latched onto her because there was no one else to latch onto. 
Just because he loved her on the rebound, however, didn’t mean that it wasn’t going to be hell, moving away from her. Setting up on his own again. As a matter of fact, Alec wasn’t sure that he could make it on his own. Mike and Dad were still living together in the old house, which only had two bedrooms. Would they object, he wondered, if he cleared the junk off the back veranda and moved in there for a while? The back veranda wasn’t very well insulated, but it was enclosed. He could seal some of the cracks, hang a few thick curtains, borrow a fan and a heater, buy or beg a large piece of carpet offcut. He could make it comfortable. 
But everyone would ask why, of course. If he moved into his own place, no one would question that; it would be the mature thing to do, the sort of thing most people would do, after living with the family for a spell. But why move out of your brother’s nice spare bedroom into the lousy, draughty back veranda of your father’s house? What kind of sensible reason could you give for doing that? 
I’ll say I’ve been feeling guilty, Alec decided, as he threw himself back onto the bed and picked up the TV remote. I’ll say it’s time that Darryl and Janine and Ronnie had the house to themselves. Because it’s true – it is time. I’ve been there two months now. They must be getting sick of me. 
But even as he practised these announcements in his head, he couldn’t help imagining what Janine’s response might be. ‘Oh no,’ she might say. ‘Oh no, Alec, we love having you here. You’re so good with Ronnie. It’s great to have a live-in babysitter. Anyway, you can’t sleep on that awful veranda. You’ll catch your death.’ 
Dreamily, Alec began to indulge in further visions of what Janine might do if he threatened to leave. Suppose he insisted? Suppose she began to cry? Suppose he asked her why she was crying, and she wouldn’t say, and he pressed her, and she asked him not to make her say it. He must know how she felt but it was wrong to make her say it . . . 
Having nothing else to do, Alec jerked off. Then – after a decent interval – he turned on the television, flipping through the channels until he stumbled upon a cricket match. 
He fell asleep to the drowsy sound of Richie Benaud’s commentary, his head still full of Janine. 
Harry died during the night. Grace lay awake for hours as Nathan muttered and thrashed about in his sleep; around one a.m. she heard shuffling footsteps pass her room. She heard heavy breathing, the back door creak, the screen door slam. Then nothing for a while. 
She got up (carefully, so as not to wake her son) and met Cyrene in the hall. He was returning to his own bedroom, carrying a torch. 
‘What’s wrong?’ she whispered. 
Cyrene blinked at her. He had thrown a brown raincoat over his striped pyjama top and baggy old track pants. His teeth were out, so his voice was distorted. 
‘Harry’sh gone. I put him in de shed.’ 
‘Oh no, Cy.’ Grace covered her mouth. ‘God, I’m sorry.’ 
He shrugged. ‘Poishin,’ he said. ‘Godda be. Arshenic, maybe? Rat bait? Alwaysh dush the job.’ 
‘Y’reckon?’ 
He nodded. She said goodnight. Back in bed, she thought about Cyrene, and how he had taken Harry into his room, wrapped him in a blanket, laid him on newspapers. The dog had been covered in shit and vomit, but Cyrene hadn’t tried to clean him up. He hadn’t done anything much, like give the dog mustard and water or any other kind of home remedy that would make him puke. When Grace had suggested it, Cyrene had shaken his head. ‘Too late,’ he’d declared. 
And now Harry was gone. Poor Cyrene. All he had for company were his dogs – what would he do without them? 
The next morning, while they dressed together, she broke the news to Nathan. ‘Harry was really sick,’ she explained. ‘He ate something and it killed him. Something poisonous.’ 
‘Oh.’ Nathan swallowed, but didn’t cry. ‘Where is he?’ 
‘In the shed. We’ll bury him later.’ 
‘Where?’ 
‘I dunno.’ 
‘Is Bit back?’ 
‘I dunno.’ 
‘Can we look for ’im?’ 
‘After breakfast.’ 
Cyrene was still in his room. Grace suspected that he hadn’t slept much. But he appeared while she and Nathan were eating, drawn perhaps by the bubbling kettle, the hiss of frying eggs, the smell of hot toast. His face looked more slack and weary than usual. 
‘Hello,’ said Grace. ‘Want an egg? Toast?’ 
‘Thanks,’ he muttered, sitting down. 
‘Hello, Cyrene.’ Nathan looked up from his cereal and launched straight into the subject that was occupying his thoughts. ‘Harry died, eh?’ 
‘Yeah.’ 
‘Poor Harry. Can I help bury ’im?’ 
Cyrene fumbled in his breast pocket and drew out a packet of cigarette papers. Gripping one between his teeth (which were back in his mouth now) he reached into his trouser pocket and produced tobacco. 
‘Ask your mum,’ he replied. 
‘I did already. She said I can.’ 
Cyrene grunted. His thick, yellow fingers manipulated the loose tobacco and fine-grained paper with surprising delicacy. 
‘Did she?’ he growled. Grace glanced at him, wondering if she had heard a trace of disapproval in his voice. 
‘Is it okay, Cy?’ she asked. ‘Tell me if it isn’t.’ 
‘Nah, it’s all right.’ 
‘Sure?’ 
‘Yeah, yeah.’ He got up. ‘I’ll need help to dig a hole that size.’ 
‘Where ya goin?’ 
In reply he twitched his cigarette at her, rolling it between his first and middle finger, before leaving the room. Grace felt bad that he had to go outside to smoke, but there was Nathan to consider. And it wasn’t as if she had asked Cyrene to change his habits – it was his house, after all. Besides, she knew how necessary a cigarette could be. It had taken her years to quit – years and years. She would never have considered forcing a twenty-a-day man out of his own kitchen. 
Cyrene, however, had made up his mind. He now confined his smoking to the caravan, his bedroom and the great outdoors. He had manners, did Cyrene. Old-fashioned manners. Grace’s mum had always said so. She had often chuckled fondly about the way Cyrene would stand up and open doors for her. Tip his hat before he took it off. Walk on the outer edge of the pavement. ‘A dyin breed,’ she would say. 
He was a lovely man, really, and Grace loved him. He had come to her aid like a knight in shining armour. 
‘I’m finished, Mum,’ said Nathan. 
‘All right.’ 
Nathan’s chair scraped against the linoleum. He headed for the back door. 
‘Where dja think you’re goin?’ Grace demanded. 
‘Outside.’ 
‘Nathan, let poor Cyrene smoke his ciggie in peace.’ 
‘But I wanna see Harry.’ 
‘Oh, don’t do that.’ 
‘Why not?’ 
‘He’s dead, Nathan, there’s nothin ta see . . .’ 
But the screen door had already slammed. Grace sighed. She didn’t have the energy to go after him. Standing beside the sizzling frying pan, a spatula dangling from her fingers, she gazed out the fly-specked window at Cyrene’s ute (which was caked with red dust), the peppercorn tree, the remains of an old bedstead, the haphazard piles of twisted iron and flattened tin and Colourbond offcuts. Beyond these lay outcrops of unidentifiable machine parts, and beyond them lay the fence, the gate, the winding dirt road, the endless monotony of the saltbush downs, relieved here and there by a cluster of short, sun-whipped trees. 
Suddenly Cyrene crossed her line of vision. He went to his ute and dragged a shovel off the back of it. Then Nathan began to shriek, his voice high and excited. 
‘Mum! Mum!’ he cried. ‘Come and look, quick! Quick, Mum!’ 
Bloody hell, thought Grace. What is it this time? Maggots, probably. 
‘Mum, look!’ 
‘Don’t touch that, Nathan.’ Cyrene didn’t yell, but there was an urgency in his tone that made Grace lean forward to peer at him. Carrying the heavy shovel with two hands, he was moving away from the window. Grace craned her neck to watch him until he was out of sight. She couldn’t see his face, because his hat was pulled down low, but she thought that his pace was a little brisker than usual. 
So she wiped her hands on a dirty old tea-towel and went to see what was going on. 
Once outside, she smelled it immediately – a faint whiff of corruption. Dead dog, perhaps? The night hadn’t been particularly warm, but a lot could happen to a carcass in eight hours. Grace followed the sound of Nathan’s breathless squeaking, past the caravan, towards the garage. She wrinkled her nose as the smell of dead animal grew stronger. There was no wind. The air was heating up. 
She could hear flies buzzing in unison, and saw why when she rounded a corner of the garage. Lying near the dog’s shed, under a humming cloud of insects, was Bit’s bloody corpse. Its head and belly were coated with a mass of ants and gleaming flies. Its legs were splayed stiffly, dry and brittle like sticks. Its grey-blue coat was dusty and matted. 
The smell of it was like a punch. 
‘Oh!’ said Grace, turning away instinctively. ‘Oh my God.’ 
‘It’s Bit, Mum!’ 
‘Go inside, Nathan.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Go inside! Now!’ 
‘Do as your mother says,’ Cyrene barked, and Nathan’s face fell. He began to back away slowly, scuffing up dust with his shoes. At the garage he hesitated. 
‘Gorn,’ Cyrene rumbled. Whereupon Nathan turned and vanished. 
Grace put a hand over her nose, and tried to breathe through her mouth. She saw Cyrene approach the carcass. She saw him squat down beside it. She said, ‘What happened? Did he crawl back here ta die?’ 
Cyrene shook his head. ‘Dun look like it.’ 
‘Why not?’ 
Cyrene rose, using the upright shovel in his hand for leverage. He prodded the corpse with the shovel, dislodging a swarm of flies. ‘This one didn’t get here under ’is own steam,’ he said. ‘Not with ’is guts hangin out.’ 
All at once Grace realised what she was looking at: blackened organs coated with dark blood and red dirt. The blood wasn’t fresh; it looked sticky. Tacky. Very little of it had soaked into the earth beneath the corpse. And the head ...something had happened to the head as well. There was more dark blood, as thick as tar. 
‘What – what . . .?’ Grace stammered. 
‘Ripped apart.’ Cyrene shook his head, in stunned disbelief. ‘For Chrissake.’ 
‘Was it a fox?’ 
‘A fox?’ 
‘That ate him . . .’ Grace trailed off, seeing Cyrene knit his brows at her. 
‘Gracie,’ he said, ‘the bloody eyes’ve been cut out.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Have a look.’ 
Grace didn’t want to. She edged closer, reluctantly, coughing as the smell penetrated her defences. She saw reddened teeth . . . a sliver of bone ...a busy fly trickling down into a pit of dried blood . . . 
‘Oh my God.’ She turned away. 
‘Musta been dead when it happened,’ Cyrene continued, his voice hoarse. ‘Brought here dead, or there’d be more blood. There’d have to be more blood.’ 
‘Oh my God,’ said Grace. Suddenly she knew. Her heart began to hammer; she looked around wildly. ‘He’s here,’ she gasped. 
‘Eh?’ 
‘He’s found me. He’s bloody found me!’ A movement tugged at the corner of her eye and she whirled – but it was only the piece of old tyre, slowly revolving where it hung from the peppercorn tree. Beyond it, the land was still. Nothing stirred in the silvery clumps of foliage. Nothing moved except the tyre – and the flies, of course, which were settling back onto Bit’s exposed entrails. 
‘Y’reckon he’s done this?’ Cyrene asked, sounding sceptical. 
‘I know he’s done it! He always said he’d do it ta me!’ 
‘Oh,but . . .’ 
‘He’ll do it! He will!’ Grace was almost crying. ‘I gotta get outta here!’ 
‘All right, now wait a minute.’ Cyrene approached her with an outstretched hand. ‘Let’s just calm down . . .’ 
But Grace knew that time was of the essence. Her husband had left her a message – he was coming for her. ‘Nathan!’ she screamed. ‘Nathan!’ She ran towards the house, panting, sweating, pebbles scattering before her sliding shoes, and found her son sitting on the back doorstep. He looked up. 
‘Get inside!’ she yelled. ‘In! Get in!’ He didn’t argue. He didn’t have the chance. She nudged him as he rose, pushing him over the doorstep. He stumbled. She hauled him to his feet again. 
‘What?’ he said, frightened. ‘Mum . . .’ 
‘We’re goin ta town,’ she croaked. ‘Wait till I get me purse.’ 
‘But –’ 
‘Don’t argue, Nathan!’ She tried to think where her purse was. On the table? No – in the bedroom. Cyrene was clumping up the back steps; she heard the screen door slam. She scurried down the hall. 
‘Gracie. Wait,’ Cyrene called after her. ‘Let me ring the police.’ 
‘Okay.’ She had found the old black handbag, which was sitting on her bed. Inside it were her wallet, her sunglasses, her address book. ‘Ring the police, then. I’m still goin.’ 
‘In my truck?’ He spoke gently, but something in his voice made her freeze. He had reached the bedroom door. She turned to look at him. 
‘Oh please, Cy,’ she whispered. ‘Gimme your keys, I gotta get out.’ 
Cyrene crossed the threshold, and closed the door behind him. ‘Grace,’ he said quietly, ‘there’s a gun down the hall, and a phone in the kitchen. We’ll be all right.’ 
‘A gun? Your gun?’ 
‘That’s right. It’s only a Lithgow single shot .22, but it’ll do the job.’ 
‘Get it, then! Quick!’ 
‘I will,’ he said slowly. ‘Just put down that bag and ring the coppers.’ 
‘But he’ll get in!’ Grace began to wring her hands in desperation. Why couldn’t Cyrene understand? ‘We gotta lock the house up!’ 
‘I will. One thing at a time.’ 
A gentle tap-tap-tap at the door made Grace jump. But she realised almost instantly that Nathan was looking for her. A nervous little voice squeaked, ‘Mum? Where are ya?’ 
‘Here. I’m here.’ Grace wiped her tears away. She swallowed, and cleared her throat. ‘C-come in.’ 
When Nathan entered, he had that familiar, wide-eyed, frozen look on his face. Grace recognised it. She had seen it too many times, through bruised and swollen eyelids, after the screams and thumps and slamming doors had died away. Always, after every incident, Nathan had crept into view wearing that same shell-shocked expression. 
‘It’s all right,’ she said huskily, patting his arm. Over his head, she and Cyrene exchanged glances. The old man muttered, ‘Whatever’s goin on, we need to know who did it,’ and headed for his room. Nathan sidled up to Grace. 
‘Is it Dad?’ he asked her. 
For a moment she couldn’t respond. 
‘Did Dad kill the dogs?’ he whimpered, tears welling up in his eyes. Grace crouched down, and hugged him. They hugged each other. 
‘It’s all right,’ she mumbled. ‘Don’t worry, okay? It’ll be all right. Just wait here – I’ll be back in a second.’ 
She released herself and went to the kitchen. A clock was ticking loudly. The refrigerator hummed. Cyrene’s telephone was sitting on one of the green-painted cabinets, between a china biscuit barrel shaped like a cat and a neat pile of hardware catalogues.The phone was black and heavy,so old that it didn’t have a keypad. Grace lifted the receiver to her ear. 
Oh no, she thought. God no. She dialled the first ‘0’, but nothing happened. 
Cyrene appeared behind her, nursing an ancient rifle. 
‘What?’ he said, catching sight of her face. It began to crumple. ‘What?’ 
Desperately she struggled to speak, pointing mutely at the phone. At last, with an impatient noise, he laid the gun on the table and took the receiver from her. He listened for a dial tone. 
There was none. 
His shocked expression loosened Grace’s tongue. She saw that he had no idea. No idea. ‘Let’s go!’ she said. ‘Now!’ 
‘Are the wires down?’ 
‘He’s cut ’em!’ Grace shrieked. ‘Come on!’ 
‘He can’t have –’ 
‘Gimme the keys! Where are they?’ 
‘There, but . . .’ 
They were on top of the fridge. Grace snatched them up and ran to her bedroom. The house shook with every footfall. She threw Cyrene’s keys into her purse, slinging it over her shoulder as she caught Nathan’s hand. Then she dragged him back down the hall, bursting into the kitchen just in time to see Cyrene loading his rifle. 
‘Quick,’ she said. ‘Quick!’ 
‘You go.’ Cyrene pushed the bolt down with a practised movement. ‘Go and tell the police. I’ll stay.’ 
‘But Cy!’ 
‘You’ll be all right,’ he assured her, tucking the butt of the .22 under his arm. ‘I gotta do some things. Check the phone wires –’ 
‘He’s cut ’em, I told you!’ 
‘Maybe.’ Cyrene went to the front door, opened it and peered out, the barrel of his gun pointing at the floor. ‘If it is him, and that’s what he’s done, then he’s mad enough to burn the whole bloody house down, as long as no one’s here to stop ’im.’ 
‘Cyrene?’ said Nathan. Looking down, the old man saw the boy’s upturned face, pale and anxious. ‘Are ya gunna shoot 
my dad?’ 
‘’Course not. You go, now. You go with Mum.’ 
‘You’re gunna shoot ’im, aren’t ya?’ 
‘No I’m not.’ 
‘He’s gotta be careful, Nathan.’ 
‘That’s right. We’ve all gotta be careful until we work out what’s goin on.’ Cyrene held open the creaking screen door, allowing Grace and her son to push past. He followed them to the ute, scanning the scrubby horizon, his eyes screwed up against the glare. He studied the collapsed and empty chicken coop, which was all splintered wood and torn wire. He studied the oldman saltbush near the front gate, because it had been there a long time, and was big enough to provide cover for a person bent double. He swivelled on his heel to check that no one was peering round the big structures – the garage and the dog-shed. All the while, Grace was bundling Nathan into the ute and climbing in after him. She adjusted the seat, the mirror. She struggled with the seat belts. 
‘Know where to go?’ Cyrene asked. 
‘The coppers, y’mean? I’ll find ’em.’ 
‘They’re on Wilson Street. Just keep following Patton when you first hit town, and turn right –’ 
‘It’s okay. I’ll find ’em.’ She turned Cyrene’s key in the ignition, and the ute’s engine roared. She was flustered – sweating. Cyrene raised his voice. 
‘Dja know how to drive one a these?’ he said, his voice cracking at high volume. Smoking had destroyed the force of his wind. He couldn’t raise a good shout any more. 
‘I’ve driven Mark’s!’ she replied, and began to haul at the wheel. She looked very small behind it. Tyres crackled on the stony ground. Beyond her labouring arms, Cyrene caught a glimpse of Nathan’s face, just for an instant, before he had to step out of the way. 
Then the vehicle slowed. Grace leaned out of the window. ‘I’ll send someone back,’ she promised. ‘Just hang on, and ...and someone’ll come, okay?’ 
‘Yeah. But take it easy.’ 
‘I will.’ 
‘It’s a rough road, remember. Don’t go too fast or you’ll tear the guts outta me truck.’ 
‘I know. I won’t.’ 
‘It’ll be all right!’ Cyrene yelled after them. He began to cough. Glancing into the rear-view mirror, Grace saw him bent almost double, his gun barrel bouncing on the crook of his arm as his figure dwindled in size. He looked so old, standing there in the cloud of dust that the ute had thrown up. He was still wearing his slippers. 
Grace felt the urge to stamp on the brake – to insist that he come with them. But it seemed as if her foot was welded to the accelerator. She couldn’t move it. She couldn’t stop. She was far too frightened. 
Cyrene has the gun, she told herself. He’ll be all right as long as he has the gun. Anyway, he’s not the target – I am. And right now I’m a moving target, which is harder to hit. 
The ute bounced and lurched. 
‘Mum!’ Nathan cried, clutching at the door handle. 
‘Sorry.’ The road was as rough as Cyrene had warned it would be – a washboard road, studded here and there with patches of bare, pitted rock. According to Cyrene, it had been six months since the last decent rain, so all the dirt roads around Broken Hill were in a ragged condition. You couldn’t grade and level a dirt road if it was bone dry. 
Grace swerved to avoid a pothole, and the low, clawing branches of a mulga scratched along the side of the truck. She glanced in the mirror again. Already the road had begun to curve, and the house was partly screened by bluebush, mulga, kerosene grass. Then the road dipped, and the house disappeared altogether. A crow flapped into the air, startled out of its roosting place by the noise of the engine. The whole truck vibrated like a blender and rattled like stones in a can; it had to be at least twenty years old. The gearstick was tricky too – stiff and uncooperative. 
Needless to say, there was no air conditioning. 
‘Mum?’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Can I open my window?’ 
‘Yeah, sure.’ Poor little Nathan – he was so scared. Grace flashed him a smile, but couldn’t spare him more than one glance because she had to watch the road. It was a real obstacle course when you got near the creek, which was a tributary of the slightly larger, but no less parched, Rantyga Creek. Cyrene called it Stone’s Throw, and Bill Ricketts, his nearest neighbour, called it Joke Creek, because neither of them knew what it was really called. It was merely a crease in the earth, where the grass was thicker, and the clumps of brush grew closer together, and where a few copses of small trees seem to have collected – among them one or two stunted red gums. The low ochre sandbanks had eroded away here and there, like miniature canyons, but the creek bed wasn’t all sand; there were patches of gravel, patches of baked clay. The road forded the creek bed at one of these more stable patches, which could support the weight of a car when it wasn’t raining. 
Even in the middle of a drought, however, the ride was still a bumpy one. 
‘Ouch!’ Nathan cried, as the ute surged up over the shallow western bank. A small torch, dislodged from the dashboard by all the jolting, had rolled onto his knee. 
‘Sorry, love. Not far now.’ In fact they weren’t even halfway – they hadn’t even reached the first gate – but how long would it take, after all? Not too long if the road improved, and it was bound to once they approached the highway. Grace seemed to recall that it had become worse and worse on their way in. 
‘Mum?’ 
‘What?’ 
‘I need to go to the toilet.’ 
Only the tone that Nathan used – which was low and faltering and apologetic – prevented Grace from screaming at him. By exerting enormous self-control, she managed to reply calmly. 
‘Can’t stop yet, Nathan.’ 
‘I know.’ 
‘Wait’ll we reach the highway, okay? Then we’ll see what we can do.’ 
Nathan subsided. So did the big bumps, because the land had flattened out. It became sandier, dustier; the vegetation became more sparse, and the trees disappeared. Dry grass stretched away to the horizon, with only the odd saltbush or salt pan to relieve the monotony. Everything else – everything beyond that – was swallowed up by flickering waves of heat where earth met sky. The highway, the fences, the endless line of power poles marching north to Broken Hill and south to Mildura . . . they were all somewhere up ahead, in the distance, beyond the mirage line. How far, exactly? Fifteen minutes? Twenty? At least that, if the road kept tracing slow, lazy curves around nonexistent obstacles, and offering up a corrugated surface. It was like driving over a giant ribcage. A never-ending cattle grid. 
‘I’ll open the gates,’ Grace declared, her voice shaking along with the truck. Nathan actually cracked a smile. 
‘Your voice sounds funny,’ he said. ‘Hey! So does mine.’ 
‘Yeah. Didja hear me? I said I’ll open the gates today.’ 
‘Yeah, I know.’ 
And then the ute began to slow. 
Even as Grace pressed down on the accelerator, her glance strayed, for the first time, to the gauges. Her heart skipped a beat. A red light glowed near the fuel gauge, which was quivering below ‘empty’. ‘Oh God,’ she gasped, stamping hard with her right foot. It was no good, however. The ute continued to slow, slow, slow. It ground to a halt. ‘Oh God!’ Grace shrieked. ‘Oh my God, no!’ 
‘What is it, Mum?’ Nathan wailed. ‘What?’ 
‘Oh no, no, no!’ Grace pounded on the steering wheel. Her head slumped against it. Then she jerked upright again and looked around, her heart pounding, her breath harsh in her throat. But no one lurked nearby. The dry, shorn earth baked quietly in the sun. 
‘Okay,’she muttered.‘Okay,think.’They had run out of petrol. Maybe Cyrene had forgotten to fill up. Thank God he was a bushie – he probably kept a spare can in the back of his ute. ‘Hang on, love,’ she said. ‘I’m just gunna check something.’ 
‘Don’t get out, Mum!’ 
‘I have to. I won’t be long.’ 
She climbed down from the cabin, leaving the driver’s door open. Her feet landed on powdery dirt, the colour of the dye she used in her own hair. (There was a black streak at the parting now, though, as wide as a bloody highway.) She went round to the back of the ute and peered over the tailgate. She saw a length of plastic hose, a couple of old sacks, a spare tyre, a toolbox, a roll of electric insulation tape – but nothing that resembled a can or container of anything. 
‘Oh Christ,’ she moaned. ‘For Chrissake, what’s the matter with him?’ 
How could there be no petrol? There had to be petrol! She wondered if a jerry can had somehow been inserted behind the seats in front, and went to look. To her dismay, she found nothing wedged behind or under the seats except a National Topographic map of Menindee, a set of radiator hoses, and an empty crisp packet. 
‘Oh Christ.’ She flopped back into the driver’s seat, gripping the wheel with both hands. 
‘Mum?’ 
‘It’s all right.’ She had to think. ‘We’re out of petrol.’ 
There were now three options open to them. They could walk for an hour or so towards the highway, where they could try to hitch a ride. They could walk south for a couple of hours until they reached the Ricketts’ place – Kallinga – in the hope that at least one of the Ricketts wasn’t out moving stock, or shopping in town. Or they could turn around and walk back to Thorndale, a trip that would take them at least half an hour. 
Staying in the truck wasn’t really an option.There was no two-way radio installed, and she hadn’t brought a thing – no water, no hats, no food, no nothing. Besides, she had to keep moving. She couldn’t stay still, in case . . . 
In case he was out there. Waiting. 
In case he had emptied the tank overnight? 
She gasped, and looked around frantically, trying not to let her panic get the better of her. She had to think. She had to concentrate. There was no one around. If he had emptied the tank, why had he done it? To stop her from leaving Thorndale, obviously. 
But what did that mean? Was he back there, lying in wait? Was he up ahead, parked on the highway? What did he expect her to do? 
‘Okay,’ she said, taking a deep breath. ‘Okay.’ Kallinga was a long way for Nathan to walk without any water – and there were some vicious dogs on the property. Really vicious. Besides, Grace wasn’t exactly sure how to get there – not without using the road. What if she got lost? And what if she did get there, and no one was at home? 
Hitching a ride would be easier. There wouldn’t be many people who could drive straight past a woman and a little kid on the Silver City Highway. But it would mean a long walk, and a long wait, and she had never hitchhiked with Nathan before – she had never wanted to take the risk. Because there was a risk, no doubt about it, although staying at Thorndale would be riskier. Except that Cyrene had that gun of his. And perhaps some more petrol. Didn’t he keep a lot of engine oil and brake fluid and kerosene in the garage? Hadn’t he mentioned something about a stash of petrol for the ‘nongs’ who occasionally turned up on his doorstep, begging for a top-up so they could make it to Broken Hill? They often asked for water, too, because they hadn’t brought any along with them – and because they had assumed, seeing his letterbox, that Cyrene’s place was closer to the highway. 
‘Okay,’ Grace repeated. She remembered now that Cyrene definitely kept petrol in his garage; he had pointed it out to her. So she could return to Thorndale, get the petrol, get Cyrene, get the gun, and try again. Or she could leave Thorndale – and the threat that a mutilated corpse implied – heading west for the main road, where she might (or might not) be lucky. Either way, she had to face the fact that she and Nathan would be walking. 
Exposed. Out in the middle of nowhere, like sitting ducks. Like emus trapped by a wire fence. 
She rubbed her temples, trying to decide the best course of action. Which would be more dangerous: a long walk to the highway, or a short walk to Thorndale? There was hardly any cover on the road ahead – very few bushes, and only one or two trees that she could recall – but what about dips in the ground? And what about standing on the side of the highway, thumbing down cars, looking for a harmless one? Suppose her husband was expecting her to do just that? Suppose he came barrelling down the road in a rented car, and ran her over before she realised who he was? 
There was more cover on the road back to Thorndale, and it was a shorter route – much shorter. And Cyrene would be able to hear her soon enough, if she called out. And he had a gun, and petrol, and there was a toolbox in the back of the truck, with tools in it . . . 
‘Okay,’ she said, turning to Nathan. ‘This is what we’re gunna do. We’ve run outta petrol, but Cyrene’s got petrol at the house. So we’re gunna walk back there, and get the petrol, and he’ll come back here with us, and we’ll all go to town together. How ’bout that?’ 
Nathan stared at her sombrely. 
‘It’ll be all right,’ she assured him, with a wavering smile. ‘It’s not a long walk.’ 
‘What about Dad?’ Nathan asked, in a very small voice. 
‘Well...’ Grace looked away. ‘Well, if we see Dad, and he’s mad at us, then we’ll just . . . then you can run and get Cyrene, okay? But we won’t see Dad. We won’t.’ Grace was trying to convince herself as much as her son. ‘If Dad was anywhere close, we’da seen him already.’ 
‘Can’t we stay here?’ 
‘No, love, it’ll get too hot. We don’t have anything to drink. And no one else is gunna come down here, are they? Cyrene doesn’t have any visitors, except people who break down.’ 
‘And us.’ 
‘And us. Yeah.’ 
So they left the ute, and set off for Thorndale. Grace took her purse, and some of the tools from Cyrene’s toolbox: a screwdriver, which she concealed in her purse; a hammer, which she carried; and a chisel, which she gave to Nathan. She felt reasonably safe, with a hammer in her hand. If he comes anywhere near me, she thought, I’ll break his skull. She tried to hurry, but Nathan couldn’t keep up; he was only six after all, and his poor little legs weren’t as long as Grace’s – though he was too big to carry. She had to linger, to slow her pace, while every cell in her body itched to run, to sprint, to make a dash for it. 
Breathing deeply, she forced herself to stay calm, even as her eyes flicked from saltbush to saltbush. At least it was still pretty early. At least the sun wasn’t too high or too hot, yet. With Nathan’s sweaty palm pressed against her own, she walked as briskly as she could, keeping to the middle of the road, straining to catch any sound beyond the flap-flap-flap of Nathan’s soles, the rush of a distant breeze, and the occasional, drawn-out wail of a crow. 
The flies soon found them, of course. She had to keep chasing the damn things off her lips and out of her eyes. Nathan’s face was soon crawling with them; he began to wave his chisel around so wildly that she told him to put it in his pocket. He obeyed without speaking, and they trudged on. Between tufts of grass beside the road they saw animal pellets. They passed a bush covered in sharp spines and red berries. Grace watched the shadows beneath the larger shrubs, and stayed alert for any quick and sudden movement among the outcrops of mulga, which grew thicker as they approached the creek. She could feel the sun boring into her scalp. She remembered her sunglasses, and put them on. The hammer dragged at her arm, becoming heavier with every step. She realised that she had to go to the toilet. 
I should have gone before I left, she thought. I was in too much of a hurry. I should have checked the fuel gauge. Why didn’t I? Because I panicked, that’s why. Because I didn’t have time to think. 
Nathan tugged at her hand. 
‘Mum?’ 
She looked back over her shoulder. It was such a long, long way to the main road. Was he waiting for her out there? Had he tried to drain every drop of petrol from the tank, without success – or had he left some in there on purpose? Had he expected her to check the fuel gauge, and set out on foot? 
She didn’t know. She couldn’t tell. 
‘Mum.’ 
‘It’s all right,’ she gasped. She forced herself to look ahead, down the road, towards Thorndale, telling herself that she had her tools, she had her hammer, she had sharp eyes and a quick ear. She was prepared. He wouldn’t surprise her – how could he? There were wide stretches of bare earth on either side of the road. There were patches of dry grass and sticks everywhere, loose stones, dead branches, stuff that would crunch underfoot. There was precious little cover, even at a distance. 
‘Come on,’ she said, and pulled Nathan forward, repeating over and over again in her head, like a mantra: We can do it. We can do it. They finally reached the creek bed, and crossed it without difficulty. Pebbles skittered, a low sandbank crumbled, and suddenly they were on the other side. Grace caught sight of an emu’s print in a patch of dried mud, but didn’t point it out to Nathan. She thought it best that they remain silent, for the time being. Voices could carry. Someone might hear them. 
It occurred to her that there was half a packet of mints somewhere at the bottom of her purse, but she didn’t want to risk stopping for the minute or so that it might take to dig them out. The important thing was to keep going. They were quite close, now. They were walking uphill – she could tell, not by steepness of the incline (it was barely perceptible), but by her increased breathlessness. Soon they would be able to spot Cyrene’s silver roof, glinting through a windbreak of boxthorn. 
Poor Nathan was flagging. His weight hung off her left arm as heavily as the hammer hung off her right. He was beginning to puff and blow, and drag his feet, and make irritated noises as he flapped the flies away. Grace glanced down at the top of his head. ‘Not long now,’ she urged him. ‘Just a bit further.’ 
‘I’m thirsty.’ 
‘I know.’ 
‘Mum,’ he said, ‘can I go to the toilet yet?’ 
Grace opened her mouth to reply. She never even heard the first shot. Something struck her in the hip with such force that she fell sideways, knocking Nathan over. For an instant she lay stunned, before the noise of the second shot – the unmistakable crack and echo – reached her ears. 
‘Run!’ she screamed. ‘Nathan, RUN!’ 


CHAPTER 3 

lec woke up with a hard-on. He had been dreaming about Janine, of course: Janine giving him a blow job. A stupid bloody dream. He doubted that Janine had ever given anyone a blow job in her entire life. 
She didn’t look like a blow job sort of person. 
A cold shower soon put him right – though it wouldn’t have been his choice, had he been presented with any alternatives. Clearly, Alec wasn’t the only guest taking a shower. Hot-water pipes shrilled and groaned somewhere in the distance, but after waiting a good three or four minutes, with his hand under the tepid trickle issuing from the shower rose, Alec realised that his timing was wrong. As bloody usual. 
Hot water seemed to be the reward for rising early in this place. 
He couldn’t wait for the demand to taper off, though – not if he was going to catch a lift with Kenny. So he gritted his teeth, spent about a minute scrubbing off yesterday’s sweat, and jumped out of the icy deluge before it could do him any permanent damage. 
It didn’t take him long to dress. Packing was simply a matter of stuffing his comb, toothbrush and toothpaste into a handy pocket. By eight o’clock he was standing out the front of his room, waiting for Kenny. It was going to be a hot day, he thought. 
Another hot day. 
Kenny was a guy who made friends indiscriminately, with every bloke who showed up looking for a job or a phone number or a new brake pad. He never seemed to stop talking – or smoking. He drove a range of souped-up old Fords and Holdens (all of them bristling with antennae) that he’d personally resurrected in his spare time. Kenny saw himself as a bit of a mentor. He had taken Alec under his wing after Alec’s first Mildura delivery, and had yammered on about mileage rates, speed traps, road rage and metal fatigue while the work piled up in his yard. Everyone seemed to know Kenny. It was agreed that he could teach you a few things about engines, if you were willing to put up with his endless crap. Even Alec’s cousin Pat knew Kenny. ‘Mad as a cut snake,’ was her verdict, but she acknowledged that he was also a good mechanic. And a generous soul. Perhaps a bit too generous – especially with his advice. 
Generous Kenny had insisted on giving Alec a lift back to his truck that morning. He arrived at two minutes past eight, in his yellow supercharged Cortina, puffing away at a Rothmans and nursing a take-away coffee. He asked Alec how he’d slept. Alec (with fleeting thoughts of Janine working away at his dick) said fine – he’d slept fine. The Cortina’s engine roared as Kenny careened out of the parking lot. 
Cracked muffler, Alec decided. 
‘Not too noisy, last night?’ his companion inquired. 
‘Nup.’ 
‘Midweek, I s’pose.’ 
‘Yep.’ 
‘You had breakfast?’ 
‘I’ll get it later.’ 
But Kenny had very strong opinions on the role of breakfast in a man’s day. He insisted that they stop to buy Alec a bacon sandwich, describing to Alec the complicated processes that transform food into energy. Alec, who was used to Kenny, only listened to half of what was said. Being a man of few words, Alec often ended up with people like Kenny. People who liked to talk. It didn’t bother Alec – not much. He just let the torrent of words flow over him. ‘Dozy’ Muller, off in a little world of his own again. 
A world full of Janine. 
Kenny would sometimes ask Alec about his love life, in much the same spirit as he asked about Alec’s job, family and living arrangements. He was looking for a way to set things right. Alec preferred not to be interrogated in this fashion, especially now that Michelle had chucked him. There was so little to say – so little to boast about. Most of the time he could avoid any in-depth analysis of his situation, because his mates tended to be young, feckless and frankly uninterested in discussing emotional problems with people they saw only in pubs or TABs. Kenny, however, had a terrifying habit of suddenly raising complex psychological issues during an ordinary conversation about shift work or tax breaks: the ‘man–woman thing’, for instance. The ‘father–son thing’. Alec was chewing on his bacon sandwich when Kenny turned to him, in the middle of a rambling discourse on the cholesterol content of eggs, and said: ‘You still with your brother?’ 
Alec nearly choked. ‘Uh – yeah.’ 
‘How’s that going?’ 
‘Okay.’ 
Kenny flashed Alec a piercing look. After a moment, he said, ‘How long are you planning to stay?’ 
‘Uh...’ 
‘You don’t want to stay too long, son. It’s not good for you, and it’s not good for them.’ 
‘I know,’ Alec mumbled. He hated being called ‘son’, even by his own father. 
‘For a start, you can’t exactly bring your girlfriends home, can ya?’ Kenny pulled into his yard, and parked. ‘You can’t run your own life in someone else’s place. And they can’t do what they want to do, either. Not with you hanging around.’ 
Alec nodded, his face hot. When he finally managed to tear himself away, it was only after Kenny had mapped out his immediate future for him. First, Alec had to get his own place. A flat, preferably, or at the very least a share-house. Next, he had to sit down and think about what he really wanted in a woman – if he wanted a woman at all. When he’d worked that out, he should come back to Kenny. Kenny would point him in the right direction. 
‘Once you know what you want, then you’ll know where to look,’ Kenny instructed. ‘You’re not gunna find saltwater fish in the Darling, know what I mean? You’ve got to pick your target.’ 
‘Okay.’ 
‘Stick with me, son.’ Kenny slapped Alec on the back. ‘I’ll see you right.’ 
From Kenny’s place, Alec took Diesel Dog down to the Blue Circle depot, where he backloaded cement powder for the Pasminco mine. The usual procedure. He could have done it in his sleep. He left the rail line at about eight-thirty, crossed the river, hit the highway and headed for the border of New South Wales, all the while thinking about what Kenny had said. It made sense, in a way. If you drifted around helplessly, hoping to stumble over some obliging woman, you weren’t necessarily going to find your perfect match. If, on the other hand, you planned your moves like a holiday itinerary – well, that had to be more efficient. 
Trouble was, Alec couldn’t organise a holiday itinerary to save his life. That was part of his problem. That was one reason why Michelle had left him. As for working out what he wanted, he knew exactly what he wanted. He wanted Janine. 
And how could he have known that, before meeting her? 
He tried to imagine that he hadn’t met Janine. He tried to imagine what he would be looking for if she wasn’t around. Once or twice, he remembered, the subject of hot babes had sprung up during long drinking sessions with Kev and Barry and Jozza. That had happened some time before he’d even met Michelle, let alone Janine. There had been talk about long hair, he recalled; a general preference for long hair. And shaven legs. And moderate drinkers. But when Alec had allowed his mind to rove, briefly, towards a mental image of his ideal woman, had he conjured up a perfect little housewife with a collection of china squirrels and hardly any tits to speak of? 
No, he had not. 
Alec hit Coombah at about ten o’clock. He stopped at the roadhouse because he had to go to the toilet, and he bought himself a coffee because you couldn’t use the toilet at the roadhouse unless you made a purchase. (Something to do with the water shortage.) He was on the road again by ten fifteen, still preoccupied by the eternal mystery of romance. 
Before meeting Janine, Alec hadn’t been looking for anyone remotely like her. The same went for Michelle. Michelle had been as large as Janine was small: a big-boned, broad-shouldered girl with lots of bouncy chestnut hair and enormous brown eyes. She would throw back her head and laugh a huge, booming laugh, showing all her teeth. She would stride around leggily, her heavy tits jiggling under sheer satin or filmy gauze. She’d attracted a lot of short-term interest, but was too strong-willed for a lot of guys.They had called her a ball-breaker.They had said that Alec was pussy-whipped. 
Maybe he had been, though he hadn’t much minded at the time. Still and all, it couldn’t be denied: he hadn’t been out looking for a lushly proportioned six-foot ball-breaker any more than he had been looking for a brittle-boned, flat-chested little blonde like Janine. They had simply happened to him. 
Perhaps because he hadn’t established what he was really looking for? 
Alec wondered if it was actually possible to sit down and organise your love life. To pinpoint exactly what you required, and reject all substitutes. Perhaps some people could do it, but could he? He didn’t think so. For one thing, he liked the way most women looked – he couldn’t specify this or that. For another thing, even if his list of requirements remained fairly vague and general (loyalty, perhaps, or good hygiene), what if he met someone who measured up but wouldn’t have a bar of him? That was more than likely. It occurred to Alec that he didn’t have a ‘type’ because he couldn’t afford one. He had to take what he could get. Because what did he have to offer, really? He wasn’t like Darryl. He wasn’t even like Kenny. At least Kenny had the gift of the gab. 
Driving on cruise control, Alec let the country fly past him, unnoticed. It was the kind of landscape that you could easily ignore: stony red dirt, scattered tufts of grass, ‘Floodway’ signs, long stretches of fencing wire held up by iron posts. To his right, on the horizon, Pine Creek was marked by a fitful green smudge; to his left, electricity pylons drew closer and closer to the highway. Then, about seventy kilometres out of Broken Hill, things began to happen. Pine Creek headed towards the road and finally crossed it, bringing with it a narrow band of huge old river gums. The pylons also crossed the road a little further on, moving in the opposite direction. The landscape changed slightly. There was more vegetation, a few ridges, the odd letterbox. Pine Creek, now on the left, stuck reasonably close to the highway, its mantle of trees clearly visible from the cabin. 
Alec ignored it all. After thinking hard, he came to the conclusion that Kenny’s advice about women wouldn’t do him any good. The thing about Alec was, he had only one advantage over most guys. He might not have much money, or a house, or a nimble tongue, but he was easily satisfied. He would happily take up with the sort of women – like Michelle – who scared off a lot of men, because he didn’t have many expectations. So what was the point of narrowing his options with a list of requirements? He’d be shooting himself in the foot. 
On the other hand, Kenny’s advice about his living arrangements was spot on. Alec had to get out. He had to do the right thing, or he was going to fuck up everything for everybody. Okay, so Janine added lustre to his life. Well, that was too bad. She was married, she was his sister-in-law, and she was the ultimate dead end. 
The sooner he got away from her, the easier it would be to repair his broken heart. 
Seeing the bloated stomach of a dead kangaroo in the left-hand lane, Alec made a split-second decision to run right over it. 
Awakened from his trance, he checked the time. Nearly eleven. He would soon be home. 
Cyrene was patrolling his fence when he heard the shot. He had already established that his phone line had been cut, near where it joined the roof of his house. The roof was quite low, so it wouldn’t have taken much to do the job: just a stool perhaps, or a box, or a milk crate. Or maybe even a long-bladed machete. No, on second thoughts, not a machete. A machete would have damaged the fascia – maybe even the gutter, as well. It would have made a noise. Whoever had cut the line had done it quietly, carefully, with a pair of secateurs or wire-cutters. 
Cyrene was as astonished as he was angry. He found it hard to understand why a grown man would devote so much time and effort to cutting his phone line. Sneaking around in the middle of the night, with a milk crate and a pair of shears – and a torch, presumably – what kind of nutter would do such a thing? It occurred to Cyrene that this bloke, whoever he was, couldn’t have risked driving his vehicle too close to the house, in case he woke somebody. He would have had to walk for maybe half a kilo-metre, in the dark, through all that thorny saltbush and heavily armoured dead finish, past God knows how many snakes and spiders, before he even reached the fence. He would have had to camp out somewhere, on the Ricketts’ property, perhaps; he couldn’t even have risked lighting a fire, in case someone saw or smelled it. And the dogs. If he had poisoned the dogs – as he might have, if he was planning to approach Cyrene’s house without raising the alarm – if he had poisoned the dogs, then he must have been hanging around for a couple of days, at least. Trying to keep out of the way. Skulking like a fox in the scrub, snatching cold meals, keeping a wary eye out for the clouds of dust that might mark a moving flock of sheep or an approaching vehicle. And where would he have hidden his own car, for God’s sake? Out on the highway? It was an empty part of the world, but not that empty. You couldn’t be sure that someone mending fences or moving stock wouldn’t notice a car sitting out in the middle of nowhere. 
After giving the matter some consideration, Cyrene concluded that it had been an insane kind of effort to make, for such a slight result. Because what had he achieved, this lunatic stalker? Apart from scaring poor Grace out of her wits, he had done nothing but bring the full weight of the law down on top of his head. He certainly wouldn’t be doing any more damage to Cyrene’s property – not if Cyrene had any say in the matter. The house was safe, as long as Cyrene had his gun. Of course, if the evil bastard had actually broken into the house during the night, and tried to murder them all in their beds – well, that would have made more sense. It would have been a result worth the effort. But this? The mutilated dog? The cut phone line? What was this all about? 
It occurred to Cyrene that the mischief must have been done after one a.m. He had been out in the yard himself at that time, easy prey for any lurking intruder; he had been putting Harry’s corpse in the dog-shed. What if there had been someone nearby? What if Cyrene’s sudden appearance had thrown this person off balance – stopped him from entering the house? 
But no, that didn’t work. There was the dog. Whoever the mysterious lunatic was, he had brought with him not only a torch, a milk crate and a pair of wire cutters, but a dead dog as well. A dead dog. And Bit hadn’t been a small dog, either. Bloody maniac must have had a wheelbarrow, or something. 
Cyrene’s eyes weren’t too bad, considering, but they weren’t good enough to pick out tracks in the dirt. He had tried and failed; maybe the police would have better luck. If his dogs had been alive, he would have used them to sniff out any foreign scent around the place, and follow it. As it was, however, he could only patrol his boundaries, keeping his ears open for any suspicious noises and his finger near the trigger guard of his .22. 
He had just stopped to straighten a leaning fence post when he heard the shot. He knew instantly what it was, of course; it frightened him so much that he nearly dropped his rifle. Then there was another shot. He thought he heard a scream too – a faint, distant sound – but he couldn’t be sure, because by that time he’d started to run. The second shot had given him a fix on his destination. It had come from down the road. He cursed his bad knee, the way it buckled under pressure applied suddenly from a certain angle. It slowed him up; it distracted him. And his heart was no good either, jerking around in his chest as if it wanted to jump out of his ribcage, pounding in his ears until he couldn’t hear anything else. He was panting by the time he reached the gate. It was a bugger, trying to release the catch without dropping his gun. Christ, oh Christ! Another shot. 
Cyrene hauled the gate open and staggered through it. Bullets clinked in his pocket – they sounded like loose change. He couldn’t believe the bastard had a gun. Not a shotgun – not by the sound of it – but even if it was spring loaded, Cyrene was stuffed. His only advantage would be surprise. 
He didn’t know what the bugger was shooting at. Surely not Grace? Grace had driven off long ago. She ought to have been on the highway, at least. But the scream had been human ...he didn’t know what to think . . . 
He was heading down the road when he heard Nathan’s voice, high-pitched and desperate. The kid was calling his name. ‘Nathan?’ he yelled. Ahead of him, the road looped around, forming a lazy S-bend before dropping into a shallow depression that rolled away down to the creek. Cyrene’s eyes weren’t too good at the best of times; what with the dip, and the low screens of saltbush and boxthorn, it was impossible to see Nathan until the kid was almost on top of him, stumbling around the corner with his mouth wide open and his chest heaving. There was blood on Nathan’s knee. His face was wet, and his eyes were wild. 
‘Nathan?’ Cyrene croaked. 
‘Mum!’The poor kid could hardly speak.Puffing and blowing, tears spilling from his eyes, he flung himself at Cyrene. ‘He got Mum!’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Mum’s there!’ Nathan shrilled, pounding on Cyrene’s chest. He was practically incoherent – half-formed words gushed from a distorted mouth – but Cyrene got the message. Gracie was back there, and someone was shooting at her. 
‘Okay, you go,’ Cyrene ordered. ‘Go on.’ The bloodshot eyes stared at him, uncomprehending. ‘Go and hide!’ he continued sharply, pointing at the house. ‘Keep goin! When it’s safe, I’ll tell ya, right? Quick, now!’ 
Nathan blinked. ‘Mum . . .’ he gurgled. 
‘Gorn!’ 
That got rid of Nathan. He released Cyrene’s shirt and ran off unsteadily, tripping once or twice, gulping down air and whining like a frightened dog. 
Cyrene didn’t watch him go. Lifting his gun to shoulder height, he continued to advance, trying not to make too much noise. He would have one clear shot before the need to reload put him at a disadvantage. And he didn’t even have a telescopic sight to help him – just this bloody old Lithgow, heavy as lead, which had been lying around for years in his wardrobe and would probably jam at the crucial moment because he hadn’t fired it since Bill Ricketts took over the family farm next door. Cyrene didn’t trust Bill Ricketts. Bill was the sort of fella who’d report you for keeping an unregistered firearm. Bill’s dad had understood that if you lived out the back of beyond you had to keep an old rifle squirrelled away somewhere for safety’s sake, whether or not you were a primary producer. It was the way things had always been. But Bill was different. 
At least the bullets are soft-nosed, Cyrene thought. At least if I hit the bastard, I’ll do a bit of damage. 
And he pressed on cautiously, blinking the sweat out of his eyes. 
‘I’m not hungry.’ 
‘You eat something, please.’ 
‘But I’m not hungry!’ 
‘Rose,’ said Linda, ‘if you don’t eat something now, you’re not getting anything in the car. All right? Don’t think you’re going to fill up on snacks, because I’m sick of it. You eat that toast. One piece of toast won’t kill you. Peter? Have you finished? Peter! ’ 
Peter was reading The Stones of Amrach, for perhaps the eighth time. He jerked to attention, reluctantly extricating himself from the lair of the dreaded Molloon. Although he knew that the Fourth Eye would be found in the Molloon’s steaming stomach when Presprill clove its guts in twain, he was still eager to reach that transcendental moment before they had to leave the motel. 
He wouldn’t be able to read in the car, because he got sick. So unless he finished the chapter now, he wouldn’t do it before lunchtime. 
‘I don’t want any more,’ he assured his mother, preparing to plunge back into the pages of his novel. But Linda wouldn’t let him. 
‘Have you cleaned your teeth?’ she asked. ‘Peter? Have you?’ 
‘Uh – no.’ 
‘Then go and do it. Now.’ 
Sighing, Peter rose from the bed to which he had been assigned. It was always chaos when the Fergusons travelled. There were five of them – two adults and three children, crammed into one car, one motel room, one restaurant booth. Linda and Noel generally shared a double bed wherever they stopped to sleep. If there were three singles in the room as well, everything was straightforward. But if there were two doubles and a single – or a double, two singles and a trundle or a foldaway 
– then the arguments would start. Louise resented sharing a double with Rosie. Rosie complained that she always had to sleep in the foldaway. Why couldn’t Peter, for once? Peter would point out that going to bed at half past eight was stupid. If he read his book in the bathroom, it wouldn’t bother Rosie, would it? It wouldn’t keep her awake. Whereupon Mum would reply that if she and Noel could go to bed at eight thirty, then so could Peter. Besides, they all had to get up early in the morning. Big day, tomorrow. An extra hour of sleep wouldn’t hurt. 
Peter had to squirm past his mum to reach the bathroom. When he got there, he found his father wedged between the sink and the toilet bowl. Peter said: ‘I can’t clean my teeth, Mum, Dad’s shaving.’ 
‘It’s all right,’ said Noel. ‘Plenty of room.’ He shifted slightly, smiling through his shaving soap. ‘You can squeeze in, can’t you?’ ‘I’ll wait,’ Peter replied. But his mother’s voice barred his exit. ‘Do it now,’ she insisted. ‘There’s a queue.’ 
‘Mum?’ It was Louise. ‘I can’t find my other red sock.’ 
‘Oh for God’s sake, Louise.’ 
‘I can’t find it!’ 
‘Have you looked?’ 
‘Yes, I’ve looked!’ 
‘You say you’ve looked, but I know I’ll come over there, and it’ll be sitting on top of everything, staring at me . . .’ 
‘It’s not, Mum!’ 
Peter sidled up to the vanity sink, plucked his toothbrush from the communal cup, and squeezed a gob of toothpaste onto its bristles – which already looked as if a dog had been chewing on them. He didn’t like travelling. Holidays could be fun, in some ways, but they could also be hell. At home, he slept in his own room. Louise and Rosie shared a big bedroom, but he had a little one all to himself, and he loved it. He loved to get away from everyone, retreating into his private domain, shutting the door on the endless yakking, the whirring appliances, the chattering television. Sometimes his family wore him out. They were so noisy, especially Rose. His mum maintained that he had never stopped talking either, when he was five, but Peter didn’t believe it. Rosie was a motormouth. Even Louise didn’t talk as much as Rose. Peter, who had quite clear memories of Louise when she was five (he had been eight at the time), knew for a fact that she had never burbled on like Rose. And if she hadn’t, then he certainly hadn’t. Because he was the quietest person in the family. 
Peter spat out a mouthful of toothpaste. He mistimed it, and it hit his father’s wrist, but Noel – who had been rinsing off his razor – didn’t get mad. He rarely got mad about anything. Linda, on the other hand, got mad all the time. She was mad now, in fact, mad at Rosie, who had dropped a slice of Vegemite toast, face down, onto a pile of folded T-shirts. 
‘Just sit!’ Linda snapped, addressing Rosie, as Peter and Noel emerged from the bathroom. ‘I told you not to wander around – now I’m going to have to wash that all over again!’ 
‘Sorry, Mum,’ Rosie muttered 
‘Yes, well, it’s a bit late now, isn’t it?’ 
‘Lin,’ said Noel, in a gently reproachful voice, ‘it was an accident.’ 
Linda stiffened. ‘There wouldn’t have been an accident if she’d done what I told her to do!’ Bustling past her husband, she paused briefly, and added in a low voice (which Peter heard, nonetheless): ‘I’m the one who does the laundry around here, so I’m the injured party, all right?’ 
Then she marched into the bathroom, leaving Noel to exchange a quick glance with his son. The unspoken message from Noel was: be nice to your mother until we hit the road. 
Linda was always in a bad mood when they had to pack up. She had said more than once that organising the Ferguson family was like trying to organise a bunch of headless chickens. Whenever they all had to go somewhere in the morning – whether it was to school, to netball, to swimming lessons or to work – Linda’s temper would begin to fray as she chivvied people in and out of the bathroom, hunted down clean shorts, searched for missing keys, wiped up spilled orange juice and made sandwiches. On holidays it was ten times worse, until they actually reached their destination. Then Linda would chill out on a deckchair, reading, while Noel took the children to butterfly farms, railway museums, marine parks and heritage trails. 
There was a railway museum in Broken Hill, as it happened, and Noel had taken his kids to see that during their five-day visit. They had also toured a mine, ridden a camel, picnicked at Penrose Park and inspected the Line of Lode miners’ memorial. 
Together, Linda and Louise had lingered over displays of silver jewellery and shop windows full of cheap summer sandals. (Louise, as Noel often remarked, had a pink gene as big as a bus.) Together, Peter and Noel had spent several hours at the geocentre, admiring chunks of crystalline rock and multicoloured ore. They had all dined out at the Musicians’ Club, trooped through a large number of art galleries and bought souvenirs at the Royal Flying Doctor Service gift shop. 
But the real purpose of the trip had been to visit Noel’s Aunt Glenys. She was seventy-three years old and lived on Wolfram Street, in a little house made of corrugated iron. Noel had spent a lot of his childhood with Auntie Glenys (Peter didn’t know why, exactly), so every two years the Fergusons would pile into their car and drive up from Melbourne to Broken Hill for a family get-together. They would make a point of taking Glenys out to dinner one night. They would crowd into her tiny kitchen, kiss her powdery cheek, listen to her stories about the ladies at the club and insist on washing up all the dirty cups and plates. (At least, Linda would insist; Peter and Louise were less enthusiastic.) Noel would make a point of chatting to Glenys for at least two hours every day, morning and evening. He would sit at the kitchen table with her, sipping a cup of tea, while Linda used Glenys’s washing machine and Rosie followed Louise around the back garden (bickering about a set of coloured pencils perhaps) and Peter sat in the living room poring over Glenys’s set of Reader’s Digest condensed books. Peter enjoyed those books. He had read The Stepford Wives during their last visit to Broken Hill, and The Boys from Brazil during this visit. But he had been unable to finish A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. He hadn’t had time. 
Peter was like his mother, in that respect; they both liked to wallow in books. He also had his mother’s green eyes and good teeth. But for the most part he resembled Noel. They were both skinny, tall and pale, with bony joints and soft, measured voices. They both had heavy dark hair and an abiding love of factual information. Peter was more passionate about The Lord of the Rings than Noel was, and couldn’t drum up much enthusiasm for his father’s chief interest, which was electronic communication. (Noel worked for Telstra after all.) But on the whole, father and son were two of a kind. 
That was why they both responded in the same way during the frantic, last-minute preparations that always preceded the family’s departure from any motel. While Linda issued sharp commands, and Rosie whined, and Louise argued, Peter and Noel tiptoed around, trying not to catch anyone’s eye. Noel loaded their suitcases into the boot, returned the room keys and paid the bill. Peter checked under the beds, in the drawers and behind the shower curtain for any forgotten possessions. They did their jobs, in other words. And they both heaved silent sighs of relief when the car doors finally slammed, signalling the start of their journey. 
‘Right,’ Linda said. ‘Have we got everything? Rose – have you got your Barbie?’ 
‘Yes, I have.’ 
‘Louise, did you remember to put away all your pens and things?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Peter, did –’ 
‘I checked the drawers, I checked the cupboards and I checked under the beds.’ 
‘Did anyone check the bathroom?’ 
‘I did that too.’ 
‘All right.’ Linda slumped against her seat, as if all the tension was draining out of her. ‘Let’s go then.’ 
Noel cocked his head. ‘Sure?’ he asked. 
‘Sure.’ 
‘Everyone got their seatbelts on?’ 
‘Yes,’ the three kids chorused. 
‘All right, then.’ Noel put his foot down, and their Nissan Pulsar slowly pulled away from the Miners Lamp Motor Inn. ‘Off to Mildura we go.’ 
By ten fifteen they were heading south, down the Silver City Highway. 


CHAPTER 4 

athan ran. He ran down the road and through the gate, past the peppercorn tree and the rusty oil drum, up the steps and into the house. The screen door banged behind him. He closed the front door, which was made of solid wood, by thrusting his whole body against it. Then he hung from the doorknob, panting and crying. 
He didn’t know what to do. Cyrene had told him to hide – hide and wait. But where? In the house? There weren’t many good hiding places. Under the bed was too obvious. The kitchen cupboards were full. The wardrobe? He could try the wardrobe. Or behind the wardrobe – he might be able to slide in there. 
Nathan scuttled down the hall to the bedroom where he and his mother had slept. He saw her good shoes on the floor, her jumper on the bed, her make-up on the bedside table. The whole room smelled of her, and the smell brought fresh tears to his eyes. He began to sob as he made his way over to the wardrobe, blindly groping with outstretched hands. But he knew he shouldn’t cry; he knew that someone might hear him if he did. So he scrubbed at his face, swallowed a shuddering hiccup, and tried to squeeze into the gap between the wall and the back of the wardrobe. It was too narrow. He scraped himself painfully against a nail, which caught on his sleeve, then pulled away and considered the wardrobe’s interior. A lot of his mum’s stuff was hanging there – some of his own too – but he could probably clear enough space. He was just beginning to push aside a few dangling sundresses when he heard the faint but unmistakable sound of another shot. 
That shot cleared his head like a blast of wind. He knew instantly that the wardrobe was no good. It was too easy to find. It was the first place his stepfather would look. Under the bed, in the wardrobe, behind the door – his stepfather would look in all those places, one by one. He would work his way through the whole house, getting warmer and warmer, while Nathan crouched, sweating, under a pile of towels, listening to the floorboards creak. 
Nathan fought to muffle his sobs, shaking from head to toe. He was so scared. He wanted his mother. He didn’t know what to do, and his nose was running and he didn’t have a handkerchief. The garage might be safe. There was an old bedspread in the garage, and a whole lot of cans and wood and power tools. Maybe he could hide under the bedspread. But Cyrene had warned him not to play in the garage, because there were nails and things. Spiders. Poisons. Cyrene had made him promise not to go in the garage. 
Nathan thought: Cyrene will save my mum. 
He crept back down the hall and into the kitchen. The clock on the wall went tick,tick,tick.The fridge rumbled.Keeping low, he went to the window and peered through it, allowing only one eye to clear the sill. He saw the front yard. The fence. The gate. 
The road. 
There was no one on the road. Soon, perhaps, there would be: a man, walking with a gun. Would it be Cyrene, or . . .? 
Nathan pressed the heels of his hands into his eye sockets. No, no, no. It wouldn’t be someone else. Nathan refused to consider any other possibility. Nevertheless, he realised that he couldn’t just wait here and watch the man slowly come for him. His whole mind, his whole being, veered away from the very prospect. 
And suddenly he remembered. 
When he uncovered his eyes, his vision was splotched and blurred. He blinked rapidly, scrambling to his feet; his thoughts were now fixed on a single image, and his reasoning powers were working only on a subconscious level. He knew that he would be safe if he headed west, but not why – he didn’t logically deduce that, in running away from the house towards the ridge, he would be screened from the sight of anyone approaching the house from the east. He didn’t consider that a search of the house would give him even more time to escape, as long as nobody peered through the blinds in his mother’s bedroom, or looked through the bathroom window. He simply understood that if he moved now, quickly, in the right direction, he might have a chance. 
So he began to run. He ran out the back door, down the steps, past the Hills hoist. He hurtled along until he came to the wreck of the Holden ute; didn’t bother to open the gate. He simply surged up and over it, hitting the ground with a thump. He ran and stumbled and kept on running, winding his way through the low bushes, the clumps of grass, the odd scraps of rubbish, none of which afforded him any concealment. In his purple top and lime-green shorts he was as visible as a lighthouse beacon, though he didn’t know it. The thought never crossed his mind. Instead he was thinking about the ridge ahead of him, and the pain in his chest, and the blood thumping in his ears, and the sweat trickling down his face. He was thinking about the bushes that whipped his ankles as he rushed by them. He was thinking about getting there . . . getting there . . . 
He didn’t stop to wonder if Cyrene would be able to find him. Cyrene knew about the hole, and would come to it eventually. But he did wonder how far a gun could shoot. He was so far from the house, but he didn’t know . . . could a bullet still reach him, from way back there? 
Was someone already watching him from the bathroom window? 
‘I spy with my little eyes something beginning with “C”.’ 
Rose pronounced the letter phonetically, with a hard edge; she was still more comfortable with the sounds of letters than with their actual names. 
‘Cloud,’ said Peter, in a bored voice. 
‘No!’ Rose screamed. ‘No, you can’t say it!’ 
‘Peter.’ Linda half turned in her seat. She flashed him a reproving look. ‘You know how this works.’ 
Peter sighed. After an hour in the car, he was already desperate to get out. So far, they had sung about fifteen songs (mostly nursery rhymes), shared one apple and a packet of corn chips, listened to Louise’s latest story about her friend Jemima’s stupid dog – which got hit by traffic at regular intervals – and played a ten-minute game of ‘I Spy’ in accordance with the unique rules laid down by Rose. These rules decreed that when it was Rose’s turn, no one was allowed to guess her word until at least two people had already got it wrong. If anyone challenged Rose’s right to play the game differently from everybody else, Rose would immediately erupt, and Linda would say in long-suffering tones: ‘For God’s sake, does it matter? Just do what she wants, and let’s have a little peace.’ 
There was a CD player in the car, but music wasn’t permitted any more. There had been too many arguments about what should be played, when, and for how long. They did have a walkman with headphones, which Rose didn’t much like, but Peter and Louise had to share it – twenty minutes for Louise, twenty minutes for Peter – and right now it was in Louise’s custody. She was sitting over by the other window, one bony brown knee drawn up to her chin, trying to stick heart-shaped decals onto her painted toenails as her head bobbed up and down in time to the music that was pouring into her ears. Stupid music 
– Britney Spears, no less. The same song over and over again, its tinny beat leaking out of the headphones and bothering Peter like a mosquito’s whine. He tried to ignore it. 
‘All right, all right,’ he said. ‘Um – “C”. Okay. Something beginning with “C”.’ Gazing out the window, he tried to spot another object that would satisfy Rose. But it was difficult, because there wasn’t much to see. Dirt? No. Bushes? No. Power poles? No. The road was slightly raised above ditches on either side; parallel to the ditches there were white posts, evenly spaced, with red reflector patches on them. A line of trees marked the passage of a creek somewhere off to the right. 
‘Creek,’ said Peter. 
‘What?’ asked Rose. 
‘Creek. That begins with “C”.’ 
‘Where’s a creek?’ Rose struggled to peer out the window. 
‘Show me.’ 
‘There. Where the trees are.’ 
‘What trees?’ 
‘There.’ Peter stabbed at the glass with his finger. ‘Over there. A long way away.’ 
‘I can’t see it!’ Rose wailed, and Peter rolled his eyes. 
‘You can’t see the creek, Rose,’ Linda explained. ‘It’s behind the trees.’ 
‘You shouldn’t be saying “I spy a creek” if you can’t actually see it,’ Louise objected. She was rewinding her tape again and could hear the discussion through the padding of her headphones. Rose’s forehead wrinkled as she pondered this new suggestion. 
‘Louise!’ Linda’s tone was full of warning. 
‘Yeah, butt out,’ said Peter. ‘If you want to play the game, gimme the walkman.’ 
‘Was it “creek”, Rosie?’ Linda interrupted. ‘It wasn’t, was it?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘All right. My turn, now. Um . . . “crow”.’ 
‘No. Your turn, Daddy.’ 
‘Um . . .’ Noel put on a great show of thinking hard. ‘Let’s see now...something beginning with “C”. Would it be ...a cloud?’ 
‘Yes!’ 
Peter wished with all his heart that he could do something in the car without getting sick: read, preferably, or use a play station, or do a crossword . . . anything. Louise didn’t get sick. She could stick decals on her toenails and plait Rosie’s hair and write in her diary without suffering a single pang of nausea. It wasn’t fair. The Stones of Amrach was sitting right beside Peter, tantalising him with its well-thumbed cover (which depicted Presprill with his shield on his back, gazing out over the lake of the Tann towards Amroth), and he couldn’t even open it without risking an immediate descent into wretchedness. 
Sullenly he focused his attention on the endless, boring stretch of outback beyond the road, which the display at the Visitors’ Centre had identified as being of a ‘semi-arid’ nature. Semi-arid. If this is semi-arid, he thought, arid must be sand dunes. 
‘Peter.’ Rose tapped his shoulder. ‘It’s your turn.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘It’s your turn.’ 
‘Oh.’ He looked around the car. They had already nominated the words seat, mirror, steering wheel, radio, hand, foot, map and bag. There wasn’t much left to suggest that Rose would recognise. Gearstick? No. Fuel gauge? No. Shifting his gaze to the road unrolling before them, he saw a truck approaching in the other lane. It was big and white, and belching black smoke. It was the first vehicle they had seen in ages. 
He said: ‘I spy with my little eyes something beginning with “T”.’ 
‘Truck!’ Rosie crowed, and Peter nodded. 
‘Right,’ he said. 
‘Well done, Rosie!’ Linda exclaimed. Noel declared that Rose was a very clever girl. Peter settled back into his seat again, glancing at his watch. It was nearly half past eleven. He was getting thirsty. 
‘Can I have a drink please, Mum?’ 
‘Yes. Hang on.’ Linda began to rummage around in the overstuffed bag at her feet. ‘Water or juice?’ 
‘Juice, please.’ 
‘Can I have some too?’ Rose piped up. 
‘What’s the magic word?’ 
‘Please.’ 
‘When are we getting to the roadhouse, Dad?’ Peter asked. 
‘Soon.’ 
‘Can we stop there for lunch?’ 
Noel glanced at Linda. ‘Well...I know Mum’s made some nice sandwiches . . .’ 
‘I wanna ice cream!’ Rose cried. Her memory for treats was tenacious. Though she often forgot to say ‘please’, she remembered very clearly stopping at Coombah roadhouse on the way to Broken Hill, because Noel had bought ice creams there. Linda glared at Rose over the top of her headrest. 
‘You won’t get anything if you talk like that!’ she snapped, whereupon Rose began to chant her request in a singsong voice. 
‘May-I-have-ice-cream-please?’ 
‘We’ll see.’ 
‘Please, Mummy? I said please!’ 
‘If you eat your lunch, you can have an ice cream.’ Linda looked at Noel. ‘Could we eat lunch there, do you think? Would they let us, if we bought ice creams? I seem to remember some tables and things . . .’ 
‘I’m hungry, Mummy.’ 
‘Oh, Rose. You just had all those chips.’ 
‘But I’m still hungry.’ 
Peter propped his elbow on the armrest, cradling his chin in his hand. Whiz, whiz, whiz – the white posts flew by. So did another sign advertising ‘Mario’s’, which was sitting forlornly out in the middle of nowhere. (Peter didn’t know what ‘Mario’s’ was, exactly, because they were always going too fast for him to read the small print.) There hadn’t been any fences for a little while, and he wondered why. He saw a crow strutting about, looking for road kill. He spotted a bare, stony ridge rising up behind a distant thread of green. 
‘All right,’ said Linda, ‘we’re almost there, so we’ll eat lunch now, and then stop at the roadhouse for an ice cream. What kind of sandwich would you like, Rosie? Vegemite, peanut butter, ham 
or cheese? I won’t ask if you want tomato.’ 
‘Vegemite.’ 
‘How did I guess. Peter? What do you want? We’ve got ham and tomato as well.’ 
‘Ham, please. With mustard.’ Peter leaned towards his mother in anticipation, and found himself looking out the left-hand windows of the car. What he saw made him frown, and check his watch again. Eleven thirty-five. It was an hour and twenty minutes since they had left Broken Hill. 
‘Dad?’ he said. 
‘Mmm?’ 
‘Coombah roadhouse is about halfway, isn’t it?’ 
‘About that, yes.’ 
‘And it takes, like, three hours to get to Wentworth?’ 
‘Approximately.’ 
Plastic bags rustled as Linda rooted among the sandwiches. Peter studied the country to his left, which was similar to that on his right – saltbush downs under an intense blue sky, scattered here and there with spindly trees, salt pans, dirt tracks. 
‘So we should be at Coombah in a few minutes?’ he asked. 
‘That’s right.’ 
‘Then where’s the lake? Remember after Coombah we were driving along, and you said we were driving through a dry lake? Remember? Shouldn’t we have reached that by now?’ 
There was a short silence. Linda passed a Vegemite sandwich to Rose. Louise had her eyes shut, caught up in the spell of Britney Spears. Noel flexed his fingers on the steering wheel. 
‘We’ll get to the lake in a minute,’ he said at last. Linda stuck her head between her knees again, searching for a ham sandwich. Her voice sounded muffled as she observed: ‘What do the signposts say? The distance markers? They should be able to tell us how long before we reach Coombah.’ 
Good point, thought Peter. He hadn’t been studying the little green signs that gave you your distance, in kilometres, to the next significant locality. There had been too many other things going on, and besides, he wasn’t sitting on the left hand side of the car. 
But after accepting a sandwich and checking if it contained mustard (it did), he once more turned his attention to Louise’s window. Louise had taken her headphones off. She was asking for a cheese and tomato sandwich. Before Linda could explain that there weren’t any cheese and tomato sandwiches, Noel said: ‘There’s a sign. Up ahead.’ 
‘Where?’ Peter threw himself forward, his seat belt biting into his chest and shoulder. ‘I don’t – oh, right.’ The sign was a distant silhouette. ‘What does it say?’ 
‘I can’t tell, yet,’ Noel replied. ‘Linda, could you just check . . . can you see? That sign . . . what does it say?’ 
Linda shifted in her seat. She was blocking Peter’s view. ‘Wait a second,’ she mumbled. ‘It says . . . hang on . . .’ 
They seemed to approach the sign very slowly, then pass it in the blink of an eye. Even so, Peter did catch a glimpse of it – or what was left of it. 
A well-aimed load of shot had obliterated whatever paint had remained on its sandblasted surface. 
‘Oh,’said Linda.‘Oh,well.Never mind.We’ll just have a look at the next one. Come on, Louise, it’s your choice – plain cheese, or ham and tomato? Make up your mind, or you won’t get anything.’ 
Up ahead, the flat horizon shimmered. 
Slowly Alec began to realise that something was wrong. 
He had been so caught up in thoughts of Janine that it hadn’t dawned on him, until now. He had been driving automatically, half his mind on the road, half on the thorny dilemma awaiting him back in Broken Hill. His stomach had finally alerted him to the fact that the hour was getting late, and he still hadn’t reached his destination. Checking the clock, he had seen – to his astonishment – that it was nearly half past twelve. And then he had glanced again at the speedometer. 
Eighty-seven km/h. So he wasn’t exactly dragging his feet. Unless the speedometer was busted? But no, he sensed that it was functioning okay. He could tell. He knew his truck and he knew the road; he could always feel when he was starting to push the limit. Something to do with the vibrations in the soles of his feet and the palms of his hands. Something to do with the way his tyres sounded when he crossed a cattle grid. The speed limiter on his fuel pump very rarely kicked in, because Alec’s own feel for the Diesel Dog was as sensitive as any electronic gadget. 
He was alert now as he registered the features of the surrounding landscape. He could recall – quite clearly – crossing the bridge at Pine Creek. And the kangaroo corpse, he could remember that. After ploughing through the kangaroo he had slipped back into one of his daydreams, and that had been at . . . Christ! 
That had been at eleven o’clock. 
No, he decided. I’ve made a mistake somewhere. I should have been there by now. He plotted the position of the Pinnacles, way up ahead. Only two of the peaks were visible – two thrusting rock formations like tits with erect nipples, hugging the horizon – but even so, it meant that he had crossed the time zone boundary. So he was still... what? Thirty kilometres out? 
I can’t have covered just twenty-odd kilometres in ninety minutes, he thought numbly. That’s stupid. That doesn’t make sense. He wondered if the old Dog’s clock was fast, for some reason. But it was showing the same time as his own digital watch, and that watch had been spot-on when he left Mildura; he had checked it against the clock at the depot. So what was going on? Some kind of weird magnetic thing? 
Alec was very vague when it came to magnetic fields, solar winds, electrical discharges, and all the other natural phenomena that you learned about in school (if you were paying attention) and generally used if you were trying to explain certain strange incidents that sometimes occurred out in the middle of nowhere. Alec hadn’t experienced much to wonder about so far – no one did, on the Mildura–Broken Hill run – but he had heard other blokes talking about hauling road trains across the Channel Country of remote Queensland, and encountering the moving lights they called min min; about misshapen creatures (bunyips? yowies?) crossing the road in front of them at dusk, glaring with luminous eyes; about ghostly figures trying to hitch rides, then suddenly vanishing. Granted, these stories were usually told after a couple of hours spent on the booze, by blokes who often had a reputation for popping pills (or caffeine-enriched substances) to keep them awake for forty hours at a stretch. Still, they made you think. And they made you dredge around in your failing memory for all those snippets of physics that you had somehow picked up from textbooks, or television documentaries, or articles in your dentist’s copy of the Reader’s Digest: snippets about radio waves . . . the aurora borealis . . . high pressure systems . . . 
Alec seemed to remember hearing or reading something once about magnets stopping clocks. But not speeding up clocks. Unless that was possible too? Had he hit some kind of strange magnetic field? There were a lot of ores and heavy metals in the rocks around here, not to mention that big line of electricity pylons marching across the country to his right.That thing had to have some effect. 
Alec flicked a glance at the Pinnacles again, but they didn’t appear to be any closer. Then he put his foot down, and the country rolled past at a slightly faster rate, looking the same as usual. Something was wrong, though. Alec knew this road very well, and he knew that one stretch of it wasn’t necessarily indistinguishable from another stretch. There were always small differences that eventually combined to make a big difference. Scattered acacias would eventually merge to form a copse; dry dents in the earth would eventually run into a wide, sandy creek lined with river gums. But as his gaze skipped from the road to its surroundings and back again, he saw no gradually emerging changes. The bushes flitted past, the stony roadside ditches endlessly unfurled, but the streak of green to his left stayed at a fixed distance. So did the Pinnacles. So did the Barrier Ranges – they remained a faint, bluish brush stroke on the far horizon, barely clearing the tops of the stunted mulga trees. 
Okay, he thought. Okay. Now, I’m not drunk, and I’m not on drugs. So either I’m going mad, or the clocks are fucked. Or was I dreaming away, back there, so that I slowed down to a crawl without noticing? It was possible. 
His stomach growled, and Alec became even more uneasy. He could practically set his watch by his gut – it started to complain at precisely noon each day if it hadn’t been fed within the past two hours. According to the clock in his stomach, it was way, way past twelve p.m. And all he had on him were a couple of chocolate bars, plus a thermos half full of cold tea, from yesterday’s trip. Not exactly a satisfying lunch. 
He reached for his phone, which was lying on the seat beside him. It wasn’t just an ordinary mobile, because there was no access to the CDMA network out on the Silver City Highway. Instead, employees of Gary Radford and Sons Pty Ltd used satellite phones – in Alec’s case, an Iridium low earth orbit satellite phone, which had the ability to pierce even the blanket of silence that engulfed the remote area outside of Broken Hill. 
But when he punched in the encoded base number, nothing happened. The little black slab of technology lay in his hand, silent and dead, like a miniature coffin. He tried again, tearing his eyes from the road just long enough to note that the phone’s display screen was blank. 
He might as well have used a shoe to call home, for all the good it did him. 
‘For fuck’s sake,’ he breathed. Was it a flat battery? Could something have drained it? Those weird magnetic fields again? The boss was going to go ballistic if Alec didn’t show up soon. He was way behind schedule already, unless his watch was wrong. Unless his eyes were playing tricks on him. 
Unless he’d gone mad. 
He tried the radio. Even at the best of times there wasn’t much you could pick up out here – just the local ABC station, and the odd, static-laden piece of country music, or snatch of cricket commentary, which sounded as if it was coming through from Mars. But there was always something. Something to assure you that you weren’t a mere dot on an empty plain, heading into infinity. 
Until now. 
Grimacing, Alec fiddled more and more frantically with the dial on the radio as he guided his gigantic truck with one hand. All he could find was static, static and more static, with here and there a slight clearing in the fuzz, accompanied by strange, scratchy noises that sounded almost, but not quite, like an electronic voice or growl. Like the groan of a didgeridoo pushed through a grid of satellite interference. Like someone spluttering into a microphone. 
Suddenly experiencing a surge of unreasonable panic, he snapped off the radio and peered at the Pinnacles again. They hadn’t fucking moved. He was sure of it. They hadn’t fucking moved in the last – what was it? (He checked his watch: twelve thirty-seven.) In the last eleven minutes. That wasn’t right. That couldn’t be right. Unless the clocks were wrong, and the speedometer was playing up, and his guts were making a fool of him – unless he had experienced a blackout or an epileptic fit while continuing to keep his Dog on the road – he had got exactly nowhere over the last hour and three quarters. 
Alec tried to reassure himself with thoughts of Janine, and her enamelled hair clips, and her lacy bras hanging on the clothes line. That was reality. That was safety. This was just another job, same as all the other jobs, and it would be over soon. He was being a bloody fool. Of course he would get there, he had to get there. He was on the road, wasn’t he? The road to Broken Hill? All roads have a beginning and an end, and the Silver City Highway was no different. It had been built to take people from point A to point B, in a bit over three hours – four if you were being careful. 
The trouble was, Alec took time out. He was a dreamer, always had been. That’s why they called him Dozy. That’s why they tapped on his skull sometimes, and waved their hands in front of his eyes. ‘Oi! Mate! Earth to Alec, ya dozy bugger!’ they would say. And Alec would realise that he had missed something – something important. 
Clearly, it was the same in this case. Clearly, he had missed something. But what? How? You couldn’t exactly close your eyes and chill out when you were driving a Mack super liner. If you did, you’d end up in hospital with your nose up your arse. Alec might have been dozy, but he wasn’t in a bloody coma. He had to keep at least one eye open, or risk the inevitable consequences. 
So what had he missed? 
At that point he remembered the fuel gauge, and stopped watching the road for half a second to assess the levels. His normal fuel load for the Mildura trip was seven hundred litres: some two hundred and twenty for the trip there, two hundred and twenty for the trip back, and another two hundred and fifty-odd for emergencies. After making a laboured mental calculation, Alec worked out that he now had approximately one hundred litres left in the tank. 
Which proved, if nothing else did, that something was seriously wrong. 
The man had a dog with him – a scruffy bull terrier called Mullet. Mullet’s face had been savagely scarred by kicks and bites, but his nose was still good. It could still do the job. Mullet smelled the dead thing before he had even reached the gate, and bounded ahead eagerly. But the man’s voice jerked him back like a short lead. 
‘Mullet! Cummeer!’ 
The siren scent of the dead thing made the dog skittish as he approached the house; he kept veering away and coming to heel again. His toenails clicked on the front steps. His tail was almost caught in the screen door as it slammed shut. An overwhelming potpourri of smells immediately struck him, all of them associated with food, water, sweat, grease, smoke. The man’s heavy boots made the floor creak. He said: ‘Nathan?’ 
There was no reply. A refrigerator gurgled and a clock ticked; the only other sound was the man’s ragged breathing. He went into the kitchen and Mullet followed him, bustling about, snuffling at kickboards. One by one, the cupboard doors banged open 
– bang, bang, bang. Mullet was assailed by hot and spicy smells, wheaten smells, the musty smell of old potatoes. But he had to tear himself away, because the man was moving on. 
‘Mullet!’ he said. ‘Cummeer. Nathan! Where are ya? Come out, come out, wherever you are.’ 
They crossed the living room and entered the first bedroom. It contained a double bed, an old wardrobe, a cabinet, an unpacked suitcase. There were clothes strewn everywhere – a woman’s clothes, a child’s clothes. A ghostly sheep’s skull sat on a bedside table. 
The man opened the wardrobe, grunted, and closed it again. He looked under the bed. He was carrying a rifle. 
Mullet preceded him into the next bedroom, which was small and cluttered, and smelled strongly of tobacco. The walls and ceiling were brown with old smoke. The bed was a single, draped in a drab chenille cover. There were two chests of drawers which supported piles of mismatched objects: an antique sewing machine, a transistor radio, a lamp, an alarm clock, a tin money box, a shoe horn, a spectacle-case, a china dog, a crystal inkwell. The wardrobe was stuffed with clothes, and nothing else. More objects had collected in the corners of the room, among them an ancient bag of golf clubs, a broken gramophone, a box of magazines, a bakelite ashtray on a stand. No one was hiding under the bed, because there was no room to hide. That space, too, was packed with dusty possessions. 
The man led Mullet into the bathroom, where they checked behind the door and inside the wickerwork laundry hamper. A tap was dripping. From the bathroom they retraced their steps up the hall, stopping briefly in the first bedroom to collect a soiled pair of shorts (size six). From there they made their way to the enclosed verandah, which was full of old newspapers and collapsed chairs; Mullet sniffed out no one in that long, narrow room, nor in the caravan wedged against it. The door of the caravan had to be forced, and this was done by means of a hammer retrieved from the garage. The garage, too, was searched very thoroughly, with Mullet inserting himself into every pocket of empty space. 
No one was hiding behind the blistered meat safe, beneath the old bedspread, or inside the empty oil drum. 
‘Fuck ’im,’ the man said. He emerged into the yard again looking angry, and narrowed his eyes against the sun. Mullet began to poke around some of the piles of rubbish, then veered off again towards the dead thing. He could smell other dogs. The smell was very strong – as was the reek of rotting flesh. 
‘Mullet!’ 
So powerful, so irresistible were the smells ahead of him that Mullet ignored his master’s shout until his collar was seized. He was hauled backwards, choking, and the memory of other, similar incidents cowed him. Then the dirty shorts were thrust under his nose. He was familiar with their scent, which had been spread throughout the house behind him; he knew it from other houses too, from cars, from his own kennel. The boy had once hidden in his kennel while Mullet strained at the end of a taut piece of nylon rope that was tied to a Hills hoist. The boy had been something of an interloper. An intruder. Mullet had been banished from his presence, on occasion, as well as from the territory that Mullet had marked out as his own. There had been confusing spells in a wire pen, among the stink of poultry and engine oil. 
The boy’s appearance had always seemed to herald one of these spells. 
Knowing what was expected of him, he began to follow the boy’s scent around the yard, trotting from one jumble of wood and iron and plastic to the next. Most of the traces were very faint. Some were strong, but not fresh. The smell of dog was everywhere too, and it distracted him. Finally they ended up down the back, near the gate, where the man peered into the rusty hulk of an old car. 
Here Mullet found a trail that would have made him bark, if he had still possessed functioning vocal cords. (His master hated noisy dogs.) He pursued it to the gate, was checked, tracked it back to the house, then retraced his steps. 
‘What’s that?’ said the man. ‘You got something?’ 
The gate was in the way. Mullet paced back and forth in front of it, his nose to the ground. When the gate was finally opened, he trotted through it ahead of his master and cast about until he found what he was looking for. 
‘That’s it. That’s my boy. Get him, Mullet, the little shit.’ 
There were secondary trails ambling about, and Mullet was fooled by them once or twice, but the strongest – the straightest 
– headed away from the house, towards the west. So he set off in that direction, with the man at his heels. 


CHAPTER 5 

e should have been there by now.’ At last Noel admitted it. Peter had been thinking the same thing for some time, but had been afraid to voice his misgivings. They had left Broken Hill at ten fifteen. It was now half past one. And they hadn’t even reached the roadhouse yet – let alone Mildura. 
‘Could we be on the wrong road?’ Linda inquired. 
‘I can’t see how.’ Noel was muttering. He always muttered when he was under stress. ‘There aren’t too many roads out here.’ 
‘But could we have taken the road to Menindee by mistake? Or the road to Adelaide?’ 
Noel shook his head. 
‘If we had,’ he said, ‘we still would have reached something before this. It doesn’t take three hours to get to Menindee. And Coburn’s not far from Broken Hill, on the Adelaide Road. Not that Coburn’s very big, but it’s something.’ 
‘Then what’s going on?’ Linda demanded. 
‘I don’t know.’ 
‘We haven’t been going slowly, have we? It doesn’t feel like we have.’ 
‘We haven’t,’ Noel declared. ‘I always check the speedometer.’ 
‘Could it be broken?’ 
‘I doubt it.’ 
‘Mum,’ said Rose. ‘I’m hungry.’ 
‘You can have an apple.’ 
‘I don’t want an apple.’ 
‘Well I’m sorry, that’s all you can have.’ 
‘But I wanna biscuit ...’ 
‘Oh be quiet, Rose, will you?’ Peter snapped. He knew that she was getting tired of the car – that she was bored and restless – but he had no sympathy. He was getting tired of the car himself. ‘You’re being a pain.’ 
Rose’s face crumpled. ‘I’m not!’ she cried. ‘Don’t say that!’ 
‘Peter!’ Linda’s voice was sharp and threatening. ‘Stop it! You kids be good, all right? Just be good.’ 
‘I was being good,’ Louise mumbled, but no one paid any attention. As Rose blubbered, and her parents conversed, Louise continued to draw pictures of girls with long hair in her sketch book. Peter leaned forward. 
‘It’s not the way I remember it,’ he said uneasily. ‘The bush should be getting thicker. Don’t you think? When we first left Wentworth, on the way to Broken Hill, there was thicker bush.’ 
‘I didn’t notice,’ his mother retorted. ‘I was too busy doling out sweets and settling arguments.’ 
‘Don’t you remember, Dad?’ Peter turned to Noel, who pondered this proposal for a while before answering. 
‘Yes,’ he confessed, reluctantly. ‘But there must be a logical explanation.’ 
They all gazed at the road before them, which shot southwards in a dead straight line. It gleamed a little in the sun. Their car seemed to be eating it up; the tarred surface disappeared under the wheels beneath them as if it was being sucked into a great hollow stomach attached to the rear axle. 
Yet on either side of this endless grey ribbon the countryside remained strangely static. Everywhere you looked there were the same grey-green daubs of vegetation, yellow grass and sandy salt pans; the same patches of dark green scrub; the same creek on the right, in the distance; the same faraway power pylons flickering on the left, like a mirage. 
A red Land Rover barrelled towards them and flashed past, heading north. The sight of it comforted Peter, for some reason. He realised that they hadn’t passed anyone for ages. 
‘Maybe we should have waved them down,’ Linda suddenly remarked. ‘Asked them how long they’ve been driving for.’ 
‘Dad.’ Peter was peering through the gap between his parents’ seats. His eyes had strayed from the speedometer to the fuel gauge. Beside the bobbing red indicator (which was poised just above the line marked “E”) a little electronic light was glowing. Superimposed on this luminous disk was a simplified picture of a petrol pump. ‘Are we – are we going to run out of petrol?’ 
Linda gasped as Noel sighed. 
‘Actually, Peter, I wasn’t going to comment on that for a little while,’ he said. 
‘Noel!’ Linda spoke very clearly and urgently. ‘The tank’s almost empty, in case you haven’t noticed!’ 
‘It’s not as bad as you think.’ 
‘Noel –’ 
‘It always looks worse than it is. You know that. There’s always a bit in reserve when the needle strikes “E”.’ 
‘Which means we’ve got what? Ten minutes?’ 
‘I’m not sure . . .’ 
Linda tackled the bag at her feet again. She searched through it until she found her mobile phone. 
‘That’s not going to work,’ said Noel. 
‘There’s no harm in trying.’ 
‘It won’t work, out here.’ 
‘Have you got a better idea, then?’ Linda growled. Peter shrank back into his seat, praying that they wouldn’t start to argue – it would only make things worse in that cramped little car. Rose said: ‘Mummy.’ 
Peter tapped her arm and gave her a frown of warning. Even Louise was now alert to the drama. She had closed her sketch book and was chewing on the end of a perfumed pencil, eyeing the back of her mother’s head. 
‘Nothing,’ Linda fretted, after pushing a few buttons on her mobile, pressing it to her ear, giving it a shake and repeating the process all over again. ‘Not a thing.’ 
Noel made no comment, but the words ‘I told you so’ seemed to hang heavy in the air. 
‘What happens if we do run out?’ Linda wanted to know. ‘Will our insurance cover a tow truck? I can’t see the NRMA in Broken Hill sending a motor mechanic all the way out here with a can of petrol.’ 
‘We won’t need a tow truck or a motor mechanic,’ Noel replied reassuringly. ‘There’s bound to be a farm along here somewhere. We’ll just knock on the door and ask them if they have a bit of spare petrol that we could buy. These places generally do. Lots of people must run low along this highway.’ 
‘Did you fill it up before we left?’ Linda demanded. 
‘You know I did.’ 
‘Then what the hell’s going on?’ 
‘I‘m not sure.’ 
‘Kids!’ Linda raised her voice. She craned around, struggling to look her children in the eye. ‘Has anyone seen a mailbox or anything, recently? Maybe the name of a farm or a family painted on a sign – something like that? I know I haven’t.’ 
Peter tried to think. He hadn’t been looking for mailboxes. He had been looking for distance markers, because there didn’t seem to be a single one on that particular stretch of highway that wasn’t bent or peppered with shot or wind-scoured into incomprehensibility. He had a vague recollection of a dirt road, winding off in the direction of the creek – maybe even two dirt roads – but not of any mailbox or name on a board. 
He surely would have remembered, if he had seen such a thing. Mailboxes out here were often interesting creations, made of oil drums and microwave ovens and other diverse objects, and signage was so rare that any words written along the highway would have lingered in his mind, leaving a sort of echo, like a catchy tune. 
‘I didn’t see anything,’ he confessed at last. 
‘I did,’ said Louise, and everyone – except Noel – looked at her. 
‘You did?’ Linda sounded sceptical. ‘Where?’ 
‘Back there. It was a mailbox, painted white. Beside a road.’ 
‘Are you sure?’ 
‘Uh-huh.’ 
‘How far back was it?’ asked Peter, before his mother could. Louise screwed up her face, which was olive skinned, like Linda’s. 
‘I don’t remember,’ she said. ‘Quite a long way.’ 
‘Stop the car.’ 
Linda’s tone was calm, but Noel was startled nonetheless. There was a minimal slackening of speed as he adjusted the weight of his foot on the accelerator. 
‘What’s that?’ he asked. 
‘Stop the car. Please.’ 
‘Why? What’s wrong?’ 
‘Just stop it. Please.’ 
Noel made a long-suffering noise. He flicked the indicator (though there was no one behind him for as far as the eye could see) and pulled over to the side of the road. Then he turned off the engine. 
‘Okay,’ he said. ‘What is it?’ 
‘Mum? Can I go to the toilet?’ 
‘In a minute, Rosie.’ Noel was looking at his wife, who sat with her elbow resting on the windowsill, and her forehead resting on her hand. ‘Are you feeling sick?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘Then –’ 
‘Louise,’ Linda interrupted, ‘will you please get out and help Rose go to the toilet? Put your shoes on first. And take this tissue.’ 
‘Oh, but Mum ...’ 
‘Now. You too, Peter. You can get out and stretch your legs. You’ve been sitting down for too long.’ 
Peter didn’t argue. It would have been unwise to do so; his mother was in a touchy mood. He knew that she was only ejecting her kids from the car because she wanted to talk to Noel in private. But, although he was curious, he wasn’t going to insist on taking part in the conversation. 
‘Come on,’ he said to Rose. ‘We’ll find you a big bush.’ 
‘Okay.’ Rose was quite happy to piss in the dirt, because she welcomed the excitement of it. Pissing in the dirt was the sort of thing that she could tell her friends about in kindergarten. 
For Louise, however, the novelty of crouching behind a bush to pass urine didn’t make up for the discomfort and embarrassment she felt whenever another car passed them while she was so engaged. 
‘I think I’ll wait for the roadhouse,’ she said as she climbed out of the car. Peter shrugged. 
‘Suit yourself,’ he replied. ‘But at this rate, we might not even get there.’ 
‘Don’t be stupid.’ She sounded cross. ‘We have to get there some time. It’s on this road.’ 
‘Yeah, but haven’t you noticed? There’s something pretty weird happening.’ 
Together, he and Louise guided Rose across the ditch, past the line of white posts and into the wastes beyond. Dry pellets of animal dung crumbled beneath their feet. A spiky twig worked its way into Louise’s sandals,making her yelp.The sun warmed their scalps and dried the sweat on their skin. 
They headed for a clump of small trees (or large bushes) which stood about twenty metres from the side of the road. It wouldn’t provide a lot of cover, but it would certainly act as a better screen than the thin grass and silver-grey ground-hugging saltbush. Peter made as much noise as possible, crunching along heavily, to scare away any nearby snakes. He didn’t think there were any snakes, but it was better to be safe than sorry. He saw some ants, and wondered if they were the type called meat ants. A pamphlet at the Broken Hill Visitors’ Centre had referred to meat ants, but Peter hadn’t discovered the significance of the name. He hoped that they weren’t like piranhas, able to strip the flesh off a human foot in a few minutes flat. 
It seemed unlikely. 
‘Okay. Here,’ said Louise. They stopped behind the nearest tree, which wasn’t much taller than Noel, and Rose pulled her pants down. Peter looked away. He surveyed the area around him and saw a crow sitting on one of the other trees in the stunted little thicket. It sat quite still, head cocked, looking at Peter with one eye. He said ‘Shoo’, but it didn’t move. It didn’t even blink. 
‘Finished?’ said Louise. ‘Okay, here.’ 
‘Can you wipe my bottom?’ Rose pleaded. 
‘No, I can’t. You’re five years old. You can wipe your own bottom.’ 
Suddenly Peter spotted another crow. Like the first, it had fixed him with its bright, blank gaze – though unlike the first it was standing on the ground, near an ants’ nest. Its feathers were glossy, its legs gnarled. For some reason it made him nervous. 
‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’ 
‘I can’t!’ Rose protested. She was having trouble with her shorts, which had somehow become entwined in her underpants. With a sigh, Louise corrected the problem. Then they went back to the car, Louise chivvying Rose along whenever the little girl stopped to pick up a feather or study a pellet of dung. Several times along the way Peter glanced over his shoulder, trying to catch a glimpse of the two crows. But they had disappeared from sight. 
In the car, Noel and Linda had come to a decision. 
‘We’re going back to that mailbox,’ Linda informed her offspring. ‘We don’t have much petrol left in the tank, so we’re going back to borrow some from the people who live in the house with the mailbox.’ 
Peter and Louise exchanged glances. Louise said: ‘What about the roadhouse? Can’t we buy petrol there?’ 
‘We can’t be sure we’ll get to it,’ Linda replied. ‘Not with what we’ve got in the tank right now.’ 
‘But you said we were really close,’ Louise objected. 
‘I thought we were.’ Noel was muttering again. ‘It’s probably best to be on the safe side, though.’ 
‘When are we going to have ice cream?’ Rose queried, and Peter gave her a nudge. ‘What?’ she said, as he pulled faces at her. 
‘We’ll get ice cream, sweetie.’ Linda sounded very tired. ‘As soon as we reach an ice cream shop, we’ll have ice cream.’ 
‘But I wa-a-ant one!’ 
‘Rose!’ 
‘It’s okay, Rose,’ Louise said quickly. ‘We can play “Fish”. Do you want to play “Fish”?’ 
‘Yeah!’ Rose’s face brightened. ‘Now?’ 
‘Right now.’ 
Peter heaved a sigh of relief, knowing that he was excused all card games while travelling, in case he threw up. (Rose, like Louise, had guts of iron.) While Linda reached into her bag for playing cards, Noel turned his key in the ignition and hauled at the steering wheel. The car swung around in a wide U-turn before starting off down the road. 
Peter found himself looking towards the electricity pylons rather than the creek, and it occurred to him that on their trip up to Broken Hill a week before he must have viewed the same scene from the same angle. If only he could remember more about it! 
‘We should have bought one of those topographic maps from that army disposal store in Oxide Street,’ he remarked. ‘Those maps had everything on them – all the creeks and ridges and tracks and everything. I bet if we had one of those we could tell where we are.’ 
There was no reply. Recollecting that his parents had scoffed at his suggestion that they purchase a set of such maps, at eight dollars each (when they had already spent eighty, in the same shop, on an Akubra for Noel) Peter wasn’t surprised that they refused to comment. Peter had always liked maps. He liked drawing his own maps of imaginary kingdoms, and he liked studying the family atlas. His request for a set of topographic maps had therefore been regarded as just another attempt to pursue one of his hobbies, and had been greeted no more favourably than Louise’s request for a new pair of polarised sunglasses. 
Peter thought: So I was right all along, wasn’t I? You should have bought those maps. 
‘Okay. Let’s see. Have you got . . . an octopus?’ Louise inquired of her sister, and, upon receiving a negative reply, picked up a card from the centre stack. ‘Oh! Two seahorses.’ 
‘Yell if you spot that mailbox, Peter,’ Linda said. ‘It’ll be on your side, and we don’t want to miss it.’ 
‘Those maps had all the stations marked on them too,’ Peter continued. ‘With their names.’ 
‘Yes, well, that’s very interesting, I’m sure. But since we don’t have any topographic maps, it’s not very useful, is it?’ 
‘Do you have a goldfish?’ Rose asked, and Louise nodded. 
‘Yes,’ she replied, drawing a card from the collection dealt to her. 
‘Yay! Do you have a crab?’ 
They retraced their route, heading north again, as the sun travelled across the sky. 
Chris and Graham McKenzie were following in the steps of 
Burke and Wills. For three long years they had planned their trip, 

which would take them north from Melbourne, across the New South Wales border to Menindee, past White Cliffs, through Tibooburra and into the Sturt Stony Desert. They didn’t necessarily expect to get as far as Normanton during the two weeks available to them, but they were hoping that they might see Birdsville, and even Boulia. At the very least, they would be visiting a portion of Queensland’s far west. 
Chris had researched the area thoroughly. He had purchased the requisite maps and guidebooks, and had read almost every available text dealing with the ill-fated journey. He found it a strangely compelling story. In 1861, Robert O’Hara Burke and William Wills had set off at the vanguard of a great expedition into Australia’s heart, with the purpose of discovering a route from Australia’s south coast to the Gulf of Carpentaria. The expedition had ended in tragedy; Burke and Wills had both died, without actually reaching the waters of the gulf. Yet their failed attempt had worked its way into the Australian psyche, and the McKenzie brothers were not alone in their fascination with this tale of doomed hopes and fatal mistakes. 
Chris, perhaps, was the more obsessed of the two. Graham simply liked camping and trekking; together, he and Chris had explored the wilderness of south-west Tasmania, Kakadu National Park and the Abel Tasman coastal track in New Zealand. Graham was willing to give anything a go, and had no problem with Chris’s desire to visit ‘Burke and Wills country’. Chris was especially keen to see the Dig Tree, an old coolibah still growing beside Cooper Creek. One member of the 1861 expedition, William Brahe, had waited three months for Burke and Wills at the Dig Tree before packing up and leaving just nine hours before the wayward expedition leaders actually did return. 
A brand new Land Rover Freelander had been acquired especially for the journey. It belonged to Chris, who could afford it; he was a veterinarian with a practice in Orbost. Graham worked in a plant nursery on the outskirts of Melbourne (though he was training to be a landscape designer) and earned barely enough to support himself, now that his ex-wife and son were living in a separate house. His contribution to the trek had been in the preparation, which he had undertaken with his customary patience and attention to detail. On his advice, Chris had bought a hand pump, a pressure gauge, a set of radiator hoses, a pair of tyre levers, an adjustable spanner, four jerry cans, nine litres of engine oil, and an extra fan belt. After their hikes through various national parks, they already possessed the requisite tent, compass, sleeping bags, first aid kit, camp oven, Swiss army knife, aluminium water bottles and satellite phone. 
Graham wasn’t about to make the same mistakes as Burke and Wills. 
They had stayed a night in Mildura, visiting an old school friend, and had left a little late after enjoying a big fried brunch; it would have been uncivil to refuse their friend’s hospitality. But as they drove along the Silver City Highway, adjusting their original plans, Graham reminded Chris that the whole idea of this trip had been to take it in easy stages. They had plenty of time. They weren’t chasing a short-lived natural phenomenon or a seasonal migration or an agricultural show. The land was timeless, and they were looking to slow their pace. Graham, in particular, needed to slow his pace. The big city vibe had infected him; he had been rushing about trying to finish jobs, finish his training, keep an eye on his son, wrestle with the Tax Office and his wife’s lawyer . . . 
‘I need to soak up the silence,’ he remarked. ‘I need to get out of there.’ 
Chris grunted. 
‘I’m not breathing right,’ Graham continued. ‘My energy levels are fucked. I’m all disconnected.’ 
Chris said nothing. He was by far the less talkative of the two brothers, though Graham tended to quieten down if he spent any time in Chris’s company. Graham’s trouble, in Chris’s opinion, was that his ex-wife happened to be a neurotic hippy who spouted off about discovering emotional equilibriums and releasing tension and ingesting pure substances while simultaneously dumping on everyone close to her, knocking back huge quantities of prescription drugs and causing endless blow-ups at work (when she wasn’t taking sick days off to visit tarot readers and naturopaths). 
Chris disliked her intensely, because she was always screwing with Graham’s head. Graham was an easygoing sort of bloke who, if he had married someone stable, would have been quite content with his life. He was a McKenzie, after all. McKenzies were quiet achievers, every one of them; they were thorough, patient and capable, and they didn’t indulge in the sort of histrionics that Graham’s wife had made her specialty. It could be argued, in fact, that the McKenzies were a little too quiet. Certainly Graham’s wife had been of that opinion; she had constantly complained that they didn’t communicate with each other, that they were repressed and closed off and impossible to talk to. She herself never seemed to shut up, so it wasn’t surprising that she found the McKenzies dull. Perhaps they were, a little. They had a way of choosing their words carefully, and absorbing ideas without comment. Their long, companionable silences were as expressive of comfort as cheerful noise might be in another family. But it never seemed to occur to Graham’s wife that when the McKenzies failed to respond in a spirited manner to her observations about the Life beyond Life, and healing crystals, and her own psychic intuition, it was because they found such observations ludicrous, and were too polite to say so. 
Why Graham had married her was a mystery to them all. Perhaps he had found her alluringly exotic. Even Chris had to concede that she was stunning to look at and that Graham might have been a little bored with the inexpressive good sense of women like his sister – the kind of women with whom the McKenzies tended to socialise. They were country people, after all, and Graham’s wife wasn’t. She was a suburban refugee. A private school dropout whose own family was in a permanent state of surreptitious warfare. 
No wonder Graham kept escaping into the bush. It was the only way he could survive. 
‘I wish I could have brought Tian along,’ Graham suddenly observed, when they were close to the Eastern Time Zone boundary. He was referring to his son. ‘Tian would have loved this. He would have been right into it.’ 
Again, Chris made no reply. He knew why Tian hadn’t come. The boy’s mother wouldn’t have allowed it, and Tian, after all, was only four years old. Chris himself didn’t know if Tian was quite ready to undertake such a trip. Apart from anything else, the kid had problems. Of course he had problems. With a mother like that, and a divorce under way – it was inevitable. 
Chris offered up a silent prayer of thanks that Tian wasn’t sitting in the back seat, screaming that high-pitched scream which sounded like a steam train whistle. One day, he knew, Tian would have to become involved. A trip into the wilderness would become his rite of passage. But until that day, Chris wasn’t going to be wishing him any closer than he was. 
‘You want me to take over?’ Graham inquired, after a long pause. In the McKenzie code, this meant: you’re not saying much, you must be tired. Before Chris could respond, however, both brothers caught sight of a shape up ahead. Drawing closer, they saw that it was an enormous truck, clumsily parked on the side of the road. 
Chris immediately reduced his speed. 
‘I think he wants some help,’ said Graham, of the man who was hovering at the rear of the motionless vehicle. On closer inspection, this mechanical monster had revealed itself to be a road train, with two huge trailers attached to the truck. 
Its driver, in contrast, was quite small: a stocky young guy with a head of dark, curly hair, wearing blue jeans and a grey T-shirt. Easing to a halt beside him, Chris noticed that he looked all shaken up, as if he’d had an accident. But he wasn’t hurt. That much was obvious. 
‘You all right?’ Graham asked. 
‘Nah, mate, not really. Run outta fuel.’ 
‘Yeah?’ said Graham. Chris lifted an eyebrow. It was not a predicament that he would have considered normal among those who carried freight for a living. 
‘Well,’ he remarked, ‘if this was a Turbodiesel we could have given you a top-up, but we’ve only got unleaded back there.’ 
‘Oh.’ The truck driver shook his head. ‘Wouldn’t be enough anyway. Look, ah . . .’ He hesitated, squinting down the road as if ashamed to meet Chris’s eye. ‘You headin for Broken Hill?’ 
‘Yeah.’ Chris thought: where else would we be heading? But he suspected that the comment was a roundabout way of begging a lift, and gave the stranded truckie a once-over, noting the mobile on the belt, the watch on the wrist, the sunglasses dangling from the restless fingers. ‘You want to hop in?’ 
‘Aw, mate.’ The guy’s whole body sagged. The lines on his sunburned face relaxed a little. ‘Could I?’ 
Graham shrugged. ‘Plenty of room,’ he said. 
‘Thanks.Thanks a lot.Bloody hell,I’m just ...he’sgunna tear a strip off me.’ 
‘Who is?’ 
‘The boss. If I keep me bloody job, I’ll be lucky.’ 
As the engine idled, and the McKenzies waited, their new acquaintance scrambled into the back seat. He smelled sweaty and seemed nervous – though not in a threatening way. Antsy, Chris decided. He was antsy. A bit strung out. 
Pep pills, perhaps? 
‘This is Graham, and I’m Chris.’ Hearing the back door slam, Chris removed his foot from the brake, and they set off again. ‘You going to be right, in Broken Hill? Do you know someone there?’ 
‘I live there.’ 
‘Oh. Right.’ 
‘I’m Alec. Muller.’ 
‘Is that an Iridium satellite phone?’ 
It was Graham who asked the question. He had spent a lot of time researching the satellite phone market before choosing a suitable product. Alec shifted his weight. 
‘Yeah,’ he answered. ‘But it’s stuffed.’ 
‘Why? Power problems?’ asked Graham. 
‘I dunno.’ 
‘Were you trying to call someone?’ Chris interrupted, and exchanged a quick glance with Graham, who added, ‘We’ve got one ourselves, if you need to make a call.’ 
There was no immediate response. Flicking a look at the rearview mirror, Chris saw that Alec was biting his thumbnail, a troubled expression on his face. Chris decided not to press for an answer. It went against the McKenzie grain to prod and pry. Then Alec said: ‘Does yours work?’ 
‘Our phone? Should do.’ 
‘Yeah,’ said Graham. ‘Here.’ He removed it from the glove-box. Chris was watching the road ahead, so he didn’t see exactly what Graham did next. But there were enough clicks and grunts to suggest that Graham was dealing with an uncooperative piece of technology. 
‘Bloody thing’s not working,’ Graham finally declared. 
‘Eh?’ Chris frowned. ‘Must be.’ 
Silently, Graham passed the phone to his brother. With one eye on the road, and one hand on the wheel, Chris fiddled about with the little black box of circuits (using his thumb to press buttons) until he finally had to concede that Graham was right. The bloody thing wasn’t working. 
Being McKenzies, they didn’t instantly start to blame each other for dropping it, immersing it, or forgetting to top up the power. Instead they both sat musing for a while, trying to grapple with the question of what had gone wrong. Alec was the one who finally spoke up. 
‘I was thinkin it might be magnetic,’ he said. 
Chris checked the rear-view mirror. Graham turned. They saw that Alec was plucking at his bottom lip. 
‘Eh?’ said Graham. 
‘I was thinkin it might be magnetic fields, or something. You know. Interference.’ 
‘Right,’ said Graham, and shifted around to face the windshield again. Chris made no comment. He wasn’t one to judge, but he was beginning to make the cautious assessment that Alec wasn’t too bright. First he had let his truck run low on fuel, then he had started to blame a dead phone on mysterious ‘magnetic fields’. In Chris’s opinion, that was little better than blaming an overheated engine on UFOs. 
‘Well, it doesn’t matter,’ Graham remarked easily. ‘We should be there soon. Eh, Chris?’ 
‘I don’t know. The markers have all been shot to buggery. What do you reckon, Alec? You’re the local. Is it much further?’ 
At first Alec didn’t reply. Chris heard the rustle of fabric and the creak of pressured seams. Another glance at the mirror revealed that Alec was gazing intently out the window, still worrying away at his bottom lip. 
‘I dunno,’ the truckie sighed at last. ‘But I guess we’ll find out soon enough.’ 
On the ridge behind Thorndale, where parched shrubs were scattered very thinly over the stony, hard-packed earth, Mullet followed a confusing tangle of scent trails. 
Clearly, the boy that he was pursuing had been all over this hillock. He had slid down a shallow incline on a piece of corrugated iron. He had dug up stones, and picked tiny red berries from the branches of a thorny saltbush. He had drawn pictures in the dirt with a stick. 
The freshest trail, however, didn’t wander about like a magpie looking for food. It headed straight up over the ridge and into a hole that had been dug there towards the eastern side. This hole was large and deep – large enough for Mullet to squeeze into – but he hung back, panting. The loose earth in front of the hole was newly turned; it was scored with lines and gouges. A small, ill-defined handprint had been left in the dust. 
Pebbles clattered and rolled as the man made his stumble-footed way down from the top of the slope. Awkwardly he came to a halt, unbalanced by the weight of his gun. One foot was braced against a large rock. The other was wedged into a handy fissure. 
He studied the hole carefully, bending a little to squint inside. But its dark maw was impenetrable. 
‘Mmm,’ he said, straightening. Then he gave Mullet a nudge with the barrel of his gun. ‘Gittim. Mullet! Gittim, boy!’ 
Mullet sidled away. He didn’t like the hole. 
‘Mullet . . .’ the man said threateningly. Mullet knew that tone, and knew it meant trouble. But he couldn’t bring himself to enter the hole. 
‘Mullet!’ An angry bark. ‘Cummeer!’ 
Head down, tail down, Mullet slowly advanced. The man seized his collar, dragging him towards the mouth of the hole. Mullet resisted. He didn’t like small, dark places. He scrabbled frantically, pulling against the pressure of his collar’s choking grip. 
Finally his master was obliged to lay down the gun and force Mullet into the hole with both hands. Mullet, however, would not be forced. He was a slippery, muscle-bound dog. Time and time again, when the man pushed him into the hole, Mullet wriggled and convulsed and come surging back out. The man swore. He grabbed the dog’s collar and tail. He threw him at the hole and gave him a boot in the rump by way of encouragement. As Mullet tried to back up, the boot remained where it was, pressed with great strength against the base of his spine. So Mullet had to curl around on himself, twisting his spine like spaghetti, to squirm his way into the light again. It was very uncomfortable. He found it difficult to breathe. Perhaps for that reason, he lost his head – and when his master’s hand came down, reaching for his collar, Mullet snapped at it. 
The hand was quickly withdrawn. A moment of silence followed. Sheepishly Mullet emerged from the hole, and stood panting, nervous, ready to run. But the man didn’t kick him. Instead the man picked up his gun, aimed it, and fired. 
Mullet’s legs were knocked out from under him. 
The sound of the shot echoed across the silent landscape. Mullet twitched, blood pumping from the scarlet wound in his dusty white coat. 
‘Fuckin dog,’ his master muttered, before squatting down to peer into the hole. ‘Nathan?’ he said, raising his voice. ‘Didja hear that? If you don’t come out, I’ll do the same to you!’ 
He waited, muscles tense. 
But nothing stirred or whispered inside the hole. 


CHAPTER 6 

erlie didn’t mind that it was a secondhand caravan because the Clulows had looked after it so well. They hadn’t been smokers. The oven and stove had been cleaned regularly. The cushions on the two couches (which converted into single beds) had been a little soiled, but Verlie had taken care of that by replacing the old covers with a brand new set. She had made curtains to match the cushion fabric, and had bought a rug to match the curtains. Ross had grumbled about the rug, but Verlie found the vinyl floor of the caravan a little cold and its pattern unappealing. She wanted the caravan to be as cosy as possible. 
After all, they would be spending at least four months in it. 
Ross’s plan was simple. Now that he had retired from the bank, he wanted to revisit all those towns in which he’d worked over the years as he strove to attain the senior management job that had been his ultimate goal. Ross had performed his duties diligently behind the counter, in Ledgers and in Lending. From a humble teller’s position he had progressed to the role of accountant, then branch manager, then regional manager, before finally becoming head of the bank’s training department. It was during his spell in Wagga Wagga that he had met and married Verlie, who had been a teller in his branch at the time. From Wagga they had moved to Melbourne, Ballarat, Broken Hill, Darwin and Sydney; they had settled in Sydney for twenty-two years so that their three children (Mark, Jodie and Susan) would benefit from a first-class secondary education in good private schools. 
They had lived in a solid house in leafy Roseville, where for the first time Verlie’s homemaking abilities were given room to flourish. She had been able to plant and nurture a beautiful garden, full of roses and deciduous trees. She had renovated the kitchen, bought lots of old mahogany furniture – which she polished assiduously – and found herself a pleasant circle of friends, many of them churchgoers, most of them busy mothers with their own cars. Susan, Verlie’s eldest, now had two children; she had married a doctor, and lived in Hunters Hill. Mark was a partner in a big city law firm. Jodie was working in London. Verlie was proud of them all, but they lived separate lives now, and she hardly ever saw them. So she hadn’t objected when her husband had raised the idea of his retirement safari. In fact she had welcomed the prospect of getting away. The house in Roseville was really very damp, and required a lot of energy-sapping care. The neighbourhood was changing; many of her old friends were selling up and moving to the south coast or the Blue Mountains, making way for new families full of school-aged children who were too noisy for Verlie’s taste. She couldn’t understand some people. These days they seemed to give their kids everything except discipline. 
She had welcomed Ross’s suggestion that they buy a caravan for their trip. While Ross pored over maps, NRMA directories and the Reader’s Digest Book of the Road, Verlie had busied herself in the caravan, which they had purchased from one of Ross’s former colleagues. She had stocked the cupboards, hung up pictures and bought some throw cushions. Together, she and Ross had made sundry purchases: an emergency camp stove, a water filter, a hand-held digital camcorder. Meanwhile, Susan had been offering up some muted objections, pointing out that Verlie had high blood pressure – should she really be undertaking such a long and stressful trip? But Verlie had scoffed at her daughter’s fears. It wouldn’t be a stressful trip. It would be a wonderful trip. Verlie was dying to revisit her old haunts – to chase up lost friends, to inspect familiar bank premises, to take photos of the houses that she and Ross had rented over the years. And Ross, of course, was in his element. She had been worried about his retirement; how on earth would he cope with it? Now she saw that she had been worrying needlessly. Plotting their itinerary, calculating their expenditure, alerting their friends and organising their supplies had kept him as happy as a lark. 
Of course, she didn’t know what would happen when the trip was finally over. But she would face that hurdle when she came to it. Perhaps Ross, too, would decide to sell up. And if he did, the complicated process of moving to the south coast would keep him occupied for a long time. 
Whatever he decided to do, Verlie would go along with it. She always did. Over the years, she had learned that life was only bearable if Ross made all the big decisions; she had long ago ceased to resent his assumption that because he made the money, he laid down the law. Being a peaceable, amenable sort of person, she didn’t fret about it too much. Instead she quietly pursued her own interests – the children, the garden, various handicrafts, English detective novels – restricting her complaints to a few very close friends. After all, she wasn’t a giddy young thing any more. If there was one thing she had learned in life, it was not to expect a fairy tale ending. 
When packing for the trip, Verlie had made sure to take a couple of pot plants along with her, hanging them in pot holders to prevent them from falling and smashing when the caravan hit a stretch of rough road. She also took her knitting bag, her quilting bag, and a number of modest gifts for old friends: pewter items, pieces of linen and damask, scented soap, decorative stationery. Nothing breakable. Nothing big. It was she who had insisted on taking a portable television set as well. Ross had objected, but Verlie had prevailed. She knew Ross. She also knew what she would have to put up with if he was deprived of his Sunday-afternoon sport. Besides, there were the evenings to consider. Ross didn’t read books – only newspapers – and Verlie couldn’t bear the thought of having to converse with him during that golden time of the day when she liked to relax with a cup of cocoa and the latest PD James. 
The television would keep Ross entertained if he couldn’t find anyone to talk to. He was a restless sort of person who liked a bit of noise. Verlie was different; after bringing up three children, she preferred silence. In this, as in so many other aspects of their lives, they differed fundamentally. 
In Mildura, for example, Verlie would not have complained to the catering manager of the Leagues Club about a serving of undercooked chicken. She would simply have asked for a replacement dish. Similarly, she would not have kicked up such a fuss about the error that Ross found when he checked the bill issued to them by the owner of the caravan park. Ross seemed always alert for examples of fraud and poor service – perhaps it was the inevitable result of working in a bank. Verlie, on the other hand, disliked confrontation. She had to concede that she was a coward, in this respect. But where would Ross be if she hadn’t always been 
so reluctant to speak her mind? 
He couldn’t have it both ways. 
Fortunately, the pitstop at Coombah roadhouse had passed without incident. Despite the number of flies inside the shop, and the restricted range of ice creams in the freezer, Ross had found nothing worth taking exception to. He had filled up his tank, bought himself a mint Cornetto, and smiled indulgently at Verlie’s choice of a Triple Treat. Then they had pressed on, rejoicing in the fact that there were hardly any cars on the road. Cars on the road meant people backed up behind their lumbering caravan, and that in turn meant people risking their necks when trying to overtake Ross on a two-lane highway. Not that there was much danger in overtaking on such a straight, flat road, but even so, there were always tailgaters. And Ross hated tailgaters with a passion. They put him in a very bad mood. 
Verlie preferred to drive with him when he was feeling calm and content. 
‘Oh look,’ she said, a short time after they had crossed Pine Creek, ‘isn’t that somebody waving? Look, Ross – I think someone’s in trouble.’ 
A grey dot on the horizon had taken definite form as they rapidly approached it. Verlie saw a car parked beside the road; the people standing around it were at first only visible as ant-like black shapes. Despite the fact that Ross began to slow his speed, however, it soon became apparent that a man was waving them down – a man and a small child. 
By the time they reached the grey car, Verlie could see that this man was tall and thin and balding, with the gentle, benevolent face of an absent-minded professor. He wore sandals and shorts, a flapping T-shirt and an expensive wrist watch. Verlie took note of the wrist watch, the little girl hanging off his left leg (which was very hairy) and the fact that he removed his sunglasses when Ross eased to a halt beside him. This man, she decided, was not a threat. His mild blue eyes and sheepish smile were as reassuring as the size of his family. 
‘Are you all right?’ asked Ross, and the man approached Ross’s window. 
‘We’ve run out of petrol,’ he said. 
‘Oh.’ 
‘And our mobile won’t work. Not out here. Would you happen to have a satellite phone?’ 
‘No. Sorry.’ 
Then the man’s wife spoke. (At least, Verlie assumed that she was his wife.) She looked younger than her husband, and more vital; her eyes were a vivid green against the tanned skin of her face. Nudging aside the little girl, she stooped to address Ross through his half-open window. 
‘Have you just come from Coombah?’ she demanded. 
‘We stopped there, yes,’ Ross replied. 
‘How long ago?’ 
‘How long ago did we stop there?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Well...’ Ross glanced at Verlie, who opened her mouth to help. But Ross needed no help. He was simply collecting his thoughts. ‘About an hour and a half, I suppose,’ he remarked. 
‘Oh!’ The woman looked surprised. She pulled back. Her husband said: ‘We were trying to get to Coombah, but we seem to have miscalculated. It’s taken much longer than it should have. We left Broken Hill just after ten, this morning –’ 
‘But you’re heading the wrong way,’ Verlie interrupted. ‘I mean 
– you’re heading for Broken Hill.’ 
A babble of explanations immediately broke out. Even the children started to talk; there was an older boy and a pretty young girl, about ten, who looked very nice in a pink and white cotton sundress. (Verlie thought it a sad thing that so few little girls wore dresses any more.) Their mother clapped her hands: ‘Kids!’ she barked. ‘Quiet!’ Then she peered into the car again. 
‘We saw how low our petrol was getting,’ she informed Verlie, ‘and turned back. We were hoping to get to the farm up the road.’ 
‘Is there a farm up the road?’ asked Verlie. 
‘Well...there’s a mailbox.’ 
‘I see.’ 
‘We don’t know how far off the road any house might be,’ the woman continued, and then faltered. ‘If you – I mean – if you can actually see it – if it isn’t too far away . . .’ 
‘I don’t suppose you could make a call for us? If they have a land line?’ her husband finished. ‘I realise it’s a lot to ask, of course . . .’ 
‘Oh, we won’t need to do that,’ Ross said crisply. His manner was pleasant, but Verlie could sense the impatience lurking beneath his calm, well modulated tones. ‘It’s not far to Broken Hill. We’ll find a phone there.’ 
‘That’s very kind of you – it’s just that we’re a bit worried about the children.’ With a wave of his hand, the absent-minded professor indicated the smallest girl. ‘It’ll take at least two hours to get there, and two hours to get back here, and since it’s already gone two –’ 
‘No, no,’ said Ross. ‘Two hours to get there? Nothing like that. No, no. Half an hour at the most.’ 
The family exchanged glances that were pregnant with meaning. At last the father said: ‘Well, you see, we drove for three hours before we had to turn back. And we didn’t get very far –’ 
‘But we just crossed Pine Creek. Look here – Verlie, get the map out, will you?’ 
Obediently, Verlie removed the map from the glove box. It was folded to show the Silver City Highway. Plucking the wad of well-thumbed paper from her hand, Ross stabbed at a thick red line with his index finger. 
‘There – you see?’ he said. ‘That’s this road, that’s Coombah, and that’s Pine Creek. We crossed Pine Creek a few minutes back. Which means that we can’t be more than forty-five kays from Broken Hill.’ 
The absent-minded professor knocked heads with his wife as they both moved in to study the map. Ross apologised. He thrust it at them, then glanced in the rear view mirror. Verlie knew what he was thinking. The whole stranded family was clustered around his window now, and he hadn’t pulled very far off the road. If anyone came up behind them, there was bound to be an accident. 
‘But we drove for hours,’ the boy protested, his voice rising. ‘How come we only did forty-five kilometres in all that time?’ 
His father was frowning at the map. ‘There has to be an explanation,’ he began, before Ross interrupted him. 
‘Look, you’d better get off the road,’ Ross pointed out. ‘There aren’t many cars, along here, but you never know.’ 
‘Oh yes! Yes, of course –’ 
‘Get in the car, kids!’ 
‘But Mum –’ 
‘Get in the car, I said!’ 
‘Do you belong to the NRMA?’ asked Ross. ‘I can call the NRMA.’ 
There followed a lengthy discussion about the NRMA, affiliated motoring organisations, and whether or not these organisations were in a position to help a member who had run out of petrol. Ross promised that if he didn’t have any luck with the NRMA he would call the police. 
‘But it might be better if you came along,’ he said. ‘You or your wife. Maybe the little girl, as well.’ 
‘Oh no. Thanks, but we shouldn’t separate.’ 
‘Couldn’t we all go?’ the boy suggested, and the little girl tugged at her father’s shorts. 
‘Can I go in the caravan?’ she pleaded. 
‘Oh no, dear.’ Verlie leaned towards them. ‘It’s against the law for anyone to ride in a moving caravan.’ 
‘We can’t all fit,’ the mother explained to her offspring. ‘Don’t worry. The man and the lady are going to call someone to help us.’ 
‘But not without knowing your names,’ Ross muttered. He took out his notebook and fountain pen, and wrote down all the necessary details. The absent-minded professor was Noel Ferguson. His wife was Linda Ferguson. Ross made a note of their address and registration number, together with the make and model of their car. Then he tucked the notebook into his breast pocket, and gave Verlie the pen for her purse. 
‘Hopefully someone might come along soon who has some spare petrol,’ he said. ‘We don’t, I’m afraid.’ He and Verlie had actually discussed the advisability of carrying a spare can of petrol, but had decided against it in the end. They wouldn’t be leaving the main roads, after all. And petrol could be dangerous stuff to have hanging around if there was an accident. Besides, Ross was too well organised to risk a long drive without access to a petrol pump. 
‘I can’t understand people who don’t plan,’ he said, after they left the Fergusons behind. Verlie was waving at them over her shoulder. ‘Obviously, that bloke left Broken Hill with hardly any fuel in his tank. So he ends up stranded in the middle of nowhere with a wife and three little kids.’ Ross shook his head. ‘Some 
people just don’t think ahead, do they?’ 
‘He seemed nice enough, though. They all did.’ 
‘Oh, I’m not saying they weren’t nice. I’m saying that they’re almost criminally negligent. And then they expect other people to bail them out – like those fools who go bushwalking without the proper equipment, and have to be airlifted to safety.’ He clicked his tongue. ‘It’s the old story, I’m afraid. Lack of foresight.’ 
Verlie made no comment. Ross had foresight, certainly, but not in every area of life. He had never displayed much foresight when it came to mixing light colours with dark colours in the laundry, or anticipating (and heading off ) clashes with his children. 
She let him declaim for a few minutes on one of his favourite subjects before another object by the road caught her eye. This time it wasn’t a car, however. This time it was a mailbox. 
‘Oh, look,’ she said. ‘Could that be the mailbox they were talking about?’ 
‘Probably.’ Her husband didn’t spare it a glance. 
‘It isn’t very far, is it?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘Could they walk there, do you think? Should we go back and tell them?’ 
‘Verlie,’ said Ross, ‘just because the mailbox isn’t far, doesn’t mean the house is close. It could be miles off the road. Miles and miles.’ 
‘I suppose so.’ 
‘Anyway, we’ll be there in a minute. There’s no point going to look for a house when the town is so close. It’s a waste of time.’ 
‘I suppose so,’ Verlie repeated. 
All the same, she didn’t like leaving three young children stranded on an outback highway. It didn’t seem right, somehow. It made her uneasy. 
And she felt even worse when, a few kilometres down the road, they passed an empty truck – a big, white truck with two enormous trailers attached to it, parked in the middle of nowhere. 
That really made her wonder. 
‘We’re going to run outta gas soon,’ said Graham. 
It was stating the obvious, Chris thought. He himself had been worrying about the fuel levels for at least fifteen minutes. He knew that something was wrong because he’d calculated his petrol consumption down to the last millilitre. He had that sort of mind and it had never let him down before. 
‘I can’t believe we’re not there by now,’ he muttered. ‘What time is it? Half three? We should be there.’ 
‘We stopped at the roadhouse,’ Graham reminded him. 
‘Yeah, but for how long? Twenty minutes? Half an hour at the most. And we left Mildura at ten thirty –’ 
‘Ten forty-five.’ 
‘We still should be there by now, eh, Alec?’ Graham appealed to the rescued truckie, who had hardly spoken since climbing onto the back seat. He had accepted Graham’s offer of a drink of water, and had revealed – upon being asked – that his payload was cement powder. But he was obviously a man of few words. Either that, or he had something on his mind. Chris suspected the latter. It was odd, the way he kept gnawing at his thumbnail and peering intently out the window. 
‘Yeah,’ Alec said at last, as the Land Rover came to a halt on the side of the road. ‘Yeah, we shoulda been there by now.’ 
‘What are you doing?’ Graham inquired, turning to his brother. ‘Why are you stopping?’ 
‘To top up the tank.’ 
‘But we’re almost there.’ 
‘That’s what we thought half an hour ago.’ 
‘But we must be, Chris, I’ve been checking the map. We crossed Pine Creek before we even picked up Alec.’ 
‘Yeah. Well.’ Chris cut the engine and folded his arms across the top of the steering wheel. He gazed ahead, at the two low, hazy peaks in the distance. As far as he could recall, they had to be the Pinnacles. 
So why didn’t they seem to be getting any closer? 
‘Alec?’ he said. 
‘Yeah?’ 
‘Are those the Pinnacles? Those two lumps up ahead?’ 
‘Yeah.’ 
‘Is there some kind of ...I dunno, some kind of weird optical illusion associated with those things?’ 
There was a brief pause. Graham stared at Chris as if he had grown two heads. Chris turned in his seat to look at Alec, who dropped his gaze to the floor. 
‘Nup,’ said Alec. 
‘What are you talking about?’ Graham inquired of his brother. 
‘Mate, I dunno,’ said Chris. ‘But we’ve been driving for – what? An hour, since we picked him up? And not only haven’t we reached Broken Hill – which we should have at the speed I’ve been going – but we can’t seem to get any closer to those peaks. I mean, they’re not getting any bigger. Have you noticed that, Alec?’ 
‘Yeah,’ Alec admitted, still not lifting his gaze from the floor. Graham swung around to study the Pinnacles. 
‘You’re kidding, right?’ he demanded. 
‘You tell me,’ Chris replied. 
‘I can’t. I haven’t been paying attention.’ 
‘Well I have. I always do. And either I’ve made a complete balls-up of my map readings, time projections and fuel consumption calculations or I’m on the wrong road. Am I on the wrong road, Alec?’ 
‘No,’ said the truckie. 
‘Well, no offence, mate, but you’re not exactly the Pope,’ Graham pointed out, still addressing his brother. ‘I mean, no one expects you to be infallible. Anyway, we’re on the right road. Definitely. We crossed Pine Creek – there was a sign up.’ 
‘Yeah, and check the map. Pine Creek’s supposed to be about forty-five kays from Broken Hill. We must have crossed it an hour ago, Graham.’ 
‘Are you sure? Are you sure the clock’s working?’ 
‘No. I’m not sure the fuel gauge is working either. Or the speedometer. But you’d think they would be, wouldn’t you? Since it’s a brand new car.’ 
The two McKenzies subsided into a troubled silence. At last Graham broke it. 
‘Well,’ he remarked, ‘we won’t get anywhere if we sit here. Let me stick some gas in the tank, and we’ll see what happens. We’re probably just five minutes away, and we don’t even realise it.’ 
‘No,’ Alec suddenly observed. ‘No, we’re not.’ 
The McKenzies twisted their necks to look at him. 
‘We’re not five minutes away,’ Alec continued. ‘We won’t get there at all.’ 
‘Eh?’ said Chris. 
‘I had nearly seven hundred litres in Diesel Dog. Shoulda got me to fuckin Tibooburra, let alone Broken Hill. But it didn’t.’ Alec wouldn’t meet their eyes. ‘Where you found me?’ he went on, in a hoarse voice. ‘Pinnacles looked the same from there, too. They’ve been lookin the same ever since. Haven’t been gettin any closer. I’ve watched. I’ve checked.’ He cleared his throat. ‘There’s something severely fucked goin on, in case you haven’t worked it out.’ 
Graham and Chris glanced at each other. The same thought crossed both their minds: he’s cracked. 
‘Yeah, I know,’ said Alec impatiently. ‘You think I’m bloody mad. But I’m tellin ya, we won’t bloody get there. Keep drivin and we won’t get any closer. You’ll end up with no fuel at all. Stranded. Like me.’ 
‘Well...’ Chris chose his words carefully. ‘What do you suggest?’ 
‘I suggest you turn around and go back to the roadhouse.’ 
Graham made a muffled noise. ‘You what?’ he said. 
‘I dunno, Alec.’ Chris tried to be reasonable. ‘I dunno if it’s that drastic.’ 
‘It is,’ Alec retorted. His tone was bleak. He leaned forward, clutching the headrests of the front seats. ‘It is that drastic. If you don’t go back you’ll end up stuck out here. With no food, no water, no petrol, no nothing.’ 
Chris hesitated. He couldn’t tell whether Alec was out of his mind on pills or whether there was something in what he said. The numbers didn’t add up, that was for sure. But natural law decreed that if you kept on driving, you had to reach someplace. It was physically impossible not to. 
‘Are you saying that we’re actually standing still?’ Graham queried. ‘Is that what you’re saying? Because I’ve been watching the country go by, Alec. We pass things, you know?’ 
Alec shook his head. ‘We’re not passin nothing,’ he replied. 
‘Mate –’ 
‘Look, I know this road!’ Alec cried. ‘I could drive it in me sleep! Nothing’s changin! It’s all the same! The same stretch, over and over!’ 
Graham spread his hands. ‘But Alec,’ he said quietly, ‘isn’t that what a desert’s all about?’ 
Alec threw himself back into his seat with an explosive sigh. ‘You don’t get it,’ he groaned. ‘You dunno this country. It’s not the fuckin Simpson desert, it changes. It’s different.’ 
Chris cast his mind back to the endless monotony of the drive from Coombah to Pine Creek. He lifted an eyebrow at Graham, who scratched his cheek thoughtfully. 
‘Well, I dunno,’ said Graham. ‘What do you reckon? He is a local.’ 
‘You want to drive back to Coombah?’ Chris inquired of his brother. 
‘Not especially.’ 
Chris twisted around, and leaned into the space between the two front seats. 
‘Alec,’ he said, ‘I’ll take your opinion on board. I see where you’re coming from. But if you don’t mind, we’re going to chuck a bit more petrol in the tank and see how much further we can get on it.’ 
Alec shook his head, dolefully. 
‘And if we’re not in Broken Hill by . . . let’s see.’ Chris checked his watch. ‘By half past four, then I’ll agree we’ve got a problem, and we’ll turn around. Okay? Or flag someone down, or something. All right?’ 
Alec shrugged. 
‘We’ve got plenty of food,’ Graham pointed out. 
‘Yeah. And tents. And a camp stove,’ Chris added. ‘So we’ll be fine, no matter what happens.’ 
Alec sighed and stared out the window. Graham went to drag a can of petrol off the roof. Chris checked his map again. 
It was very warm. 
The man had waited near Mullet’s corpse. He had waited for nearly two hours, after pretending to make a noisy departure. Stamping along in his heavy boots, grunting and swearing as the pebbles slid out from under him, he had climbed back up to the top of the ridge. He had even progressed a few metres further before very quietly removing his boots and slowly, carefully, retracing his steps. 
There was a raised spot on the crest of the ridge from which he could look down at the mouth of the mysterious hole. After lowering himself onto this wind-sculptured vantage point (wincing with every crack of his joints) he had settled his gun between his knees and waited. And waited. The sun had moved across the sky, burning into the back of his neck and the skin of his forearms, which were uncovered. Ants had run across his thighs, up over his hands, into the folds of his socks. Flies had wheeled and buzzed about his head, attacking his eyes, his lips, the dark blood on his clothes. He hadn’t dared blow them away with puffs of air, lest he make a sound; instead he had flapped at them fruitlessly, wondering if he should have killed the dog after all. That corpse was attracting clouds of flies. They were coming in from everywhere, dizzy with excitement. Mullet’s wound was already black with them. 
Once or twice the man nearly sighed, or sniffed. He barely managed to stop himself. After about an hour, a crow came down to have a look at the dead dog, eyeing the dog’s master with one wary eye. Then another crow came, and another. But they didn’t approach the rapidly cooling meat. They didn’t seem to trust the man, or his motionless vigil. They remained at a distance, sometimes pacing, sometimes pruning themselves, always watching. 
The man watched, too – he watched the hole. He would stare at its dark threshold until he was cross-eyed, and had to blink and look away. Sometimes his gaze swept the horizon, noting the position of the sun, the length of the shadows. Sometimes he would check his watch and frown. It was getting late. Too late. He had things to do. 
He had to get back to the house. Clean himself. Pick out a change of clothes. The plan was there – all laid out – and it would protect him, as long as he completed each step faithfully before proceeding to the next. Logic and organisation would see him through this, like a charm against the forces of chaos ranged against him, but not if he faltered. Not if he let his enemy set the agenda. 
He thought he heard a sound coming from the hole – a soft scraping sound – and he leaned forward, eyes narrowed. He knew that the kid was in there. He could feel it; the air was practically singing with tension, and the hole was the source of that tension. But if Nathan was in there, he was playing possum. The way he used to back at the house, when he hid in the garage or the laundry basket like a fucking cockroach. He wasn’t a kid, he was a little brown cockroach. 
Grace had probably taught him to hide. She knew all the boong tricks, and would have passed them on for sure. A kid like that, with her blood in him – who knew what he was capable of? Lying low. Burrowing into the landscape. That was the way they worked it. Watching. Waiting. Black shadows, weaving their spells in the dark. 
Not any more, though. She wouldn’t be fucking up his life any more. The curse was lifted. 
At last he got sick of waiting. He couldn’t risk hanging around any longer. He had to get out before something bad happened – before the dark forces of her will regrouped, somehow. She was dead now, but he still didn’t trust her. He was half-afraid that he had failed to destroy her poisonous spirit, despite all his efforts. What if he had simply released it into the air, or into the soil? Suppose it managed to strike back at him in the usual way, by turning the world against him? 
It might happen yet, if he didn’t stay with the program. His plan, his program, was all he had. He had fashioned himself a defence against her witchery using measurements and machines and timetables and all the other products of civilisation with which mankind had harnessed the natural laws of the universe. And he had won. For all her secret knowledge, she had been fooled and defeated. 
Reaching for his boots, he dragged first one on, then the other, jerking at the laces as if he wanted them to snap. His hands were bony and long-fingered, crawling with knotted muscle, splattered with dried blood. There was blood under his fingernails. 
With a groan of relief he finally stood up, stretching and flexing, wrinkling his nose as the first faint whiff of meat reached him. It wasn’t too bad yet, but it would be. In this sun, Mullet would start to rot without delay. His guts would ooze and his belly would blow and the maggots would crawl up his arse. 
Mullet’s master found some satisfaction in contemplating this prospect, which was all that Mullet deserved. Hot rage suddenly erupted inside him like a haemorrhage – like lava oozing, thick and sulphurous, out of a crusted fault-line into his blood. He stamped hard on Mullet’s head, four or five times, feeling the small bones splinter. Then he whirled around, squatted, and poked the barrel of his gun into the mouth of the hole. 
‘Say good night, ya little fuck!’ he spat. When he pulled the trigger, the hole exploded. 
There was a flash, a roar, a spray of dust. The man laughed and reloaded, pulling at the bolt, allowing the next bullet to spring into the chamber. As he pushed the bolt back into place, he thought he heard something – a faint squeak? Maybe. 
But his ears were still ringing. 
He fired again, and again. He fired until his magazine was empty, because he had more ammo. Lots more. He even had another gun – a fuck-awful old thing that he had lifted off the old man. Looked like a piece of rubbish, but it did work, as long as you weren’t a half-blind geriatric. He had to laugh, when he thought of that doddering idiot. Carrying his ammo in his pocket like a packet of mints. Shuffling along in his slippers. 
A sitting duck. 
The man rose, breathing heavily. He glanced around, but saw only empty land; the crows had gone. There were no suspicious clouds of dust anywhere nearby. He was calm again now – serene in fact – because he had finished the job. The job was done, at last. Though a long time coming, it had been worth the wait – worth the endless, tormenting, suffocating wait. And if he felt a bit weak, a bit muddled, well... that was all right. That was to be expected. It was like reaching the end of a marathon – like coming up for air after a long, hard swim. Of course you were left feeling dizzy. 
He wished he could have taken a photograph, but he wasn’t stupid, no matter what everyone said. He knew better than to hang onto any fucking souvenirs. That wasn’t part of his plan. He’d have to get rid of his gun, in fact, and keep that heap-of-junk .22. He was willing to bet that no one knew anything about the .22, now that the old man was dead. It was the sort of thing that farmers found under their shearing sheds and stuck in their laundry cupboards. Fucking ancient. His own gun wasn’t registered to him, so that was all right. It had been stolen by a mate of his. Sold to him for drinking money. 
See? He knew what he was doing. He had everything under control. Everything was under control now – everything. Even that slag, that cunt, that fucking – fucking – that black bitch with her evil eye. He had put out that eye. He had smashed it into pulp. 
The very thought of her almost made him retch. His hands shook as he fumbled in his pocket for more ammo. But then he happened to look down, and see the glistening thread that was slowly, slowly trickling out of the hole. 
It looked almost black, but it wasn’t. It was a dark, doomed red. 
Satisfied, the man turned on his heel. He began to march towards the house, whistling for his dog before he remembered, and laughed a shaky, high-pitched laugh, and slapped his forehead. 
Some of the flies followed him. Most remained with the dog, and some – a few – began to explore the hole, drawn by the promise of butchery. 


CHAPTER 7 

he atmosphere in the car was as thick as pea soup. Verlie knew that Ross was getting anxious. After nearly forty years of marriage, she could read the signs. His posture had stiffened. He kept sniffing and clearing his throat. He hadn’t spoken for the last twenty minutes. 
Neither had Verlie. She knew that if she voiced the question uppermost in her mind, he would either snap her head off or ask her testily to stop talking, just for a minute, because he was trying to work something out. 
Cautiously she reached into her purse and produced a mint, which she unwrapped as quickly as possible. 
‘I’ll have one of those, please,’ said Ross, extending his hand. Verlie surrendered her own mint and selected another. They both sucked thoughtfully for a while. 
‘Did we ever come down this road when we were living in Broken Hill?’ Verlie inquired at last. ‘I don’t think we did, did we?’ 
‘No,’ Ross replied. ‘We were always travelling to Sydney. We always used the Barrier Highway.’ 
‘What’s this one called? I’ve forgotten.’ 
‘The Silver City Highway.’ 
‘Ah.’ 
Another long silence. Surreptitiously, Verlie studied the distance marker that seemed to come barrelling towards them as they flew down the road. To her disappointment, she saw that this one, too, was illegible. It was appalling. Surely the RTA should be fixing the signs along this road? What on earth were their taxes being spent on? 
If Ross noticed the way she craned her neck and adjusted her sunglasses, he said nothing. But when she looked down at her watch he could contain himself no longer. 
‘All right!’ he said sharply. ‘I know! It’s been an hour and ten minutes, for your information!’ 
‘I didn’t say anything,’ Verlie protested, in injured tones. 
‘You didn’t have to. I’m perfectly aware of what’s happening, you don’t need to point it out.’ 
Verlie refrained from making any reply. Maintaining an offended silence was far more dignified than quarrelling like a pre-schooler. But she couldn’t hold her tongue for long; she was too worried. The Ferguson family were preying on her mind. 
‘Could there be a misprint on the map?’ she finally proposed, and Ross gave an exaggerated sigh. 
‘I knew you were fretting. I knew it.’ 
‘Well, I’m worried about that family, aren’t you?’ 
‘We’ll phone as soon as we get there.’ 
‘But they said it would take two hours. It might be dark before anyone reaches them.’ 
‘It can’t possibly take two hours, it’s only three and a half hours from Broken Hill to Mildura.’ 
‘Who told you that?’ 
‘Nobody had to tell me, I worked it out for myself.’ 
Verlie didn’t suggest that perhaps Ross had made a mistake in his calculations. She didn’t have to suggest it. She just had to allow the silence between them to lengthen until he got the message anyway. 
With an exclamation of disgust, he tugged at the steering wheel and their car swerved, bumping off the bitumen into the dust. It wasn’t too dramatic a halt because the caravan demanded careful treatment. But it was enough to startle Verlie. 
‘Ross!’ she exclaimed. 
‘Give me the bloody map!’ he barked. Rather than try to help him, Verlie opened her door and got out. She grimaced as her stiffened muscles were forced to work again. She had a crick in one knee from sitting down for so long. 
She unlocked the boot and pulled an apple from the picnic basket. 
The silence was impressive – almost eerie – once the car engine was switched off. The land around them seemed empty, though Broken Hill was presumably just over the horizon. Peeling her apple, Verlie did a slow 360-degree turn, and nearly jumped when she saw a crow sitting on a white post not five metres away. 
A gentle breeze ruffled its coal-black feathers. It gazed at her without blinking. 
Carrion bird, she thought. Ugh. Something must be dead around here. 
Inside the car there was a convulsive rattle of paper; Ross was still wrestling with the map. It was spilling into Verlie’s seat, but she got back in anyway because she suddenly felt rather exposed standing out there beneath the arching sky. She offered her husband a piece of apple. 
‘No thanks,’ he muttered. 
‘Could we turn the radio on, do you think?’ 
‘In a minute.’ 
Verlie glanced at the fuel gauge, but of course it wasn’t working – the engine was turned off. She wondered if Ross had checked it lately, but knew better than to ask him. Asking him would only elevate his stress levels. 
‘Hmm,’ he said at last, and she waited. He began to fold the map, which of course wouldn’t cooperate; he had to unfold it, and refold it, and unfold it again, and finally dump it in her lap with an explosive request that she ‘take care of the bloody thing’ while he drove the car. Obediently, Verlie shook out the enormous sheet of paper, which, because it was brand new, didn’t have any well-worn creases in it. 
Folding it was like folding a blanket. 
‘Well,’ said Ross, ‘I don’t know. According to the map, we should be there.’ 
‘Really?’ 
‘I know we’re going the right way. I know my watch is right, because the clock on the dash says exactly the same thing.’ He turned his key in the ignition, and guided their car carefully back onto the road. ‘So all I can suggest is that the map’s wrong. They’ve misprinted the numbers or something.’ 
Verlie leaned a little to the right, so that she could see the fuel gauge. The tank was less than a quarter full. 
‘But are we going to make it?’ she asked anxiously. 
‘Make it? Of course we’re going to make it.’ 
‘I mean, our petrol won’t run out? Before we get there?’ 
She knew that Ross wouldn’t take kindly to this question, but she put it to him regardless. He shot her an irritable look from under his silver-grey thatch. 
‘I just told you we’re going to make it,’ he retorted. 
‘And you don’t think the truck we passed – the abandoned truck – you don’t think the driver of that truck was using the same map?’ 
Ross said nothing. 
‘Ross?’ Verlie pressed, and he frowned. 
‘How the hell should I know? He probably broke down, or something.’ 
‘Suppose he ran out of petrol? Like that family did?’ 
‘Verlie.’ Ross gave a long-suffering sigh. ‘Just tell me what you’re worrying about.’ 
‘I’m worrying that we’ll run out of petrol.’ 
‘Well don’t. We won’t run out of petrol because we’re nearly there.’ 
He sounded absolutely convinced, but Verlie knew that he wasn’t. How could he be? She stared ahead, noting the distant shapes of two familiar rock formations. They had a name, but she couldn’t remember what it was. 
‘Ross,’ she said. 
‘What?’ 
‘Do we have enough petrol to get back to Wentworth?’ 
‘No.’ His tone was flat. Forbidding. 
‘What about Coombah?’ 
‘No.’ 
So that was that. They had no choice but to go on. Those little peaks, however, were a comforting sight. Verlie seemed to recall that those peaks were quite close to Broken Hill. 
‘Ross?’ 
‘Mmm.’ 
‘Can you turn on the radio, please?’ 
He obliged her, leaning forward to punch buttons and spin dials. A noisy electronic crackle filled the car. Ranging up and down both the FM and AM bands, Ross made a fruitless attempt to isolate some kind of station – to locate a stream of chatter or a flood of music. 
After a while, he gave up. 
‘Bad reception,’ he mumbled. ‘Doesn’t surprise me.’ 
It surprised Verlie. She wondered why, if they were so close to Broken Hill, they weren’t picking up one of the local radio stations. But she didn’t say anything. 
They drove on in silence, towards the ever-receding outline of the Pinnacles. 
Chris kept his word. At half past four, the Pinnacles were no closer than they had been at three thirty, so he stopped the car and addressed its other two occupants. 
‘Okay,’ he said, turning a little in his seat. ‘What now?’ 
Alec gave a shuddering sigh. He had been watching the clock and wondering what Chris would do; would he, or would he not, concede that something was very, very wrong? Alec wasn’t an intellectual, but he was smart enough to trust his instincts. Chris was a vet – he’d mentioned that – but for all his education he acted like a guy who wouldn’t believe what was under his nose unless it could be scientifically proven to exist. 
Alec had progressed beyond science. He already understood that they had somehow strayed into the Twilight Zone, and he was scared. Tucked away at the back of his mind was the thought that they had hit a kink in the fabric of Time, like the people in Star Trek, or that movie Groundhog Day. (He had seen that movie twice because he loved Andie MacDowell.) Of course he knew it was crazy, but what other explanation could there be? Unless he had gone schizo. Unless this was all one big hallucination. That was possible. 
Or was it a genuine case for The X-Files? Were aliens involved, somehow? Was there a secret army base out here, attracting interstellar attention? 
‘We should have been there by now,’ Graham declared, studying his map. 
‘I know,’ Chris replied. ‘So what do we do? Suggestions, please.’ 
‘Could the map be wrong?’ his brother frowned. 
‘I don’t know. Could the map be wrong, Alec?’ 
Alec shook his head. He wished that the two of them would progress beyond the doubting stage to the panic stage. He was in the panic stage himself – his heart was beating more quickly than it normally did. But the McKenzies didn’t look like panicky types. Their voices were quiet and their movements measured. They both had the same sort of wide-set, expressionless blue eyes wedged deep into long, thoughtful faces. Graham’s hair was more gingery than Chris’s, and Graham wore a goatee – unlike Chris, who was clean shaven. Even so, they could almost have been twins. 
‘So you want to go back to the Coombah roadhouse?’ Chris asked Alec. ‘Is that what you want to do?’ 
Alec nodded. ‘They have a land line,’ he explained. ‘I could make a call.’ 
Chris pondered for a moment. Graham said: ‘There must be somewhere closer than Coombah. All the stations along here would have land lines, wouldn’t they?’ 
Alec had considered that. He didn’t want to say that he felt illogically unnerved at the prospect of leaving the main road. So he said nothing. 
‘This is so stupid,’ Chris suddenly remarked, shaking his head ruefully. ‘I can’t believe this. It doesn’t make sense.’ 
‘Well, sometimes things don’t.’ Graham smoothed out his map. ‘Where’s the nearest station? They’re marked on here, look.’ 
‘Do you know anyone living out this way?’ Chris asked Alec, who shook his head once again. He had a friend whose parents owned a quandong farm, but that was to the west of Broken Hill. 
‘There’s no guarantee anyone’ll be home,’ he mumbled. ‘They’re big spreads out here.’ 
‘They’re still closer than Coombah,’ said Chris. ‘We’ll take a chance – if that’s what everyone wants to do? Turn back, I mean?’ He looked at Graham, who looked at Alec. There was a long pause. Chris sat with his hand on the gearstick, waiting. 
At that moment, a steel-blue sedan rumbled past them, attached to a large white caravan. They watched it recede down the road, heading north. Alec’s stomach lurched because he could sense what the others were thinking. 
‘They won’t get anywhere,’ he said sharply. ‘They’ll end up stranded.’ 
No comment from the front seat. Chris and Graham were staring at the bulky white rump of the caravan, which dwindled in size as it pulled farther ahead. Alec couldn’t see their faces. 
‘You gotta trust your gut!’ he implored. ‘I know this road, guys. I know this road. Please – just go back. Please. I’ll pay ya. I will. I’ve got twenty bucks on me, and I’ll pay ya more when I get it. Fifty.’ 
Chris shifted, and fixed him with a pale, blank regard. 
‘Look, I – I know what you think,’ Alec stammered. ‘You think I’m a nut. Well okay, that’s fine. Just take me back, and I’ll pay ya. Take me back to the roadhouse.’ 
Graham turned his head too. For a moment the brothers both studied Alec, before exchanging a long, pensive glance that excluded their passenger utterly. It was like being in the car with a pair of telepaths, and Alec’s heart skipped a beat. 
Were they in on it too? Were they aliens in disguise? 
No, no. He shook off this suspicion with a little gasp of horror. Get a grip, he told himself. Get a fucking grip. 
Then the engine turned over, and Chris began to pull the wheel around. Graham said: ‘Back to Coombah?’ 
A negative gesture from Chris, who observed: ‘I saw a mailbox back there. A white mailbox. Will that do you, Alec?’ 
They want to get rid of me, Alec decided. He was pretty much resigned to the fact. They didn’t know the road. They didn’t know the country. They thought he was off his chump. 
‘It’ll be a fair distance from the highway,’ he said. ‘Could be a long drive.’ 
‘That’s okay,’ Chris replied. 
Alec gave up. He wasn’t in a position to do anything else. He had a feeling that Graham was watching him, surreptitiously, in case he tried to choke Chris, grab the wheel and hijack the car. Well, you couldn’t blame him. The McKenzies were an organised pair of blokes; it was obvious enough from their equipment that they had a problem-solving attitude to life. Alec didn’t. His attitude was more fatalistic. So when confronted by something spooky he was less likely to want to analyse it, identify the problem, break it down into manageable chunks and tackle it one step at a time. He was more likely to accept the unacceptable and try to get the hell out. 
Not a word was said for about ten minutes. Alec felt better, now that they were retracing their route, but he was still on edge. So were the McKenzies, he suspected. Chris kept glancing in the rear-view mirror. He probably didn’t want to acknowledge that things were getting weird, and had decided to blame his creeping sense of unease on Alec. People were always blaming Alec. He was used to it. 
‘Hey.’ Graham sounded startled. ‘Hey, isn’t that . . . is that your truck, Alec?’ 
Alec leaned forward. Ahead, through the band of liquid-looking air that hung just above the road on the horizon, a remote white shape rippled and danced. 
‘It can’t be,’ gasped Chris. 
‘It bloody is, you know,’ Graham insisted. 
‘But we left that truck ages ago! It must be something else. Another truck. It has to be.’ 
Alec said nothing. As they closed the gap between themselves and the white shape, he saw sun glint off chrome. He recognised the configuration. He knew that he was looking at Diesel Dog. 
‘No,’ said Chris. The Land Rover slowed, and finally rolled to a stop when they reached the motionless road train. ‘No, this isn’t right. This can’t be the same truck – Alec, this can’t be your truck.’ 
Alec noted with some satisfaction that Chris’s face had lost a little of its ruddy colour. 
‘It is my truck,’ he replied. 
‘But it can’t be.’ 
‘Mate, it’s Diesel Dog. I know me own truck. Look, see? The name’s painted on the side.’ 
‘But how . . . what . . .?’ Chris stammered, before subsiding. He didn’t speak again for a while, apparently shocked into muteness – or perhaps preoccupied by some inner search for a logical explanation. Graham took a different tack. He twisted right 
around, pulling against his seat belt, and challenged Alec bluntly. 
‘Listen,’ he said, ‘what the hell is going on here?’ 
‘I dunno.’ 
‘But this is impossible. I mean, it’s actually impossible. Physically impossible.’ 
Alec watched him carefully – warily. They eyed each other. At last Graham said: ‘You’ve got no explanation, is that right? None.’ 
‘I reckon –’ Alec began, then realised that he was hoarse, and cleared his throat before continuing. ‘I reckon we’re not meant to reach Broken Hill,’ he offered. 
‘Why not?’ 
‘I dunno.’ 
Graham appeared to think for a moment. He looked at Chris, who was staring straight ahead, over the top of the steering wheel. Alec remarked: ‘I dunno what to believe. I just want to get out.’ 
‘Fair enough,’ Graham muttered. ‘Eh, Chris? Let’s get off this road for a start. Let’s find that mailbox.’ 
Chris gave a slow, distracted nod, and the Land Rover began to move again. Alec’s stomach felt as if it had tied itself into a tight little knot. He wiped his mouth, glanced out the window, licked his lips, rubbed his palms on his thighs. ‘Maybe we shouldn’t leave the road,’ he suggested. 
‘Eh?’ Graham cocked a questioning eye at him. 
‘Maybe we shouldn’t leave the road,’ Alec repeated. 
‘Why not?’ 
‘I dunno. It might be the wrong thing. It might be dangerous.’ 
‘How?’ 
‘I don’t know. Things are weird.’ 
‘Holy shit,’ said Chris. ‘Look at that!’ 
It was the mailbox. They could see it already: a white-painted metal drum mounted on a white post. ‘Thorndale’ was written in black over a slot that had been cut in the bottom of the drum – a clumsy piece of signage that only became visible as the four-wheel drive pulled up next to it. 
Alec was shaking his head in disbelief. 
‘I left this behind,’ he protested weakly. ‘Way behind. It wasn’t within walkin distance. If it had been, I wouldna waved you guys down.’ 
‘ Thorndale.’ Graham read the word aloud. ‘Would that be the family name or the station name?’ 
‘Did you hear me? Guys? I said I passed this place way before I ran outta fuel.’ 
‘We believe you, Alec,’ said Graham. He surveyed the mailbox, the dirt road that joined the highway, and the three-barred gate that stretched across the dirt road, just a metre or so from the mailbox. ‘Let’s do it,’ he declared, nudging his brother. ‘Come on.’ 
Alec sighed. He was reluctant to reveal what was on his mind 
– memories of at least a dozen movies (including The Texas Chainsaw Massacre) in which the gormless heroes or heroines had stupidly broken down or got lost in the middle of nowhere and, even more stupidly, had sought help from an isolated cabin, farm house, motel or disintegrating Victorian mansion. 
He reminded himself that this was Australia (not America), that it was broad daylight, and that he didn’t have to get out of the car if he didn’t want to. Staying in the car, he reasoned, would be the safest option. 
That was why he let Graham open the gate – and close it again – while he himself remained stubbornly perched on the back seat. 
‘Right,’ said Graham, after he had returned to his own seat and shut the door. ‘Let’s get moving.’ 
‘Don’t suppose you know this place,’ Chris remarked, and added, after a pause: ‘Alec?’ 
‘Eh?’ Alec had been peering out at the unforgiving terrain. Camel country. How many hectares per sheep on a property like this one? His dad might have told him. ‘What’s that?’ 
‘I said, do you know this place?’ 
‘Nuh.’ 
‘It’s marked on the map,’ Graham supplied. ‘Oh no – hang on. That’s a tank. Ow!’ 
‘Road’s a bit ordinary,’ Chris grumbled. 
It was little more than a track, ribbed and fissured under a layer of red dust. Here and there, along the edges, old tyre marks could be seen baked into a surface that had been thick, churned mud during the last rain. Otherwise, there was no evidence of habitation – not even a fence along the road. Alec could see no scraps of discarded metal or plastic. No careless piles of cleared underbrush. No fluttering, faded rags caught on branches. And no stock. Definitely no stock. 
Whether the land had been recently grazed or not was a question beyond the range of Alec’s expertise. He was no pastoralist. And his only contact with the wildlife around Broken Hill was when it ended up dead on the road, so he didn’t know what to look for in terms of scats or nests or wallows. As a teenager he’d spent a year or so shooting goats on weekends, trekking out into the Barrier Ranges with Mike and Mike’s best friend Rory, but any tracking skills he might have picked up all those years ago had long since gone the same way as his patchy knowledge of algebra, chemistry and the Franco-Prussian War. 
The one thing that Alec could determine from his examination of the surrounding countryside was that it didn’t lend itself to concealment. Low tufts of yellow grass and widely scattered saltbush could have provided cover for nothing more dangerous than a fox or snake. But the further east they drove, the thicker the vegetation became. Mulga began to sprout. The saltbush grew higher, thicker, denser. Even so, Alec took heart, because he noticed – almost subconsciously – the subtle change in the landscape. The landscape was changing. Which meant that they were getting somewhere. They weren’t just going round and round on some paranormal loop. On some temporal treadmill. 
‘Hang on,’ said Graham. ‘What’s that?’ 
Chris had been reducing speed as the track became more and more uneven. Now he halted, sizing up the old Ford XP ute that sat facing them about twenty metres away. It was white, with an alloy roo bar. 
There was no one in it. 
‘Okay . . .’ said Chris softly. He peered about, then tapped the horn. Alec winced. He didn’t know if it was a good idea, drawing attention to themselves with such a strident parp-parp. His instinct was to keep his head down – suss things out quietly. 
‘Don’t do that,’ he said. But the brothers ignored him. 
‘Can you get around it?’ asked Graham. 
‘Do we need to?’ Chris responded. ‘There must be someone nearby.’ 
‘I’ll check it out,’ Graham said. He exited their own vehicle awkwardly, limb by limb, and left the door open. Hitching up his khaki pants, he loped over to the ute, inspecting first its interior, then its tyres, then its rear end. He tried a door handle, but it wouldn’t yield. Chris kept the Land Rover’s engine idling. Alec found himself glancing repeatedly to his right and left, and over his shoulder. The sound of the horn had met with no response; no one had appeared suddenly from behind a mulga, zipping up his fly. 
It occurred to Alec that this abandoned ute was not, in fact, a very encouraging development. 
Graham returned to the Land Rover, a frown puckering his freckled forehead. He draped himself over the front passenger door, which was still ajar. 
‘Nothing,’ he said ‘A few tools in the back. All locked up.’ 
‘Locked up?’ Chris repeated. ‘Hmmph.’ 
‘Like they were going to be gone a while.’ Graham scratched his scalp. ‘Could they have run out of petrol?’ 
Chris sighed. Alec cleared his throat. 
‘Maybe they went back to the house,’ he said. 
‘Maybe,’ Chris replied. Graham folded himself up and got back into the Land Rover. His door slammed shut. Slowly, cautiously, Chris steered their vehicle around the obstacle that lay in its path, bumping over ruts and rocks, flattening saltbush, churning up dust. When they were back on the road again, Alec said: ‘Should we be lookin for tracks?’ 
‘Eh?’ Graham was rubbing his eyes. 
‘They mighta gone off into the bush, for some reason.’ 
‘Why would they do that?’ 
‘I dunno.’ 
‘Could you track them if they did?’ Chris queried, and Alec heaved a sigh. 
‘No,’ he admitted. 
The silence that followed was as expressive as any amount of comment. Alec chewed his lip. They proceeded along the choppy surface of the road for another ten minutes or so before it occurred to Alec that they were approaching a dry creek bed. He knew it instinctively, perhaps because a thick line of trees lay ahead, perhaps because he recognised one or two of these trees as eucalypts. Chris swore, and then they were suddenly down on the creek bed, rocking and bouncing, thrusting up the opposite bank with a great roar of changing gears. Dust billowed out behind them. There was a spring-shaking shudder and all at once they were on a level surface again, heading for a shallow incline. Several large bushes were now close enough to the road to cast pools of shadow. 
Graham reached out and patted the dash. 
‘Good job,’ he said, with satisfaction. ‘Good buy, Chris.’ 
‘Mmmph,’ Chris responded. He was trying to steer around some massive potholes, worn smooth by years of passage. Graham turned his head. He addressed Alec. 
‘We were hoping to get up to Queensland,’ he began. ‘We’re on a Burke and Wills tour –’ 
‘FUCK!’ Chris stamped on the brake with such force that they all nearly hit the roof. Graham banged his elbow on the glove box. Alec yelped. Chris said: ‘Oh fuck. Oh my fuck.’ 
There were people on the road – people and blood. A mound in a floral sundress, its skirt stained bright red, lay with one tanned leg clearly visible. (The head was in shadow, and not so horribly exposed.) Another motionless body, some distance beyond the first, lay with its trousered legs pointed towards them and a large, dark patch underneath its back, as if it had collapsed onto a crimson picnic blanket. 
Graham began to make peculiar gasping noises. 
‘Oh no. Oh no,’ his brother whispered. 
They stared and stared. The details began to sink in: a brown purse lying on the road; a spiralling cloud of flies; a grey shrub gleaming reddish near its base.Dark patches on red-gold dirt.The glint of something small and metallic beside the woman’s foot. 
She was wearing a sandal – a white sandal, coated with dust. Alec thought numbly: It looks like one of Janine’s. 
‘Okay,’ Chris said hoarsely. ‘O-okay.’ 
Graham pushed open the front passenger door. 
‘Hey!’ cried Alec, in alarm. ‘What are you doin?’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Don’t get out, there might be someone . . .!’ 
Graham fixed him with a blank gaze, as if he was talking gibberish. Chris put a hand on his brother’s arm. 
‘Hang on.’ 
‘Chris!’ Graham’s voice cracked. ‘They might be alive!’ 
‘I know. Hang on. Wait ...let me think.’ 
‘Do you guys have a gun?’ asked Alec. It seemed a sensible enough question to him, but Graham reacted as if doubt had been cast upon his sanity. 
‘A gun?’ 
‘We don’t have a gun.’ Chris pressed a few fingers to his brow. ‘Uh – we have an axe. For wood.’ 
‘Where is it?’ 
‘Up top.’ 
‘Bloody hell,’ Alec muttered. 
‘We can’t stay in here,’ Chris said. ‘Someone has to get out and see if ...if...’ 
‘I will,’ Graham declared. He sounded grim, even angry, but the perils of their situation had obviously sunk in, because he instructed his brother to ‘keep the motor running’. As he dropped onto the road, Chris said: ‘Get the axe, Gray. Alec can check ’em. Make it fast, eh? Alec? Quick.’ 
For a moment, Alec just sat. He was stunned. Get out of the car? He couldn’t do it. 
‘Alec!’ Chris barked. ‘Get a move on!’ 
Alec obeyed, all the while thinking resentfully: What makes him the bloody boss? This budding sense of animosity was just enough to take the edge off his fear. It allowed him to put one foot in front of the other until he was ahead of the four-wheel drive, his pace picking up the further he went. He didn’t even look at the first body until he was almost on top of it, because he was too busy scanning the roadside. Then he trod on something and glanced down, moving his foot. 
It was a cartridge. 
‘They’ve been shot!’ he said loudly, without thinking. 
‘What?’ Someone’s voice – Graham’s, probably – was raised above the rumble of the Land Rover’s idling engine. But Alec didn’t repeat himself. It suddenly struck him that they shouldn’t be shouting. 
Now that he was close to her, Alec could see what he had missed from the car. There wasn’t a chance in hell that this woman still clung to life. She was sprawled on her stomach, and she smelled, not of meat gone bad, but of blood and urine. There were flies everywhere. And blood – so much blood! The back of her head was a hairy, glutinous mass. The ground beneath it was soaked – blackened – muddy with more blood than Alec had ever seen in his life. Someone had nearly severed her hand from her arm, with a weapon that had chopped cleanly into her shoulder and back and legs, leaving the most dreadful, bloodless gaping wounds, like axe marks in a tree-trunk. But they weren’t the only wounds. There were holes everywhere, deep punctures and shallow cuts, torn fabric, weird gouges, a crushed finger . . . this woman had been practically torn to pieces. 
Alec staggered backwards, gagging. 
‘Ah...ah...’ He swung around, tears springing to his eyes. He swallowed.There was a clattering noise from the Land Rover, which suggested that Graham had dragged the axe off the luggage rack. 
She was dead. She had to be. But though he was practically reeling from shock, Alec realised dimly that he would always be haunted in days to come unless he made absolutely sure. 
So he edged towards the ghastly, fly-blown thing, swallowing repeatedly, groping with an outstretched hand, shooting quick glances in its direction, until he finally made contact with her wrist – the wrist that wasn’t dangling on the end of a strand of sinew. It was inert. Sticky. Not cold (how could anything be cold, at this hour of the day?) but not warm either. It had a strange, flaccid feel to it. 
Alec gulped in air, averting his eyes. He pressed down on the yielding flesh, but could find no pulse. 
It didn’t surprise him. He dropped the arm as he would have dropped a live centipede, wincing at the way it hit the ground. For a minute or two he had completely forgotten the risk that he was running, but his fear came flooding back now, like nausea. Dizzy and panic-stricken, he staggered over to the next body, which was about ten metres off down the road. Drawing closer, he saw that it belonged to an old guy with grey hair, lying on his back, arms flung wide. Alec couldn’t help slowing. He knew that he would have to look at a face, and he didn’t relish the prospect. Oh fuck, he thought. Fuck, fuck, fuck. The old guy had lost his hat, which was sitting on the ground nearby. He had also lost a slipper – one foot was bare. His sleeves were rolled up. The front of his shirt was red, soaked in blood, most of which looked pretty dry (though Alec wasn’t going to touch anything). Blood had spread out beneath the body, seeping into the desiccated earth, but there only seemed to be one wound. No stab marks. No severed limbs. The face . . . 
The face wasn’t too bad. It hadn’t been mutilated. It was spattered with blood, but at least the eyes were closed. The mouth was open, and a set of false teeth seemed to have been knocked askew. Alec averted his gaze from that bizarre, damaged grimace and picked up an arm.The hands were like rough chunks of old tree root, dyed yellow around the finger tips. He couldn’t feel a pulse. 
On his way back to the Land Rover, Alec saw that Graham had retrieved the woman’s purse, and was peering into it. An axe lay discarded on the ground beside him. 
‘Well?’ said Graham, looking up at Alec’s approach. 
Alec shook his head, breathing deeply. One breath. Two breaths. He felt cold, despite the heat. 
‘Both dead?’ 
Alec nodded. 
‘Did he have a wallet?’ 
Alec stared. 
‘For identification,’ Graham explained. 
Alec’s long-suppressed anger flared up. ‘How – how the fuck should I know?’ he stammered. 
‘You didn’t look?’ 
‘No I didn’t fuckin look!’ 
‘I’ll look.’ Graham moved forward, rifling through the brown purse and ignoring the axe. Alec called after him: ‘They’ve been shot, mate, you wanna watch yourself!’ Climbing back into his seat, he heard Chris say something, but couldn’t make out the words. His head was still fuzzy. When he shut his eyes, a bloody image of destruction imposed itself upon the darkness – so he opened them again. 
‘What?’ he muttered. 
‘I said, if there was someone still around, he probably would have tried to shoot us already,’ Chris pointed out. ‘You did say they were shot. Is that right?’ 
‘Yeah.’ Alec winced, and swallowed. ‘I saw a cartridge.’ 
‘Was it done recently?’ 
‘Dunno.’ Alec hesitated. ‘Most of the blood looks pretty dry.’ 
‘Where’s Graham going?’ 
‘He – he wants to see if he can find a wallet.’ 
‘Well he shouldn’t.’ Chris leaned out the window, gesturing frantically. ‘Gray!’ he shouted. ‘Come back!’ 
Graham spun around. Chris saw the purse in his hand. 
‘Shit,’ he murmured. ‘Graham! Come back! Don’t touch anything!’ 
Alec suddenly understood what Chris was getting at. The place was a crime scene. You weren’t supposed to disturb crime scenes. He wondered if he had kicked the cartridge aside, or scuffed through any tell-tale footprints. 
‘You shouldn’t be disturbing anything,’ Chris said sharply, echoing Alec’s thoughts. He was speaking to his brother, who had just reached the Land Rover’s factory-fresh roo bar. ‘There might be fingerprints on that bag, Graham.’ 
‘Oh shit.’ Graham’s eyes widened. ‘What an idiot! Now my fingerprints are on there!’ 
‘Get in,’ said Chris. 
‘What shall I do with the ...?’ 
‘Bring it. Too late now. And don’t forget the axe.’ 
‘Sorry. Jesus, what a fool.’ 
The axe was shoved through Alec’s window, and left in Alec’s care. A hunted-looking Graham crawled into the front passenger seat. Everyone looked at the purse that he was carrying, which was made of cheap, thick leather, scuffed and stained. A lot of the stitching had unravelled. 
‘Well?’ said Chris, his foot still planted on the brake. 
‘There’s a screwdriver in here,’ Graham murmured. ‘A bloody great screwdriver, look.’ He dragged it out; it was old and rusty. 
‘Anything else?’ Chris wanted to know. 
‘Tissues. Receipts. Wallet.’ Graham laid down the screwdriver and produced the wallet. It, too, had a worn and battered appearance. ‘Let’s see ...Visa card. Medicare card. Civic Video card. All belonging to Grace Stone ...oh.’ He swallowed. ‘There’s another name on the Medicare card. Nathan Bryce.’ 
‘Shit,’ Chris breathed. 
‘Twenty-five bucks. Couple of stamps. What’s this?’ He unfolded it. ‘Prescription. Antibiotics for Grace Stone. Oh, man.’ 
‘What?’ 
Graham held up a photograph – a headshot, cropped to fill a credit card pocket. The kid in the picture was very small, with brown eyes and missing teeth. Alec judged him to be about four or five; older than Janine’s son Ronnie, at any rate. 
‘Don’t tell me there’s a kid out here somewhere,’ Graham moaned. ‘Jesus, Chris.’ 
Chris tugged at the gearstick. He strained to look behind him, ignoring Alec, squinting through the rear window. The four-wheel drive began to roll backwards. 
‘What are you doing?’ Graham demanded. 
‘We’ve got to go round,’ said Chris. He tapped the brake, changed gears, adjusted his position. ‘This machine might be tough, but I don’t want to mess with that tree, if you don’t mind. I’ll go through the scrub, here.’ 
‘Hey!’ Alec exclaimed. He leaned forward. ‘We can’t keep on! We gotta go back!’ 
‘I told you, we can go round. This is a four-wheel drive –’ 
‘I don’t bloody care what it is! Stop the car!’ Alec reached across Chris’s shoulder to grab the steering wheel. Graham knocked his arm aside. 
‘Piss off!’ Graham was more astonished than angry. ‘What are you doing?’ 
‘What am I doin? What are you doin?’ Seeing Chris spin the wheel, Alec became frantic. ‘There’s a bloody killer around! We can’t stay here!’ 
‘We can’t just fuck off,’ Graham objected. Bump, bump, bump; the Land Rover lurched onto an ungraded surface, all saltbush and loose mineral. ‘There might be a kid in the house.’ 
‘There might be a bloody gunman in the house! For Chrissake, you don’t even have a phone! We gotta get help! Someone with a rifle! Chris, stop the car! Stop the car!’ 
The car did stop, abruptly, and Alec’s nose hit Graham’s headrest. Chris glared into the rear-view mirror. ‘You want to get out, Alec?’ he inquired. 
Alec stared at him, mutely. 
‘You don’t happen to know something about this, do you?’ Chris went on, and Alec’s jaw dropped. ‘Because if you do, you’d better tell us. Now.’ 
Alec struggled with a sense of outrage that pushed the hot blood into his face and deprived him, for an instant, of the power of speech. 
‘Fuck off !’ he spluttered at last. 
‘Your truck’s parked up the highway. We don’t know you from Adam. You could be involved.’ 
‘Get fucked!’ 
‘Chris,’ Graham warned, ‘he’s got the axe back there.’ 
‘He could be fleeing the scene of the crime. It’s possible.’ 
‘Are you outta your minds?’ Alec squeaked. ‘This is the fuckin Twilight Zone and you’re blamin me? I ran outta fuckin petrol!’ 
‘Well I dunno,’ Chris said quietly. ‘I dunno what to think.’ 
There was a long silence. The air seemed taut. Alec was speechless. At last Chris sighed and said: ‘There’ll be a phone at the house. We can call the police from there. We should call the police.’ 
‘What we should do is get out,’ Alec reiterated, flatly. ‘We should call the police from Coombah.’ 
‘But someone might still be alive up ahead.’ 
‘Yeah. The guy with the gun.’ 
‘Like I said, Alec – if you want to get out, mate, we won’t stop you.’ 
Chris was calling the shots again. Alec sensed that Graham might be ambivalent about abandoning anyone at the site of a massacre (his eyelids fluttered as he slowly, pensively, turned the photograph in front of his downcast gaze) but Graham wasn’t about to challenge his brother. Not in front of an unknown quantity. 
Not when Chris had clearly been a bit dubious about Alec from the very beginning. 
‘Right,’ said Alec. ‘I’ll walk back to the truck, then. Get a lift to Coombah.’ He was furious, tired, frightened. He gripped the door handle. ‘You got some water you can lend me?’ 
Graham and Chris exchanged another of their telepathic glances. 
‘You can stay here,’ Graham finally proposed, in conciliatory accents. ‘We can pick you up when we’re done.’ 
‘Sure,’ Alec snorted. ‘If you don’t get shot first.’ 
‘We won’t get shot,’ Chris said firmly. ‘This can’t have just happened – you told me the blood was dry. Whoever did it won’t be hanging around waiting to be found. He’ll have pissed off.’ 
‘Unless he’s run out of petrol,’ Alec finished. He accepted a half-empty bottle of mineral water from Graham, and prepared to make an exit. 
Graham pointed out that it was a long way to the truck – maybe an hour’s walk. 
‘Someone ought to stay at the scene anyway,’ he opined. ‘Just to protect it.’ 
‘With what?’ Alec snapped. ‘A sharpened stick?’ 
‘You could borrow our jack or our hacksaw. Or what about this screwdriver?’ 
‘Fuck off,’ said Alec. He got out and slammed the door. Then he began to trudge westward, towards the highway. 
He didn’t look back to watch the Land Rover drive off in the opposite direction. 


CHAPTER 8 

kay,’ said Linda. ‘The next person who shows up, we hitch a ride with them. Even if we have to tie ourselves to their roof rack.’ 
It was four forty-five, and they were all getting scared – genuinely scared. If help didn’t arrive soon, they would be spending a night in their car, on the open road. 
No one in the family wanted to do that. 
‘I’m hungry,’ Rose whined. 
‘There’s nothing left.’ Louise nudged her sister. ‘Mum told you already.’ 
‘There’s Kool-mints,’ said Linda, ‘but you don’t like Koolmints.’ She sighed, gazing out the window at Noel, who was stationed in front of the car. He stood shading his eyes, one hand on his hip. He was the lookout. ‘I’m sorry, Rosie-posie,’ Linda continued, ‘I know it’s nearly your dinner time. But we’ll be back at Auntie Glenys’s house soon, I promise.’ 
Nobody reminded her that she had been making the same promise regularly for the last two hours. Rose wasn’t even listening. Louise knew better than to say something provocative at such a time. And Peter was reading The Stones of Amrach, which had helped him to keep his mind off their difficulties ever since his father had killed the engine. 
He was a fast reader, though, and he was getting close to the end. Just thirty-six more pages and he would be stuck without anything to do. Please, he thought – please God, don’t make me stay here all night with nothing to read. 
‘I’m going to have a word with Dad,’ Linda declared, and got out of the car. The children stayed where they were, having already explored their immediate surroundings. There was a wire fence, a red ditch, some grass and a shredded fragment of tyre. There were a few low shrubs and various coloured pebbles. Rose had played with the pebbles for a while, but Louise and Peter had found nothing to amuse them outside the car. 
‘This is so bad,’ Louise remarked fretfully. ‘I’m starving.’ 
‘No you’re not,’ Peter replied, without lifting his gaze from his book. ‘If you were really starving, you wouldn’t be able to sit up and complain.’ 
‘Ha ha.’ 
‘I’m hot,’ said Rosie. 
‘It’ll cool down, soon.’ Peter tried to be comforting. ‘As it gets darker, it’ll cool down.’ 
‘Oh, great,’ said Louise. ‘So we will be sleeping in the car.’ 
‘I doubt it. Somebody will come along.’ 
‘What happened to that man and that lady? Why haven’t they sent us help?’ 
‘It’s probably on its way.’ 
Peter was attempting to reassure himself as much as Louise. He couldn’t understand why no one had turned up to rescue them. The more he pondered it, the crosser he became; the whole family could easily have fitted into that caravan. Who would have known? There weren’t any police cars along this highway. 
If there had been, they would have been back in Broken Hill by now – because police cars, he knew, were equipped with things like two-way radios. 
‘Look!’ cried Louise. ‘What’s Daddy doing?’ She pointed at Noel, who was waving at something on the road behind them. They all turned, and peered over the top of the back seat. A car was approaching from the south. 
‘Yay!’ cried Rose. 
‘I hope it stops,’ said Louise. 
Peter remained silent. He watched the vehicle draw nearer, trying to work out what it was. Not a four-wheel drive – it was too low. His father was waving both arms; his mother too. They crossed his line of vision. Then he saw that the car was slowing . . . slowing ...veering off the highway. It was an old-fashioned-looking vehicle, extremely beat up. One headlight was cracked, and mended with silver duct tape. There were dents all over its boot and bumper bar. It was also coated with dust and dried mud, but despite all this dirt, Peter could see that the car was multicoloured. Its roof was white, its bottom part was black, and the middle bit was pink. 
Weird, he thought, before he suddenly realised that the car was a station wagon. A station wagon! With only one person inside! 
Silver letters just above the wagon’s front grille spelled out ‘FORD’ over a four-pointed star. 
‘Look,’ said Rose. ‘A dog. Can I pat it?’ 
‘Wait,’ Peter warned. The dog was in the Ford’s front passenger seat. Noel approached the vehicle from the other side, stooping to address the driver, who could have been a man or a woman – it was hard to tell. Linda hovered a few steps behind Noel. 
There was a murmur of conversation, a few expansive hand movements. The dog barked, and was given a mighty shove by its owner. Then Noel turned his head and addressed Linda, who joined him at the driver’s window. She began to smile and nod. 
‘Mum looks happy,’ said Louise. 
‘I think we’re in,’ said Peter. 
Sure enough, when Linda finally broke away and trotted towards them, her expression was encouraging. ‘Kids!’ she exclaimed. ‘Kids, we’re getting a lift! This lady is giving us a lift, isn’t that nice?’ 
‘To where?’ asked Peter, scrambling out of his seat. ‘To the house up the road?’ 
‘To Broken Hill.’ Linda wrenched open Noel’s door and yanked at the lever just inside it. The boot popped open. ‘Get whatever you want to take with you – we’ll be able to fit one suitcase.’ 
‘All of us and one suitcase?’ Peter was amazed. ‘Is there that much room?’ 
‘It’s a station wagon,’ Linda replied, adding: ‘Rose will have to sit on my lap. Go on, hurry. Don’t keep the lady waiting.’ 
Warily, Peter approached the Ford. Noel was smiling and beckoning. When Peter reached him, Noel put an arm around his shoulder. 
‘This is my son Peter,’ Noel said. ‘Pete, this is Del.’ 
‘Del Deegan. How ya goin?’ 
She was quite old, Peter thought, and she looked a bit like a man. Her coarse grey hair was cut short under a sweat-stained Akubra. Her elbow was resting on the window sill – a fleshy, freckled, sun-spotted elbow poking out of a rolled-up shirt sleeve. Over the shirt she wore a black T-shirt, and over that a sleeveless knitted vest, which was unravelling at the seams. One of her front teeth was missing. 
Her voice was like a cockatoo’s. 
‘You just hop in the back seat, darlin. Don’t mind Mongrel, he won’t hurt ya. Hello, what’s your name?’ 
‘Rose.’ 
‘Rose. That’s a pretty name. Pretty name for a pretty girl. Just chuck all that stuff in the back there, darl – Mongrel! Gidoudavit!’ 
The seats inside the Ford were made of black leather, and they were coming apart. Stuffing protruded from their seams. The locks were little buttons like golf tees, sitting up high on the window sills. Peter said: ‘This is a really old car.’ 
‘Sure is,’ Del agreed. ‘It’s more’n forty years old.’ 
Louise, who was sliding in beside Peter, opened her eyes very wide. 
‘Wow,’ she murmured. ‘That’s really old.’ 
‘Not as old as I am!’ Del squawked, with a laugh. Peter, who had been throwing newspapers and cans of dog food and nuts and bolts and clutch cables over the back of the seat, saw that the space behind them was filled with blankets, boxes, plastic bags, more newspaper, and a fraying wickerwork dog basket. He asked if Mongrel slept in the car. 
‘Yup,’ Del replied. ‘He’s my guard dog.’ 
‘But you’re not supposed to lock dogs in cars,’ Louise objected. 
‘I don’t. I leave the windows open.’ 
‘But what if someone gets in?’ 
Del gave a snort. Mongrel, who was a big, brown dog with silky ears, panted at the children over the top of the front seat. 
Peter had never before seen a front seat that stretched across the entire width of the car. It meant – as he soon discovered – that you could cram more than two people in the front. 
‘I can stick Mongrel right up the back, if ya want,’ said Del, when Noel had loaded the family’s smallest suitcase into the back of Del’s car, and wriggled in next to her dog. ‘Then yiz can put the little girl in here beside me.’ 
‘No, no. It’s all right,’ Linda replied quickly. ‘I’ve got her on my lap.’ 
‘Sure? Mongrel won’t mind. Well – he will mind, he’s spoiled rotten, but he’s too old to kick up a stink.’ 
‘It’s all right, thanks,’ Linda assured her. ‘Rose can use my seat-belt. It’s safer, I think.’ 
‘I don’t even have a seatbelt,’ Louise remarked, in a low voice, and Peter saw that it was true. His own seatbelt fastened across his lap, even though he was sitting next to the window. 
It was all very odd. 
‘I hope our car will be all right,’ Noel sighed as they drove past the Nissan, which was sitting forlornly on the side of the road. ‘I don’t like leaving it, but we don’t seem to have much choice. Not if we want to get anywhere before dark.’ 
‘Oh,it’ll be fine,’said Del.‘Y’won’t get people strippin it down for a day or so, and by that time yiz’ll be back here with petrol or a tow truck, no worries.’ 
‘Stripping it down?’ Noel echoed, staring at her in amazement. ‘You get people stripping cars that fast, way out here?’ 
‘My oath. Usually takes about six days. Two weeks at the most.’ 
‘Good Lord.’ 
‘Mum,’ Rose suddenly piped up. ‘What’s that thing on the back of the seat?’ She pointed. 
‘That? That’s an ashtray.’ 
‘What’s it doing there?’ Peter inquired, and his mother shrugged. 
‘People used to smoke a lot,’ she said. 
‘That’s where I keep Mongrel’s little treats,’ Del warned, ‘so don’t open it up, or he’ll be all over ya.’ 
Peter wondered about that. Mongrel looked very old. He had bleary eyes, and grey on his muzzle. He didn’t look like a dog with much energy. 
‘Okay,’ said Del. ‘Off to the Big Smoke, eh? Broken Hill. Dja live there, Noel, or what?’ 
The landscape flew past as the sun dropped slowly towards the horizon. 
The house looked deserted. 
Chris had pulled up just in front of the open gate, beyond which lay a yard full of junk. Between stretches of dry, beaten earth lay outcrops of twisted metal, cracked and weathered plastic, splintered grey wood. Except for a brand new aluminium garage, the structures inside the yard bore a strong resemblance to the piles of junk scattered around them. The sheds – even the house – appeared to have been tacked together out of scraps and offcuts. 
‘What do you reckon?’ asked Chris. 
‘Keep going,’ Graham replied. ‘Once around the house, just in case.’ 
They inched forward, following the course of a roughly delineated driveway. It threaded through a jumble of collapsed coops and pens, broken furniture, rusty machinery. It skirted a pile of rocks, from which a saltbush sprouted. It widened right in front of the house, where three wooden steps led up to a battered 
screen door, standing slightly ajar. The front door, too, was open. 
‘Should we go in?’ Graham asked doubtfully. 
Chris shook his head. ‘Not yet,’ he murmured. 
They kept moving. Ahead was a peppercorn tree, not far from the garage. The Land Rover passed between these two landmarks, loose stones crunching under its tyres; by this time a foul smell had begun to penetrate the vehicle’s air vents, and Graham wrinkled his nose. 
‘There,’ he said suddenly. ‘Look.’ 
‘What is it? Not –’ 
‘No.’ Graham pressed his face against the glass as they crawled past a bloated, blackish shape lying on the ground. It was the focus of a great deal of insect activity. ‘I think . . . It looks like it might be a dog.’ 
‘But it’s obviously been dead a while.’ 
‘Yeah.’ 
They swung around another small, dilapidated shed and began to head back in the opposite direction, keeping to the perimeter of the yard, plotting a course that took them behind the garage. Everything was very still. The back of the house cast a long shadow, which engulfed a water tank, a Hills hoist, a stretch of concrete. It didn’t reach as far as the abandoned car. 
‘Look,’ Graham breathed. Beside a couple of fly-blown dog bowls lay a pair of tiny rubber thongs. 
‘Oh shit,’ said Chris. ‘Shit, Gray!’ 
‘Keep going.’ 
They circled the house, narrowly avoiding a corner of the caravan that was attached to it. A crow flapped into the air, frightened by the noise and movement of the Land Rover, but nothing else stirred. The wire fence seemed almost to be straining under the pressure of the saltbush and acacia plants that were crowding against it, but inside the fence there was very little vegetation. Some yellow grass, a handful of shrubs, and the peppercorn tree. 
When they reached the front door again, Chris eased to a halt. 
‘Well?’ he said. ‘Are we going in, or aren’t we?’ 
Graham didn’t respond for a while. He surveyed the tortured shapes in the piles of rubbish, the piece of frayed tyre dangling from the peppercorn tree, the gleaming garage which screened the dog’s rotting corpse. At last he said: ‘I don’t know. It’s a bit creepy, isn’t it?’ 
‘The dead dog is creepy,’ Chris replied, and shrugged. ‘The rest is just . . . well, you know. Your standard fringe-dwelling junk heap. I’m surprised there aren’t more car bodies.’ 
Suddenly a movement caught his eye. He squinted, frowning. Graham gasped. 
‘Oh shit!’ Graham squealed. ‘Chris!’ 
Someone was crawling out of the garage. One of its doors was standing open, revealing a dim interior, and a body was sliding out of the shadows on its stomach, using its elbows to propel it forward. 
Graham reached for his door handle. 
‘Wait,’ Chris barked. He took his foot off the brake, allowing the four-wheel drive to roll forward a few metres before he applied pressure again. The moment he did, Graham leapt out. 
‘Gray!’ said Chris. ‘Wait!’ 
What happened next, happened very quickly. Chris’s thoughts were on the house – on the possibility that someone was watching them from the house, perhaps even aiming a gun at them. He reached behind him for the axe. At almost the same instant, the body on the ground reared up until it was kneeling. Chris had time to absorb the fact that he was looking at a man – only that – before the man produced from somewhere behind or beside him a heavy-looking rifle, heaving the thing against his shoulder in one laboured movement. He dropped his chin slightly. Graham spun around. 
‘Gray!’ Chris screamed. 
The explosion jarred Chris to the very bone. In the second or so that it took him to recover from the shock, Graham fell flat on the ground, blood spurting from somewhere – Chris wasn’t sure where, because he had seen that the man was reloading, yanking at the rifle bolt, raising the sight to his eye again as he stepped forward. 
The gun was aimed straight at Chris. 
He had the presence of mind to reverse at top speed. But he wasn’t fast enough. The windscreen erupted onto his face, his shoulders – he had to close his eyes. Safety glass, and not much of it, but it still hurt. The jagged hole in front of him lay slightly to the left of his head, because the bullet had missed. It had missed! He registered this important fact at the precise moment that he backed into a screeching tangle of rusted oil drums and clawing steel springs. The Land Rover lurched and roared; Chris banged his head on the roof; the man strode towards him, reloading again. 
Without giving the matter a single conscious thought, Chris changed gears. He put his foot down and the Land Rover sprang forward – slowed – sprang forward. Something was caught underneath it, some rusty impediment. Chris had no notion that he was pleading aloud for help. Beyond the advancing gunman he could see his brother, all bloody, struggling desperately to raise himself. The rifle was aimed for the third time. 
Then the power of the straining engine was unleashed. The coiled wire or stabbing shard or knotted cord – whatever it was – suddenly broke. Ducking, Chris drove his vehicle straight towards the gunman, who leapt aside at the last second, his gun discharging harmlessly into the air. Chris glimpsed his brother straight ahead of him, an irregular shape broken up by the crazed and frosted windscreen. He spun the wheel and stamped on the brake, but there was too much momentum. Though he missed his brother, he hit the peppercorn tree. 
Whump! 
The air bag was deployed with a strange, tearing sound, almost suffocating him. Because he was wearing his seatbelt, he didn’t tumble out onto the crumpled bonnet. But he was winded and bruised by the seatbelt’s wrenching pressure; the pain in his neck made him retch, and temporarily blinded him. He struggled feebly, groping for the catch on his belt, pushing away the billows of inflated plastic . . . 
Then he heard a ‘click’ from somewhere near his right shoulder. 
Alec was listening hard for peculiar noises. It was so quiet that the crunch-crunch-crunch of his feet on dust and pebbles seemed as loud as a ‘Coo-ee!’. Trudging doggedly up the road, squinting into the sun, he strained to hear anything that might suggest an approaching vehicle or pedestrian. But the only sounds were the rasp of his breathing, the shuffle of his boots, the slop of mineral water inside his plastic bottle. Sometimes, far away, a crow would give voice to a mournful, dying wail. Sometimes the breeze would pick up and sigh past his ears. After nearly half an hour of walking, however, he had heard nothing to suggest that anyone was creeping after him, either on foot or in a car. 
It crossed his mind that he might be walking into an ambush. Though unlikely, an ambush was certainly possible – and he had kept a wary eye cocked while he crossed the creek, which was so well supplied with screens of mulga and river gum. Fortunately, though, he was now drawing away from that bushy stretch. He was heading towards the salt pan stretch, which was almost barren, and where a lurking sniper would be unlikely to find brush enough to conceal himself from a sharp-eyed target. Alec, too, would be exposed in such a landscape, but at least he would be able to spot any danger that might be heading his way. 
He tried to remember details about his dad’s old .303, and how accurate it had been over long distances. His dad always used to say that it was accurate within four hundred yards, but he didn’t really know how far away a person would have to be if they wanted to hit him with a bullet. It would depend on the gun, he supposed. 
His speculations on the subject were brief, however, because musing about guns only made him nervous. So did dwelling on the dead people he had left behind. Occasionally he found himself wondering who had killed them, and why, but after a few moments his thoughts would veer away. He couldn’t concentrate on anything for long. He was too twitchy. 
Then all at once he heard the shot. 
It was very faint but quite clear; his heart seemed to turn a somersault in his chest. When the next shot rang out, and the next, he began to run, desperately, without stopping to think. He only knew that he had to get away, that the shooter was somewhere behind him, that Graham and Chris were the probable targets. There had been an ambush. The McKenzies had walked right into it. Alec stumbled, and his bottle of water hit the ground, rolling. He snatched it back up. His heart was pounding in his ears, his soles slithered, he was puffing and blowing like a steam train. The echo of a fourth shot pushed him along like a powerful wind, and the fifth made him whimper. But he was opening the gap. He was putting some distance between himself and the gun. He charged ahead; though aware that he couldn’t possibly maintain such a speed all the way to his truck. He seemed unable to pace himself. Fear drove him on. Another few minutes and he was gasping, sobbing, almost tripping over his own feet. He stumbled again, this time fending off the ground with one hand,which he grazed badly.The pain barely registered. He was already up and running before he felt even a twinge, his mind busy with the realisation that it had been some time since the last shot. The gunfire appeared to have subsided. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? 
His chest heaving, he began to slow. His legs were all right, but his lungs weren’t up to it. Too many bongs. Too many pizzas and too many beers. He stopped at last and stood with his hands on his knees, back bent, ribcage labouring. He was dizzy, and pouring sweat. The flies were attacking him from all directions. 
He thought: If you don’t fucking calm down, Dozy, you’re going to pass out. Get a bloody grip, you nong. 
Fortunately, it was late. The sun was low and the temperature was falling; at least he wouldn’t be felled by heatstroke. As his heart rate dropped he began to move once more, not running but walking briskly, looking back over his shoulder every so often. The minutes passed – five minutes, ten minutes. It was quiet again. Small birds chirruped in the widely scattered clumps of vegetation, preparing to retire for the night. A rustle in the grass to his right marked the passage of some small reptile – a shingle-back, maybe – but there was no other sound except the thud, thud of Alec’s footsteps. 
And something else. 
Alec stopped when his ear caught the soft purr. It was very low, but it was...yes, it was an engine. From the highway, 
perhaps? No. He couldn’t even see the highway. 
No, it was coming from the other direction. 
Strangely enough, he didn’t panic. He knew that he didn’t have time to panic. Instead he was suddenly very calm; his head cleared; the blood in his veins seemed to chill and grow sluggish. He gazed around, noting the nearest large outcrop of saltbush. It was about twenty metres away. A mulga tree had sprung up near it, but the tree, like most mulgas, was shaped like an inverted triangle, with all its foliage springing from a narrow base that would offer no concealment. No – it was the saltbush or nothing. Hurrying towards it, Alec offered up a prayer of thanks that he hadn’t yet reached the salt pans. The saltbush out there – what there was of it – ran to nothing higher than mid-calf. This saltbush, in contrast, was bulky. About the size of a cow at rest. 
Just big enough to hide a man, if he curled up like a foetus. 
Alec was quite sure, now, that the approaching vehicle was heading up the dirt road. Its muted purr had become a high-pitched whine, with a rumbling undertone that suggested something more powerful than your average biscuit tin on bicycle wheels. The Land Rover, perhaps? Had the gunman stolen the Land Rover? Or had Graham and Chris escaped with their lives 
– were they making for the highway at top speed, with the gunman in hot pursuit? Either way, Alec wasn’t about to break cover and look. He knew that if he raised his head and peeked over the top of his sheltering saltbush, he ran very little risk of being seen. But as the engine’s roar drew ever closer, Alec found that he couldn’t move a muscle. He cowered in the dirt, holding his breath, his chin on his knees and his hands clasped around his shins, praying to God that the car wouldn’t stop. He didn’t care if Graham and Chris were in it, as long as it kept going, taking with it whatever evil bastard might be trailing along behind. The noise was almost on top of him. He closed his eyes and winced. It was coming . . . it was coming . . . 
It was going. 
It was fading. 
Alec opened his eyes again. He listened to the vehicle disappearing into the distance. He was still afraid to move in case its driver happened to glance into his rear-view mirror, and catch a surreptitious movement or a flash of blue. (If only he had worn his black jeans!) He was also alert for the sound of another motor, a motor in pursuit. If Graham and Chris had just passed him, then they might very well be fleeing another car with a gun on board. Alec didn’t want to stand up just as this other car was passing, and get his head blown off in consequence. 
Gradually, however, he began to relax. The minutes ticked by and nothing else came down the road. At last he lifted his head, just slightly, and scanned the surrounding landscape. It lay passive in the golden light of a setting sun, each rock and root and blade clearly defined by the shadow it was casting. It looked utterly harmless. Detached. 
Glancing at his watch, Alec saw how late it was and realised that he didn’t have much time. Unless he reached the highway before nightfall, he was well and truly stuffed. He’d end up staggering around in circles like a blind man. 
He had to get to his truck. Now. Now. He had to get up and walk, though it would be – no contest – the hardest thing he’d ever done in his entire life. 
Del lived in a shack near Silverton, with her dog, a sheep, a kangaroo and four chickens. She liked the peace, she said, though it 
was becoming more and more busy out there, what with the tourists and the film companies. She’d seen the film companies come and go, all the way back to Mad Max. 
‘We saw photos at the pub,’ Peter volunteered. ‘From when they shot Dirty Deeds and A Town Called Alice.’ 
‘Oh, ya can’t move for cameras,’ Del squawked. ‘Every time I wander on down for a beer, there’s some bottle blonde bullin around, lookin for extras. I been an extra, once or twice. German beer ad. Japanese beer ad. They pay good money for a day on the booze, I’ll say that for ’em. They wanted to use me car, once, but that fell through.’ 
‘It must be good for the economy,’ Noel remarked, and Del snorted. 
‘Haven’t bloody got one, out there,’ she said. 
‘But all the artists . . .’ 
‘Oh, them. They’re from Broken Hill,’ Del scoffed, as if Broken Hill was some far-flung metropolis. She began to talk about her father, who had worked on the Broken Hill to Silver-ton tramway (when it still existed) and her mother, who had come from Cockburn. Peter tuned out. He was keeping a careful eye on the passing countryside, which was slowly dissolving into the dusk. There was still an orange blaze on the western horizon, but a blue-grey shadow was creeping in from the east. It was lapping at the highway already. Rose had just wished on the first star. 
Even the changing light, however, couldn’t transform the look of the landscape. As everything took on the same, monotonous tint – as the colours were dulled, and the sky darkened – Peter found himself unable to judge whether the scenery was different or not. He didn’t think so. There was the same dirt, the same low scrub, the same endless stretch of fence . . . 
‘There’s the mailbox!’ he suddenly cried, jolted from his trance. ‘The white mailbox!’ 
‘What?’ said Linda. ‘Where?’ 
‘Back there!’ 
‘I told you,’ Louise muttered. Linda addressed her husband. 
‘Noel? What do you think?’ 
‘Eh?’ 
‘Are we going to stop, or . . .?’ 
‘Oh.’ Noel realised what she was talking about, and turned to Del. ‘We didn’t know if maybe we should phone the NRMA from that house back there,’ he explained. ‘It was our original destination when we realised that we were in trouble.’ 
‘Well, you’re not in trouble any more,’ Del pointed out. 
‘Yes, I realise that, of course –’ 
‘Don’t worry. We’ll be there soon. No point gettin stuck in a creek bed after dark.’ 
Louise’s stomach rumbled. Rose had dropped off to sleep, her head bobbing gently against her mother’s chest. Occasionally she would snuffle and stir. Once she had opened her eyes a crack and asked a groggy question: were they home yet? Linda kept checking her watch. Noel had taken upon himself the task of making polite conversation with the driver, who had at one time – briefly 
– been married to a minister of the Uniting Church. 
‘Presbyterian, it was then, and a bloody good thing too,’ Del revealed. ‘Yeah, there’s too much of the tree-huggin, these days, they’ve lost the plot. I don’t hold with drugs and that – no one’s shovin it down their throats, or up their arms – so what’s the excuse? Phil spent all his time with no-hopers, and I got sick of it. Pearls before swine, I told ’im, but he was a stubborn old bugger – hang on. What’s this?’ 
They were already slowing when Peter, stretching to peer over Mongrel’s velvet ears, caught sight of the stranded truck. Like a beached white whale it was out of its natural element, looking curiously powerless in the dust at the edge of the road. Del’s headlights illuminated its vast hindquarters, which were branded by a NSW number plate. Something was written on its flanks, too, but Peter didn’t notice what the words said. As they crawled past the truck’s great bulk, his attention was caught by the sight of its driver’s door flapping open. Someone was leaning out of the cabin, waving furiously. 
‘Bloody hell,’ Del exclaimed. 
A man’s silhouette jumped down onto the road, his arm lifted against the beam of Del’s headlights. Linda leaned over and tapped her son’s knee. 
‘Roll up the window,’ she murmured. ‘Lock the door.’ 
Startled, Peter did so. He spotted his father doing the same, leaving only a centimetre of space above the glass. Del, however, seemed quite unconcerned, thrusting her head out of the car to address the approaching motorist. 
‘What’s up?’ she called. ‘Breakdown?’ 
The truck driver shook his head. When he reached her, and stooped, Peter saw that he was covered in dirt and sweat – even his brown curls were dusty. He had a stubbly chin, wide green eyes, and muscles in his arms. They swelled out from beneath the sleeves of his tight T-shirt. 
His mouth was a thin line until he caught sight of Rosie. Then it seemed to relax. 
‘I’m outta petrol,’ he revealed, in a hoarse but pleasant voice. ‘Are you headin for . . .’ He jerked his thumb. 
‘The Hill?’ said Del cheerfully. ‘Hop in. This is the Broken Hill express.’ 
Linda leaned forward a little, as if to protest, but she didn’t need to because the truck driver hesitated. His gaze ran over 
Louise, Peter, Rosie. His eyes were bloodshot. 
‘There’s no room,’ he rasped. 
‘Plentya room,’ Del replied. ‘It’s a wagon. Mongrel can go back there with the bags, and one a the kids can hop in front here. No worries.’ 
‘But Del –’ Linda began, looking nervous. Del interrupted before she could proceed. 
‘He’s in the same boat as you, darl. Wouldn’t wanna leave ’im.’ 
‘Do you have a CB radio?’ Noel suddenly asked. He was addressing the truck driver. ‘Or a satellite phone, maybe – something like that? Our mobile doesn’t work out here, but if we could call the NRMA, we could arrange something about our car.’ 
The truck driver looked strange. Watching him, Peter became more and more convinced that something was wrong. The guy’s breathing was erratic, his face was smeared with dirt, his eyes were slightly glazed. He seemed distracted, and kept straightening up to peer around him before lowering his head again, so that it was almost level with Del’s. 
Instead of answering Noel, he asked abruptly: ‘Did you run outta gas?’ 
‘That’s right,’ Noel responded. ‘We were heading for Mildura, and we –’ 
‘Headin for Mildura?’ The truck driver’s voice was so sharp that Linda flinched. Peter, who saw the guy’s knuckles whiten where he was gripping the edge of the window, wondered uneasily if he was mad. An actual nutcase. He was certainly behaving in a very weird way. 
‘Look, mate, ya comin or not?’ Del sounded testy. ‘We can’t wait around.’ 
‘There’s something wrong,’ the truck driver blurted out. 
‘Eh?’ 
‘There – there’s been a shootin.’ 
‘What?’ 
Peter gasped. His mother grabbed Louise. ‘Noel!’ she exclaimed, but Noel lifted his hand. The truck driver was still talking, his voice unsteady. 
‘There’s a property down the road – you musta passed it. Thorndale. I went down there for help with two blokes – they picked me up – there were bodies on the road –’ 
‘Hang on,’ Del interjected. ‘There’s kids in here, wait.’ She unlatched her seatbelt and pushed open her door, causing the truck driver to step back. Linda sucked in a lungful of air, so quickly that she disturbed Rose, who uttered a plaintive protest. The driver’s door banged shut. Peter swallowed. 
A shooting? 
‘I don’t like this,’ Linda hissed at Noel. Del and the truck driver were moving away from the car, Del hitching up a pair of sagging, greyish track-pants. She had left her keys in the ignition, and the headlights on. ‘Noel? What are you doing?’ 
‘I’d better see what’s up.’ 
‘Noel!’ 
‘It’s all right, Linda, just stay with the kids.’ 
Peter’s dad climbed from his seat without closing the door behind him. He passed in front of the headlights, which bleached the colour from his mauve T-shirt, and threw odd shadows across his face.Mongrel whined.The old dog stuck his head out of Del’s window, his heavy pink tongue unfurled like a limp flag. His mistress was standing a few metres in front of the car, talking to the curly-haired truck driver. 
Noel joined them tentatively, but soon became absorbed into the conversation – which was a serious one, to judge from the body language. Peter knew his father; he knew what it meant when Noel covered his mouth with a clenched fist. The truck driver was hugging himself like someone chilled to the bone, and Del’s hands kept moving, from her hips to her hair to her collar to her pockets and back to her hips again. Once she pointed, and the truck driver pointed too. Once she took off her hat and wiped her forehead, before jamming her hat back onto her scalp, pulling its brim down almost fiercely. Once they all glanced towards the car, and then Del shook her head, and they looked away again. 
‘What’s going on?’ Louise asked, very quietly. 
‘I don’t know.’ Linda couldn’t take her eyes off Noel. ‘Shh.’ 
‘Mum? I don’t like it here.’ Louise’s voice was shrill, and Linda put an arm around her shoulders. 
‘I know. I’m sorry.’ 
‘Has someone been shot?’ 
‘Shh, Louise!’ Linda jerked her head at Rosie, who was still half asleep, her eyes dull and groggy under heavy lids. Peter gnawed at a thumbnail. Things were getting out of hand. Something was wrong. He wished desperately that he was at home, tucked up in bed, with a full stomach. 
‘I’m hungry,’ Rosie moaned. 
‘Soon, sweetie. Soon.’ 
‘I’m hungry now.’ 
Mongrel’s whine became louder – more insistent – and Peter realised why: Del was heading back to the car. She walked briskly, frowning, with the truck driver at her heels. Upon reaching the driver’s door, she yanked it open and gestured at Mongrel. 
‘Hup!’ she snapped. ‘C’mon!’ 
Mongrel sat panting, his eyes liquid. 
‘Git!’ Del snapped, snatching at his collar. She dragged him onto the road and around to the back of the station wagon, where she forced him into his wicker basket. There was a lot of scraping and grunting and whimpering, and even a few muttered ‘Christs’, which Peter pretended to ignore. It wasn’t hard, because other people were talking. Leaning into the car, Noel addressed his family over the top of the front seat. 
‘Alec’s coming with us,’ he declared, fixing his wife with an intent, warning gaze. ‘He can squeeze in front with me, all right?’ 
‘Will there be room?’ Linda asked, more as if she was raising an objection than seeking to be reassured. But Noel was firm. 
‘He can’t stay here. Believe me, we can’t leave him here.’ He mouthed the word ‘later’, before sliding into the centre of the front seat. ‘Alec? This is Linda, my wife, and this is Peter and Louise and Rosie.’ 
Alec nodded, mumbling a salutation. He threw his weight into the seat formerly occupied by Noel, causing grief to the car’s ancient suspension. Springs creaked. The whole car wobbled. 
Alec slammed his door just as Del opened the one on the driver’s side. She pushed something long and dark across the men’s knees. It took Peter a few seconds to realise that he was looking at a rifle. 
‘Del!’ Linda screeched. ‘What are you doing?’ 
‘It’s me .303,’ Del replied, in the puzzled tone of someone stating the obvious. 
‘Don’t bring it in here!’ 
‘It could be dangerous,’ Noel added nervously. ‘Driving with a loaded gun . . .’ 
‘It’s not loaded.’ With a grunt, Del squeezed herself behind the steering wheel. ‘I’ve got the magazine right here, see?’ Then she shut her door, and passed a small, black box to Alec. ‘I reckon yiz can shoot, eh? One a these things?’ 
Alec nodded. 
‘It’s spring loaded. Bit stiff.’ So was the gearstick, which Del had to shove and jerk before she could guide her Ford back onto the road. ‘Yiz’ll have to give the magazine a good, hard whack before it’ll slide in –’ 
‘Del,’ Linda interjected (and Peter could tell that she was trying very hard to keep her voice level) ‘I’d rather you put that gun away. You’re scaring the children.’ 
‘With a Lee Enfield? Nah.’ Del tossed a quick grin over her shoulder. ‘I bet this little bloke wants a hold, don’t ya, darl? Boys love guns.’ 
Peter wondered if he was supposed to reply. Whatever he decided to say, it would certainly offend someone. Fortunately, however, Linda answered for him. 
‘We don’t believe in guns,’ she declared stiffly. 
‘Zat so?’ 
‘Whatever the problem might be,’ Linda went on, ‘a gun isn’t going to solve anything.’ 
‘Well, ya could be right,’ Del responded philosophically, as Alec fiddled with the .303. He cradled its butt against his shoulder, squinting down the barrel, which was thrust out the window. Then he dropped the butt on the floor between his knees, so that the barrel was scraping the ceiling, and struggled to push the magazine home. ‘But I don’t wanna take chances,’ Del finished. ‘Not when there’s another gun around.’ 
‘Another gun?’ 
‘Later,’ said Noel. 
Silence fell. The only sounds were Mongrel’s whining, Rosie’s snores, and the ‘click’ of a rifle bolt, which Alec was testing. 
They drove on through the thickening darkness. 


CHAPTER 9 

t last Ross conceded that something was not right. He didn’t have much choice, because they had run out of petrol. ‘It doesn’t make sense,’ he kept repeating. ‘We should have been there by now. We should have been there!’ 
Thin-lipped, Verlie made no response. The car had rolled to a standstill, drifting onto the dusty verge while the caravan bobbed and swayed dangerously behind it. Now they were becalmed in a settling cloud of dust. 
And it was getting dark outside. 
‘That map must be wrong,’ Ross continued. ‘I’m going to sue the printers.’ 
‘Oh stop it, Ross.’ 
‘This doesn’t make sense, Verlie!’ he exclaimed, colour mottling his face. ‘Not unless the map is incorrect!’ 
‘Well, don’t get in a state about it. There’s nothing we can do now.’ Verlie sighed, rubbing her wrist across her forehead. ‘At least we have a caravan to sleep in. Supplies. A camp stove. What about that poor family we left back there?’ 
‘I told you,’ said Ross, ‘it wasn’t my fault. According to the map, we were less than half an hour –’ 
‘I know, Ross. I know. I just wish we’d told them that the farm was within walking distance, that’s all. At the very least.’ 
They struggled out of the car, stiff-jointed, and made preparations. Ross kept assuring Verlie that someone would be along soon – that he would flag down the next passing car, and request that the driver contact someone about their plight – but Verlie ignored him. Even if someone was driving in the outback at night, and happened to encounter them in the next fifteen minutes, rescue would still be a long way off. They were miles from anywhere, and dusk was falling. The smart thing to do was to make dinner and prepare for a bit of a wait. 
The caravan, untethered, lurched from side to side as Verlie pottered about finding spaghetti, knives, onions. 
‘I’ve left the hazard lights on, but it’s going to drain the battery,’ Ross observed. He was lighting the camp-stove, at Verlie’s request. ‘I’ll have to turn them off, in a minute.’ 
‘As soon as you get that going, I’ll boil water for tea. I need a cup of tea.’ 
‘I just hope we don’t get some idiot ploughing up our backside in the dark. This caravan is so bulky, but I couldn’t bring it across any more, because of that ditch . . .’ 
‘I’ll put some water in the hot water bottles, as well. It’s bound to get cold, and the heater won’t work.’ 
Verlie boiled up some spaghetti, then opened a tin of bolognaise sauce, adding a few extra herbs to spice it up. She also made a salad out of some lettuce and rather limp celery, wishing that she had stocked up a bit more; it was difficult trying to chop vegetables in such bad light. She was worried about the Fergusons. They were probably still stranded out there with those poor kids. Remembering what Noel had said before Ross interrupted him – something about a three-hour drive from Broken Hill – Verlie cursed her husband silently for being such a know-all. He was right so often that he simply wouldn’t admit that sometimes he could be wrong. 
Oh well, she thought, it’s an adventure. I’ll be able to tell everyone about it when we get home. 
‘Verl!’ Ross’s voice suddenly pierced the encroaching silence. ‘There’s someone coming.’ 
‘Oh.’ 
‘Can you hear it?’ 
Verlie listened hard. Over the sound of a trilling insect (a cricket of some sort, possibly) she could just make out a distant hum. It was coming from the south, and seemed to be getting louder. Leaning out of the caravan’s door, she peered down the road, which was being swallowed up in a grey mist as the sun set. Was that a faint beam of light? 
‘It’s a car,’ she said. 
‘I’ll flag it down.’ 
‘Be careful.’ 
‘Do you want to hitch a lift, or stay here and wait?’ 
‘Stay,’ Verlie replied. She had never hitchhiked in her life before, and didn’t intend to start now. Not at night. Not in the middle of nowhere. Not even if Ross was with her. 
Besides, what about the caravan? They couldn’t leave it here, to be robbed and vandalised. Someone was bound to take the television and the video player, at the very least. 
‘That’s an old car,’ said Ross, waving his arms. ‘You can tell by the shape of the headlights. Ahoy!’ 
Wiping her hands on a tea-towel, Verlie descended the stairs very carefully (her knees weren’t what they had been) and joined Ross at the roadside. The moving vehicle was almost upon them, and suddenly its headlights swerved sideways, bouncing and weaving. With a puff of dust and a crunch of pebbles, it eased to a halt behind the caravan. 
‘Hello,’ someone said, over the noisy rattle of an ancient engine. ‘What happened to you?’ 
The voice sounded vaguely familiar. But there were so many people crammed into the idling station wagon, and the light was so poor, that for several seconds Verlie was confused. She didn’t recognise the car at all, and the passenger nearest to her seemed to be carrying – was it a gun, that thing pointed towards the sky? She was stepping backwards, her hand on her heart, when she spotted a pale face at the rear window. A child’s face. 
‘Is that the Fergusons?’ said Ross, in disbelief. 
‘That’s right.’ Noel Ferguson leaned across the man with the gun. ‘I don’t think we ever got your name, though.’ 
‘R-Ross. Harwood.’ 
‘And Verlie,’ said Verlie. 
‘Do you blokes know each other?’ the driver of the station wagon demanded, in tones as harsh and unlovely as the screech of a rusty gate. 
‘They stopped to help us earlier,’ Noel explained. ‘They were going to put a call through to the NRMA –’ 
‘The map’s wrong,’ Ross interrupted. He was now more collected, after the initial shock of encountering the Fergusons again. Verlie knew that he could not admit to the shameful truth without first laying the blame on someone else. ‘According to the map, it should have been no more than three and a half hours from Mildura to Broken Hill, and we were driving for – oh, five hours? Something like that?’ 
‘Then you musta been drivin bloody slowly,’ the driver interjected. ‘I could practically walk from Mildura to Broken Hill in five hours.’ 
There was a sudden surge of raised voices: Ross’s, Noel’s, Linda’s. Verlie noticed that the scruffy man with the gun said nothing, and she was disturbed by this. He was sitting there like Death at the Feast, being utterly ignored, when his presence demanded an explanation. 
‘So you ran out of petrol too?’ Noel was saying. ‘Well that’s odd. So did Alec, here. This is Alec. You may have noticed his truck.’ 
‘Yes, the truck. We saw that,’ Ross replied. ‘But where have you come from?’ he demanded of the female driver. ‘Have you come from Mildura?’ 
‘Yeah, and it’s taken me just under three hours.’ 
‘It can’t have.’ 
‘It bloody well did, mate.’ 
‘But it can’t have!’ Ross’s voice was pitched high. ‘There’s nothing wrong with our car, it’s just been serviced, and we were driving close to eighty the whole way!’ 
‘You know, it’s odd,’ Noel said, ‘because we had exactly the same experience going in the opposite direction, and it didn’t make sense because we did the whole thing in less than four when we were driving to Broken Hill –’ 
‘Look,’ the driver interjected, ‘you blokes aren’t locals, you mighta done a detour somewhere, on some side road, but I’m tellin ya, I done this drive a million times, it’s no more than three, three and a half hours door-to-door –’ 
‘I’m a local too,’ said Alec. 
Everyone stared at him, including Verlie. His eyes were shut. He looked drained and tired. 
The driver – whom Verlie couldn’t see as more than a dense shadow, from her vantage point – turned off the vehicle’s engine, and addressed Alec. 
‘You what?’ she said. 
‘I’m a local too,’ he repeated, his voice low and husky. ‘I know this road. It’s me route, okay? I started in Mildura this morning with a seven-hundred-litre fuel load. And this is as far as I got.’ 
To Verlie, such a revelation meant precisely nothing. She used the silence that followed it to spare a thought for the children, who seemed nervous and washed-out. Her husband, however, clearly spent the time more productively, turning numbers around in his head. 
‘Is that normal?’ he finally asked Alec. ‘How long did it take you?’ 
‘That can’t be right,’ the harsh-voiced driver objected. ‘Nah. Seven hundred litres – what are yiz drivin, a container ship?’ 
‘That’s why I flagged down those two blokes,’ Alec continued, without answering either question. ‘Chris and Graham. They were headin for Broken Hill, but we never got there. Drove and drove and never got there. Ran outta petrol. Refilled. Kept goin. Finally I got ’em to turn back, and track down a land line. That’s why we . . .’ He jerked his head, as if everyone else knew the end of the story. But Ross didn’t. 
‘Why you what?’ he demanded. Verlie sensed a sudden change in the atmosphere; she realised that at least some of the station wagon’s occupants could have finished Alec’s sentence for him. Moreover, from the way that Noel lowered his head and pursed his lips, she deduced that the story’s ending wasn’t an entirely happy one. 
Before Alec could explain, however, the driver suddenly interrupted. She said to him: ‘Whaddaya sayin, mate? That we’ll never get to Broken Hill?’ 
There was a pause. Then Alec shrugged. ‘You could try,’ he mumbled. 
‘Eh?’ 
‘I said you could try.’ 
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 
‘Now don’t let’s get stroppy, Del, please,’ Noel broke in. ‘Alec has had a tough time, you know that.’ 
‘Why?’ said Ross. ‘What’s going on?’ 
Del and Noel exchanged glances. Linda leaned forward, placing one hand on the back of her husband’s seat. 
‘Excuse me – Verlie, is it?’ she said. 
‘Yes.’ Stooping a little, Verlie could see Linda’s face. Light gleamed along the bridge of her nose, and the rim of one eye socket. Her skin looked greasy. ‘Yes, I’m Verlie.’ 
‘Are you cooking something, Verlie? I can smell food.’ 
‘Oh!’ Verlie had forgotten her spaghetti. ‘Yes I am, as a matter of fact –’ 
‘Well then, if we’re going to sit here talking, could we maybe have a bite to eat?’ Linda was speaking to the whole group. ‘Just for the kids, I mean. They haven’t eaten since lunchtime, and the poor things are starving, so if you have a bit to spare, Verlie, I’d be very grateful.’ 
‘Oh, of course!’ Verlie exclaimed, displeased with herself for not thinking to offer a meal sooner. ‘Of course, they must be terribly hungry, it’s just spaghetti bolognaise, but I can easily stretch the sauce and cook up some more pasta. And we’ve got biscuits and fruit . . .’ 
There was a shifting of bodies in the back seat, and a childish murmur of approval. It was Del, however, who responded. 
‘I dunno,’ she drawled. ‘I dunno if we should stop.’ 
‘We’re stopped now,’ Linda pointed out. ‘It won’t take a minute.’ 
‘Yeah, but who knows what might be comin up behind? We’re sittin ducks, out here.’ 
‘Sitting ducks?’ said Ross. He sounded impatient. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’ 
‘Listen.’ Noel raised his hand, speaking calmly, firmly, clearly. ‘Linda, why don’t you and the kids go very quickly with Mrs Harwood and get something to eat, while Del and Alec and I give Mr Harwood a run-down of what’s happened. You might like to join us yourself, in a minute – you ought to hear the details.’ 
‘Okay.’ Linda nodded. ‘All right.’ 
‘Is that fine with you, Del?’ 
An explosive sigh from the driver’s seat. ‘Yeah, I s’pose so.’ 
‘Quick, then. Peter? Off you go. You too, Louise.’ 
The children tumbled out of the station wagon, staggering as their feet hit the ground. Even in the dimness, Verlie could see that their clothes were crushed, their hair was ruffled and their skin was damp. Linda exited through the door on the other side of the vehicle, still clutching her youngest daughter in her arms. The little one, Verlie saw, was half asleep, her head cradled against her mother’s shoulder. 
Verlie clicked her tongue. 
‘Come this way,’ she said. ‘You can all sit at the table in the caravan. Have you been in a caravan before?’ 
‘No,’ the boy replied. ‘Do you think – could we have a drink, please?’ 
‘Yes, of course. I’ve got orange juice or cocoa ...water . . . whatever you like.’ 
Even with so much to take in and process, Verlie had realised that the children were being protected from something – from something that had occurred to Alec, perhaps. His tough time, perhaps? No one was going to talk about it while the kids were around, so they had to be dispatched. This realisation made her uneasy, but she couldn’t spare the mystery much thought because she had three hungry children on her hands, and a limited store of perishables. Inviting her groggy-eyed guests into the caravan, she dragged three large plates from a high cupboard, asking Linda if she would be kind enough to drain the spaghetti into the colander, but not let the water run down the plughole. Working at top speed, Verlie dished out salad and dressing. She opened a tin of asparagus and distributed handfuls of Jatz biscuits. She found some sultanas. 
‘Now you eat up quickly,’ she instructed, after sauce had been slapped on each serving of spaghetti, ‘and you can have a piece of chocolate for dessert. If that’s all right with Mum?’ 
‘That’s fine,’ Linda said. ‘Verlie, I can’t thank you enough –’ 
‘No, no. Really. It’s my pleasure.’ 
‘I can pay you –’ 
‘Don’t be silly!’ Obviously, Verlie decided, they were nice people. That offer of money had clinched it. Not that she’d had any doubts, really: the children were all nicely dressed, and the boy was polite. But it was reassuring to have her opinions confirmed. ‘Would you like something yourself, Linda?’ 
‘Oh – well – maybe just a couple of biscuits. Thank you so much.’ 
‘There’s spaghetti left. And some sauce –’ 
‘No, no. We’ve made a big enough dent in your dinner already.’ 
‘Oh, we’ve got lots. I just have to cook it up. Are you sure?’ 
‘I’m positive.’ 
And then someone tapped on the caravan siding. 

Alec was hungry. He had eaten almost nothing since breakfast, and had put in a lot of work since then. He was fuzzy-headed – fading fast. Time had splintered into little shards of bright and painful images, each wrapped around with some gut-wrenching emotion: the half-severed wrist; the dusty outline of a rock, which he had been staring at while he hid behind the saltbush; the sight of his truck, waiting patiently where he had left it; the approach of Del’s old Ford, from exactly the wrong direction. But he had reminded himself that beggars can’t be choosers, and had flagged down the station wagon anyway, despite his irrational fear that he was hitching a lift with the gunman. What an effort it had been, waving his arms at the oncoming vehicle! All his instincts had told him to run and hide. 
Fortunately, his instincts had been wrong. Del was no killer, despite the .303 in her possession. No killer would have handed someone else her gun. As for the Fergusons, they were about as threatening as a Devonshire tea. Dad, Mum and the kids – Alec found their presence reassuring, though he hadn’t quite sorted them out yet. His mind was on other matters, when it was working at all. Some things were clear in his head, as sharp as a jagged piece of glass (his first glimpse of the dead woman, for instance) but many of his thoughts were blurred, scrambled, full of vacant patches that prevented him from anticipating problems or arguing his way out of them. Events had slipped away from him, slowly but surely. He had merely reported the shooting, and had allowed Del to carry him off down the road towards Broken Hill, despite everything he knew, despite the fact that they would almost certainly never reach their destination. Perhaps a new driver had imbued him with fresh hope. Or perhaps he had sensed, deep in his gut, that if he had started to talk about time loops and returning to Coombah, he would never have been offered a lift in the first place. 
Not that returning to Coombah would have made much difference, by the sound of things. The Fergusons had been heading for Coombah, and had ended up stranded, with an empty tank. Quite a familiar story by now. If Alec had been feeling better, he might have concentrated more on this vital bit of information – asked for further details, perhaps. Even tried to work out what it might mean. 
But he wasn’t up to that. After a day of bright sun, high drama and low nutrient intake, his brain was turning to sludge. Falling blood sugar levels, probably. Drawn by the siren scent of spicy bolognaise sauce, he had surrendered the rifle to Del’s care, and with it the responsibility of explaining to Ross why, when they reached Broken Hill, they would be heading straight for a police station. 
When they reached Broken Hill? Hah. If they reached Broken Hill. 
Alec had approached the caravan because he liked the look of Verlie. She was one of those women whose appearance always presaged things like hot dinners, clean sheets and tufted bath mats. His own mother had never been an assured source of homely treats; he had been forced to rely on his Aunt Bridey for the freshly baked butterfly cakes, the crocheted afghan throws, the soft toilet paper. In a way, both Bridey and Verlie gave him some idea of what Janine would be like in forty years. Could that be why he was so infatuated with Janine? Could that be why Daryl had married Janine? Daryl too, had spent a lot of time at Bridey’s as a kid. All the Muller boys had hovered wistfully on the edge of the warm, happy circle that seemed a natural extension of Bridey – a circle that her alcoholic sister had shunned. 
Bridey was no more (she had died of a coronary) but Verlie had the same aura about her. Despite the fact that she was thinner than Bridey, and smaller, and more conservatively dressed, she had the same permed grey hair, the same soft voice, and the same ingrained promise of unending domestic comfort. Pursuing Verlie, in a hunger-induced daze, Alec hoped to benefit a little from any crumbs of food that the children might discard – even the smell of a freshly laundered towel or the yielding embrace of a sofa cushion would be welcome after such a terrible day. 
It was immediately apparent, however, that Verlie wasn’t nearly as taken with Alec as Alec was with Verlie. 
‘What is it?’ she exclaimed, her voice sharp, as Alec appeared at the caravan’s door. Inside, Alec could see a kerosene lamp casting a soft glow across a Laminex bench top. Floral curtains hung at the windows, and there was a kind of breakfast nook, into which the three children were crammed, sitting on cushions that matched the curtains. There was even a TV and a video player. 
Alec’s soul yearned for a session in front of the footy, with a cup of tea and a bowl of popcorn. 
‘I haven’t eaten since breakfast,’ he pleaded, hoarse with longing. ‘Would you have something you could give me? Like a roll, or something? An apple?’ 
‘You’re not bringing that gun in here!’ Verlie warned. 
‘I won’t. I don’t have it. It’s not my gun.’ Nevertheless, only hunger could have persuaded Alec to relinquish the weapon, which had felt so comforting propped between his knees. He was determined not to stray far from that rifle. ‘I’ll pay you. I’ve got twenty bucks. Here.’ 
‘Don’t be silly,’ Verlie replied. She sounded wary, but passed him some biscuits all the same. They were followed by a muesli bar, which Alec ate in two mouthfuls, spluttering his thanks. 
‘Would you like something to drink?’ she queried. ‘Maybe a cup of tea? We’ll have to use the spaghetti water, I’m afraid.’ 
‘God, I’d kill for a cuppa,’ Alec breathed, before realising that this was an unfortunate choice of words, in the circumstances. Linda flashed him an intent, searching look, while Verlie frowned. ‘I mean – yes, thanks. Thanks very much,’ he mumbled. 
He hadn’t exactly been invited in, but propped himself against the door-jamb, moving aside a little when Linda brushed past him on her way to rejoin the others. (‘Just to find out what’s going on,’ she explained.) The three kids, looking happier now that they were packing their stomachs, gazed at Alec with identically shaped pairs of eyes, set above furiously working jaws. They said nothing. 
‘There you go,’ Verlie remarked, presenting him with a china mug containing hot water and a teabag. ‘I don’t know what it’s going to taste like, mind you. Milk and sugar?’ 
‘Milk. Please.’ 
‘It’s that long-life stuff.’ 
‘I don’t care.’ Anything even remotely resembling a cup of tea was fine by Alec. When it was ready, he took a big gulp, and closed his eyes to savour the penetrating warmth of it. Every knotted muscle in his face relaxed. He heaved a great sigh. 
‘Bloody hell, that’s good.’ Words failed him; he couldn’t express the true depth of his gratitude. ‘I owe you, Mrs – um –’ 
‘Harwood.’ 
‘Harwood. Thanks.’ 
‘You’re welcome.’ 
She had thawed a little, but not to the point where she was willing to allow him past the threshold. That much was clear. So he turned to go, pausing only when one of the kids – the boy – suddenly addressed him. 
‘Mr Muller?’ 
‘Er – yeah?’ It was a long time since anyone had called Alec Mr Muller. He’d had to stop and think for a moment, before replying. ‘What’s up?’ 
‘Do you think something strange is happening?’ 
Alec eyed the boy warily. He seemed a normal enough kid, dressed in Kmart clothing; not a bush explorer or a footy player, obviously, but more of what Alec had always classified as a ‘computer type’, because he had that pale, quiet, serious look of a kid more at home with modems and science experiments than knee pads and air rifles. 
Nevertheless, normal or not, he had hit the nail on the head, as far as Alec was concerned. Unlike Del, or Noel, or Ross, he had cut right to the chase. And that spooked Alec. 
‘What do you mean?’ Alec mumbled. 
‘I mean the way we can’t seem to get to Broken Hill. Or Coombah. Any of us.’ 
Alec grunted. Verlie said, ‘We’ll get there, Peter, don’t you worry.’ 
‘But do you think we can, Mr Muller?’ the boy pressed, his soft brow puckered. ‘Back when we were in the car, it sounded like you didn’t think so.’ 
‘Did it?’ 
‘You sounded ...sort of ...Idunno . . .’ 
‘Yeah, well.’ Alec chickened out, backing down the caravan steps. ‘You don’t wanna pay any attention to me,’ he said. ‘It’s your mum and dad you should be listenin to.’ He fled, then, unable to tackle the issue of time loops and magnetic fields in front of Verlie. When he reached the group by the station wagon, he saw that Noel had his arm around his wife’s shoulder. She was pretty easy on the eye for an older woman, with smooth brown skin and vivid colouring and great legs (Alec eyed them appreciatively), but she also looked like a bit of a handful. In fact, she reminded Alec vaguely of Michelle, though Michelle wouldn’t have been seen dead in that T-shirt. 
Linda seemed to be arguing with Ross. 
‘I would have thought that there were more important things than your caravan,’ she was saying. ‘Like your lives, for instance.’ 
‘Obviously,’ he retorted. ‘But it was a major investment, and I’d prefer not to leave it here. Especially with a mad gunman on the prowl.’ 
‘But Del just said!’ Linda protested. ‘You’re going to eat up more of her petrol, pulling that thing!’ 
‘Ross understands the situation, Linda.’ Noel squeezed his wife’s arm. ‘It’s his decision.’ 
‘It’s Verlie’s decision too!’ Linda snapped. ‘She doesn’t even know about this gunman, yet! She might prefer to move faster and further, when it comes to getting out of here, don’t you think?’ 
‘I’ll ask her,’ Ross said gruffly, and Del observed, ‘It’s your choice. I’ve got two cans of spare, so I can give yiz a top-up. What yiz do with it is your business.’ 
‘I’ll pay for it, of course.’ Ross’s tone was pompous. 
‘Bloody oath, ya will.’ 
‘And I’ll go and tell Verlie what we’ve decided to do.’ 
As Ross walked away, Alec decided that he didn’t like the guy very much. Ross seemed to think that he was better than everyone else, and moved as if he had a stick up his arse. ‘What have we decided to do?’ Alec inquired of Noel, who was still embracing his wife with one arm. 
It was she who replied, her face a complex map of emotions: anxiety, fear, anger, fatigue. 
‘We’re getting out of here as fast as we can,’ she said. ‘We’re going straight to the police. God, I can’t believe this is happening.’ 
‘Del’s giving Ross some petrol,’ Noel added, by way of explanation, ‘so he doesn’t have to stay out here. It wouldn’t be wise, I don’t think – do you?’ 
Alec had no opinion on the subject. He was too tired. Draining his mug, he started towards the caravan. But Del stopped him. 
‘You wanna get that jerry can outta the backa me car?’ she inquired. ‘Or dja wanna stand guard while I do it?’ 
‘Stand guard?’ Alec repeated, stupidly. 
‘Take the gun, I mean. In case someone starts takin pot shots at us.’ 
‘Oh. Right.’ 
‘I hardly think that’s likely,’ Noel objected. ‘I mean, even if the 
– um – gunman actually drives past, what would be the point of shooting at us?’ 
‘What’s the pointa shootin at anyone?’ Del retorted. ‘Makes sense if you’re off your head – which this bloke obviously is, eh, Alec?’ 
‘Uh – yeah. I reckon.’ 
‘Oh God,’ Linda moaned. ‘This is just – this is unbelievable. Why is this happening?’ 
‘Because they don’t lock the loonies up any more,’ Del replied cheerfully. Then she passed her rifle to Alec, who passed his mug to Linda, who took the mug – and her husband – back to the caravan. Del plunged into the rear end of her station wagon, from the depths of which she dragged a beat-up jerry can of faintly military appearance. 
‘Got a hose here somewhere, too,’ Del observed, pushing aside vague and shadowy shapes, some of which rolled like tins, some of which clanked like tools.‘Here it is.Thought so.Never go anywhere without anything, that’s what I always say. Torch is in the glove box. So who dja work for, darl? Or are yiz on your own?’ 
‘Gary Radford and Sons.’ 
‘Oh, yeah. Heard about that lot. See ’em around all the time. Good place to work?’ 
‘I guess.’ 
‘Here – help me with this, eh? No point waitin on that lot. They dunno their plugs from their points.’ 
Alec hesitated. 
‘You can put the gun down,’ Del said kindly. ‘It’s too dark to see much, anyway.’ 
Alec didn’t want to relinquish that comforting weight, with its warm expanse of polished wood and its reassuringly modern telescopic sight – a Lee Enfield, no less, all sleek and black and businesslike. But what Del said was true: the sun had gone down, visibility had deteriorated, and as long as they all kept out of the high beams they were probably safe from any prowling sniper. 
Placing the weapon carefully in the back of the Ford, Alec said: ‘Are you gunna keep headin north?’ 
‘You got a better idea?’ Del drawled. ‘Here. Take the torch.’ 
‘If there’s a station, it’ll have a land line.’ 
‘Yeah. But since we’re about twenty minutes outta Broken Hill, we might as well chase down the coppers ourselves, don’t ya think?’ 
Alec said nothing. What was the point? No one ever believed him until they’d witnessed the phenomenon for themselves. 
He foresaw a long night of driving, with nothing to show at the end of it. 
Peter woke to the sound of voices. He had been dreaming about school, a surreal dream in which he had been trying to get to the toilets, only to be prevented at every turning: the boys toilets had been locked; the staff toilets had been guarded by a furious science teacher, who had demanded that he go and pick up all the rubbish that he had dropped; the girls toilets had been full of screaming girls. Upon regaining consciousness, Peter realised that he did need to empty his bladder, urgently. But as he moved to push his blankets off, he realised that there weren’t any blankets. He wasn’t at home in bed. He was in a car – Del Deegan’s car – and it was dark, and they were on the road to Broken Hill. 
Only they had stopped, for some reason. 
‘Wha . . . what’s going on?’ he muttered, blinking and stirring. His ear was sore, from the pressure of the window glass. His neck was sore, too. ‘Mum? Are we there?’ 
No one answered. He saw that Linda wasn’t in her seat, any more – that her door was open. Del was gone, too, and Noel, and Alec. Even Mongrel. Turning his head, Peter spotted them all behind the station wagon. They were standing in the full glare of Ross’s headlights, talking and throwing their arms around. 
Peter checked his watch, which was a digital one, with luminous numbers. One fifteen a.m. That was late. That was very late. He looked at his sisters, who were both still fast asleep. Louise was lying with her knees tucked into her chest, and her head where his mum’s lap should have been. Rosie was lying on the floor. Linda had padded the floor with a quilt and a pillow from Verlie, and had covered Rose with a bath sheet. 
She was all curled up like a baby kangaroo in a pouch. 
Quietly, cautiously, Peter opened his door. After he had climbed out of the station wagon, he didn’t close the door again – not fully – because that would have made too much noise. Even 
so, his mum heard him. 
‘Peter!’ she said. ‘What are you doing?’ 
‘Going to the toilet.’ 
‘Oh. All right. Don’t go far.’ 
As if I would,he thought.The country beyond the high beams was lost in darkness, with only the stars overhead clear and bright, but judging from what Peter could see (dry grass and pebbles, frozen like burglars caught in a spotlight), it was the same as usual. Semi-arid, unpopulated, apparently endless. He shivered, and stepped carefully into the shadows. Something snapped under his foot. 
‘Watch out for snakes!’ Linda called. 
‘Yeah, yeah.’ 
He wondered if the parched earth would be grateful for his little deposit. It didn’t make much noise. By the time he had finished and had zipped up his pants, his head was beginning to work again. Had they run out of petrol? Had the ancient Ford broken down? 
He joined his parents in the red gleam of its hazard lights. 
‘What’s the matter?’ he asked, tugging at the hem of Noel’s T-shirt. ‘Why have we stopped?’ 
‘Shh. Just a second.’ 
‘But –’ 
‘Wait, Peter. Please.’ 
‘I’ll doss down in the backa me Ford,’ Del was saying. ‘Done it a million times. Got a sleepin bag there, and everything. Alec can have the front seat and Noel can have the other one. No worries.’ 
‘And the kids . . .?’ 
‘Can sleep in the caravan,’ Verlie declared. ‘Peter can have Ross’s bed, and the girls can sleep on the floor, on quilts. There’ll be just enough room. You can have the other bed, Linda, and Ross and I will sleep in the car.’ 
‘Oh no.’ Linda shook her head. ‘You’re not sleeping in the car, Verlie, that’s not good.’ 
‘It’s all right. I’ll take the back seat.’ 
‘Dad.’ Again, Peter pulled at his father’s clothing. ‘Are we stopping here?’ 
‘Yes. We’re stopping here.’ 
‘Until morning,’ Linda added. 
‘Why?’ 
‘Because something bloody peculiar is going on,’ Del broke in, her voice sharp. ‘We shoulda been there long ago. It doesn’t make sense.’ 
‘We must be on the wrong road,’ Linda said quickly, trying to reassure her son. ‘And since we can’t see where we are, exactly, we’re going to catch up on our sleep, a bit. Just until daylight.’ 
‘Stop. Revive. Survive,’ Verlie remarked, quoting an RTA advertising campaign. But Del was shaking her head. 
‘We can’t be on the wrong road,’ she objected. ‘How can we be on the wrong road? It’s bloody bitumen.There’s only one bitumen road around here. That’s what I’m sayin – either we’ve got ourselves turned around, facin the wrong direction, or something’s completely bonkers.’ 
‘Yes, well, there’s no point discussing that again,’ Ross interrupted. ‘What we have to do now is get some sleep, because otherwise we won’t be able to drive, let alone work out what’s happening.’ 
‘But do you think – you know – that maybe someone should stay awake?’ Linda suggested, hesitantly. ‘I mean – with the gun?’ 
There was a brief silence. Peter realised, with a sudden chill, that most of the adults around him were as lost and confused as he was. 
‘Oh, don’t worry about that,’ Del said dismissively. ‘We got Mongrel, eh boy? He’s a terrific guard dog.’ The old dog wagged his tail, panting, as Del scratched his head. ‘Doesn’t miss a thing.’ 
‘So we’ll just bed down, then?’ Verlie inquired. ‘And talk in the morning?’ 
‘I think so,’ said Noel. ‘Is that agreeable to everyone?’ 
Ross grunted. Linda nodded. Verlie smiled, and Del shrugged. Alec was staring at the ground, the butt of Del’s rifle tucked under his arm, its barrel sagging towards the earth. 
‘What about you, Alec?’ Noel asked. ‘What do you think?’ 
Alec cleared his throat. He swallowed. Finally he said: ‘I think we should head for the nearest farm. Find a land line. Call the coppers.’ 
‘Yes, of course. That’s a sensible suggestion, but – was it Linda? – as Linda pointed out, we can’t do much in the dark,’ Noel observed gently. ‘You’ve no objection to sleeping in Del’s car, I take it?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘Good. So we’re all agreed, then. Does anyone else have anything to say?’ 
No one did. The tight little knot of bodies began to unravel, Verlie heading for the Ford, Linda for the caravan. Noel took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. 
‘Do you think we’re on the wrong road, Dad?’ Peter asked him. 
‘I don’t know. There has to be some explanation.’ 
‘Are we going to stop at a farm, in the morning?’ 
‘Probably. I don’t know.’ 
‘I can’t remember seeing one, can you? Not since the white letterbox. Do you think we should go back there?’ 
‘I don’t know, Peter! Please – it’s late, all right? Let’s not talk about this until we’ve had a bit of a rest.’ 
Peter fell back, startled. His father was not a man normally given to edgy outbursts; Noel was clearly far more shaken than Peter had realised. All this talk of guns couldn’t be helping, of course, because Noel regarded firearms with great suspicion. And if someone had been shot ...Peter didn’t know exactly what had happened, because nobody would tell him . . . but if someone had been shot, and they were all stuck out here, unable to reach the police or call a hospital . . . 
‘It’s all right, Peter,’ Noel said, apparently trying to make amends for his brusque response to an innocent question. ‘It’ll be okay. Just go and help Mrs Harwood in the caravan. Things will get better in the morning.’ 
Peter wanted to believe that. He wanted very much to believe that they would soon reach Broken Hill, or that someone would miss them and send out a search party. People were bound to start asking questions before long, weren’t they? The Fergusons were expected home tomorrow, after all. And Alec worked for a big company. His boss would be wanting to know where he was. 
‘What normally happens when you don’t show up for work?’ Peter asked Alec, stopping beside the truck driver’s silent and solitary figure just a short distance from the caravan. ‘Do they send out an alert, or something?’ 
Alec’s face was in shadow, and difficult to read. 
‘I dunno,’ he said. 
‘There must be rules about what to do, if you break down.’ 
‘You call for help.’ 
‘Did you call for help?’ 
‘I couldn’t. Me phone’s dead.’ 
‘Oh.’ 
They looked at each other for a moment. Something about Alec’s silhouette, with its tightly muscled shoulders and the rifle weighing down one arm, made Peter suddenly blurt out: ‘You didn’t shoot anyone, did you?’ 
‘Me?’ Alec sounded appalled. ‘Shit, no!’ 
‘Sorry.’ 
‘Why’s everybody lookin at me cross-eyed?’ Alec complained. ‘I had nothin to do with this! It’s not my fault we’ve hit The X Files, and now you all think I shot someone? Gimme a break!’ 
‘What do you mean, The X Files?’ 
Alec clammed up suddenly. 
‘Eh?’ he replied, in an evasive manner. 
‘You just mentioned The X Files. Do you think this is like something out of The X Files?’ 
‘Oh, jeez, I dunno.’ Alec began to walk away, but Peter followed him, asking questions. 
‘I used to watch The X Files. Why do you think this is like The X Files? What episode are you talking about?’ 
‘Peter!’ It was Linda. She was guiding a sleepy-eyed, shuffling Louise, while Noel carried Rosie. ‘Come and help set up these beds, please!’ 
‘I’m coming,’ said Peter, before turning back to Alec. ‘Do you think something paranormal is going on? Is that what you think?’ 
‘Peter!’ 
‘I’m coming!’ 
‘Do what your mum says,’ Alec suggested, and ducked into the Ford like a rabbit escaping down a drainpipe. Foiled, Peter had no choice but to follow his parents. He would have liked to question Alec further. He had a feeling – he had always had a feeling – that Alec knew more than he was willing to share. 
Was it just that he didn’t want to talk about the mysterious shooting, or was it something else? 
Though it seemed unlikely, Peter sensed that Alec might be the one person, among all the people in their little group, who would not automatically dismiss Peter’s growing suspicion that they were stuck on a kind of treadmill, like characters in an old cartoon, passing the same stretch of roadside (two trees, one rock, two trees, one rock) over and over and over again. 


CHAPTER 10 

erlie slept very poorly that night, though she did sleep in her own bed. Linda had refused to eject her from the caravan, insisting instead that Peter and Louise lie on cushions and doonas disposed around its floor. Linda herself shared a bed with Rosie, and Ross laid claim to the back seat of his sedan. So no one was forced to sleep sitting up, like some unfortunate airline passenger in economy class, and Verlie should have enjoyed at least four or five hours of undisturbed slumber. 
But she didn’t. She was far too conscious of all the strange bodies occupying the space normally reserved for herself and Ross alone. The children’s heavy breathing, their rustles and moans, kept jerking her awake. What’s more, she was cold. Her supply of bedclothes had been stretched too thinly, for the caravan contained only limited storage space, and the temperature dropped as the hours passed. If the heater had been turned on they would have been quite comfortable, but of course there was no power supply. There wasn’t even a light. Linda and Verlie had both agreed that leaving the kerosene lamp burning was far too dangerous. As a result, a dense blackness enfolded them, and Verlie was afraid even to get up and empty her bladder in case she accidentally stepped on one of the children. For someone whose pelvic floor muscles weren’t strong (owing to the fact that she had given birth three times) a long wait for relief was always difficult. Little wonder that she slept only fitfully. 
When dawn finally came – and with it a pearly light that seeped into the caravan like gas – Verlie was able to rise and go to the toilet without injuring anyone. Modesty had decreed that she wear, not her pyjamas, but a fleecy-lined tracksuit to bed, and in this (plus a silk scarf and pair of sheepskin slippers) she judged herself sufficiently presentable to leave the caravan and seek out her husband, who had probably slept no better than she. Ross, she knew, was fussy in his habits. He liked clean clothes, a daily shower, a neatly made bed. He would compromise his comfort only so far; hence the fact that he had never taken his children camping, nor allowed them access to his north shore ensuite during that sacred half-hour in the morning when he was preparing for the day. He had very specific requirements as to inner springs and pillows, and Verlie was sure that the back seat of their car would have afforded him little comfort. 
She was therefore hugely surprised when she peered through the rear passenger window (which was frosted with condensation) and saw that Ross was lying with his eyes closed, curled up under a plaid picnic blanket, his head pillowed on Verlie’s ergonomic back support cushion. 
He wasn’t awake after all. 
Feeling a bit lost, she turned from him. The air around her was as fresh as peppermint toothpaste, still and silent. The endless vista of dirt and saltbush stretched away in every direction, each low, spiky outline slowly becoming harder and clearer as sunrise approached. Verlie wondered if she could return to the caravan without disturbing its occupants, and was debating the wisdom of going back to bed (as opposed to settling down in the breakfast nook with a torch, a muesli bar and a detective story) when she heard Mongrel growl behind her. 
He was tied to the bumper of Del’s old Ford, a bowl of water within easy reach. His gaze, she noticed, was turned to the west; it was fixed on something in the distance, something that Verlie couldn’t see, not in the dim light, not without her glasses. Whatever it was, though, he didn’t like it. His upper lip was lifted slightly over exposed yellow teeth. His growl didn’t explode into a bark or howl but kept rumbling away in his throat, as he slowly raised himself out of his basket. 
‘What is it?’ she murmured. ‘Mongrel?’ Nervously she tapped on the rear window of the station wagon, tapped and tapped, while the hackles rose on Mongrel’s neck and shoulders. 
‘Del!’ she said hoarsely. ‘Del, wake up!’ 
There was a stirring from inside the car: a shifting of shapes, a few grunts, a loud thud. Then a bird cheeped somewhere, and Mongrel stopped growling. He still stood alert, his ears cocked, but his appearance was no longer as alarming as it had been. 
The first rays of sunlight were gilding the horizon. 
‘Whassup?’ a voice mumbled. Verlie saw that Noel had wound down one of the Ford’s windows, and was peering out, ruffled and bleary-eyed. 
‘Oh,’ she said. ‘It – it’s the dog.’ 
‘The dog?’ 
‘He’s acting a bit strange. At least, he was acting a bit strange. He’s stopped, now.’ 
Suddenly the driver’s door popped open, and Alec emerged. 
He was wearing his jeans and T-shirt, but padded towards the caravan on bare feet, fiddling with his fly. Verlie looked away, anxious to give him a bit of privacy. 
The birds were quite noisy now, though she couldn’t see any of them. It was almost as if the bushes themselves were chirping. 
‘What’s wrong with Mongrel?’ Del asked. She too was leaning out of a window, her stiff grey hair sticking up like the coarse bristles of an old straw broom. At the sound of her voice, Mongrel abandoned his post and bustled towards the car, his tail whipping about furiously. 
‘Yeah, yeah, all right,’ said Del. ‘I’ll get ya breakfast, just hang on a sec. What’s he been up to, has he peed on something?’ 
‘No,’ Verlie replied, and described Mongrel’s curious behaviour. By the time she’d finished, Alec had returned. Unshaven and red-eyed, he looked more disreputable than ever. He stood scratching various portions of his anatomy while Del – who was on her feet, at last – stretched and groaned and adjusted the vertebrae in her neck with a nasty little click that made Verlie grimace. 
‘Ah – bloody hell – me joints aren’t what they used to be,’ Del muttered, glancing down at her dog. ‘Well, I dunno, Verlie. He seems all right now.’ 
‘Yes. I know. I just thought I should mention what I saw . . .’ 
‘Could have been anything. A fox. A snake. But we’ll keep an eye out. Who’s got the gun?’ 
‘You have,’ Alec and Noel both chorused. In his grubby T-shirt, with his bristling jaw and uncombed hair, Noel was beginning to look almost as wild as Alec. But as soon as he donned his steel-rimmed spectacles, his appearance changed from that of a gaunt and hairy, sandal-wearing mendicant to that of an absent-minded professor too absorbed in his work to worry about personal grooming. 
It was marvellous what a difference one pair of glasses could make. 
‘You took the gun to bed with you,’ Noel went on, in tones of reproof. ‘Remember?’ 
‘Oh yeah.’ Del rubbed the back of her neck, blinking and wincing. ‘Okay. Well, I’ll get that sorted. Is everybody up?’ 
‘No,’ said Verlie. 
‘What time is it?’ 
Noel consulted his watch. 
‘About half past five.’ 
‘Bloody hell.’ 
‘We ought to decide what to do,’ said Noel. ‘Should we start breakfast, and let the others sleep in, or should we wake them up and get going?’ 
‘Breakfast,’ Alec suddenly blurted out. The startled stares of his companions made him flush, but he stood his ground. ‘I’m really hungry,’ he added. ‘I hardly ate a thing yesterday.’ 
‘And I could do with a cup of coffee,’ Noel admitted. ‘However, that’s not really the issue right now, is it? I mean, the important thing is to get out of here.’ 
‘Yeah, right,’ Del agreed, ‘but don’t forget our little problem. We used up mosta me bloody fuel gettin nowhere last night. So let’s not waste the rest of it chasin our own tails, eh?’ 
‘What do you mean?’ Verlie was rather fuzzy-headed, owing to the fact that she hadn’t had a shower or a cup of tea. ‘Do you mean we’ve been driving in circles?’ 
‘I dunno. Whatcha think? I know Alec’s got a theory. He told us about it last night, in the car.’ 
Glancing at Alec, Verlie saw his colour change. A red wash mounted to his cheeks and forehead. He stopped scratching his chest. 
‘Alec doesn’t think we’re ever gunna get to Broken Hill under our own steam,’ Del continued. ‘He reckons we should turn back and head for the nearest station. Call the coppers from there. He reckons if we don’t, we’re gunna get stranded.’ 
Verlie frowned, wondering what she had missed. Surely turning back was no solution? They had come such a long way already . . . 
‘What nonsense,’ a voice declared. Verlie jumped, and gasped, before she realised that Ross had joined them. He was standing right behind her. He had put on his shoes and belt, but his hair was in his eyes. 
‘If we turn back, we’ll definitely end up stranded,’ he said. ‘If we push on, we should make it. We can’t be far away now.’ 
‘We aren’t,’Del retorted. ‘We weren’t last night,either.Trouble is, we don’t seem to be gettin any closer, no matter how far we drive.’ 
‘And that’s the thing,’ Noel broke in, apologetically. ‘I had the same problem yesterday, going the other way. And so did Alec, heading north. And so did you, Ross. It’s pretty odd,don’t you think? I mean, there must be some sort of explanation, but it’s certainly very odd ...’ 
‘I don’t see how turning back’s going to help us,’ Ross objected, his voice a mulish croak. He was never at his best in the morning, before he’d had his shower, his breakfast and a quiet ten minutes with a cup of coffee and a newspaper. Verlie hoped that he wasn’t going to start snapping at people. They were bound to take it badly, if he did. 
‘We could just stay here,’ Noel suggested. ‘Someone’s bound to come along soon.’ 
‘Yes, and maybe they’ll be coming from Broken Hill,’ said Verlie. ‘So they’ll be able to tell us how far it is.’ 
‘Oh, they’ll be headin south for sure.’ Del nodded thoughtfully. ‘It’s too early for northbound traffic, unless they got started in the middle of the night.’ 
‘I recommend we head for Broken Hill, and stop if we see any cars or farms or houses along the way,’ Ross decided, employing his most authoritative tones. ‘The only other option is to wait here – presumably someone is going to be missed very soon, and the police will be notified. But even if that happens, we might as well start moving anyway. It can’t possibly hurt.’ 
Del and Noel and Verlie exchanged questioning glances. Verlie thought that Ross’s solution made sense. It even gave them time to have breakfast, and perhaps clean themselves up. Besides, she was nervous. The previous night Ross had told her all about the shooting incident, and she was anxious that they should put as much distance as possible between themselves and the site of the tragedy. 
Alec, however, was shaking his head. 
‘You won’t get anywhere,’ he groaned. 
‘Of course we will,’ said Ross. 
‘The laws of physics decree that we’ll have to get somewhere, Alec,’ Noel appended, pushing his glasses up his nose. ‘It’s impossible not to.’ 
‘Yeah – if the laws of bloody physics are actually workin,’ Alec growled. 
‘Alec, we went into this last night,’ Noel said gently, and Verlie wondered when that might have been – she didn’t recall any discussions about the laws of physics – before it occurred to her that the issue must have been raised after Alec and Noel and Del had bedded down in the old station wagon. ‘This X Files idea, well, it’s a theory,’ Noel conceded, ‘but I have to say it’s pretty low on the list –’ 
‘Okay, wait.’ Alec suddenly threw up his hand. His voice became clearer – more urgent. ‘Listen. Yesterday, when Chris – the bloke who picked me up? When he turned back, it was like two hours or something since we left my truck, right? But when he turned back, and drove south again, we reached my truck in like ...I dunno, maybe ten minutes. It was like we’d hardly gone any way at all. Like we’d put in all that time for nothin.’ 
He surveyed the faces around him. Ross’s was frankly sceptical. Del was frowning. Verlie didn’t know what to think – she was sure that she looked as bewildered as she felt. 
Noel rubbed his cheek. 
‘Alec –’ he began. 
‘Just check it out, and see if I’m crazy,’ Alec interrupted. ‘Just hop in the car and head south. If you haven’t reached my truck in fifteen minutes, then I’ll – well, I dunno.’ He seemed to search for an answer, in a confused sort of way. ‘Then I’ll admit I’m a loony. Or the time warp’s gone, or something. Like it disappeared overnight.’ 
‘Things do look better in the morning,’ Verlie remarked, for no particular reason. It was an unbelievably stupid thing to say. She blushed as four pairs of eyes swivelled in her direction. ‘Sorry,’ she added. 
‘Be that as it may,’ said Ross, turning his attention back to the rest of the group, ‘I don’t see any point in retracing our steps. Whatever Mr ...um...’ He had obviously forgotten Alec’s surname, but didn’t let that deter him. ‘Whatever Alec may have experienced yesterday, for whatever reason, it’s neither here nor there.’ (Clearly, from his tone, Ross attributed strange temporal anomalies to drug taking or epileptic fits or some other embarrassing habit.) ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t see the relevance. Not to us.’ 
‘Well I do.’ Del spoke stridently, folding her arms. ‘What if he’s right? What if it really happened?’ 
‘Of course it didn’t happen,’ Ross responded testily. ‘How could it?’ 
‘Easy. How could the Red Sea part? Because God ordered it to.’ Del began to lecture Ross, who drew himself up to his full height, and looked down his nose at her. ‘God works in mysterious ways, y’know. He works miracles. And I tell ya what, mate, something pretty bloody peculiar is goin on here.’ 
‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous.’ 
‘Hey. Just a minute. What gives you the right to call me ridiculous?’ 
‘Ross,’ warned Verlie. She put a restraining hand on his arm, bestowing an apologetic smile upon Del as she did so. If Del was one of those manic born-again Christian types (a possibility that Verlie would never have anticipated, after studying Del’s general demeanour and appearance) then arguing with her would be worse than useless. It would simply put her back up, and cause endless difficulties. ‘I’m afraid we’re none of us at our best, just now,’ Verlie twittered. ‘The important thing is that we don’t lose our tempers.’ 
‘Yes, that’s right,’ Noel interjected. ‘The worse thing we can do is argue.’ 
‘I’m not arguing,’ Del retorted, eyeing Ross balefully. Beside her, Mongrel shifted, and laid his ears back. ‘I just wanna know what makes him so right all the time.’ 
Ross raised both hands in a defensive gesture. 
‘Okay, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said what I said,’ he sighed, without a trace of apology in his voice. ‘But before we start talking about miracles, I think we should look for the obvious answer, don’t you?’ 
‘Which is?’ Del inquired. 
‘Well – that we should keep heading north.’ Ross didn’t add the word ‘naturally’, but it was there on his face. His expression suggested that he couldn’t understand why he was having to spell it out. Verlie knew that he didn’t mean to be rude – he was just anxious – and she winced as Del’s brow furrowed. 
Fortunately, however, it was Noel who jumped in first. 
‘The thing is, Ross,’ he said tentatively, ‘while pursuing the reasonable course would seem to be the obvious choice in normal circumstances, I would have to say that events haven’t exactly been normal, have they? I mean, I’m not implying that a miracle or some such thing has occurred, I’m merely pointing out that perhaps, in light of what’s been happening – which doesn’t seem to accord with the experience of the locals among us – we should at least consider trying to confirm or disprove Alec’s claims. If it’s not going to take a lot of time, or waste a lot of petrol.’ 
There was a long pause. Verlie, for one, was busy trying to interpret what had just been said. By the look of it, so was everyone else. 
At last Del declared, with great assurance, ‘That’s right!’ And she fixed her clear blue gaze on Ross, who made a dismissive gesture. 
‘Do what you like,’ he scoffed, turning away. ‘It’s your decision. I’m just telling you what we’re going to do – my wife and I. And we won’t be going south, unless it’s for a bloody good reason.’ 
He was making for the caravan. Verlie hurried after him, catching at his sleeve, wishing that he wasn’t so damned grumpy first thing in the morning. Maybe he was in such a bad mood because he’d slept with his dentures in. Or maybe he was getting worried and didn’t want anyone to know. ‘Ross,’ she said, ‘the kids aren’t awake.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘We can’t go in there, the kids aren’t awake.’ 
‘Oh, for –’ 
‘Ross,’ said Del, before he could give vent to his feelings. She stepped forward, her hands on her hips, every line of her posture indicating a willingness to negotiate. Verlie couldn’t help noticing the spare tyre around her tummy. ‘Will you hang on here until me and Alec check this out? Eh? Give us – I dunno – an hour, say, we’ll nip down the road, see if we can spot Alec’s truck. If we can’t, then he’s wrong about being able to reach it again in fifteen minutes, and we’ll take it from there. Whaddaya reckon?’ 
Verlie looked at Ross. Noel cleared his throat. A creaking noise announced that someone was pushing open the caravan door; Verlie swung around to see Linda emerging. 
‘Oh. Hello,’ said Linda. ‘I thought I heard voices.’ 
She seemed a bit dazed, like someone who had slept heavily. Verlie envied her this. The younger woman had a remarkably resilient air about her, which stemmed partly from the way her hair bounced as she descended from the caravan, and partly from her fresh colour and vigorous stride. She was buttoning up an olive green cardigan. ‘What’s going on?’ she asked, with a yawn. ‘What have we decided to do?’ 
There was a brief silence. Verlie waited, and when no one responded she finally announced: ‘Well, I’m going to organise some breakfast. If you’d like to help me, Linda?’ 
‘And I’ve got some baked beans in the backa me bomb,’ Del added, before Linda could reply. ‘Emergency rations. Yiz can crack open a few of them, if ya want. I’ve got a tin opener and everything.’ 
‘Oh. Well – thank you.’ Verlie was touched. ‘That’s very generous.’ 
‘I’ll get ’em out, and then we’ll go.’ Del began to stride towards her station wagon. ‘You comin, Alec?’ 
‘What? Oh – right.’ Alec hesitated. ‘Couldn’t we – um – do you think we could have a bite to eat, first?’ 
‘I think we should all eat breakfast,’ Noel suddenly declared. He had wrapped his arm around his wife’s shoulders; Verlie realised, rather wistfully, that the two of them were often to be seen together in this particular pose, and remembered how Ross had once made a point of seeking Verlie out at parties so that he might reassure himself by placing his hands on her shoulders, or his arm around her waist. It was a long, long time since he had done anything like that. Twenty years, at least. 
But that was the way things went. You couldn’t expect a fairy tale ending. 
‘It won’t take more than ten minutes to eat breakfast,’ Noel went on. ‘Then Del can nip down the road with Alec, and the rest of us can pack up while we wait.’ 
‘Wait for what?’ his wife inquired. ‘Where’s Del going?’ 
While Noel explained, Del began to excavate among the blankets and boxes and tools in her vehicle for her collection of food tins. Mongrel watched her with pleading eyes. Ross disappeared behind the caravan (to empty his bladder, Verlie felt sure), and Alec approached Del hesitantly, asking if she intended to bring the gun with her. 
‘Yup,’ Del replied. ‘And Mongrel, too.’ She scrambled out of the Ford, cradling against her generous bosom four battered tins with torn labels. Then she fixed Alec with a piercing look, one eyebrow raised and one eye narrowed. ‘But I’ll be ridin with it,’ she informed him. ‘And you can drive. Okay?’ 
Verlie was listening, and it occurred to her – with a pang of horror – that Del was perhaps not entirely satisfied that Alec posed no kind of threat. Or was it simply that she didn’t trust his marksmanship? Certainly he was a scruffy-looking fellow, with a somewhat unfortunate manner, but if he was dangerous in any way surely it would have become evident before now? 
Oh dear, Verlie thought. This really is dreadful. What a dreadful situation. I don’t like this at all. 
‘Maybe I should go with you, Del,’ Noel offered. He, too, must have caught the gist of Del’s remark, for he looked uncomfortable, and was tugging at one ear. ‘I mean, if you feel that you might need reinforcements –’ 
‘Oh no!’ Linda was obviously appalled. ‘You can’t do that, Noel, you agreed that the family shouldn’t split up!’ 
‘Yes I know, but –’ 
‘What will the kids think, if they wake up and find you missing?’ 
‘They won’t,’ said Del. She had crossed to where Verlie was standing; all at once Verlie found herself the recipient of three tins of baked bins, and one of dog food. ‘We’ll be fine, eh, Alec? I’m more worried about you lot.’ 
‘Us?’ Noel sounded puzzled. 
‘If I take the gun,’ Del explained. 
‘Ah.’ 
‘We don’t need the gun,’ Linda said firmly. ‘We’re fine without it. We can’t shoot it, anyway.’ She stepped forward, stretching out a hand as if to relieve Verlie of her burden. ‘What are you going to do with those, Verlie? Warm them up? On the camp stove?’ 
‘Uh – I’m not sure . . .’ 
‘I can build yiz a fire. Make some billy tea.’ 
‘Shh!’ Alec’s sharp hiss cut through their disjointed conversation. ‘Listen! What’s that?’ 
Everyone stopped talking. Through the chirrup of tiny birds and the rasp of Mongrel’s panting, Verlie thought that she could hear a distant noise – a kind of hum . . . 
‘Is it a car?’ asked Noel. 
‘Shh.’ 
It was a car. The sound was unmistakable. Suddenly Ross reappeared, his feet crashing on the roadside litter of loose stones and dead grass. 
‘Someone’s coming!’ he said. 
‘Where from?’ Noel’s head was swivelling from side to side. ‘I can’t tell...’ 
‘From the north,’ Del announced. ‘I told ya.’ 
‘There!’ Linda pointed. In the distance, where the road met the horizon, a pinprick of light was visible. Headlights, perhaps – or the glint of low-lying sunbeams bouncing off chrome. Squinting, Verlie found that she could make out the colour red and even a rough shape as the vehicle drew near. Del hurried over to her station wagon. 
‘I’ll wave a rag,’ she said. ‘Flag ’im down.’ 
‘Get off the road, Ross!’ Verlie was alarmed to see her husband straddling the centre line, as if daring the approaching vehicle to flatten him. He shot her an impatient glance and peered down the road again – a long, calculating stare – before he finally retreated. 
‘Looks like it might be a ute,’ he observed. 
‘Oh God, do you think we can get through?’ Linda asked, of no one in particular. The vehicle was now clearly identifiable, a ute, its roo bar large and threatening, its roof and bonnet bristling with aerials, its windscreen tinted, its headlights still on high beam, though they were leached of strength, pallid and feeble, in the pinkish morning light. Noel began to wave his arms. Del flapped a ragged green towel up and down, as if she were trying to scare away chickens. 
Verlie found herself raising a hand, like a policeman. ‘Stop!’ she cried. 
But the ute didn’t stop. In a flash it was upon them, rushing past with a rumble and a blast of hot air. It was going so fast that Verlie couldn’t see who was driving. She did notice, however, that there wasn’t anyone in the front or rear passenger seats. 
‘Wait! Wait!’ Linda screamed. 
‘Ya stupid shit!’ Del threw her towel on the ground with a smack. Alec seemed stunned. Verlie felt tears pricking her eyes – she obviously hadn’t had enough sleep – and blinked furiously. 
‘Some people.’ Noel was shaking his head in disgust. ‘Couldn’t he see? Or didn’t he care?’ 
‘Thick as two short planks, more like,’ Ross growled. ‘Dammit!’ 
‘He won’t get anywhere,’ Alec mumbled. 
‘Eh?’ 
‘He won’t get anywhere.’ Alec was slouching with his hands wedged into the pockets of his jeans. ‘He’ll end up stranded. Serve ’im bloody right.’ 
‘Yeah, well.’ Del’s tone was suddenly philosophical. ‘Ya meet a lotta bastards. Some get their comeuppance and some don’t.’ She took a deep breath, surveying all the crestfallen faces around her. ‘So – what are we doin? Buildin a fire or lightin the stove? We’d better get a move on, or it’ll be time for lunch before we eat breakfast.’ 
To the south, down the road, the whine of the ute’s departing engine slowly faded and died. 
Col Wallace woke before his alarm went off. He had set it for seven, just in case, but he was up before six thirty, as usual. In the 
eight years since he had retired, he had not been able to shake the habit of a lifetime. He was always awake by six fifteen. Even after a night out at the club, his body clock refused to cut him any slack. Sometimes he found himself napping in the afternoon, but nothing on earth would change the pattern of his early-morning rest. Nothing on earth except the end of daylight saving, which pushed everything forward an hour when summer rolled around, and gave him the illusion of waking up later, though it put him to sleep later, too. 
As a constructor of dams, tanks and reservoirs, he had often been required to drive long distances before starting work. It was for this reason that he had become accustomed to rising early. For years and years he had forced himself out of bed at sparrow’s fart 
– sometimes getting himself breakfast when Helen refused to budge – and the legacy of this punishing schedule was a set of unnaturally rigid biorhythms. Well, he could think of worse examples of work-related impairment. Asbestosis. Repetitive strain injury. Clinical depression. 
You had to count your blessings. 
Col frequently counted his blessings, because it was a way of reminding himself that he hadn’t had too bad a run. His health, for example,was pretty good.Though he had lost most of his hair and put on a few extra pounds around his waist (forget this metric business, he was too old to think in kilos), he was still chugging along. His blood pressure was perhaps a fraction too high, and he occasionally had problems with his right shoulder, but there had been no bypass surgeries or hip replacements or cataract removals for Col. His hearing was still serviceable, and he had retained most of his teeth. He had to wear bifocals, but that didn’t interfere with his driving. There was nothing wrong with his prostate. And his mind, thank God – his mind was unaffected by any signs of creeping senility. Even his memory was unimpaired, perhaps because he made a point of doing crosswords at least twice a week. It kept his wits nice and limber. 
Then there was the house. Col was proud of his house. It was only fifteen years old, brick veneer, with two bedrooms, an attached garage, pure wool carpet, built-in wardrobes, a slow combustion stove and a separate laundry. The old house – the one that had been sold, after the divorce – had been a poky old thing full of Helen’s shag pile and needlepoint and ruffled valances. It had been impossible to heat, or protect from white ants. It had been in a handy spot, very central, but that in turn had made it noisy. And the garden had been full of high-maintenance flowerbeds, fruit trees, vines and bulbs. 
Col’s new garden was easy to keep neat. There were lawns to mow, and a few shrubs to clip, but nothing much else. At his age, intensive gardening wasn’t an option. He no longer had the energy to weed and mulch and prune. Housework was easy too, when you didn’t have lots of ornaments and doilies and side-tables cluttering things up. Col had kept his furniture to a bare minimum. A couple of easy chairs, a dining suite, an entertainment unit, a bed – what else could an old bachelor need? Moira would often tease him about all the blank white walls and empty corners in his house, but he didn’t mind. It was a good joke, really; something to talk about when all else failed. Not that Moira had ever needed much encouragement, when it came to talking. 
Moira herself was another thing to be thankful for. Her husband Phil had been dead for all of six years now, and Moira was beginning to stretch her wings again. She was good company 
– always had been. Col enjoyed getting together with her. Maybe some day they might progress to a more intimate arrangement, but maybe not. Col was quite satisfied with things the way they were. She only lived five minutes away, after all. And she had her friends, the way he had his. It wasn’t as if they were lonely. 
No, things were pretty good in that department. There was nothing much wrong with Col’s social life. He kept himself busy. He exercised in the garden, and on the bowling green. He did his crosswords, and watched the odd game show, answering at least eighty per cent of the questions correctly. He didn’t allow himself to brood. He was fortunate, really, because he had never been one to fret or mope – he had a fairly placid nature. And brooding did you no good at all. If you didn’t concentrate on the good things, what was the point of life? You might as well be dead. 
After hauling himself out of bed, Col shuffled into his slippers and padded to the bathroom. It was a terrific bathroom, glossy and sleek, with a separate shower stall. In the old house, he’d had to take his showers in the bath. He had always dreamed of possessing a separate shower stall, and now he had one. Now he had one thanks to his brother Ted’s bequest. Poor old Ted. Poor old Elspeth. But he didn’t want to think about Elspeth. Not until he’d had a cup of tea, at least. 
After his shower, Col put on a short-sleeved shirt and his grey trousers. No tie. He made himself toast and a bowl of All-Bran, listening to the radio as he ate. Primmy chirped prettily in her cage, rattling her bell occasionally to attract his attention. He had bred budgies, once, but there was only Primmy now; she didn’t have much of a shape to her, but he liked her personality. He fed her some apple, replenished her water supply. Then the phone rang. 
‘Hello?’ 
‘Col?’ It was Moira. ‘How are you?’ 
‘I’m just out of bed,’ he joked, ‘what time do you call this?’ 
‘I call it time to get up,’ replied Moira, who knew all about Col’s sleeping habits. ‘You’ve got a busy day ahead of you. Jill reminded me last night that it’s her birthday today, so I thought we might shout her lunch at the club, what do you think?’ 
‘Oh, Moira –’ 
‘I’m taking care of the present, don’t worry.’ 
‘It’s just that I can’t,’ Col explained. ‘I’m visiting Elspeth.’ 
‘Oh.’ Moira clicked her tongue. ‘How silly, I completely forgot. Silly me.’ 
‘I wish I could come, I’d love to, but –’ 
‘I know. You poor old thing. I’m sorry.’ 
‘She notices, sometimes. Or so they say. It’s been six weeks already, I shouldn’t put it off again –’ 
‘No, of course not. Of course not. I’ll tell Jill, and you take it easy. Don’t push yourself. Stay over, if you have to. You should, anyway.’ 
‘We’ll see.’ Moira had a bee in her bonnet about his driving to Broken Hill and back in one day. She said it was too much for him. Col preferred it though; he didn’t have money to spend on a motel, and his only other option was Elspeth’s daughter, Marion, who was nice enough but who had four young children and a dog to look after. Whenever Marion put him up for the night, Col had to sleep in a bunk bed, on a rather smelly foam-rubber mattress, and it always put his back out. 
He preferred to drive for six hours. After all, there was a two-hour break in the middle. 
‘Anyway, I’ll catch you tomorrow,’ he said. ‘You can tell me all about it.’ 
‘I will.’ 
‘Enjoy yourself. I hear the prawns are good.’ 
‘Oh, stop it,’ said Moira, with a high-pitched giggle. Ever since she’d accidentally dropped a braised prawn down the front of her dress at the club, there had been a long-running joke about her reaction to seafood. ‘Behave yourself.’ 
‘You too.’ 
‘I’ll save you some lamb’s fry in a doggie bag.’ 
Another joke – Col hated lamb’s fry. He laughed and signed off. It took him a moment or so before he remembered what he was supposed to be doing next: the dishes, he thought. That’s right. And he reassured himself with a mental reminder that Moira always did this to him, driving everything else out of his head. 
It wasn’t as if he was getting Alzheimer’s. It was just Moira, Moira and her teasing. Though Elspeth had succumbed to Alzheimer’s, it didn’t mean that Col would get it. When Ted had died – of cancer – his mind had been as clear as a bell, at least when he wasn’t under the influence of morphine. He was the oldest of the three Wallace kids, then Col, then Elspeth. 
It was the luck of the draw. Poor old Elspeth. She was only sixty-eight, and she couldn’t even wipe herself. 
Poor little Elspeth. 
Sometimes she knew Col, and that was why he had to keep visiting her, though it always broke his heart. She looked like nothing on earth. She even smelled bad. It was such a strain, witnessing her disintegration, that Col preferred to sneak into town without alerting his niece. He hated having to make small talk after each visit, when all he wanted to do was sit on a park bench with a cold light beer and recover, like a lizard in the sun. As the years went by, it took him longer and longer to pull himself together after seeing Elspeth. The reality was just too painful. 
First Ted, now Elspeth. And Helen had died of breast cancer, which was something that he wouldn’t have wished on anyone – not even Helen. And Kevin was a waster, a terrible disappointment; he was living in Burra now, on welfare payouts, shacked up with some hard-faced bitch who had two children by other men. Col despaired of his son. Forty-one years old, and he’d never done a worthwhile thing in his whole life. 
But there was no point dwelling on it. Since there was nothing he could do about any of these people (except Elspeth, of course 
– he had to visit her), Col didn’t waste his failing energies worrying about them too much. Instead, he counted his blessings. He had a nice house, good health, terrific friends. He had his memories, most of them intact. He had Primmy and the kid from next door, who was a little sweetheart, and drew him pictures, and talked to him over the fence. By keeping on an even keel, by staying fit and cheerful, he was doing society a favour. He was taking responsibility for himself. 
As he washed up and prepared to leave the house, Col reminded himself once again that he was, by most standards, a very lucky man. 


CHAPTER 11 

lec had never driven a 1959 Ford station wagon before. He had certainly never driven anything that felt as if it was being held together by rubber bands and paper clips. The pedals had an alarmingly loose quality to them; the steering was sluggish, slow to respond and heavy to move; the gears ground in the gearbox like a pestle in a mortar. After five minutes behind the wheel, Alec was beginning to regard Del with more respect. 
‘How long you had this thing?’ he asked her. 
‘Oh...a bloody long time.’ 
‘Feels like it’s overdue for a service,’ Alec said tactfully, and Del snorted. 
‘People say that,’ she replied, ‘and it sounds like I should bring in a stud bull.’ 
Puzzled, Alec dropped the subject. He wasn’t up to making small talk, anyway. For a while there, eating baked beans with Verlie and the kids, he had begun to feel more like himself; the knot in his stomach had started to unravel, the muscles in his shoulders to relax. Something about the smell of hot coffee – and Rosie’s plaintive demands for cornflakes – had thrust recent events at Thorndale into the background. But now, heading towards the scene of the massacre, Alec was growing tense again. He was sweating, and his mouth was dry. He knew that he was alone in his burgeoning sense of unease, however, because no one else in the car had actually encountered anything horrific during the last twenty-four hours. They had no idea what they had stumbled into – they hadn’t even grasped the fact that the laws of nature had been quietly overturned. Besides, Del was perhaps one can short of a sixpack (eccentric, at the very least), and Ross was a stick. 
They didn’t have the nous to be scared. 
‘Eight minutes,’ said Ross, who was keeping a close eye on his watch. The bastard had been pressured into coming by the wives of the party, and Alec knew why. It was because no one really trusted Alec. They saw how jumpy he was, and they misread the situation. They didn’t understand what he had been through. And they were probably prejudiced against truckies, in any case. 
Alec might have been angry about it, if he hadn’t been so scared. 
‘There is something weird goin on,’ Del suddenly remarked. She had been gazing out the window, her Lee Enfield propped between her pudgy knees. ‘I can’t put my finger ...it’s something to do with the distances . . .’ 
‘The markers are shot up,’ Ross volunteered. 
‘Nah, I mean the . . .’ Without finishing her sentence, Del waved a hand. ‘We’re gettin close to the Pine Creek crossing. I can tell from where the trees are, on the right. We’ve only been drivin eight minutes and –’ 
‘Ten minutes,’ Ross interrupted. 
‘All right, ten minutes. It still doesn’t make sense. I crossed Pine Creek yesterday afternoon –’ 
‘Look!’ cried Alec. 
It was Diesel Dog. It had to be, though the vague, white shape on the horizon was impossible to identify as yet. Alec found himself speeding up, and had to force his foot off the spongy accelerator. 
‘Is that it?’ Del frowned. 
‘It can’t be.’ Ross sounded definite. 
Alec said nothing. He knew, with a ferocious sense of satisfaction, that the others were heading for the shock of their lives. Gradually, the Dog’s familiar features became visible: the scaffolding of the roo bar, the black number emblazoned above the roof, the insignia on the mudflaps, the scattering of blunt declarations – ‘MACK’, ‘ROAD TRAIN’, ‘DIESEL DOG’. Alec slowed, and pulled over when he was level with the Dog’s mighty bank of headlights. 
‘There he is. That’s my dog,’ he said. 
Ross swallowed; the sound was audible. ‘This can’t be the same one we passed yesterday,’ he protested hoarsely. ‘It can’t be the same one!’ 
‘It is,’ said Del. ‘At least, it’s Alec’s truck.’ She glanced over at him. ‘It is, isn’t it? Gary Radford & Sons. I reckanise the way it’s parked.’ 
Alec nodded. He cut the Ford’s engine. They sat staring at the Dog’s hubcaps for a while as silence engulfed them. Even Mongrel wasn’t making a sound. 
‘So,’ Del finally remarked. ‘The Good Lord’s up to something.’ 
‘This doesn’t make sense,’ Ross complained, in a high-pitched voice. 
‘You’re right there.’ Del gave Alec a nudge. ‘Dja think it’s the same goin south?’ 
‘Probably. The Fergusons got stranded.’ 
‘So we could drive for another two hours, turn around, and we’d be back here in ten minutes?’ 
‘I dunno.’ Alec shrugged. ‘Maybe.’ 
‘Bloody hell.’ 
‘Now listen,’ Ross began, in a hectoring tone. But he never finished the sentence. Glancing in the rear-view mirror, Alec saw that he was rubbing his forehead as he stared at the road train, his eyes haunted. 
Deal with it, mate, Alec thought. It was a relief to share some of the worry around. 
Ahead of them, the road stretched like a long, grey finger pointing at the sky. It was still barred with the elongated shadows of posts and bushes, but they were shortening as the sun rose higher. Alec saw a crow sitting on a white post some ten metres away. There was another one parked across the road, like a mirror image; they could have been a couple of heraldic statues flanking a gateway. 
‘That place where it happened,’ Del suddenly asked, ‘was it far from here?’ 
‘Eh?’ Alec blinked. ‘You mean –’ 
‘The property.Y’know.Where your friends got –’ 
‘Thorndale. Yeah. Right.’ 
‘Is it far?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘And yiz never went there? To the house, I mean.’ 
‘No. At least . . .’ Alec paused, and took a deep breath. ‘At least I never did.’ 
Del grunted. Alec closed his eyes. He knew exactly what she was going to say next. He could feel it coming. 
‘Didja see any phone lines?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘There weren’t any, or yiz didn’t notice?’ 
‘I didn’t notice.’ 
‘Right. Okay.’ 
‘I’m not goin back there.’ Alec spoke with the curtness of desperation. He couldn’t wait any longer for Del to get to the point; he wanted to make his position clear. She, in turn, fixed him with her strangely detached regard, which put him in mind of an animal’s. It was blue and blank and guileless, but with a cheerfully ruthless quality as well. 
‘Whassa matter?’ she asked. ‘Scared?’ 
‘I’d be a fuckin idiot not to be.’ 
‘We’ve got a gun here, mate.’ 
‘I don’t care.’ 
‘We gotta do something.’ 
But Alec shook his head. 
‘Not down there, we don’t,’ he replied. 
‘You think he’s still waitin around, this bastard?’ 
‘I dunno.’ 
‘Yiz heard someone leave, didn’t ya?’ 
Alec was silent. 
‘If it wasn’t your friends that left, then it musta been the gunman,’ Del continued, with remorseless logic. ‘If it was your friends, then he can’t be such a good shot, or he woulda hit ’em. And even if he did hit ’em, there’s no guarantee they’re dead. For all you know, they might still be alive. Didja thinka that, when ya choofed off? Eh?’ 
Alec turned his face away. The thought had never occurred to him – it struck him like a boot in the guts. What if Chris and Graham were still alive? What if they were lying there with the life slowly draining out of them, unable to move? 
‘Ah, jeez,’ he choked. 
‘Come on,’ said Del, patting him on the arm. ‘We’ll go take a look, eh?’ 
‘I don’t – I don’t –’ 
‘We oughta do it, Alec. There might be a phone.’ 
‘But –’ 
‘What else can we do, eh?’ She was beginning to sound impatient. ‘Hit the road again? What for? Yiz said it yourself – we’re not gunna get anywhere.’ 
Alec crumpled. His whole body sagged. He could recognise the truth in what she’d said – and he could recognise something else, as well. No matter how far they went, they always seemed to end up at Thorndale. 
Was there a reason for that? 
‘Wait – wait a minute, now,’ Ross was saying. ‘Wait just a minute. What are you doing? What’s this all about?’ He had been so quiet that Alec had briefly forgotten his existence. Like Chris before him, Ross had probably been struggling against the forces of Unreason, trying to come to terms with the fact that the laws of physics weren’t working any more. ‘We said we’d go straight back,’ he objected. ‘We can’t go anywhere else.’ 
‘We said we’d be gone about an hour.’ Del gave the nod to Alec, who turned her key in the ignition. ‘It’s been fifteen minutes tops.’ 
‘But where are you going?’ Ross demanded. 
‘To Thorndale. This place – y’know – where it happened.’ 
‘Where the shooting happened?’ 
Del turned right around in her seat to face him. The ancient, scuffed leather beneath her ample backside squeaked and cracked. 
‘If the coppers aren’t comin, Ross, somebody’s gotta check it out. There might be people still alive.’ 
‘You can’t be serious.’ 
‘We gotta gun and a dog. Anyway, first sign of trouble, we’re outta there.’ 
‘I don’t think this is wise.’ Ross spoke pompously, but he was sweating bullets. Alec could tell. ‘We don’t know what’s happened.We don’t even know if Mr ...Mr...’ 
‘Muller,’ Alec supplied, flatly. 
‘. . . if Mr Muller here is telling the truth.’ 
‘Oh, get a grip!’ Alec was well and truly fed up with this blind prejudice against him. ‘If you don’t bloody like it, mate, you can get out here, and we’ll pick you up on the way back!’ 
‘I’ll thank you, Mr Muller, not to take that tone with me.’ 
‘Now, now, you blokes.’ Del seemed to be enjoying the exchange; there was a lilt in her voice and a smile on her face. ‘Be good, or we’ll turn around and go straight back home.’ 
‘It’s not a joking matter, Ms Deegan!’ Ross snapped. 
‘You’re right,’ Del agreed. ‘It’s not. And we can’t afford to bugger around, either.’ She became serious, all of a sudden. ‘Look, Ross, I don’t have much petrol. The stations around here – they’ve always got petrol. So at the very least, even if this place doesn’t have a phone, at least it’ll have petrol. Maybe some food. We’ve gotta think ahead, Ross.’ 
‘That’s right.’ Alec was struck by the sense of Del’s argument. ‘We could actually take stuff, couldn’t we? Borrow it, I mean.’ 
‘We could.’ 
‘If we don’t get shot at,’ Ross spluttered. 
‘If we get shot at, we turn right around,’ Del assured him. ‘But what’s the point of goin back to the others now, and headin for Thorndale again later? Which we’ll have to, I reckon, when we start to run outta supplies. No question we’ll eat up all our petrol, zippin back and forth like that.’ 
‘Someone will be along soon –’ Ross began, but Del interrupted him. 
‘Yeah, well, maybe,’ she said. ‘But I’ve never been one to expect other people to pull me outta the messes I get meself into.’ 
She and Ross were almost eye to eye; looking over at them, Alec saw the challenge in her gaze, and the way Ross yielded before it. No one was going to accuse Ross of being feeble. 
‘Well – it’s your call,’ he finally growled. ‘But there has to be some explanation –’ 
‘Yeah, yeah. I know.’ Del swung back around to face the windscreen. ‘Come on, Alec, whaddaya doin? We’re chewin up fuel, sittin here!’ 
Obediently, Alec yanked at the gearstick. With his foot on the doughy accelerator, he guided Del’s car back onto the road. 
As he did so, he silently recited a little prayer. 
They were late getting away, because Georgie had taken a sleeping pill the night before. She usually needed chemical assistance to get to sleep, and even then she would twitch and moan and mutter. Ambrose hadn’t been sleeping well himself since taking up with Georgie, but there was nothing he could do about it. He was in her thrall, bound to her despite all his misgivings, titillated even when he was horrified. Perhaps the old adage was true – perhaps opposites really did attract, in some irresistible, physics-based way – because Georgie and Ambrose couldn’t have been more different. She even smoked in bed, scattering her ash carelessly over the twisted sheets. Her skin, her hair, her mouth – they all smelled of smoke, all the time. She didn’t seem to care that Ambrose was asthmatic. She would leave windows open and expect the cross-draught to take care of everything. She made perfunctory efforts to blow smoke away from him, through doors or into air conditioning vents, but was fundamentally unwilling to let his health problems interfere with her enjoyment. 
She was a monster – a magnificent monster – with whom Ambrose was utterly infatuated. 
Not that she possessed no redeeming features; on the contrary, she was a very attractive girl beneath all her efforts to disguise the fact. Her skin was beautiful, pale and fine; she had slender, delicate bones, long-toed feet, elegant hands. Her full lips had a sullenly provocative pout to them, and her eyes slanted a little at the corners. Despite the shaggy hair, dyed a rough black, and the poisonous lipstick colours, and the nose stud, and the nicotine stains, and the aggressive style of garb she favoured, Georgie was still a ‘babe’.That was the classification given to her by Ambrose’s brother Tom, at their last family get-together, when the Scales clan had turned out in force to celebrate Tom’s birthday. Georgie, Ambrose remembered, had arrived at that particular celebration in a pair of leotards and a leather corset. She had been asked repeatedly not to smoke inside his parents’ house, had scoffed loudly at the artwork displayed on the Zoffany wallpaper, and had taken a bottle of almond bath salts with her when she left. Her excuse for this blatant theft had been that ‘no one with so much money would ever miss a few fucking bath salts’. She had offended every member of Ambrose’s thin-skinned family, and he had been secretly delighted, even while he remonstrated with her. 
The truth was, he had enjoyed his parents’ dismay. They had had their own way too bloody often, in his opinion, and needed a good kick in the teeth. Ambrose himself had done everything required of him: the stultifying high school subjects, the endless hours of study, the outstanding exam results, the law degree, the holiday jobs at his father’s office. He kept himself well-groomed and clean-shaven. He never forgot a birthday, or omitted an inquiry about his grandmother’s health. He was now toiling away in a junior position on the staff of a large city law firm, working long hours – sometimes on the weekend – and spending his hard-earned cash on expensive suits and sessions at the gym. He was in every way dutiful, sensible, irreproachable – save in one respect. 
Having picked Georgie up at the house of a film-student friend, he was now able to wreak havoc vicariously, enjoying his parents’ alarm while dodging all responsibility for the trouble she caused. No one blamed Ambrose for anything. How could they? Georgie was uncontrollable. She was like a force of nature. Ambrose was simply carried along in her wake, quite obviously in sexual bondage to her, an intelligent, well-behaved private-school graduate who was no match for the careless and voracious Georgie. 
It was a match made in heaven, as far as Ambrose was concerned. While Georgie dragged him to all kinds of dubious functions – while she went out of her way to shock and madden by removing articles of clothing in public, and employing language that would have made a bikie blush, and engaging in screeching, knock-down arguments outside shops and pubs – she was delightfully compliant in bed. Ambrose knew what people thought about his and Georgie’s sex life, but they were dead wrong. It was Ambrose who had the upper hand in their most private moments, even though he took the back seat at parties. He had to laugh, sometimes, at the way his friends looked at them both. He had to smile when he thought about the engraved handcuffs she had given him for his birthday. 
Everything was a performance with Georgie. He had even found himself performing, buying a couple of waistcoats, offering her his arm, calling her ‘my dear’ in a plummy voice that he had borrowed from one of the senior partners, who was English. Georgie loved that. She called him ‘Horace’. Horace Ambrose. She had made him buy a monocle, though he hadn’t had the courage to wear it outside the bedroom. He knew that she enjoyed the contrast they presented, as they walked into a room: tall, fair, dignified Ambrose and short, dark, dangerous Georgie. 
Well, he enjoyed it too – most of the time. The trouble was, being with Georgie ate up a lot of energy. She had to be cajoled, endured, looked after. She was a slob, and a heavy drinker. She could be short-tempered and surly, and she was always short of cash. Always. Working sometimes as a film producer’s dogsbody, sometimes as a life drawing model and sometimes as a waitress, Georgie suffered constantly from cash flow problems, overdrawn accounts, overextended credit card limits. Ambrose was always having to bail her out, though he didn’t make that much himself. And she had been determined to attend her grandmother’s funeral in Broken Hill, despite the fact that she had only debts to her name. 
When Ambrose had offered to pay for the trip, she had been suitably grateful. But the scummy little Broken Hill motel had not come up to her expectations. Upon arriving, she had descended almost immediately on the nearest pub in a discontented frame of mind, treating the local hard cases to a shameless display of midriff, complaining loudly and profanely about the facilities, and drinking until her legs collapsed from under her. Ambrose had had to carry her all the way back to their room, where she had flopped onto the bed like a fallen tree, incapable of peeling off her velveteen hipsters or her knee-high platform boots. 
The next morning they had been late for the funeral – by a mere ten minutes – but that had only been the first in a long list of offences. To begin with, Georgie’s choice of costume for the occasion had been a transparent aquamarine chiffon singlet over shiny black tights, topped off by a vast and very silly ice-blue wedding hat which she had bought in a Salvation Army opportunity shop. The hat was covered with silk flowers, and wound about by a trailing chiffon scarf. 
She had worn nothing on her feet except toe rings. 
‘You’re not going in that get-up, are you?’ Ambrose had queried, when he first laid eyes on it. 
‘Why not?’ 
‘I can see your tits.’ 
‘So? You got a problem with that?’ 
Ambrose had shrugged. ‘I suppose not,’ he’d conceded. ‘Your family might, though.’ 
‘I don’t give a shit what my family have a problem with.’ 
Ain’t that the truth, Ambrose had thought. Ever since he had met Georgie, her most venomous condemnation had always been reserved for her family, which had once been based in Broken Hill, though its members were now scattered around Adelaide, Melbourne and Tasmania. Georgie had accused her mother of narcissism, her father of sadism, her stepfather of incest and her brother of just about everything under the sun. She didn’t talk about her sister at all, though she called her stepsister a ‘useless fucking junkie’. 
Until now, she had gone to great lengths to ensure that she never obliged any of them. 
‘If you don’t give a shit what your family have a problem with,’ Ambrose had remarked, ‘why the hell are you going to this thing? All you do is bitch about your horrible mum and your fascist dad and your subhuman brother and your cunt of a stepsister. Why are you going to this funeral at all?’ 
‘Because my gran was the only decent one of the lot!’ Georgie had retorted. ‘I loved her, and I’m going to miss her, and no one’s going to stop me from turning up at her funeral!’ 
Her eyes had filled with tears, causing Ambrose to subside. He had still been sceptical, however. As far as he knew, this display of grief was just another of Georgie’s performances. She loved a bit of drama, and he had sensed from the very beginning that she was only attending her grandmother’s funeral in order to outrage her parents by appearing in a see-through top, or screaming at her brother over the coffin, or arguing about the division of her grandmother’s estate. Frankly, he had been hoping that she would engage in some kind of disruptive behaviour, which he could enjoy from the sidelines and later recount to his brother Tom, or his friend James. They always loved to hear about the more outrageous stunts that Georgie pulled. 
Ambrose probably wouldn’t have come, except that he was anticipating a few harmless fireworks. After all, he was paying for this excursion. He deserved to get something back for his money. 
Much to his relief, the funeral had lived up to all his expectations. After shocking everyone with her get-up, Georgie had proceeded to smoke throughout the service (until requested not to), criticise the floral tributes, laugh like a cockatoo at inappropriate moments, and drink copious amounts of alcohol at the gathering that had taken place afterwards in the brick-veneer project home of a family friend. She had crowned her metaphorical ‘fuck you’ by having a heated argument with her stepsister, smashing a glass on the floor and storming off to a pub down the road. There had followed an extended pub crawl, which had been quite an eye-opener (Ambrose had been exposed to the sort of people he’d only read about) and which had concluded in the ghost town of Silverton, at approximately one o’clock the next morning. They hadn’t crawled into bed until two. 
As always, however, the alcohol hadn’t knocked Georgie out for long. At about three thirty she had risen again, tripping over bags and bumping into furniture, cursing and groaning, until she had found her purse, and the sleeping pills inside it. Ambrose had realised, then, that there would be no question of getting away before eight a.m. – possibly not before nine. Certainly not before nine, unless Ambrose hauled Georgie out of bed himself. Sure enough, when a knock on the door announced the arrival of their breakfast, Georgie refused to budge. 
‘No-o-o,’ she moaned. 
‘You’ve got to.’ 
‘I can’t.’ 
‘Come on.’ He pulled her limp white form out from beneath the covers and dragged her into the bathroom, where he propped her under the shower. By the time she was ready to support herself – two hands pressed flat against the tiles and head hanging – Ambrose’s toast was already stone cold. His eggs were tepid. Nevertheless he ate them stolidly (drawing once again on his formidable powers of endurance) and was ready for his shower when Georgie had finally finished hers. They exchanged grunts as they passed each other in the bathroom doorway, Ambrose large and tousled in his cotton pyjamas and imported dressing gown, Georgie small and damp and naked except for the towel wrapped around her wet hair. Despite her puffy eyes, she had a strangely pure and vulnerable face in the morning, before she put on all her heavy make-up and fuck-you clothes. 
Ambrose normally completed his cleansing rituals in fifteen minutes. They never varied, except insofar as the bathrooms themselves might vary. A quick shower was invariably followed by a shave, a bowel movement, the donning of his clothes, the cleaning of his teeth, the application of hair gel, and a brief tidying-up period. He would emerge from the bathroom in a flawless suit or perfectly judged casual attire, smelling faintly of something expensive, his blond hair slicked back and his pink face gleaming. 
Georgie, in contrast, could spend four or five hours getting ready for the day, wasting huge amounts of time reading the paper, painting her toenails, choosing an outfit then changing her mind, occasionally indulging in a bit of yoga, even watching music video clips or children’s cartoons on the television. She had absolutely no routine. Normally, this didn’t matter much to Ambrose, who left for work when he had to and was never foolish enough to arrange weekend breakfast meetings with any of their friends. 
He was damned, however, if he was going to pay for another night in a crappy Broken Hill motel just because Georgie couldn’t get her act together enough to check out by the designated time. 
‘No,’ he said, snatching the remote control from her chalk-white fingers. ‘No TV.’ 
‘Hey, fuck you!’ 
‘Time is money, okay? We’ve got to be out of here by ten.’ 
‘I will, you dag!’ 
‘No you won’t. Not if you’re watching television. Come on – eat up. What are you going to wear?’ 
‘Nothing,’ she growled. 
‘We’ll get arrested if you wear nothing,’ he joked, but she turned her face away, and he sighed. 
‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Whatever. Come like that, if you want.’ She was clad in a rather pretty antique silk nightdress. ‘Please, Georgie. Will you get a move on? Because if we don’t leave soon, we’ll never make it to Mildura by lunchtime. And there’s no way I’m eating at that roadhouse again. No way. That pie – I’m pretty sure they must have made it out of slaughtered tourists they lured into the dunnies.’ 
Georgie grunted. Then she stretched. Then she got up and began to pull on her black tights. 
The suspension in the old Ford was shot. As Alec drove it down the dirt road leading to Thorndale, he could feel through the soles of his feet and the palms of his hands every rut and rock and hollow that the tyres encountered. The impact even registered in his joints and his teeth, and in the back of his neck. It was like being dragged across railway sleepers. 
It worried him that with this kind of vibration going on, Del wouldn’t be able to focus her eyeballs, let alone hold her gun still long enough to take aim. 
‘You can push ’er a bit more than that,’ Del told him – for he was creeping along, trying to reduce the jolts and avoid the worst potholes. ‘She was built to last, this one.’ 
‘Yeah, but I wasn’t,’ Alec replied sourly. 
‘’Course you were! Big boy like you?’ 
Alec said nothing. He wasn’t in the mood for banter, and in any case, he didn’t want Del distracted – not when it was her job to watch out for anybody who might want to use them as a target. Alec had to keep his eyes on the road; he couldn’t be expected to do anything else. Not in this car. Not on this surface. 
‘We’re comin up to the creek,’ he said. ‘There’s more cover, round the creek.’ 
‘We’ll be fine,’ Del answered serenely. 
‘Where did you see the ...um... the victims?’ asked Ross, raising his voice so as to be heard above the rattle and clank of every loose part in the whole vehicle. Seeing the track fall away ahead of them, Alec hit the brake – which was so sloppy and slow that he was forced to apply more and more pressure, until it felt as if he had his foot through the floor. 
‘Not far now,’ he replied. ‘We’ll be there soon.’ 
‘Keep a lookout,’ said Del. ‘There may be more, by this time.’ 
‘That ute we passed,’ said Ross, but Alec didn’t allow him to continue. 
‘I told you,’ Alec interrupted, ‘it was there before. It hasn’t moved since.’ 
‘I was going to say, did you notice if there was any petrol in the tank?’ 
‘We’ll check it out,’ Del promised. ‘On the way back.’ 
They jounced and lurched gradually down into the creek bed, which didn’t treat them as well as it had treated Chris’s fancy new Land Rover. Something vicious scraped the underside of Del’s car near its front axle, and the old tyres churned up sand. Maybe Alec had picked the wrong place to cross, or maybe the Ford’s engine didn’t have much bite. Whatever the reason, they almost got stuck twice on their way out. 
But they made it at last, and the struggle kept Alec busy, forcing from his mind all thoughts of what lay just ahead. He was still preoccupied with the question of whether something had been damaged during their last surge over the crest of the stony bank – there was a funny, unfamiliar thumping noise under the bonnet – when Ross suddenly cried out. 
‘Oh, my God!’ 
Mongrel barked a couple of times, perhaps in alarm at the sudden flurry around him. Alec stamped on the brake. Del groaned. 
‘Is that them?’ she inquired huskily. 
‘Yeah.’ Alec didn’t want to look. The bodies on the road were still some distance away, but even from his vantage point Alec could see the mantle of flies that each was wearing. More flies swarmed above them. It occurred to him, all at once, that there was going to be a smell – a really bad one. ‘They’re dead. I checked,’ he continued, in a choked voice. ‘We can’t do anything for ’em.’ 
‘Can yiz drive around?’ Del queried, sounding very subdued. 
‘I could try.’ 
‘We can’t move them,’ Ross remarked shrilly. ‘Scene of the crime – that sort of thing. We might destroy evidence.’ 
‘We’re not gunna move ’em,’ said Alec. There was no way on God’s earth that he was about to go anywhere near those corpses again, let alone touch them. Try to drag one of them to the side of the road, he thought, and you’d probably pull its leg off. ‘We managed to get around ’em in the Land Rover. It shouldn’t be too hard in this thing,’ he went on. 
‘Well let’s go, then.’ Del shifted her position, so that the gun-butt was tucked under her arm, and its barrel poking out the window. ‘May God have mercy on our souls.’ 
Alec didn’t stop to wonder what she meant by that.He changed gears, dragged at the steering wheel, and coaxed the old Ford up over a low ridge of dirt beside the track. This ridge had obviously been formed by excavated material when the track was first created; beyond it lay an uneven surface of tussocks, hollows, fissures and rocks. Fortunately, Alec didn’t have to get tangled up with any trees or bushes. He just had to pick his way between smaller obstructions, wincing at every jolt, every crunch, every ominous squealing, scraping sound. What he was really worried about was wire. A piece of wire could easily spring up, wrap itself around the inside of the wheel and snap the brake line. Bloody farmers were always leaving bits of wire about. 
He was so intent on the performance of the car, and his handling of it, that he hardly noticed the smell when it hit them. Ross grunted, and Del clicked her tongue, but Alec barely registered the odour (which didn’t last long, in any event) until they were through it. Ross suggested they wind up the windows, but Del pointed out that they couldn’t. Not if she wanted to be ready for anything. 
‘I can’t aim me gun unless the windows are open,’ she said. ‘On Alec’s side, as well as this one.’ 
‘For God’s sake, Del,’ Alec exclaimed testily, ‘watch what you’re doin with that thing!’ The barrel had clattered against the rim of the window as they hit a particularly nasty bump. ‘Is the safety on?’ 
‘’Course it is.’ 
‘Well don’t wave it around, I can’t see where I’m goin!’ 
He was sweating profusely by the time he made it back onto the track. Glancing in the rear-view mirror, he saw the dark shapes of the bodies sprawled on the road behind them, and Ross craning his neck to watch these shapes recede. Del, however, didn’t turn around. 
Nothing ahead of Alec was at all familiar.There was quite a lot of mulga about, and some boxthorn. The road curved, disappearing behind a screen of foliage, and that made him nervous. But they were lucky. When Alec cleared the corner, he was confronted by an empty track, a distant gate, and the gleam of a roof at the top of a rise, half hidden by more boxthorn. The gate was 
standing open. 
There was no one about. 
‘This is it,’ said Alec, his heart in his throat. 
‘Keep goin,’ said Del, not taking her eyes off the hedge of scrub to their left. The station wagon crept forward. A crow flapped heavily skyward. Alec licked his dry lips, scanning the immediate vicinity for any other signs of life. 
They passed through the gate and were plunged into a rubbish tip. 
‘Fuckin hell,’ Alec whispered. It was sniper heaven. Great towering piles of rusty old farm equipment and fencing wire, disintegrating oil drums, punctured inner tubes, splintered window frames and broken furniture lay on both sides of the track. In between were patches of saltbush, some of them quite high and thick. Beyond this obstacle course, Alec could see the corner of a house; its blank windows stared at him through ragged flyscreens. 
‘It’s deserted,’ said Ross, in a very low voice. 
‘Watch our backs, Ross,’ Del warned. 
‘Yes, all right. I know. But we won’t find anything useful here – it can’t have been lived in for a fair while.’ 
‘Whaddaya mean? There’s nothing wrong with it.’ 
Something about her offended tone made Alec wonder what her house was like.This one,he decided,was worse than his dad’s. Feral country. He noticed, however, that there was a telephone cable attached to it. The cable swooped across the driveway and over a peppercorn tree before clearing the fence and heading west, towards the highway. 
It didn’t follow the track. 
‘They’ve got a phone,’ he said. 
‘Yeah. I can see that.’ 
‘Look!’ Ross squawked. Having rounded a pile of junk that seemed to consist mostly of bed springs and firewood, they finally had a clear view of the house and the outbuildings beyond it. They were also diagonally opposite the peppercorn tree. 
Alec instantly recognised the car that had fetched up against its sturdy trunk. 
‘Oh, Christ,’ he gasped, slowing to a halt. But Ross was pointing at something else. 
‘There!’ he said. ‘There!’ 
‘Don’t lose the plot, mate,’ Del remonstrated. She was glancing around, paying particular attention to the house. But Alec was sure that she had spotted the body near the garage. How could she have missed it? He swallowed, and swallowed again. 
His hands were trembling. 
‘All right, keep goin,’ Del ordered. ‘Do a lap round the house. There’s a track, see?’ 
‘What about the ...?’ 
‘First things first. Three more minutes won’t make much difference.’ 
She was probably right, Alec thought. Whoever it was, there on the ground, he didn’t look too spry. There was a lot of dried blood, and the flies were busy. As they drew close to the spreadeagled body, and then passed it, Alec kept his gaze fixed firmly ahead. He couldn’t have seen much, anyway – he was on the wrong side of the car. Del and Ross did the looking for him. 
‘Oh dear,’ said Ross, faintly. ‘Oh dear.’ 
‘Poor bugger,’ Del murmured. 
‘Oh Christ.’ In an effort to steer clear of the Land Rover, Alec hadn’t been able to avoid glancing at it. Through the open front passenger window he had glimpsed the windscreen, which was frosted and cracked, and caked with sprays of thick blood. Crawling along, Alec was treated to a slowly unfolding scene of carnage as they drew level with it. 
‘Oh, my God,’ he whispered, tears springing to his eyes. Chris had been shot in the head. His body was slumped over the steering wheel but his brains had been blown across the shattered windscreen. There were fibrous clumps ...trailing gobs . . . 
‘Oh Jesus,’ Alec hissed. 
‘Keep goin.’ Even Del sounded disturbed; her voice was a croak. ‘Don’t stop, for God’s sake. Ross, watch the house.’ 
‘He’s dead,’ Alec groaned. ‘He – he has to be –’ 
‘Yeah. There’s not much we can do for him.’ 
They left the peppercorn tree behind. Alec had to rub his tears away with one hand, swallowing his panic. Ross was breathing in little gasps. Del, who had been aiming her gun at the dark and yawning entrance of the garage, now pointed it at a tumbledown shed that could have been a pen, or a coop. Alec didn’t spare it more than one glance, but Del said: ‘Dead dog, here.’ A pause. ‘I think. Dog or pig.’ 
‘It’s a slaughterhouse,’ Ross whispered. 
‘Not too slow, Alec. Not yet.’ 
Alec obliged. Shock always caused him to slow down, but now he shifted his foot from the brake to the accelerator, and the ride became more bumpy. They turned before hitting the fence, followed a pair of tyre tracks around the back of the garage, and finally passed the house again. From the east, it looked inhabited; there were dog bowls, a peg basket, a pair of child’s thongs . . . 
‘Look!’ Ross yelped. ‘Oh my God.’ 
‘What?’ Alec had been keeping his eye on the route ahead. ‘What is it?’ 
‘Stop the car,’ Del groaned. 
‘Now?’ 
‘Stop it.’ 
Alec braked. He didn’t understand. They were easy targets – he couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary . . . 
‘A child,’ said Ross. 
‘Eh?’ Alec looked around. ‘Where?’ 
‘There must be a kid somewhere,’ Ross explained. ‘Those shoes ...on the backsteps . . .’ 
‘I’ll send Mongrel out,’ Del announced, with an air of decision. All at once she sounded urgent – alarmed. ‘See if he can smell anything.’ 
‘You mean we’re stoppin?’ Alec asked. ‘Here?’ 
‘Good a place as any.’ 
‘But what about . . .’ Alec waved his hand, unable to form the words ‘Chris’ and ‘Graham’. His gesture, however, spoke volumes. 
‘We’ll get to ’em later. There might be a kid.’ Del reached back, straining. She pushed open a rear passenger door on the right hand side. ‘Gorn. Mongrel. Bad man. Bad man,’ she barked. Mongrel uttered a yip in response. There was a rush of furry limbs and a blast of warm dog-breath, and suddenly Mongrel was out of the car. 
‘But what if there’s someone around?’ Alec protested. 
‘If there is, we’ll see ’im from here,’ Del replied. ‘Look at the scrub out back, there. Wouldn’t hide a mouse. Ross can watch the garage, you can watch the north end, and I’ll watch the house. Easy.’ 
‘I don’t think this is wise,’ said Ross. 
Alec said nothing. He sat with his fingers wrapped tightly around the steering wheel, his eyes smarting, his heart beating like a hammer in his throat and temples. Everything was so real – the stabbing glare of sunlight on chrome, the texture of the unravelling upholstery, the smell of dust and petrol and Del’s BO 
– but it had to be a nightmare. It had to be. It couldn’t be happening. 
Mongrel strayed across his line of vision, nose to the ground. Then the dog circled back again, still pursuing a scent. He had a lazy kind of droop to his back, an easy shuffle, a floppy tail. He didn’t look too nervous, Alec thought. 
Alec was nervous. He was practically peeing himself. Any minute, he expected to hear the crack of a shot. A scream. A bark. But the silence stretched on and on. 


CHAPTER 12 

hey were all waiting. Noel was waiting in Ross’s car. Every door was standing open, and Noel was sitting on the front passenger seat, fiddling with Verlie’s transistor radio. It was a combined radio and tape player which ran on batteries, but the only thing coming out of it was static. The batteries weren’t flat; Noel had successfully played one of Verlie’s cassette tapes on it, earlier – Bette Midler’s Wind Beneath My Wings. So something else was wrong. 
Linda and Rosie were waiting in the caravan. They were playing ‘scissors, paper, rock’. Louise was waiting with them, stretched out on a convertible couch, reading a TV guide. Peter had settled onto the back seat of Ross’s car, where he was listening to music on a pair of headphones, one finger twitching back and forth like a metronome. Tick, tick, tick. 
Verlie couldn’t keep still. She paced to and fro, from the caravan to the car and back again, stopping sometimes to glance at her watch, sometimes to sip at a glass of water, which she had left beside the sink, and sometimes to peer down the road. She was worried about Ross. She was very worried about Ross. He had left with Del and Alec just before seven, and it was now – she was counting the minutes – it was now twenty to nine. 
She stopped beside Noel. 
‘They’ve been too long,’ she said. 
Noel looked up from her radio. 
‘It’s been nearly two hours,’ she went on. ‘They said an hour. Why aren’t they back yet?’ 
Noel’s gaze flitted towards his son, but Peter lay with his eyes closed, lost in music. Verlie was almost past worrying about the children, at this stage. She had spared the girls her fretting, because Rosie was so young; Peter, however, was a different story. He was – what? Thirteen? Fourteen? Old enough to be aware that things weren’t right. 
‘I don’t know why they’re not back yet,’ Noel said quietly. ‘Maybe they had a flat tyre. It’s not out of the question – that car’s in such a state.’ 
‘Do you think they’ve run out of petrol?’ 
‘I don’t know.’ 
Verlie pushed the palms of her hands together. It was what she always did when her nerves were shot. Though she didn’t want to utter the words – and thereby give voice to her growing fears – they were at last forced out of her by the pressure of her anxiety. 
‘You don’t think anything’s happened?’ 
‘I don’t know, Verlie.’ 
‘Can’t we do something?’ 
She spoke more loudly than she had intended, and her exclamation must have penetrated the padding of Peter’s headphones. He took them off, opening his eyes. He sat up. 
Noel’s own eyes flickered as he registered the movement in the back seat. 
‘What do you suggest we do?’ he queried, mildly, but with a hint of reproach that was entirely related to Peter and his peace of mind. 
‘Go after them,’ said Verlie. 
‘Go after them?’ Noel echoed. 
‘They might be in trouble, don’t you think?’ 
‘Well, yes, but ...I mean, we don’t have much petrol here. We don’t know where they are. If they have run into trouble, they’re a lot better equipped to deal with it than we are.’ Noel studied her sympathetically from behind his steel-rimmed spectacles. ‘I know that you must be worried, Verlie, but I don’t think we should move anywhere just yet,’ he said. ‘That car of Del’s could easily have blown a fuse or a gasket, or something. It probably shouldn’t be on the road.’ 
‘You think they’ve broken down?’ 
‘If they have,’ Noel advised her, ‘Del’s bound to be able to fix the problem. She strikes me as being very capable.’ 
‘And she’s got all those spare parts,’ Peter broke in. ‘I saw them. She told me she could start a car with a torch battery, and fix a radiator hose with the skin of a kangaroo tail.’ 
‘Uh – yes.’ Noel cleared his throat. Verlie could see from his expression that, like Verlie, he regarded such wild claims as wholly fabricated. Nevertheless, he was convinced that Del wouldn’t be at all stumped by a leaking fuel line or a broken spring. He said so. ‘I wouldn’t get too worried for a few hours yet.’ 
Verlie wondered if he was saying this simply to reassure his son. She thought: It’s all right for you. You’re with your family. Though it was unfair, she resented him for being unable to leave his small children. Linda had kicked up a stink, when he’d suggested it, but she had agreed – as had Verlie – that Del should not be travelling alone with Alec. So Ross had been sent along with them, and now Verlie was regretting her concern for Del. What did Del matter? Ross was Verlie’s husband. He had promised to be back in an hour, and now here it was, almost two hours later, and he hadn’t returned. 
It’s our car, she wanted to inform Noel. It’s our car and our caravan. You people are hitchhikers. 
She couldn’t bring herself to say it, though. Instead she asked, ‘When should we start to be concerned, then? In your opinion?’ And she managed to inject quite a lot of sarcasm into that simple inquiry. 
Noel frowned. He sighed, and looked at his watch. ‘Well...I don’t know,’ he said. ‘When did they leave? Seven? I suppose . . . maybe . . . eleven o’clock?’ 
‘Eleven o’clock?’ 
‘Someone’s bound to pass before then, Verlie.’ 
And Noel was right. Because at twenty past nine, when Verlie was nervously and fruitlessly trying to read (her eyes couldn’t seem to get a grip on the lines of print) she heard the sound of a car approaching. At first she assumed that it must be Del’s car. Leaping from her seat in the breakfast nook, she hurled herself down the caravan steps, ahead of Louise. But she soon realised that the vehicle – whatever it was – must be approaching from the north, not the south. Noel was already on the road, facing Broken Hill. Linda was standing with her eyes shaded, peering in the same direction; she had left the caravan earlier, to entertain Rosie with a game of hopscotch. 
Louise ran to her mother’s side. 
‘Is someone coming?’ the girl demanded. 
‘Yes,’ Linda rejoined. 
‘Is it Del?’ 
‘I don’t think so.’ 
Noel began to wave. He stepped back from the roadside as an approaching shape became visible. Rose, unfazed, kept skipping and jumping, each movement triggering a slap of rubber soles. Her hopscotch squares had been drawn in the dirt with a stick. 
‘They’re slowing down!’ Linda cried. 
‘Oh, please stop,’ Verlie muttered. ‘Please stop.’ 
The car was a hatchback, navy blue. Verlie didn’t know much about cars, but she did see the word ‘Mazda’ spelt out over this one’s number plate. It was quite a new car, she thought, with tinted windows and fancy wheels. There were two people inside it. 
The driver was a young man, blonde, wearing a most intimidating pair of reflective sunglasses. Verlie took an instant dislike to him for that very reason; she regarded reflective sunglasses as insulting and antisocial. But he had a pleasant voice, and was at least polite enough to stop and wind down his window. 
Not that he had much choice, with Noel practically blocking the way ahead. 
‘Are you in trouble?’ the young man inquired. 
‘Yes, we are.’ Noel hurried towards him, followed by Linda, Verlie, Louise, Peter – even Rose. The effect was not unlike birds descending on a worm, and the young man seemed to flinch a little, whereupon Noel waved his family back. ‘We’re in a great deal of trouble. Did you just come from Broken Hill?’ 
‘That’s right.’ 
‘When did you leave?’ 
‘Oh . . .’ The young man turned his head, as if to consult the person next to him. It was a woman, as far as Verlie could make out – a young woman with dark hair. She too was wearing sunglasses, but they were black. ‘Georgie, when did we leave? About twenty minutes ago?’ 
‘Twenty minutes?’ Linda exclaimed, in astonishment and dismay. Verlie could sympathise with her feelings. 
‘Maybe half an hour,’ the young man amended. ‘Something like that. Why? Is that where you’re heading?’ 
‘We can’t get through,’ Peter blurted out, before Noel silenced him with a gesture. 
‘There are a lot of people stuck on this road at the moment,’ Noel tried to explain.Though his tone was calm and reasonable – though his expression was benign and his gaze obviously intelligent – Verlie was aware that, no matter how Noel phrased it, his story was going to sound absurd. She almost winced in anticipation. ‘For some reason, no one seems to be able to reach Broken Hill – or Coombah. We’ve all run out of petrol. We all spent hours and hours driving, yesterday, and this is as far as we got.’ 
‘Uh-huh,’ the young man said enigmatically. His face was bland. Beside him, however, Georgie shifted in her seat, and sighed. 
‘I know what you must be thinking,’ Noel went on, ‘but the fact is we had to camp here overnight –’ 
‘And there’s been a shooting,’ Linda interrupted. She elbowed her husband out of the way, stooping to address the young man. ‘Down the road, at a place called Thorndale. A truck driver went there, found the bodies – we can’t report it because our phones won’t work, and we can’t get through to Broken Hill –’ 
‘Hang on. Wait a second.’ The young man lifted his hand, looking bewildered. ‘Did you say a shooting?’ 
‘That’s what the truck driver said.’ 
‘What truck driver?’ 
‘Guy called Alec Muller,’ Noel began. 
‘He’s down the road now, with Verlie’s husband, and a woman called Del Deegan,’ Linda interjected. ‘They’re all in the same boat as us.’ 
‘Del still has some petrol,’ Noel finished, trying desperately to paint a coherent picture. ‘They went to investigate something, and they should have been back an hour ago. We don’t know what’s happened to them.’ 
‘Ambrose.’ The woman inside the car suddenly spoke. Her posture was that of somebody whose patience has been strained beyond endurance. She sat with the fingers of her left hand pressed against her forehead, her left elbow propped on the windowsill. ‘Tell them we’ll call the fucking NRMA, or whatever.’ 
Linda recoiled. Verlie was appalled; she couldn’t believe her ears. Ambrose cleared his throat, and smiled sheepishly. 
‘Uh – yes,’ he said. ‘Right. When we get to Coombah, we’ll call the NRMA for you. They’re bound to have a phone at Coombah. We’ll call the police, too, if you want.’ 
‘But that’s the whole point.’ Noel’s tranquil façade was beginning to crack; he was beginning to sound anxious. ‘You might not be able to get through. We couldn’t yesterday. And even if you turn around, you might not be able to return to Broken Hill either. There’s something very peculiar going on.’ 
‘You’re not wrong there,’ Georgie remarked, in a loud voice. 
‘I’ve filled up the tank,’ Ambrose pointed out, reassuringly. ‘I think we have enough to get us where we’re going.’ 
‘Well I hope so,’ said Noel. ‘But I wouldn’t depend on it.’ 
‘You should go back to Broken Hill. If you can,’ Linda advised. ‘Really.’ 
‘But what about Ross?’ Verlie broke in. She couldn’t believe it. Had they forgotten about her husband? ‘If they keep going, they might see Del’s car. They might be able to help –’ 
‘Ambrose.’ This time Georgie was almost shouting. ‘I’ve got a headache.Let’s go.’ 
‘Now listen.’ Linda had had enough of Georgie. That much was clear from the way she spoke, sharply, as she sometimes spoke to her children. ‘We’re not doing this for our own amusement, okay? This is very serious. It involves us all.’ 
‘Yes of course,’ Ambrose said in soothing accents. ‘And we’ll do our bit. As soon as we reach Coombah, we’ll make the necessary calls, all right?’ 
‘And if you see an old station wagon, broken down, perhaps you can make sure everything’s all right?’ Verlie hastened to ask. ‘Perhaps even bring my husband and the others back here? I know it seems like an imposition, but they can’t have gone very far.’ 
‘Yes, yes.’ Ambrose was placating her; Verlie could tell. His smile looked painted on. ‘We’ll do what we can.’ 
‘It might be dangerous!’ Verlie exclaimed, for the hatchback was beginning to creep forward. ‘Someone’s been shooting people out there!’ 
‘Then we shouldn’t be hanging around,’ said Georgie, in what was supposed to be an undertone. As Linda shooed her children well away from the car, Noel walked along beside it. 
‘It’s your choice, obviously,’ he said. ‘I probably wouldn’t believe me either, if I were you. But forewarned is forearmed, as they say. Do you have any spare petrol?’ 
‘Oh yeah,’ Georgie replied sarcastically. ‘I’ve got some in my purse.’ 
‘Don’t mind her,’ said Ambrose. ‘She has a hangover.’ 
‘Just keep in mind what we’ve told you,’ Noel pleaded. ‘If you don’t reach Pine Creek within half an hour, something’s wrong.’ 
‘Right. Okay.’ 
‘Turn back before you get stranded!’ Noel shouted, as the hatchback gathered speed. It roared off down the road, its driver’s hand sketching a wave from the window. In a minute or so, the car was out of sight. 
Watching it disappear, Verlie felt like crying. 
‘Do you think they’ll stop for Del and Alec and Ross?’ she whimpered. 
‘God knows,’ Linda said shortly. She obviously wasn’t in a comforting mood. ‘What a pair.’ 
‘They were rude, weren’t they, Mum?’ Louise observed. 
‘They were, sweetie. Very rude.’ 
Then Peter muttered something. It was practically inaudible, but Noel turned towards him anyway. 
‘What’s that, Pete?’ 
Peter shrugged. ‘I just said, they’ll get what they deserve,’ he replied. 
‘What do you mean?’ Noel was frowning, and Peter shrugged. 
‘I just mean that they’ll get stranded. Like us. With no one else around,’ he answered. Then his eyes widened, as if he’d been struck by an awful thought. ‘I don’t mean they’ll get shot,’ he faltered. ‘I don’t mean that.’ 
There was a brief silence. Rosie began to swing from her mother’s hand, whining for a drink. Lousie headed back towards the caravan. It suddenly occurred to Verlie that she could have asked Ambrose for a lift. The Fergusons wouldn’t have fitted, of course, but she would have. And Ambrose could have dropped her off when they reached Del’s station wagon – wherever it was – and she and Ross would have been reunited. Why hadn’t it crossed her mind? Why hadn’t she thought of it, until her chance was gone? 
But then she began to reconsider. For one thing, she couldn’t have borne the company in that hatchback. For another, Georgie probably wouldn’t have let her set foot in it. And what would have happened if they hadn’t encountered Del’s vehicle? Verlie would have found herself stuck with Ambrose and Georgie, who weren’t exactly a reliable or trustworthy pair. 
No – she was probably better off where she was. At least she had the caravan. Ross wouldn’t approve of her leaving the caravan. 
‘Let’s hope the next lot are more helpful,’ Noel remarked. 
‘Let’s hope there is a next lot,’ Linda said mournfully, and Noel patted her shoulder. 
‘Of course there will be. On this road? There’ll be plenty.’ Noel smiled a tentative smile. ‘And they won’t all be like that, either.’ 
Verlie profoundly hoped not. Oh God, she thought. God, when is this going to end? 
‘I’m going in,’ Del announced. 
She had one foot out of the car already. Beyond her, a screen door flapped gently in an intermittent breeze, and a venetian blind rustled and clicked as it was tugged against a window frame. Alec didn’t like the look of that blind. Someone might be hiding behind it. All the windows on this side of the house gaped, like voids, except the one shielded by the venetian blind. 
‘You can’t go in alone,’ said Ross. 
‘I’ll take Mongrel with me. Mongrel! Here, boy!’ Del whistled through her teeth – three blasts, then a pause, then another blast. Mongrel had disappeared again. He had first vanished around the side of the house; after five minutes or so he had reappeared, heading south, before the gleaming bulk of the garage had concealed him from view. He had been ambling along, hips swaying, head down, not a care in the world. Alec had derived some comfort from the sight of Mongrel’s easy gait. It had suggested that there was nothing much to worry about. 
But now the dog was gone. He had wandered away, and though Del had observed that he would bark if he found someone, Alec wasn’t so sure. Mongrel didn’t look like the kind of dog who could afford to waste energy. He didn’t look like much of a guard dog. 
‘Mongrel!’ Del whistled again. Alec flinched. All this noise was making him nervous. 
‘Stop shouting,’ he entreated. 
‘There he is,’ said Ross. 
‘Mongrel! Here, boy!’ 
The dog had emerged from behind the pen (or was it a coop?) that lay to the south of the garage. He trotted towards them, his tongue flapping. Del pushed her door open. She climbed out of the car and knelt to fondle her dog’s ears. This caress was bestowed with one hand; the other was supporting her rifle. 
‘Goo’boy,’ she said. ‘There’s a boy.’ 
‘Be careful, Del.’ Alec was scanning the back of the house. ‘There could be someone in there.’ 
‘We’ll go and see.’ She rose, and positioned her rifle so that its butt was wedged beneath her right armpit, its barrel balanced on her left palm. ‘Youse blokes keep watch.’ 
‘You can’t go in alone,’ Ross protested. Glancing over at him, Alec caught his eye and flushed. It was obvious what Ross thought. Ross thought that any burly young truckie who was half a man should be volunteering to enter the house with Del. 
Or would Ross, the sclerotic and silver-haired retiree, have to do it instead? 
Alec considered his options. On the one hand, he didn’t want to be scorned as a wimp. On the other, he didn’t like the look of that house. But Del did have the gun – that was something to take into account. 
‘You get behind the wheel,’ he finally instructed Ross, having made his decision. ‘Del, wait! I’m comin too! Ross, mate,’ he finished, with just the hint of a threat in his voice, ‘you’d better be ready to take off, if we need to.’ 
‘I will,’ said Ross. 
Alec got out of the car. Bent double, with hunched shoulders, he scurried after Del, who had reached the bottom step. As she held the screen door open for Mongrel, Alec swivelled on his heel to check the immediate vicinity, his gaze jumping nervously from saltbush to car wreck to caravan. The vastness of the country beyond the fence – the infinity of red dirt and silver-blue brush stretching off towards the pinch of a ridge on the horizon – distracted him from the cover nearer to hand. The sun was quite high now. The sky was streaked with just a few, vaporous clouds. 
‘Come on,’ said Del. She was following Mongrel into the house, which engulfed Alec like a tunnel. It was so dark, he couldn’t see a fucking thing. But he could smell plenty – tobacco, citrus, old grease, musty carpets. Nothing rotten. Nothing noxious. Ahead of him, Mongrel’s toenails made a scraping, sliding noise on the linoleum floor. 
Somewhere, a tap was dripping. 
Del ducked into a door on her left, still pursuing Mongrel. Alec backed through the door after her – his eyes still adjusting to the dimness – and found himself in a big sunny kitchen that put him in mind of his dead grandmother. It might have been the china biscuit barrel shaped like a cat, or the antique fridge, or the loud ticking of the clock. It might have been the wooden cupboards, which were painted pale green. 
Whatever the reason, against all logic, he suddenly felt safe. 
‘Check the bottom cupboards,’ said Del. 
‘Eh?’ 
‘There’s a kid, remember. Check the cupboards.’ 
Alec did so, as Del left the room. He found onions, potatoes, dog biscuits, saucepans, tinned food, rolled oats, sugar, tea – all manner of valuable supplies – but no cowering child. He also picked up the receiver of the big black telephone near the door, and was dismayed to discover that there wasn’t a dial tone. 
He nearly hurled the useless machine at the wall. 
‘Phone’s dead,’ he announced. 
‘What?’ Del’s voice came echoing down a corridor. ‘What’s that?’ 
‘Phone’s dead!’ 
No response from Del. Apprehensively, Alec sidled out of the kitchen (why didn’t she speak?) but when he finally reached the first room off the hallway he discovered Del calmly checking a wardrobe inside it. Mongrel had already moved onto the next room, which was long and narrow and stuffed almost to the ceiling with junk: old chests of drawers, magazines, golf clubs, ashtrays, a wireless, cardboard shoe boxes, gramophone records, lampshades. One drawer hung open, spewing twists of old socks and yellowed underwear. More clothes lay tumbled on the floor in front of the wardrobe, which stood with its doors flung wide; to Alec’s untrained eye, it looked as if someone had been carelessly rifling through the shirts and pants and jackets, discarding those that didn’t appeal. 
Despite all the mess, however, there wasn’t enough space in which to conceal a person – not even under the bed. The bathroom offered no hiding place, either. But it did contain some ominous traces. The limp towel that hung from the towel-rail was smudged with pinkish stains. Faint pink splatters were also 
visible around the basin. 
Alec swallowed. 
‘Del?’ he said hoarsely. 
She suddenly appeared beside him. ‘Did you see that suitcase?’ she inquired. ‘The one in the first bedroom? It was half full.’ 
‘Like someone was packin?’ 
‘There were kid’s clothes. For a boy, I reckon.’ 
‘Look,’ said Alec. He pointed at the towel. 
Del clicked her tongue. She stepped forward, picked up a corner of the towel, and sniffed it. 
‘This doesn’t look good,’ she said quietly. ‘This looks like someone took their bloody time.’ 
‘Maybe we should check in the roof,’ Alec suggested. ‘Just in case.’ 
‘And the caravan,’ Del added. ‘And the garage.’ 
‘I think they’ve gone, Del. I don’t think there’s anyone here.’ 
‘No point takin chances.’ 
Del sent Alec out to inform Ross that the coast was clear, while she grabbed a chair, mounted it, and stuck her head – and her gun – into the crawl space above the ceiling. There was just enough light filtering in, up there, for Del to satisfy herself that the roof cavity contained nothing but mouse traps. 
‘So that’s all right,’ she told Alec, when he returned. ‘The house is safe. I’ll check the sheds, and you can start loadin some stuff into the backa me car. There’s a lot of good stuff here. Plentya food. Water tank –’ 
‘You mean now?’ Alec exclaimed. ‘Load it up now?’ 
‘Time’s marchin on, Alec.’ 
‘Don’t you think I should come with you? Why doesn’t Ross load up the car?’ 
‘Because I want ’im where he is. Watchin the back door. We can’t see it, from out front.’ 
‘I still think I should come with you.’ 
Though Alec had no real desire to inspect the corpses that lay in wait for them, he was even more reluctant to let the gun out of his sight. So he persuaded Del that she would need another pair of eyes – in addition to Mongrel’s – and she finally agreed that he could join her on a quick ‘recce’ of the yard. Mongrel himself was already exploring the piles of junk that reared up like rocky outcrops among the saltbush. He exhibited no symptoms of excitement or alarm as he sniffed around them, though he was clearly very interested in certain patches of ground which probably bore the scent of other dogs, to judge from their position. 
He behaved rather cautiously when he encountered the body near the garage, veering away from it as Del and Alec approached. It was Graham’s body, without a doubt; Alec recognised the gingery hair and the goatee. One quick glance – at the outstretched arms, the crumpled legs, the open mouth, the blood (so much blood!) – and Alec could look no more. He turned away. His very bones seemed to ache in protest against this encounter with yet another mutilated body. How many corpses could a man endure before he went insane? They would haunt him for years – he knew it. They would populate his dreams. 
Alec scanned the bush behind the fence, while Del gingerly felt for a pulse. There was a definite smell in the air, overripe, unpleasant, but not too overwhelming. Not yet. 
‘Nothin,’ said Del, quietly. 
‘Don’t move ’im,’ Alec responded hoarsely, wetting his dry lips. ‘We can’t move any of ’em – might destroy evidence.’ 
‘He’s been shot.’ 
‘Yeah?’ 
‘Twice, I think. Maybe. I dunno.’ 
‘Come on,’ said Alec. 
They moved cautiously towards the Land Rover, which was probably salvageable, Alec decided – maintaining a brittle kind of composure – though not without a spell in the shop. Chris had really rammed that tree; the bonnet was bowed and crushed, oil had leaked onto the ground, there was glass everywhere. But the impact, however powerful, wouldn’t have caused the carnage inside. It was like an abattoir in there. One fleeting look was enough for Alec, and Del quickly acknowledged that there was no point trying to find a pulse. 
‘Half ’is head’s gone,’ she croaked. 
Alec shut his eyes, briefly. 
‘The Good Lord have mercy. Who would do a thing like this?’ 
‘A fuckin maniac,’ Alec replied, in a hoarse voice. 
‘We’d better check the garage.’ 
They crossed the open space in front of their destination cautiously, like infantrymen in some old war film. Both kept their gazes stubbornly averted from the nearby corpse. Del entered first, treading with care, stopping to listen between each step, because her eyes were still adjusting to the shadows. Alec followed close on her heels, sniffing. The garage reeked of petrol. 
‘Smell that,’ he whispered. 
‘Shh!’ 
But there were no suspicious rustles or creaks from the depths of the cluttered interior. Every shape in there was still, and hard-edged. Seeing Mongrel waddle past them, tongue lolling, Alec was reassured. He began to poke about, identifying a tin of engine oil, a ladder, a chainsaw. 
‘I’ll stand guard,’ said Del. ‘See if yiz can find any petrol, eh?’ 
‘Yeah. Right.’ 
The stench of petrol was so strong that Alec was already becoming dizzy. It was as if something had leaked. Mongrel, certainly, didn’t like it; he turned tail and trotted out after the most cursory inspection. Groping around on the dirt floor, Alec discovered two things: that the earth was faintly damp – damp with petrol (he smelled it on his fingers) – and that there were some empty jerry cans scattered around like discarded rose petals. 
‘Christ,’ he said. ‘Fuck.’ 
‘What?’ From her post by the door, Del threw an anxious look over her shoulder. 
‘Someone’s emptied all the petrol out. Onto the ground.’ 
‘Deliberately?’ 
‘Looks like it.’ 
Del grunted. ‘That’s not good,’ she said, after a while. 
Alec backed out, coughing, wondering what to do with his shoes. They probably had petrol all over their soles – would they be safe to walk on? 
‘Any sign of the kid?’ Del queried. 
‘Nuh.’ 
‘Where could he be?’ 
Alec shrugged, eyeing the nearby pen warily. On closer inspection, it looked like a doghouse. There was something inside, but it was swarming with insects. ‘Could have escaped,’ he suggested. ‘You wanna check in there?’ 
‘Don’t have much choice, do I?’ 
The doghouse contained another dead dog. The collapsed chicken coop beyond the peppercorn tree was empty save for a few weeds and rusty tins. The caravan, when they explored it, was uninhabited, though it did contain some evidence of habitation: a dirty tea cup, an open packet of shortbread biscuits, an issue of the Reader’s Digest with a bookmark inserted between its pages. 
The cover on the bed was slightly rucked, and the whole space stank of tobacco smoke. 
There was also a photograph. It was very old – at least fifty years old – and showed a woman in a sundress, smiling. 
Alec picked it up hesitantly. 
‘There was an old bloke on the road,’ he said. ‘Out there ...an old bloke and a woman.’ 
‘But no kid,’ Del finished. She was peering inside the cupboards of the kitchenette, which were mostly empty. ‘One or two things, here. Sardines. Cough lollies.’ 
‘I’ll take ’em back to the car,’ Alec offered. 
‘But where’s the kid? We can’t leave without ’im.’ 
Alec swung around, disconcerted. 
‘What do you mean?’ he demanded. 
‘We gotta find the kid, Alec.’ 
‘No we don’t.’ 
‘Yes we do.’ 
Alec was appalled. Find the kid? There were thousands of hectares of desert out there – not to mention a mad gunman. How were they supposed to track down a little kid? ‘Del, the kid mightn’t even be here,’ he pointed out. ‘He might have escaped with someone else. He might have been kidnapped. For all we know, he could be in bloody town for the day! For God’s sake, don’t be stupid.’ 
‘But –’ 
‘We’ve got to go back, Del! We said we would! Christ, we’ll be hours late as it is – especially if we have to load up the station wagon!’ 
Del pondered this remark and was forced to acknowledge the sense of it. Still, she was reluctant to abandon their search for the lost child. 
‘I can look for ’im,’ she said, ‘while youse blokes are packin the stuff.’ 
‘No, Del.’ 
‘Why not?’ 
‘Because we need someone to stand guard, for God’s sake!’ Alec was losing his cool. The stifling caravan, the ache in his temples, the churning in his gut, the faint odour of petrol that clung to his shoes – they were all getting to him. ‘We’re sittin ducks, here, give us a break!’ 
Del sighed. She scrubbed at her wiry grey hair with one hand as she surveyed the caravan: its checked curtains, wood-grain Laminex, souvenir ash trays, painted wall clock. ‘I can’t believe it,’ she murmured, shaking her head. ‘This could be my place ...I just can’t believe it . . .’ 
‘Believe it,’ said Alec, shortly. 
Then, impelled by a sudden wave of nausea, he rushed to the door, staggered down the steps, and vomited onto a tussock of windmill grass. 
Col didn’t stop at the Coombah roadhouse because there were some bikes parked out the front of it. Not neat little Japanese toys but big, stripped-down American bastards. He tried to be optimistic about these things, but sometimes he was just too tired. He didn’t think he could cope with a biker gang. Not while his visit to Elspeth still lay ahead. 
He couldn’t afford to waste energy. 
The road beyond Coombah offered little in the way of distractions. You could fall asleep at the wheel, if you weren’t careful. Col was very mindful of this danger. Because he woke up so early in the morning, he had a tendency to drop off sometimes when his mind wasn’t fully engaged – in front of the cricket, perhaps, or while waiting in the car for Moira. So he extracted a very strong peppermint from the jar in the glove box and sucked on it vigorously. Then, when that was finished, he turned on his radio. But the reception was already becoming problematic, breaking up at increasingly shorter intervals. He finally had to turn it off again, and shove a tape into his cassette player. Though this ageing machine had seen better days (most of its black plastic buttons had long ago cracked and fallen off, to be replaced with tape and putty) it was sturdy and reliable. It never spewed out twisted brown ribbons, or refused to yield up any cassettes that it had swallowed. On the contrary, it was the most cooperative part of the whole ute, continuing to provide hour after hour of flawless music while fanbelts shredded and radiator hoses snapped. 
Col enjoyed music. He had a little collection of classical pieces that he played over and over again: Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture; the Dambusters March; highlights from Carmen; Handel’s Messiah. This time he chose Beethoven’s ninth symphony, using it to give him courage. He was quite sure that these trips to Broken Hill were draining the life out of him. Slowly but surely they were breaking him down. He made a point of not dwelling on life’s less pleasant aspects, but it was hard, sometimes, when you were getting on. When your friends were succumbing to pneumonia and emphysema and osteoporosis. When your sister was disintegrating – turning into a vegetable. One day, he knew, he would not have the strength to drive back. Not immediately. He would have to find a bed somewhere and recover overnight. 
If he had a few grandchildren, it might help. But his waster son had failed in this department also. There would be no young life investing Col’s last years with vigour and warmth. Not unless you took into account his little next-door neighbour. 
Col sometimes tried to work out where he had gone wrong with Kevin – where he and Helen had both gone wrong. It had always been his firmly held belief that Kevin took after his Uncle Morris, Helen’s useless brother. What could you do, with genes like that? Morris, it seemed, had been born selfish. He had done nothing but sponge and booze and wander from pillar to post his whole life. Col had never lifted a hand to Kevin. He had never spoiled the boy, but had provided everything that a child could ever want: home, food, clothes, birthday presents, sound advice, money for an apprenticeship, money for long-distance education, money to set himself up in Melbourne ...And for what? So he could live off his girlfriends, off the government, off his mother, even off poor Elspeth when her mind first started to go. Col clenched the steering wheel when he thought of that. He swatted the memory away; but it would return, he knew. In the dark of the night, or during lunch at the club, or on the bowling green. It kept popping up like an evil little wasp, trying to puncture his carefully constructed feeling of wellbeing. He would never forgive his son for taking advantage of Elspeth. That was when he had turned away – when he had given up on the useless little so-and-so. He’d decided that he had his own life to live, and couldn’t live Kevin’s for him. 
It had destroyed his marriage, of course. Not that he and Helen were by that time the same couple who had married in her father’s own church, down near Bendigo. They had been very young then, and had grown into different people. But they had managed to rub along all right until the business with Elspeth. After that, they had become estranged. Helen had kept making excuses for her son, even when he repeatedly failed to visit her in hospital. Kevin had claimed that it upset him too much, to see her there. And she had believed it, too. 
Col, who was no stranger to hospitals, had been ashamed of Kevin. A man might be unmanned by suffering, but that didn’t mean he ran away from it. On the contrary. He fronted up every visiting hour with a bunch of flowers and as much family gossip as he could painstakingly collect. 
Kevin had been drunk or stoned at his mother’s funeral. Col was sure of it. 
His thoughts snapped back to the present as his gaze snagged on a shape up ahead. Blinking, he saw that it was a car. No – a car and a man. Two separate shapes, in fact, which grew more distinct the closer Col got to them. The car was a utility, but not a utility like Col’s. Though covered in dust, and dented here and there, it was a fancy new model, dark navy, with tinted windows and antennae sticking up all over it. A mean-looking machine, big and heavy and challenging. 
Its driver presented a striking contrast. 
Drawing up alongside him, Col was surprised to see how young the man was. No more than thirty-five. From a distance he had looked much older – perhaps because of his clothes. That style of shirt, for instance; it wasn’t what you normally saw on men under fifty these days. The pants too were strangely old-fashioned, like something that might have been worn by Gregory Peck or Cary Grant. And they didn’t fit well, either. Col noticed that. They were too short at the ankle. 
Lifting his gaze to the face of the stranded motorist, Col registered his unshaven jaw and crooked nose. The fellow was badly sunburned too. But on closer inspection, he seemed harmless enough: small and wiry, with deep-set eyes and hollow cheeks, he looked as if he hadn’t been eating too well. In fact he looked a bit off colour. 
‘You all right, mate?’ Col inquired, switching off Beethoven’s ninth in mid-adagio. 
The motorist rubbed his hands on his dusty beige trousers. Nervously, he glanced up the highway. 
‘Uh . . .’he said. 
‘Car trouble?’ 
‘Yeah . . .’ Something about the way he forced out that word, in a kind of breathless bark, made Col wonder if he had a speech problem. He had that look about him – that withdrawn, slightly defensive look displayed by one of Col’s former work-mates, who had suffered from a badly repaired cleft palate. Poor little bastard. He’d hardly ever opened his mouth. 
But it soon became obvious that the problem wasn’t one of expression. It was one of embarrassment. Shamefaced, the motorist mumbled something. He scratched his neck, and shuffled his feet. 
‘What?’ said Col. ‘You’ll have to speak up, I’m not as young as I used to be.’ 
‘I ran outta petrol,’ the young man admitted, in a surprisingly rough voice. He gave a half-hearted smile, which sent jagged lines crawling up one cheek. ‘God knows how.’ 
‘Bit of a guzzler, is she?’ Col remarked, studying the well-endowed vehicle in front of him with a practised eye. Its driver glanced back, still fidgeting. 
‘A bit,’ he said. 
‘Well you’re out of luck here, mate,’ said Col. ‘I’ve not got any spare on me. Do you want to hop in, or wait for someone else?’ 
The young man hesitated. He seemed rather lost. Col wondered what he was doing out here, in those Salvation Army clothes, driving such a flash truck. He would have looked more at home in a Depression-era jalopy, Col thought. 
Could he have stolen it? 
‘Did you come from Broken Hill?’ Col continued. (The ute was facing south.) ‘Because that’s where I’m going.’ And if he didn’t get a move on, he wouldn’t get there in time. ‘Your choice, mate,’ he added impatiently. ‘Only I can’t afford to waste time.’ 
‘Thanks,’ said the young man, as if the word had been jerked out of him. ‘I’ll come.’ 
‘Coombah’s closer –’ 
‘I’ll come.’ 
He walked around the front of Col’s ute, heading for the passenger door. Upon reaching it, however, he paused. Then his pale eyes flicked towards his own vehicle. 
‘You want to bring something?’ asked Col. ‘You can sling it in the back.’ 
But the young man shook his head, and climbed into the seat beside Col. He seemed to shrink into himself, hunching his shoulders, folding his arms and pressing his knees together. A muscle flexed in his jaw. He didn’t even glance around as Col changed gears and started off again, leaving the other ute behind. 
He seemed preoccupied. 
‘Nice truck,’ said Col. ‘Is it new?’ 
‘Nah.’ 
‘Must have cost a bit, though,’ Col pressed. He had a hunch that this bloke didn’t actually own the vehicle, and was surprised when his remark elicited a sudden torrent of words. 
‘I bought it off a mate. With my insurance money. It was an accident. Bloody kangaroo, bloody huge, the size of a cow, straight out of nowhere in the middle of the night. Eyes like headlights. Went straight at me. That’s why I got the bullbar. Never again.’ 
Col blinked. ‘Ah, well,’ he said. ‘It happens. Roos on the road.’ 
The young man sniffed, and gazed out the window. Col didn’t know what to make of him. He didn’t seem drunk, or drugged, but there was something a little off-centre about him. Col couldn’t put his finger on it, at first. Desiring more information, he said: 
‘What’s your name, anyway? Mine’s Col.’ 
‘John.’ 
‘Got family in Broken Hill, John?’ 
‘Nah.’ 
‘I do. Sister’s there. And my niece. Funny old place, Broken Hill. Do you live there?’ 
A brief pause. John shifted, and began to rub his hands together. 
‘No,’ he said at last. 
‘From further afield, are you?’ 
John nodded. 
‘Queensland?’ asked Col, and John turned a pair of deep-set, bloodshot eyes on him. 
‘I thought my mate could help me out,’ he rasped. ‘I thought he had a job for me, but I was wrong. I lost me other job.’ 
‘Ah,’ said Col. 
‘I had that job eight years, and they sacked me. For no reason.’ The harsh voice grew even harsher. ‘Then the roo wrecked me car, and I did me back in. Best mate did the dirty on me. Wife chucked me out. It’s been one thing after the other, like a bloody curse. I’m having nightmares.’ 
‘And now you’ve run out of petrol,’ said Col. ‘That’s too bad.’ 
Nevertheless, he spoke with a hint of relief – because he knew what the matter was now. He knew why John had an edgy and broken-backed look. The poor bloke was punch-drunk from ill fortune. His life was going down the toilet. Ten to one, he was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. 
Well, that was all right. Col could cope with that. There was no shame in buckling, when you lost everything you’d ever worked for. 
The shame was when you didn’t work for anything, and had nothing to lose. 


CHAPTER 13 

t was ten thirty-seven when Del finally returned. Peter knew the exact time because he was checking his watch at the same instant he heard her car. As a matter of fact, he had been checking his watch at increasingly frequent intervals, partly for something to do, partly because – like everyone else – he had been growing more and more worried. Why were the others so late? What could have happened to delay them? 
He had an awful feeling that they were never going to come back. 
But for once his premonitions of doom had proved to be unfounded. He heard an engine, looked up and there they were, Del and Ross and Alec and Mongrel, slowly coming into focus in the beat-up old Ford station wagon – which was so plastered with dust that its multicoloured paintwork was barely visible. Linda whooped. Verlie started to dab at her eyes. 
Peter was relieved, but hung back until the Ford had swerved off the road and shuddered to a halt behind the caravan. Then he joined the crowd that surged towards it. Del was out of her seat before the engine had even been switched off. Ross emerged more sedately, looking a bit stiff, and was immediately claimed by his wife. 
Alec sat for a few minutes behind the wheel. Peter watched him, because it seemed to Peter that Alec had more insight into their situation than anyone else. And when he saw that Alec’s face was pale, and that his eyes were red with strain, Peter’s sudden rush of high spirits drained away like water down a plughole. 
‘It’s all right,’ Del was saying. ‘We’re all right. Sorry we’re late, but it was all in a good cause.’ 
‘What happened?’ Linda wanted to know. ‘What’s all that stuff in the back seat?’ 
‘Supplies.’ Del gave an unconvincing, lopsided smile, displaying her jagged yellow teeth. ‘We got ’em from Thorndale.’ 
‘Thorndale?’ 
‘Alec was quite right,’ Ross broke in, and Peter gave him credit for saying so – because it had always seemed to Peter that Ross didn’t think much of Alec. But Ross, on closer inspection, seemed to have changed. Peter couldn’t put his finger on it; he could tell only that Mr Harwood looked older, somehow. The man’s eyes were pouchy and his shoulders sagged. ‘We’re only about fifteen minutes from Thorndale,’ he continued, ‘and there definitely has been a shooting. Several shootings.’ 
‘Uh – right,’ said Noel, with a nervous glance at Rosie. ‘Peter, why don’t you take the girls into the caravan and play with them?’ 
Peter was appalled. Play with them? ‘But Dad ...’ 
‘Go on, please. Off you go.’ 
‘Let’s play dragon in the dark,’ said Rose happily, taking her brother’s hand, and Louise said: ‘I don’t wanna play dragon in the dark. It’s my turn for the headphones.’ 
‘It doesn’t matter what you do, just go and do something,’ Noel instructed, with a grave and reproving glance at Peter. Del was saying, ‘We found some petrol. Just one can. The other cans were empty, but there was one that musta been missed – and we got some extra fuel outta the Land Rover . . .’ Ross was fighting off Verlie’s suggestions that he come and lie down, have a cup of tea (or maybe coffee), relax, put his feet up . . . 
Peter took Rose around the back of the caravan, where he tried to teach her how to play noughts-and-crosses. 
He understood exactly what must have happened. Del and Ross and Alec must have driven a short distance down the road, found Alec’s truck, and decided to head for Thorndale – perhaps so that they could pick up more petrol. There couldn’t have been anybody at Thorndale, at least not anybody who wasn’t dead (Peter knew quite well what they meant by ‘a shooting’), so they had loaded up the station wagon with extra food, water, blankets or whatever. And they had managed to get back. That was interesting. They couldn’t reach Broken Hill or Coombah, but they had been able to reach Thorndale, and then they had retraced their route, at least as far as the caravan. 
What did it mean? 
Overnight, Peter’s attitude towards their predicament had changed. The day before, he had withdrawn himself slightly from everything that was going on. He had retreated into his head, which was well furnished with fantasy scenarios and alternative worlds and longings for things like roast chicken and TV and hot showers. He had recognised that they were in a bit of a mess, but had figured that it would all blow over – that the adults would find a solution – and that they would be home before he missed anything important, like his friend Henry’s birthday party. 
The long night in the caravan, however, had transformed him. He had never expected to be stuck out in the desert for a whole night; the fact that it had actually happened suggested to him that things were way out of control. He’d had trouble sleeping, and during his wakeful moments had found himself pondering the exact nature of the events overtaking them. If Alec was right – and Peter had become more and more convinced that he was right – then they were in the middle of something supernatural. Something you might see in a film, or read about in one of his science fiction novels. Something that most adults, he knew, would find hard to accept. 
All indications pointed towards the possibility that they were stuck inside some sort of temporal loop. They weren’t doing the same things over and over again, but they were passing the same place over and over again. That much was obvious. You didn’t have to be a genius to work that out. The question was, Why? And how could the loop be broken? 
Peter had read about people seeing UFOs out in desert country like this. He wondered if what had befallen them was somehow connected with the passage of a UFO. He also wondered if the government had established some kind of secret facility way out here – like the old nuclear test sites they’d once built at Woomera – where scientists (probably physicists) were actually experimenting with temporal inversions and things. Maybe the scientists had developed some kind of ray. Maybe they’d had some kind of leak, like a radiation leak, only different. 
These were the thoughts that had passed through Peter’s mind while he lay on the floor of the caravan. Now, having determined that Alec’s claims had been well and truly substantiated – to the satisfaction even of a sceptic like Mr Harwood – he considered the question of whether or not he should discuss his theories with someone else. With his dad, say. Or with Alec. 
It soon became obvious, however, that he wouldn’t be able to raise the topic of temporal dislocation any time soon. Not while the adults were arguing. For they were arguing, though not very heatedly, about what they should do next. Peter could hear their raised voices quite clearly, even behind the caravan. 
Rose, who was carefully drawing a noughts-and-crosses grid in the dirt, seemed not to notice. 
‘. . . said there’s a fridge there. Water. Electricity.’ It was Linda speaking. ‘Wouldn’t it be better for the kids if some of us waited at Thorndale, while the rest tried to find a way through to Broken Hill? Wouldn’t that make sense? The kids need baths. They need to run around a bit.’ 
‘. . . don’t wanna be there . . .’ Alec replied, in muffled accents. ‘. . . bodies . . .’ 
‘Well obviously we’d clear the bodies away first.’ 
‘What, are ya mad?’ Del squawked. ‘Can’t disturb a crime scene! It’s against the law!’ 
Noel said something, too softly for Peter to hear. Linda added that of course it wasn’t against the law, not in emergency situations. Del pointed out that there was something else to consider. 
‘We never found the kid,’ she squawked. ‘There was a kid livin there, and we never found ’im. Mongrel didn’t find ’im. If we go back, we could take another look.’ 
‘A kid?’ gasped Linda. ‘What kid?’ 
‘He wasn’t there,’ Alec growled. ‘Look – we tried, all right? He could have been anywhere.’ 
‘We did try,’ Ross assured someone – possibly Linda. ‘We gave the dog a T-shirt, but he’s not much of a tracker.’ 
‘That kid must have been all over the place!’ Del protested. ‘It was confusing for the poor old bugger!’ 
‘Yeah, yeah.’ Alec sighed. ‘But like I said, he could be anywhere. You could search for a week and never find him. He might be in Sydney, for all we know.’ 
‘Unless he’s hiding,’ Linda observed, worried. ‘He might be hiding. Deliberately. If we bring other kids to the place, he might realise it’s safe to come out.’ 
‘Linda,’ Ross interrupted, ‘the phone’s dead. Apart from anything else –’ 
‘I know the phone’s dead, you already told us.’ 
‘– apart from anything else, Linda, you’d be cut off out there. And you don’t know . . . well, you don’t know who might come back...’ 
‘To the scene of the crime? Is that likely?’ Linda protested. 
‘They might have left something,’ came Verlie’s querulous contribution. ‘Something that might identify them. It’s possible.’ 
‘The kid,’ said Del. 
There was a pause – perhaps the faintest murmur. When his mum said, ‘What?’, Peter realised that someone else had been speaking, very quietly. 
It turned out to be Alec. 
‘I said, there’s no one gunna move those bodies,’ he declared. ‘No way. They’d fall apart. They’re goin off. The whole place smells bad.’ 
‘Oh dear!’ Verlie exclaimed, reproachfully. 
‘Well, there you are, then!’ There was a note of triumph in Linda’s voice. ‘What good are they going to be to the police anyway, if they’re so badly decayed? We might as well move them.’ 
Verlie uttered another feeble remonstrance. Alec advised Linda that she could move the corpses, if she was so keen on it; she might think differently when she actually saw them. Noel pointed out that the question of whether or not anyone should take up residence at Thorndale was secondary. The most important consideration for them now was what they ought to do in an attempt to extricate themselves from the unfortunate impasse into which they had apparently strayed. 
‘Should we keep driving?’ he asked. ‘Should we head north, or south? Should we wait here by the road, in case the police are alerted and come down this way? What’s the consensus on this?’ 
A long silence followed. Peter was eager to hear what the others had to say in response to his father’s query, but at that moment Rosie claimed his attention. She wanted him to put a cross in one of the boxes she’d drawn, then began to wail when he did. Not that box, she objected. That was her box! 
‘But there’s nothing in it,’ Peter contended. 
‘I wanna use it next! For my circle!’ 
‘Well don’t wet yourself,’ Peter said crossly. ‘I’ll rub it out. There.’ He expunged the offending cross with the sole of his shoe, while Rosie watched, sniffing. When he had finished, she pointed. 
‘You can put yours there.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘Because.’ 
‘It’s not making a line, though. We both have to make lines.’ 
‘But I want you to!’ 
‘Oh, all right.’ Peter heaved a great sigh and surrendered. He wasn’t going to argue. He didn’t have the energy. ‘There. Okay? Happy?’ 
‘And there. And there.’ 
‘Rosie, it’s your turn. Not mine.’ 
‘Oh.’ 
She started to trace a circle in the dust, while Peter strained to hear the adults. It was difficult, because they had lowered their voices again. He only caught the odd word: ‘help’, ‘road’, ‘position’. The minutes ticked by. The murmur of conversation rose and fell, like the sound of waves on a beach. 
Peter flapped a persistent fly away from his lip and let Rosie win three games of noughts-and-crosses. When he finally glanced at his watch, he saw that it was eleven fifteen; Louise had been in possession of the walkman for half an hour. 
Damn, he thought, knowing that the batteries were bound to go flat soon. 
‘Peter.’ 
Peter jumped. Noel had stuck his head around the corner of the caravan. He apologised for frightening his son, though not for disturbing Rosie – who hadn’t even noticed him, so intent was she on drawing up another grid. 
‘We’re going to have lunch now. Mum wants you all to wash your hands,’ said Noel. 
‘Lunch? Now?’ 
‘An early lunch,’ Noel amended. ‘Del’s brought some bread and butter and things, so we’ll be able to have sandwiches.’ 
‘And then what?’ Peter inquired, straightening. He looked his father in the eye. ‘What are we going to do after that?’ 
Noel hesitated. After a moment he gently took Peter’s arm and led him back around the corner, out of Rosie’s hearing. 
‘I know you must be worried,’ Noel began, quietly. ‘It’s a very odd situation.’ 
‘Are we going back to that place? Where the people were shot?’ 
Noel raised his eyebrows. He glanced quickly over his shoulder, before turning back to Peter and shaking his head. 
‘No,’ he replied. ‘I don’t think so.’ 
‘Dad, could we be in a temporal loop of some kind? Could it have something to do with UFOs? Or – like – some kind of government research? A secret research facility?’ 
Noel blinked. ‘UFOs?’ he repeated. ‘Oh ...well...’ He uttered a breathy little laugh, but he looked hunted. Peter knew that look. It was the same look he always saw on his father’s face when Noel was in a hurry, or when he was trying to avoid plunging into some hugely complicated explanation. ‘I don’t think so, Peter . . .’ 
‘Then what is it, do you think? What’s happening?’ 
‘I’m not sure.’ The caravan lurched – signalling that someone (probably Verlie) had climbed into it – and Noel pulled away from its swaying wall. ‘What we’ve decided to do is find a road that leads off the highway, and see if it takes us to another property,’ he said. ‘Not Thorndale, obviously, but some place where we might find a working phone. Since we can’t seem to get to Broken Hill, or Mildura –’ 
‘You mean all of us? All of us will do that?’ 
‘I don’t know.’ Noel ran a hand through his hair. ‘It’s awkward, because we don’t have our car. We’ll have to see what everyone else decides. What the petrol situation is. That kind of thing.’ 
‘But what if there is no other property? What if we can’t even find another road? And suppose the police come down here, looking for us, like you said?’ Peter could think of a million objections to this latest plan. ‘Shouldn’t somebody stay here, just in case? What direction will we be going in, anyway? I don’t remember seeing anything after Thorndale, do you? No roads or mailboxes or anything. And we can’t seem to get any farther than this –’ 
‘Please, Peter.’ Noel raised his hands. ‘It isn’t all settled yet.’ 
‘But –’ 
‘Let’s just go and have lunch, hmm? You must be hungry. We’ll talk about it over lunch.’ 
They did talk about it,too.They talked about it long and hard, all of them, as they ate salted peanuts, Devon-and-tomato sandwiches, tinned asparagus, water biscuits, apples and muesli bars. They argued vehemently about whether someone should wait by the road, and if so, who; whether the petrol should be distributed fairly between two cars, or preserved for Del’s Ford, so that it could travel longer distances; whether fuel should be wasted taking the kids back to Thorndale; whether, if someone did go back to Thorndale, it was really advisable to interfere with the crime scene; and who might have committed the crime, and why. What they didn’t talk about, Peter noticed, was the reason behind their unhappy state. They didn’t seem to want to dwell on the cause of their problem – just its possible solution. 
The trouble is, Peter thought, there might not be a solution if we don’t work out what’s happening first. 
He was about to suggest this when Mongrel twitched his ears and raised his head. Alec stiffened. The discussion died away as, one by one, every member of the group heard the whine of an approaching car. 
‘From the south,’ said Ross. ‘Is it coming from the south?’ 
‘It might be those two,’ said Noel. ‘You know – those two we saw earlier.’ 
‘Georgie and Ambrose,’ Linda supplied. ‘God, I hope not.’ 
‘They could have turned back.’ Noel rose, in a distracted fashion, dusting off the seat of his shorts. ‘They might have worked out that something was wrong.’ 
‘There,’ said Alec. 
They had been sitting around on eskies and camp stools, some on old towels, Ross behind the glove box of his own sedan. The sound of the oncoming vehicle brought them all to their feet; they sidled around the sedan and planted themselves at the roadside, waving. Linda yanked Rosie back again. ‘Peter! Louise!’ she cried. ‘Stay right away from the edge, please, or you’ll get run over!’ 
‘That’s not Ambrose,’ said Noel, and Peter understood what he meant. The car in the distance wasn’t black, or dark blue. It was white. It was slowing, too – that was a good sign. 
‘Hoi! Stop!’ 
‘Stop!’ 
‘It’s stopping. Look.’ 
‘Thank God for that,’ someone muttered, as the vehicle pulled up behind Del’s Ford. Everyone rushed towards it. Peter saw now that it was a ute, a Holden, with a bullbar and mag wheels. Peter knew about mag wheels. Henry’s brother Simon talked about them a lot. 
‘What’s up?’ An old guy wearing a baseball cap leaned out of the driver’s window. Under the cap, his hair was grey and wispy. ‘You had an accident?’ 
‘No,’ said Noel, but Del interrupted him. She pushed forward, hiking up her track pants. ‘Where’d you just come from – Mildura?’ 
‘That’s right. Mildura. At least, I did.’ The old man jerked his chin at the two people sitting next to him. Peering through the windscreen, Peter recognised one of them. It was that nasty woman with the nose stud. She sat with her knees up under her chin, trying to avoid the gearstick and handbrake. 
Georgie. 
‘I can’t speak for these two,’ the old man finished. ‘I picked ’em up on the way. The other one too – bloke bringing up the rear, there. They all ran out of petrol.’ 
Almost on cue, Ambrose popped his head over the top of the vehicle’s roof, and Peter realised that he must have been riding in the space out back – whatever it was called. The space with the tailgate, where you were supposed to load up furniture and things (not people). He wondered if it was against the law, to ride in the back of a ute like that. 
‘Hello,’ said Ambrose, smiling feebly, whereupon Mongrel began to bark. 
At first, it crossed Peter’s mind that the dog might have been startled by Ambrose’s sudden appearance. Peter himself had been surprised by it, as he would have been surprised by a jack-in-thebox. So he ignored Mongrel, focusing instead on the old man, who was speaking again, more loudly this time, straining to be heard through Mongrel’s furious, full-throated barks. 
‘Don’t tell me you’ve run out of petrol too,’ he said. 
‘We have,’ Noel replied. ‘We all have.’ 
‘There’s something wrong,’ Del added. ‘Mongrel! Shuddup! No one can get through to where they’re goin. Where are yiz headed, anyway – Broken Hill?’ 
‘That’s right,’ the old man responded. 
‘Well good luck, but yiz’ll need it to get there, on this road.’ 
‘What do you mean? It’s the Silver City Highway. It goes to the Silver City.’ 
‘Most of the time, yeah. Just lately, it hasn’t wanted to.’ 
The old man frowned. Mongrel continued to bark. Del screamed at him again, in a power-tool voice that made everybody grimace and Peter’s teeth vibrate. 
‘Mongrel, dammit, shut the hell UP!’ 
The dog subsided – at least for a moment. The old man said, ‘I’m not sure I get your drift.’ 
Noel sighed. ‘It’s hard to explain. It’s even harder to believe,’ he said. ‘This gentleman here – ’ he gestured at Ambrose ‘ – he didn’t believe me either, when he passed us this morning. I warned him that he probably wouldn’t reach Coombah, and he didn’t, you see.’ 
‘Because he ran out of petrol,’ the old man offered. 
‘After driving for how long?’ Noel inquired, and several pairs of eyes turned towards Ambrose, who smiled again, apologetically. 
‘I’m – I’m not sure,’ he stammered. ‘About three hours . . .’ 
‘Eh?’ The old man struggled to turn in his seat, and addressed Georgie. ‘Three hours? I thought you said you came from Broken Hill.’ 
‘We did,’ Georgie replied. 
‘You can’t have been going very fast then.’ The old man adjusted his baseball cap, as Noel pressed Ambrose for more details. If he and Georgie had been driving for three hours, then they must have driven for at least two hours after first encountering Noel and the others. So how long ago had they been they picked up? Fifteen minutes, at the most? In that case, couldn’t they see that something was wrong? 
‘You drive for two hours,’ Noel said earnestly, ‘and then it takes this gentleman here –’ 
‘Col,’ the old man supplied. ‘Col Wallace.’ 
‘It takes Mr Wallace just fifteen minutes to get back to this spot. What does that tell you?’ 
‘I – I –’ Ambrose seemed lost for words. He didn’t look at all like the supercilious yuppie who had scooted off in his zippy little car a couple of hours before. The ride in the back of the ute had blown him about, leaving his hair on end and his face reddened. His linen jacket was creased and dusty, his mirror sunglasses were sitting crookedly on his nose. 
Georgie, on the other hand, looked pretty much the same. Her expression was a little sulkier than it had been, but she still seemed to be suffering from a headache, if her closed eyes and sagging posture were anything to go by. 
She was squashed between Col and another man, whose appearance suggested that he might have been stranded for a greater length of time than Ambrose and Georgie. He had a thin, grimy face, greasy dark hair and a scrubby jaw. His nose was crooked. Peter wondered who he was, but missed Col’s introduction because Mongrel distracted him. The dog was beginning to growl. He stood shifting uneasily from paw to paw, the growl rumbling in his throat as if he had a little outboard motor sitting in there. Peter couldn’t tell what he was looking at, exactly, because there were people in the way. 
Louise said to Peter, ‘What’s wrong with Mongrel?’ 
‘I dunno.’ 
‘Maybe he doesn’t like that Georgie person.’ 
‘Maybe.’ 
Mongrel began to bark again, triggering a sudden, violent response from Del. She broke off her conversation with Col Wallace, strode towards her dog, and seized his collar. Then she began to drag him towards her car, as he yapped and whined and struggled. 
‘What’s wrong with him?’ Peter wanted to know, trailing along behind. 
‘God knows,’ Del retorted. ‘Does this sometimes. Going senile, probably – he’s a pretty old dog.’ 
‘Maybe he doesn’t like that white car,’ Peter observed hesitantly. 
‘Maybe. Maybe it hit a fox back there, and this one can smell it.’ With a grunt and a heave, Del forced Mongrel into the rear of her station wagon, slamming the door shut before the dog could come bounding out again. From behind the thick screen of glass, Mongrel’s bark was a good deal less piercing. ‘He’ll quieten down soon enough,’ Del declared. ‘Too lazy to keep goin like that for very long, the old bugger.’ 
When they returned to the ute, Col was in the middle of a long speech about how he knew this road like the back of his hand, would be able to tell if anything was wrong, and intended to keep going. 
‘What you’ve been telling me doesn’t make much sense,’ he went on, in a slow, slightly ponderous fashion, his voice creaky with age, ‘but I’ll take your word for it if I don’t hit Broken Hill in half an hour. Tell you what – I’ll believe you if I don’t hit the back road to Pine Creek in a few minutes.’ 
‘Back road?’ Ross said sharply. ‘Which back road?’ 
‘Isn’t there one goes back past Ascot Vale station, comes out down near the bridge?’ Col asked, cocking his thumb. ‘Dirt road. Through a few gates.’ 
‘Is there?’ said Noel. 
‘Brother-in-law told me about it. Years ago. Never been down there myself,’ Col continued, whereupon Georgie suddenly remarked: ‘I have.’ 
If she had ripped off her top, no one would have been more surprised. The fact that she had actually spoken was startling enough; the fact that she had contributed something useful was even more astonishing. 
‘I’ve been down there lots of times,’ she said, her eyes still closed. She sounded bored. ‘When I was a kid.’ 
‘You from Broken Hill, love?’ Col inquired. 
‘What do you think?’ 
‘Well...’ Col shrugged, apparently unabashed by Georgie’s uncooperative tone. ‘I think you look like you come from Mars. No offence, but I’m a bit out of touch, someone my age.’ 
To Peter’s surprise, Georgie smiled. At least, he thought she was smiling; it was hard to tell, with all the light reflecting off the windshield. But she certainly moved, opening her eyes and turning her head. Because she was crammed into such a restricted space, this was no small feat. 
‘I am from Mars,’ she said. ‘Haven’t you noticed all the red dirt? This is Mars, and I’m a Martian.’ 
‘You’re right, there,’ Alec muttered, reminding everyone of his existence. Noel turned to him. 
‘You’re a local, aren’t you?’ he said. ‘Do you know about this back road up ahead?’ 
‘Yeah,’ Alec replied, almost sullenly. 
‘Do you think we should try it?’ 
‘If we get there? Sure.’ Alec sounded flat, tired, discouraged. ‘But I’ve been keepin an eye out for a road since yesterday morning. Haven’t hit anything yet. Don’t expect to, either.’ 
‘Ah,’ said Noel. Col pointed out that the track couldn’t be more than ten minutes away, if that, and Alec snorted. Mongrel continued to bark inside the station wagon, the sound of it as regular and irritating as the dripping of a tap, the trill of a telephone, the parp-parp-parp of a car alarm. Ambrose was getting down from the back of the ute, slapping clouds of dust from his jacket. Noel and Del and Linda and Ross were clustered around Col (whose elbow was hanging out of the driver’s window) discussing the possibility of sharing out petrol, redistributing passengers, leaving the caravan behind. Alec stood a little apart, chasing the flies from his face. Verlie was talking to Louise. And Rosie . . . 
‘Rosie!’ Peter exclaimed. ‘What are you doing?’ 
She was digging in the dirt with a stick, and she was filthy. Her hands and forearms, her nose and knees, were smeared with some kind of reddish substance which looked like blood. Hearing 
Peter’s cry, Linda glanced over at her, and screamed. 
‘Rose!’ 
‘Oh my God,’ Verlie gasped. 
Rose, who had been squatting, straightened up as her mother darted towards her. ‘What?’ she said, in a tone that was both bewildered and defensive. 
‘What have you done?’ Linda yelped. ‘Peter, weren’t you watching?’ 
‘Lin, please, it’s not Peter’s fault,’ Noel warned, just as Peter himself made a discovery. Having reached Rosie first, he had been able to assess the situation, and had concluded that the blood wasn’t blood at all. 
‘Look,’ he said. ‘It’s dirt.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Look.’ He pointed. Where Rose had been digging, a kind of dark, gluey stuff was evident. Peter couldn’t tell whether it had seeped out of the earth or whether Rose had perhaps created it by mixing red dust with spit, or water. 
Water, perhaps – not even Mongrel had that much spit in him. 
‘You’re not hurt, Rosie?’ Noel demanded, hovering over her. 
‘No.’ 
‘What have you been doing?’ Linda shrilled. ‘How did you make this kind of mess?’ 
‘I didn’t!’ Rosie’s bottom lip began to tremble. ‘It wasn’t me!’ 
‘You didn’t tip water onto the dirt?’ asked Peter. 
‘No!’ 
‘I don’t like the look of that,’ said Ross, with decision. ‘That looks like it might be some sort of chemical.’ 
Linda gazed up at him fearfully. Blinking, Peter recoiled slightly from the dimples and gullies that Rose had dug, which were all slimy and sticky with – what? It looked almost like honey or golden syrup, except that it was the wrong colour. 
‘A chemical?’ Noel asked, worried. He had left Col’s car, much as Ross had; the focus of attention was no longer on Col. ‘Do you really think so?’ 
‘What’s up?’ Del queried, apparently reluctant to abandon her post by the ute in case Col decided to speed off. ‘What is it?’ 
‘Some kind of stuff,’ Ross replied. ‘Seeping through the dirt.’ 
‘Some kind of chemical,’ said Noel. ‘Was there any mining out this way?’ 
‘Dunno. Could be.’ Del didn’t seem particularly interested. ‘Better leave it alone.’ 
‘Come here, Rose, I’ve got to wash you down,’ Linda ordered. ‘Why do you always manage to find the one place where you shouldn’t be?’ 
‘But it was an accident!’ 
‘Don’t be cross with her, Lin.’ 
‘Here,’ said Verlie, ‘I’ve got an old washcloth we could use . . .’ 
Suddenly, to Peter’s surprise, he was alone. Linda and Verlie had hustled a whimpering Rose into the caravan. Ross and Noel were talking to Del again. Ambrose was hanging around the ute, peering nervously at his girlfriend, and Louise had wandered back to Ross’s car, the headphones clamped firmly over her ears. 
Peter couldn’t believe it. Why wasn’t anybody more interested? This red stuff wasn’t normal, surely? It looked grotesque. Not only that – it was seeping out of the ground. He could see it spreading, like oil or water. Could it be oil? 
Petrol was sort of pinkish, he knew that. Could oil be sort of reddish? A very, very dark red? 
Like stop motion photography of a vine growing, the watery goo began to branch out, trickles of it slowly welling across the 
soil, gathering dust, heading towards Peter . . . 
He jumped back, and collided with Alec. 
‘Oh!’ 
‘Watch it.’ Alec grabbed his arm. 
‘Sorry. I’m sorry.’ 
‘What’s the matter with you?’ 
‘I dunno. Sorry.’ But on second thoughts, Peter decided that someone should be informed. ‘That stuff,’ he said. ‘It’s coming out of the ground. It is. You can see.’ 
Alec stared at him for a moment. Then, with narrowed eyes, he examined the smeared and trampled scene of Rosie’s excavations. Standing some distance away, Peter realised that the scratches in the earth now looked extraordinarily like open wounds. 
‘It’s as if the ground is bleeding,’ he whispered, with horror. 
Alec turned on his heel, abruptly. He strode towards the ute. ‘We’ve gotta get out of here,’ he announced. ‘We’ve been pissin about for too long. We’ve gotta get goin.’ 
Peter knew how Alec felt. But he also found that he couldn’t drag himself away from that slow, insidious seepage. Not until he was forced to. Not until his mother called him into the caravan, so that she could check his skin and clothes. 
‘You keep away from that stuff,’ she scolded. ‘Do you hear me? That stuff is probably poisonous.’ 
It was nearly noon. 
So now he knew for sure. 
Blood from the ground? He knew whose blood it was. He may have left her in a pool of it, back at the farm, but it was coming up here, now. It had followed him here, all this way. It was pursuing him. 
He should have known that this would happen – that even death wouldn’t finish her. You don’t rub out power like that with a gun and a hatchet and a filleting knife. You probably couldn’t do it with a silver bullet. He almost laughed aloud – a wild, despairing laugh – but folded the laugh away behind his tongue. No one would understand. None of them knew what they were dealing with, here. 
Only he knew. Only he had seen that kangaroo, leaping out of the darkness towards him. She had sent that kangaroo. Somehow, for some reason, she had commanded it to wreck his car. She was the one who’d caused his dog to turn on him. She had called on all the black forces at her disposal, and tried to dismantle his life. God knows what she had told his boss – what she had done to his mate Trevor. One by one, they had fallen to her noxious spells. No doubt this lot would do the same. 
He would have to watch them carefully. Some of them might not be people at all. She could do that. She could send emissaries in disguise. That girl with all the make-up – she could be a black snake. Or a crow. There were lots of crows around. One of them might be Grace. Now that he had freed her spirit, she could be anywhere and everywhere. She’d even got into his dog, in the end. 
He wondered if the whole lot of them were really black spirits. That one there had a gun, though. So that one couldn’t be her creature, because machines were the product of civilisation. The rest of them looked pretty harmless, but how could you tell? Grace had looked pretty harmless too. 
Gazing around at them all, at their sweaty faces and flapping mouths, he felt the rage boil up in him again. He had to shut his eyes and take a deep breath, folding his hands into fists, so that no one could see them shaking. Why hadn’t he used his gun on that old fool, while he’d had the chance? He could have hijacked the ute and continued on alone. Why hadn’t he realised? Even at that stage, he’d been feeling safe enough to use camouflage, like a lizard. He’d been half-convinced that he was to blame – that he’d misread the map. Misjudged the distances. 
He had been doubting his own powers of logic. 
That’s what she had done to him. For so long she had undermined his faith in his own reasoned judgement. Now, however, he knew the truth. Who but she could have closed her fist over space and time? Only now did he understand the full extent of what she was. That frail body had been nothing but a shell, a shell that had fooled everyone – even him. He had thought himself the lone target of her malice. He had never believed that anyone else would be caught in her trap. That was why he had hitched a ride with Col. It hadn’t occurred to him that, in her desire for revenge, she would carelessly ensnare these others as well. 
But he would find a way out. He had to. 
And it didn’t matter how. 


CHAPTER 14 

lec ended up in Ross’s car. It had been decided that Col should lead the way, with Del’s car following and Ross’s bringing up the rear. The Fergusons were travelling with Del, while Alec, Ambrose and Georgie shared the back seat of the Harwoods’ sedan. No one much wanted to ride with Georgie, but as Del had pointed out, the Fergusons needed to stick together, and Col’s ute could only comfortably fit two people. 
So John, the skinny bloke with the crooked nose, copped the choice spot up front, in the lead vehicle. And Alec found himself sitting next to Ambrose, because Georgie wanted a window seat, and also wanted Ambrose beside her. 
What Georgie wanted, it seemed, Georgie always got. 
Alec couldn’t place her. He had been racking his brain, but could not recall that he had ever laid eyes on Georgie around Broken Hill. If she was a local girl, he thought, she must have got out at a pretty early age – or she had changed a lot since leaving. 
That was more than possible. In her current rig-out, with all that make-up, and the nose stud, and the dyed hair (it was a strange, purplish-black colour) she probably looked very different from the kid who had played hide-and-seek at Sturt Park. 
On the other hand, she was a few years younger than Alec. Maybe he just hadn’t noticed her. Broken Hill was a big town – not like Cobar, say. You didn’t necessarily recognise everyone you saw walking down Argent Street. 
‘It’s very kind of you to give us a lift,’ Ambrose remarked, for perhaps the fourth time. (He was addressing the Harwoods.) ‘We’re very grateful.’ 
‘Oh, that’s all right,’ said Verlie. 
‘I suppose adversity brings out the best in people.’ 
‘Mmmm.’ 
‘We have a mobile, you know, but it doesn’t seem to be working.’ 
‘It won’t, out here,’ Ross explained. ‘None of them do. They’re not within range of the network.’ 
‘Well, isn’t that stupid.’ Ambrose spoke fretfully. ‘Out here is where you really need them. Someone should do something about that.’ 
There was no reply. Alec was studying the country as it rolled past, trying to work out if it was changing. Too soon to tell, perhaps. White posts flashed past in an hypnotic rhythm. Beyond them, the grey-green thickets and yellow clumps of grass wove an irregular pattern against the red earth. 
‘So where do you come from, Ambrose?’ Verlie asked, obviously making an effort to be polite. Up ahead, Del’s station wagon swerved to avoid a kangaroo carcass. 
Alec frowned. Road kill? He didn’t recall seeing any road kill, lately. Not since that roo yesterday, near the Pine Creek crossing. 
‘I’m from Melbourne,’ Ambrose offered. 
‘Oh, yes. We’re from Sydney, Ross and I. We don’t know Melbourne very well, though we did live there at one stage.’ 
‘Oh.’ 
‘Are you on holiday?’ 
‘Not really. We were at a funeral. Georgie’s grandmother died.’ 
‘Oh, I’m so sorry.’ 
As Ross skirted the bloated corpse of the dead kangaroo, Verlie craned to look over her shoulder. Her expression was sympathetic. But Georgie was staring mulishly out the window, disassociating herself from everything that was taking place inside the car. 
Alec followed her example. After a quick glance at his fellow passengers, he fixed his attention on the road again – just in time to see more carnage. Something small and brown and furry was plastered across the bitumen. Not a kangaroo – definitely not a kangaroo. 
Alec’s spirits rose a notch. He hadn’t seen anything like that since crossing Pine Creek. 
Could they actually be getting somewhere? 
‘Ross and I are on a long trip,’ Verlie was saying. ‘Three or four months, it’s going to take us. Revisiting old haunts.’ 
‘Ah,’ said Ambrose. 
‘We spent some time in Broken Hill. When we were younger. That would have been . . . which years, Ross?’ 
There was no immediate reply. Ross had his gaze fixed on the vehicle ahead, which had slewed across the road suddenly. Alec saw why; another dead kangaroo lay smack in the middle of the left-hand lane. 
‘Christ,’ said Ross. 
‘We’re gettin somewhere.’ Alec tried to keep the excitement out of his voice. ‘I don’t remember these. These are new. Which means that we must be gettin somewhere.’ 
‘But what could have hit them?’ Verlie wondered. ‘Who’s been through here, lately?’ 
‘Whoever they were, their car must look like an abattoir,’ said Ambrose. ‘Hey – what’s that? Is that . . .?’ 
‘The track!’ Alec exclaimed. He leaned forward, feasting his eyes on the ribbon of pale dirt that was shooting towards the highway. ‘We are! We’re movin! Thank Christ!’ 
‘Are we turning?’ asked Ross, of no one in particular. But Del’s car didn’t slow as they approached the modest intersection. It looked very much as if Col and Del intended to keep to the highway after all. 
‘I thought we were turning off?’ Verlie asked, in bewilderment. 
‘Why bother?’ Ambrose sounded faintly patronising. ‘If we can get to the back road, then we can get to Broken Hill.’ 
Alec was alarmed. He didn’t think it wise to ignore this God-given opportunity. ‘Don’t count on it,’ he said. ‘We reached Thorndale too, remember. Didn’t mean that the highway was goin anywhere.’ 
‘I know what you mean.’ Ross’s tone, when he addressed Alec, was more respectful than it had been before their visit to Thorndale. Clearly he had changed his mind about Alec, for some reason. ‘But we should at least give it a try, don’t you think?’ 
‘Oh dear,’ said Verlie. Del’s Ford had swerved again, this time narrowly missing two large smears of pulverised tissue. The station wagon was threading its way between them, as it would have threaded its way between a pair of speed traps. Alec caught a glimpse of Col’s ute some distance ahead. 
‘God, it’s a bloody obstacle course,’ said Ambrose. ‘Where do all these animals come from, that’s what I want to know. You never see them until they suddenly appear on the road, do you?’ 
‘They come out at night.’ Once more, Ross felt constrained to take the lead in transmitting any facts that might be required. He clearly had an overwhelming need to appear well informed. ‘It must have happened last night.’ 
‘There’s another one.’ 
Alec was astonished. He had only once before seen this much flattened wildlife in such a small area, and that was on a stretch of outback road which ran between two high, steep sandy banks. The animals, mostly roos, had been caught like spiders in a bath. They hadn’t been able to escape the slaughter. 
But there were no steep banks lining this road. The fences hadn’t come any closer, nor had the ditches grown any deeper. It was inexplicable. 
‘Bloody hell,’ said Ambrose. ‘Is that another one?’ 
‘I don’t think so. I think it’s part of the left-hand one.’ Ross, however, seemed unsure. ‘What is it? A kangaroo?’ 
‘Looks more like a bloody whale, the size of it.’ 
‘This is gross,’ said Georgie. 
Ross couldn’t avoid the next patch of gore; he passed over it with a bump. Del had done the same thing – Col too, presumably. Alec noticed crows rising up in front of Del’s Ford, and deduced that Col’s ute was scaring the birds off yet more road kill. Squinting out of the window, he spotted a flyblown pile of meat and hair in the southbound lane, too badly pulped to identify. The funny thing was, it looked pretty fresh. All the carcasses had looked pretty fresh. 
What the hell was going on here? 
‘It must have been a whole herd or flock or whatever kangaroos travel in,’ said Ross, who had been forced to reduce his 
speed. But Alec shook his head. 
‘That wasn’t a roo, back there. Too small.’ 
‘Perhaps it was just a piece of one,’ Ambrose suggested. 
‘Or a joey,’ said Georgie – almost with relish, Alec thought. Verlie wondered aloud if someone had perhaps been shooting at a group of kangaroos crossing the road – someone who wasn’t entirely stable. There was a brief pause. 
Alec, who had seen the handiwork of an unstable personality with a gun, swallowed convulsively. 
Then Ambrose, in a bland voice, raised the possibility of kangaroos flinging themselves onto the highway (and into the path of certain death) much as whales beach themselves when misdirected by an errant pilot, or by cockeyed magnetic fields. He was being facetious, but Alec’s attention was caught nonetheless. Magnetic fields? 
He had been inclined to blame magnetic fields from the very start. 
‘This is ridiculous,’ Ross muttered. With a thud they passed over another wad of matted fur and minced flesh, while crows wheeled above them. Suddenly Ross stamped on the brake. Up ahead, Del had done the same, though she began to move again – very slowly – even as Ross stopped his car. She was pulling off the road, into a ditch. She was skirting an unspeakable mess that stretched for several metres in every direction. 
This one smelled. Alec rolled up his window hastily, alarmed at the size of the thing. It looked like a railway accident. Like a meat-packer’s bad dream. It looked as if a butcher’s shop had collided with a road roller. 
The air above it was alive with flies – large black flies like bullets. They bounced off the windscreen with audible thumps. 
‘Oh, what’s going on here?’ he moaned. 
Ambrose was sitting forward, gripping Verlie’s headrest. His eyes were invisible behind those wanker’s shades, but his expression was worried. Turning to Alec, he asked: ‘Is this normal?’ 
‘No.’ Alec was emphatic. 
‘We’ll have to go around,’ said Verlie. ‘Ross? We’ll have to –’ 
‘I know. I can see that.’ 
‘Man oh man,’ Georgie remarked, in reverent tones. ‘The world’s biggest hamburger.’ Ambrose giggled. 
Ross was concentrating on the task before him, which wasn’t an easy one. With the caravan dragging at his rear end like a ball and chain, he had to ease his car off the bitumen, guide it over a shallow ditch, and then get back on the road again. While he accomplished this manoeuvre, Alec watched Del’s Ford. It was all over the place. So was Col’s ute. The two vehicles were weaving back and forth between piles of mashed animal guts. 
The white centre line was imprinted with bloody tyre marks, where it wasn’t dyed red. 
‘God help us,’ Alec breathed. With a bone-jarring lurch they roared back onto the tarred surface, skidding a fraction when their right front tyre hit a slippery clump of fat or sinew. Stubbornly, Ross ploughed on. He was grim-faced, stiff-shouldered, intent on his driving. Ambrose and Georgie were both giggling now. 
‘Lemmings,’ said one. 
‘No . . . Kamikaze kangaroos,’ said the other. 
‘A mass suicide protest. “Speed kills”.’ 
‘You get to the first road sign, and it’s one kangaroo. You get to the second, it’s three. You get to the third, it’s fifty.’ 
‘Someone’s on a culling spree.’ 
‘Will you please shut up?’ snapped Alec, though he knew theirs was probably more of a nervous reaction than anything 
else. Georgie scowled at him. 
‘Make me,’ she said. 
‘I bloody will, if you don’t watch yourself!’ 
‘Oh, now don’t!’ Verlie pleaded. ‘Don’t be like this, please! It’s not helpful.’ 
‘Any more, and you can get out,’ Ross added. 
‘Fine.’ Georgie had pushed the door open before Ambrose could stop her. Fortunately, they were only crawling along; Verlie cried out, and Ross braked, and Georgie was standing on the road, suddenly. Slam went her door. She began to walk in a southerly direction. 
‘What the hell...?’ said Ross. 
‘Georgie!’ Ambrose opened the door again, and leaned out. ‘Come back here, you silly girl!’ 
‘Leave her,’ Alec growled, and Verlie said: ‘Where’s she going? She can’t ride in the caravan.’ 
‘Oh my God!’ 
This time, Ambrose didn’t sound facetious. He didn’t sound like Ambrose, either. His squawk was so disturbing that it even made Georgie spin around. 
Ambrose himself recoiled, knocking against Alec, who had shuffled over next to him. 
‘Oh my God! What’s that?’ 
‘What?’ said Alec. 
‘That. That! ’ Ambrose pointed. Verlie squealed. Throwing himself across Ambrose’s knees, Alec scanned the roadside until he saw something that made his heart miss a beat. 
There were ribs, and . . . and they were big. Like a ram’s, or a calf ’s – but there was hair, too. Curly, dusty, black hair. Woolly hair? 
It had to be a sheep’s fleece. Had to be . . . 
Flies were ricocheting around the interior of the car like bomber planes. 
‘It’s a person!’ Ambrose squeaked. 
‘No.’ There were no visible horns, but where was the skull? Crushed? Flattened? Tumbled into the ditch? It was all bones and leather. Not fresh. ‘No, it’s – it’s a sheep. It’s a sheep.’ A black sheep? 
‘Georgie, get in!’ Ambrose cried sharply. The girl seemed to hesitate. ‘Georgie!’ 
‘I want to ride in the caravan,’ she answered. But there was a lack of force in her tone – a touch of dismay. Alec heard it. 
‘Get the fuck in here, you stupid cunt!’ he yelled. ‘Or do you wanna end up as a meat fuckin pattie?’ 
‘Oh, stop!’ Verlie whimpered. Then Ross gunned the engine. 
And all at once Georgie was scrambling onto the back seat like a frightened child. 
‘It’s all right,’ said Noel. ‘They’re moving again.’ 
Peering out the rear window, Peter saw that his father was right; the Harwoods’ sedan was once more creeping along behind Del’s Ford, closing the gap that had opened between them. Because the sedan’s windshield was tinted, Peter couldn’t make out Ross’s expression very well. But he did notice that Verlie was covering her mouth with her hand. 
That wasn’t a good sign, surely. Or did Verlie simply find the smell overpowering? Peter didn’t like it much himself, though it was different from what he had expected. More like sewage than anything else. And sporadic. Coming at them in waves. 
‘What happened?’ he asked. ‘Why did Georgie get out of the car?’ 
‘I don’t know,’ Noel replied, and Louise said: ‘Maybe she wanted to go to the toilet.’ 
‘I wanna go to the toilet,’ Rosie whined. 
‘Soon, sweetie.’ Linda sounded worried. Distracted. ‘We’ll stop soon.’ 
Del cursed. She had been cursing steadily for the past ten minutes, though her curses weren’t the kind that Linda could take exception to: ‘Sweet Jesus Our Lord’, Del would say, and ‘In the name of Christ Jesus and all His angels’. Peter had never in his life heard anyone swear like that before. 
Del was cursing because she was finding it more and more difficult to drive. The old station wagon was actually beginning to slide on the blood slicks. Its wheels would spin on chunks of meat. Its tyres would fight for traction on a slimy surface composed mostly – as far as Peter could work out – of marrow and muscle and small, wet bones. Peter was sure that he could hear the bones crunching beneath them. He was starting to feel sick. 
Mongrel was whining, steadily and eerily. His ears were flat against his skull. Flies were thick in the air, like black snowflakes blown by a powerful wind. 
‘Don’t look,’ Linda instructed. ‘Peter? Don’t look at it.’ 
‘This is unbelievable.’ Noel’s voice was hushed. ‘It just goes on and on . . .’ 
‘It’s the Devil’s work,’ Del declared flatly. ‘Or the work of the Seven Angels.’ 
‘Eh?’ said Noel. 
‘Y’know. In the Book of Revelations. “The first angel sounded and there followed hail and fire mingled with blood.” It looks like it’s been rainin guts.’ 
‘Except that it’s only on the road,’ Peter pointed out. ‘If it had been raining guts, they would have been all over everything else, as well.’ 
‘Shh. Peter.’ His mother laid a finger on her lips, as the car became bogged once more in a patch of entrails. Its wheels spun fruitlessly. A fine spray of reddish fluid hit Linda’s window so that she recoiled with a cry. Del growled to herself, yanking at the gearstick and reversing a fraction before the car jounced forward suddenly. 
‘We gotta get off this road,’ she said. ‘We can’t stay on this road.’ 
‘You’re right.’ Linda was hoarse. ‘This is ...it’s unhealthy. It’s unhealthy.’ 
‘It’s more than that. It’s bloody impassable.’ Del stamped on the brake, and leaned on her horn. PAAP! PAAP-PAAP-PAAP! Then she began to drag her steering wheel to the left, hand over hand. 
‘Where are you going?’ Noel demanded. 
‘Where does it look like?’ 
‘We can’t stay on this road, Noel,’ Linda said sharply, and Peter checked over his shoulder. The Harwoods’ car had stopped again. Glancing at Louise, he caught her eye, and she grimaced. She had wrapped her arms around herself, as if she was cold. 
‘That dirt road was clear,’ Del continued. ‘I know that road. Should take us over the creek, then up to that station – Balaclava, I think it is. Or Hillston, whatever. We’ll take that road.’ 
‘But what about . . .?’ 
‘We’ll tell the others,’ Del assured Noel, interrupting him, and the car bounced like a rubber ball as she accomplished a U-turn over rough terrain. Rosie squealed, and Peter yelped. Linda hit her head on the ceiling. 
‘Sorry,’ said Del. 
She braked once they had left the road, but kept the engine running. Peter now had a clear view of the Harwoods’ sedan, which was abreast of them, facing in the opposite direction and sitting stationary on a wad of bloody, matted hair. Noel wound down his window. 
Everyone gasped and groaned. 
‘Where are you goin?’ Alec called from the other car, coughing a little, his lips curled back in an expression of pained revulsion. Verlie was still holding a hand over her mouth. She hadn’t opened her own window. 
‘We’re goin back to the dirt road!’ Del replied loudly, leaning across Noel. ‘Can’t stay on this one!’ 
‘You reckon?’ 
‘We could go around the mess,’ Noel proposed, but Del pulled a face. 
‘For how long?’ she objected. ‘You said yourself, it’s bloody endless.’ 
‘Well, no – I didn’t say that, exactly –’ 
‘This old bomb isn’t a Land Rover, darl. It’s not built for a long haul cross country.’ 
Baap! Baap-baap-baap! Peter jumped at the sound of Ross’s horn, which was high and threatening. He realised almost instantly, however, that Ross wasn’t signalling his displeasure with anything; he was merely trying to attract Col’s attention. 
Turning around, scrambling to his knees, Peter peered in a northerly direction. Col’s white ute had turned off the highway, and was slowly jolting its way towards them across uneven ground. 
‘They’re coming,’ he announced. ‘Col’s coming back.’ 
‘Ross wants to know where we’re goin!’ Alec yelled, his voice snubbed and reedy. (He was holding his nose.) ‘It’s the Hillston turn-off, isn’t it? The track back there?’ 
‘I think so,’ Del replied. ‘Or the road to Balaclava.’ 
Alec turned his head, apparently reporting this to the other occupants of the sedan. Peter could hear the roar of Col’s engine as it struggled over a hump. Del addressed Noel. 
‘That isn’t road kill,’ she explained, sounding uncharacteristically tense. ‘It’s a Sign.’ 
‘But could the gunman – I mean, if he’s mad –’ 
‘Are you kiddin? Yiz don’t see that much meat at a bloody ram sale!’ 
‘But if he shot them at a stock crossing –’ 
‘Mate, that wasn’t stock. Y’saw it yourself. And there’s milesa the stuff – most of it fresh.’ Del’s tone was becoming more and more frantic. ‘The stations round here wouldn’t support that much stock! Christ in all his glory, there can’t be that many roos in the whole of New South Wales!’ 
‘Del,’ Linda warned. She was stroking Rosie’s hair. 
‘It’s a sign,’ Del repeated. ‘Maybe I was right. Maybe we shoulda gone back. We never shoulda left that kid – I said so, didn’t I? Maybe it’s a punishment.’ 
Mongrel began to bark. 
‘Shuddup, Mongrel!’ 
‘I feel si-i-ick!’ Rosie wailed. 
Del cut the engine and fumbled with her seatbelt. Suddenly she was out of the car. Craning his neck, Peter watched her march towards the approaching ute, dry twigs and gravel crunching beneath her feet. The ute stopped. 
Huge, droning flies began to zoom through the driver’s door, which Del had left open. 
‘Mum!’ Rosie shrilled. ‘I’m gunna be sick!’ 
‘Oh shit.’ Linda hustled her daughter out onto the red earth, where Rosie fell to her knees and threw up. Peter held his breath. 
He closed his eyes. Mongrel was still barking, and the sewage stench now had an ominous edge to it, musky almost, but with something else. A fly hit Peter’s cheek, startling him so much that his eyes sprang open. 
‘Oh my God!’ Linda cried. She was coughing, choking, flapping wildly at the hundreds of flies that whirled around her. And she was also trying to support Rosie, who was crying and wiping her mouth. ‘Noel! Noel! We’ve got to get out of here!’ 
‘I know. Hang on. Just wait . . .’ 
Louise began to whimper. Noel got out of the car. He went to help his wife, pulling a handkerchief from his pocket, while Del conversed with Col some distance away. She was snatching at the flies, tossing her head like a horse, her features screwed up into a gigantic wince. 
Col’s ute looked gruesome. There was blood all over the roo bar 
– blood and other matter.Gluey stuff in the grille.Through a wind
screen speckled with dead flies, Col’s passenger stared, pale-faced. 
Mongrel’s head jerked convulsively with every piercing yap. 
‘Shut up!’ Peter yelled. ‘You stupid dog!’ And Louise burst into tears. 
Oh God, thought Peter. He bowed his head, shielding his eyes, his nose, his vulnerable mouth. It was all too much. The noise. The flies. The stink. 
The gore. 
Hunks of flesh had skidded away from beneath the Ford’s churning wheels. Hillocks of flesh like speed-humps, sheathed in blood-smeared, powdery fur, had slowed their passage. Speed humps. Obstacles. An obstacle course. 
Peter lifted his head again, struck by a sudden realisation. He could see the road. The air above it seethed with insect life. Blood had trickled off its bitumen surface, which was uneven with gobbets of tissue – with reaching bones. Yet around it, on either side, stretched red earth and dry grass, saltbush and acacia, all of it as clean as the wind. Through a countryside innocent of any dark stain rolled a thread of putrefaction. 
Why? 
‘We have to turn back,’ Peter whispered. ‘We’re meant to turn back.’ At the very least, they weren’t meant to be taking the Silver City Highway. 
That road was closed to them. 
Del had finished with Col Wallace. Her next stop was the sedan, but the buzz of flies and the rumble of idling engines prevented Peter from hearing her very clearly. He caught the words ‘follow’ and ‘caravan’ (this last spat out with a fly) but not much else. She and Ross seemed to be arguing. At last Ross got out of his car, looking grumpy, while Del turned to address Noel. She waved her arms about. 
‘. . . leave the caravan . . .’ she said, half her words lost on a westerly breeze. ‘. . . help . . .’ 
‘I bet they can’t take the caravan on a bumpy dirt road,’ Louise observed, sniffing. She wiped her nose on the back of her hand. ‘I bet they’re going to leave it here.’ 
‘Mr Harwood won’t be too pleased about that,’ Peter replied. 
‘This is awful, isn’t it?’ 
Peter had to agree. It was awful. Not only that – it was spooky. Weird. 
Frightening. 
‘Are we ever going to get home?’ his sister asked unsteadily, tears filling her eyes again. 
‘ ’Course we will.’ Peter sounded more certain than he felt. He wouldn’t admit to himself that a dark fear was lurking in the corner of his mind. ‘Let’s shut the doors, eh? Keep the flies out.’ 
So they shut the doors and waited. They waited while Ross and Noel and Del uncoupled the caravan; while Linda took Rose behind a bush; while Verlie and Alec unloaded armfuls of food from the caravan’s kitchen cupboards, depositing tins of Irish stew in the back of the station wagon, packets of instant noodles in the boot of the Harwoods’ sedan. Col finally turned off his engine and wandered over to help, hitching up his pants. 
The other guy didn’t leave the ute. For about twenty minutes he sat with his eyes shut, looking sick. Peter would glance at him occasionally, wondering what his problem might be, while Mongrel barked and barked. 
‘Let’s feed him,’ Louise finally suggested. 
‘What?’ 
‘Let’s feed the dog. Maybe he’s hungry.’ 
‘I dunno.’ Peter was doubtful. He didn’t think that dogs were necessarily like babies, making a lot of noise until they were fed. But by the time his parents had returned to their seats in the car he’d found a can of dog food, located a tin opener, and dumped a serving into Mongrel’s smelly plastic dish. 
‘Oh, Peter,’ Linda groaned, as she settled Rosie onto her lap. ‘What’s that awful smell?’ 
‘Dog food. We thought Mongrel might be hungry.’ The dog was certainly tackling his meal with enthusiasm; his bowl clanked and scraped against the floor, his tail thumped against the window, his breathing was loud and irregular. ‘We thought it would stop him barking.’ 
‘Couldn’t you have fed him outside?’ 
‘The flies would have got it.’ 
‘But it’s such a horrible smell.’ 
‘It’s better than the smell of mashed kangaroo,’ Peter muttered. His mother, however, didn’t hear him. She was too busy questioning Del, who had finally returned to the car and climbed behind the wheel. ‘Peter just fed the dog,’ she informed Del. ‘Is that all right?’ 
‘What? Oh – yeah. No problem.’ Del’s thoughts seemed to be elsewhere. She slammed her door, turned the key in the ignition, and grappled with the gearstick. She checked her rear-view mirror. Watching her, Peter noticed that her lips were moving, but what with the rattle of the engine, the hum of the trapped flies (which were congregating on the dog food) and Mongrel’s own slurping and snorting, it was hard to work out what she was trying to say. 
Only later, as they banged and lurched in a southerly direction, towards the dirt road, did Peter finally realise that Del wasn’t singing softly to herself or even cursing. A particularly bad ditch sent them all flying towards the roof, and startled Del into raising her voice, just for a few seconds. Peter heard her say ‘. . . in our time of need, oh Lord . . .’ and it occurred to him, suddenly, that Del was in fact praying. 
He wondered if he should join in. Normally he didn’t believe in God, but now he was beginning to have second thoughts. Something was happening here that didn’t seem to make sense in the context of everyday life. Something almost supernatural. 
Something that argued the presence of a higher force. 
Col was worried about his fuel load. 
The petrol in his tank would have got him to Broken Hill with a few litres to spare, but mucking around on back roads was going to start eating into his reserves. He was still unsure that he had done the right thing. Now that he thought about it – now that the horror of smeared blood and meat was behind him – he had begun to revise his opinions. Initially, the shock of getting bogged down in piles of stinking animal guts had caused him to support Del’s plan. He had agreed to follow her to Balaclava station, where they would phone the police. He had agreed to stay with the group, because he was shaken, and sickened, and didn’t want to strike out on his own – especially if there was some gun-wielding lunatic about. 
By the time they reached the dirt track, however, he was no longer so confused or disturbed. He was beginning to doubt that the slaughter on the Silver City Highway could possibly stretch all the way to Broken Hill. And even if it did – even if there had been some freakish natural phenomenon (he didn’t know what could possibly have caused such carnage, and he didn’t especially want to find out, because dwelling on that mess couldn’t be healthy) – then why couldn’t he drive along beside the road? Del’s vehicle might have been unequal to such a challenge, but his own probably wasn’t. It was only twenty years old, and there was nothing much wrong with it except slightly dodgy distributor points. Nothing really serious though. A good shaking up, he thought, shouldn’t bust any springs, or loosen any connections. 
Maybe he was doing the wrong thing here. 
Col glanced at the man beside him, who sat staring out the window as if he was too exhausted to speak. The silent type. John hadn’t uttered a word since they’d picked up the two young ones. Not a single, solitary word. Col didn’t really blame him, in some ways, because what was there to say? Except ‘help!’ The situation was becoming more and more bizarre. A whole raft of people, stranded on the Silver City Highway? What were the chances of that? How many people could run out of petrol, on a single stretch of road? No doubt one of those mathematical fellows could calculate the odds, but they had to be pretty steep. Unless you took into account what you were dealing with here. John was on the edge of a nervous breakdown, Del was frankly peculiar, and the others were from Sydney and Melbourne (all except for Georgie, who was from Mars). Big-city people, in other words. Big-city people had no idea. They were always getting stuck out in the desert. It was a well-known fact. They were always dying in the outback because they were never well enough supplied with water or petrol. 
Col considered his options as he steered his ute around a pothole. He was eating Del’s dust now, because she had reached the track ahead of him. The sedan (minus the caravan) was bringing up the rear. Insects splattered against his windscreen, though he wasn’t going fast; you’d have sworn that they were hurling themselves at him, like attack dogs. 
‘What do you reckon about this?’ Col asked his companion. ‘Do you reckon this is a good idea?’ 
John turned his head, slowly. His eyes were dazed and bewildered in deep, bruised sockets. He had been chewing his fingernails. 
‘What?’ he said. 
‘Do you reckon we should be going to Balaclava station? I’m starting to wonder. Maybe I should’ve – you know – kept driving alongside the highway. Couldn’t be much worse than this.’ 
John blinked, and then his gaze slipped away from Col’s. Splat! Something the size of a cicada hit the glass in front of him. 
‘Jesus,’ said Col. 
‘I dunno,’ John mumbled. 
‘I mean, it can’t have gone on forever – all that road kill. And this is a bloody Holden WB. It’s not a tin-pot little Asian car.’ The wipers and spray didn’t seem to be doing much good; they were just smearing goo all over the windscreen. ‘Listen – John. 
There’s a box of tissues in the glove-box. You want to lean out and give the glass a bit of a clean?’ 
John obeyed, silently. Col noticed, through the billows of dust ahead of him, that there was a dog in the back of Del’s station wagon. It was barking at him, though he couldn’t hear it. 
Stupid bloody animal. 
‘How are you going there?’ 
John grunted in reply. 
‘It looks a bit better,’ said Col, troubled by thoughts of Elspeth. What if she was waiting for him? What if her crippled memory was actually functioning for once, and someone had told her to expect him, and he didn’t turn up? He wasn’t late – not yet 
– but he soon would be. ‘I think maybe I’ll turn around,’ he began. Then he yelled, and slammed on the brake. He didn’t know what had happened, at first. It was all so 
sudden, so quick: a great splash of gore across the windscreen. And the bang, which drove them off to the left, into a ditch – he thought for an instant that it had come before the blood. Had he hit something on the ground? Had it been forced up over the bonnet? 
No. 
‘Shit!’ gasped John. 
‘Is it a bird?’ Col was dazed. His shoulder hurt. ‘It flew right into us . . .’ 
John scrambled out of the ute. Col followed his example, clumsily. He missed his footing on a loose gravel slope, and staggered, and grabbed at a door handle. 
Fortunately, the ditch was just a shallow crease in the ground. His front wheels were sitting in it; they had churned two angry red furrows through the dust. His back wheels weren’t far from the track – no more than a couple of metres. 
‘It’s a fuckin crow.’ 
Col looked up. ‘Eh?’ he said. 
‘It’s a fuckin crow,’ John repeated, hoarsely. He was staring, white-faced, at the windshield, which was dripping with blood, plastered with offal and feathers. Black feathers. They were glued to the glass, some of them, while others were being whirled away in a light breeze. 
‘I wasn’t going fast . . .’ Col faltered. 
‘Col!’ It was Ross, hurrying towards them. The young truck driver was coming too. Ross’s sedan had stopped behind Col’s vehicle and had disgorged most of its passengers. 
Col began to climb back into his own seat. 
‘Col!’ said Ross. He had almost reached the ute, and was slowing. ‘What happened?’ 
‘Nothing. It was an accident.’ 
‘Oh shit.’ Alec, approaching from the passenger side, had caught sight of Col’s windscreen. ‘What the hell’s that?’ 
‘Crow,’ Col replied. 
‘Crow?’ 
Col put his ute in reverse. He revved the engine, but got nowhere. Ross said to him, through the window: ‘You’ll need a push.’ 
‘Yeah. Right.’ 
‘Are you okay?’ 
‘I’m fine. Fine.’ 
‘What happened?’ 
All at once, Col heard Del’s voice; he wondered how she had got to him so quickly. He noticed that she was carrying a bloody great rifle with a telescopic sight. 
‘What the hell is that?’ she demanded. 
‘Crow,’ Alec rejoined. 
‘A crow? Hit his windshield?’ 
‘Are you gunna help us push, or what?’ 
They were all gathering in front of the ute, sliding into the ditch from every direction. Not Del, however – she wouldn’t relinquish her gun. She kept squinting around, her teeth bared, as Col gave the accelerator another tap. 
‘Once more!’ yelled Alec. 
Col could feel the pressure of the young bloke’s muscles. With a roar, his ute suddenly moved backwards, its front wheels bouncing over the edge of the ditch, its back wheels ploughing up dust. Col couldn’t see the men who followed him out – the windscreen was opaque with bodily fluids – but he heard them slap the bonnet, and call to him. 
‘You’re done, here!’ 
‘You’re out, Col!’ 
‘Col, wait! Hang on!’ 
It didn’t register at first. He felt slightly numb in the head, as if only half his brain was functioning properly. So he turned in his seat, straining to see behind him while he spun the steering wheel. 
Have to get back on the track, he thought. 
‘Col! Wait!’ This time somebody banged at his door. It was the truck driver, who gave Col quite a scare. The silly bugger grabbed at his window glass. 
‘Col! Stop!’ 
‘Why? What -?’ 
‘Your tyres, mate. Your front tyres.’ Alec’s eyes looked very green in his dusty brown face. ‘Didn’t you see?’ 
‘Eh?’ 
‘You’ve blown your front tyres.’ 


CHAPTER 15 

eter had clung to his window seat. Despite the reshuffle, he had refused to reposition himself, insisting that he would be sick if he didn’t sit next to a window. So while his father was now wedged between Del and Col up front, and Georgie was squashed in beside Linda (who had surrendered her window seat to Louise) Peter remained where he’d been from the start. Left-side back. 
From there, he had a pretty good view of what they were passing. 
‘That ridge looks higher than I thought it was,’ Del remarked, leaning forward a little. ‘Georgina? It’s Pine Creek up ahead, right?’ 
‘Georgie.’ 
‘Eh?’ 
‘It’s Georgie. Not Georgina.’ 
‘Oh.’ 
‘I don’t know what it is. I never knew the name.’ 
‘But ya been here before?’ 
‘A long time ago.’ Georgie seemed to be sulking – perhaps because she had been separated from her boyfriend. John Carr was now occupying her former position in the Harwoods’ sedan; Georgie herself, being smaller and slighter than John, was squeezed into the narrow space beside Linda. Anyone else would have realised that this swapping of seats was the inevitable result of Col’s accident, which had left him without a functioning set of wheels. Georgie, however, appeared to regard her displacement as a deliberate act of provocation by the vehicles’ two owners. 
That, at least, was the impression she gave with her brooding pout, folded arms and abrupt answers to perfectly civil questions. She would poke Peter in the ribs occasionally, just to be spiteful, and he would respond in kind. She was worse than Rose. He couldn’t believe that any grown-up would behave so badly at such a time. When she started to walk her feet up the back of the seat in front of her, Peter’s jaw dropped. 
‘Don’t do that, please,’ Linda said sharply. 
Georgie ignored her. 
‘You kids.’ Noel was squirming. He frowned over his shoulder. ‘Stop kicking the seat.’ 
‘It’s not us!’ Louise piped up. 
‘It’s Georgie,’ said Linda. 
With an exaggerated sigh of disgust, Georgie folded her long legs. She had a very strange dress on – it looked like a flimsy little night gown, all lace and satin. Underneath, she was wearing black leotards. 
‘Were you talking to me?’ she drawled. ‘I thought you were talking to your kids.’ 
‘I don’t have to talk to my kids,’ Linda responded stiffly. ‘My kids know how to behave.’ 
You’re right there, thought Peter, though he had to acknowledge that Rosie had been whining a bit. Not that he blamed her. She was well and truly sick of driving by now; she was tired and sticky and bored and irritable. They all were. The only difference between Peter and Rosie was that Rosie didn’t know enough to be scared. 
Peter was scared. The crow on the windshield – that had scared him more than anything else. It had come out of nowhere and forced Col into a ditch. Why? How? None of the cars had been going very fast, yet the bird looked as if it had been sucked into a jet engine and spat out the other end. 
How long would it be before Del’s car hit something? 
‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ Georgie spluttered. ‘Will someone shut that bloody dog up? It’s driving me mad!’ 
‘Mongrel!’ Del shouted, fruitlessly. ‘Stop it!’ 
‘Maybe we should give him a dog biscuit,’ Louise suggested. ‘Do you have any dog biscuits?’ 
‘I will give him dog biscuits, if he’s not careful,’ Del growled. ‘Dog biscuits up the arsehole.’ 
It had been some time since Peter had even noticed Mongrel’s steady barking. The noise had ceased to bother him much; it was like living next to a railway line. After a while, the squeal of freight trains just fades into the background. 
‘These ant hills,’ said Del. ‘I’ve never seen ant hills like this around here before. Yiz ever seen ’em so big? In this parta the world?’ 
She was addressing Col, who shook his head. The back of his neck was seamed and rough, like elephant hide. He kept clearing his throat. 
‘Usually get ’em small, out this way,’ Del continued. ‘These ones are the sorta thing yiz find over the border. Up round Mount Isa and that.’ She sounded faintly uneasy. ‘Bloody enormous, up there.’ 
Peter, his interest piqued, studied the curious formations outside the car. He could see about five or six mounds, all of them at least as tall as Rosie. They made him think of prehistoric standing stones, except that they were red. Some of them almost looked like big clay statues. In fact the one they were passing (a tall one, nearly as tall as Peter) had a distinct head, with a sort of crown or mitre on it, and a dent for the eyes, and a knob for the nose, and a yawning mouth . . . 
His heart skipped a beat, because as the station wagon passed it, the yawning mouth seemed to close. Then his viewpoint changed, and he relaxed. Of course the ant hill hadn’t moved. The change had been in his perspective; from a different angle, in fact, the ant hill didn’t look like a statue at all. Not what Peter would call a statue, anyway. And it was still – perfectly still. They all were. While they might have been teeming with life inside, they had the appearance of dead, ancient, weathered things, like the Easter Island heads or a desert ruin. They were placed, not in clusters, but at carefully measured intervals from each other. Peter wondered if the ants had worked that out. He wondered why the strange, fretted monuments seemed to be trying to tell him something. It wasn’t as if they were standing stones. It wasn’t as if they had any religious or astronomical significance. 
They were just ant hills. 
‘Look,’ said Noel, glancing over his shoulder. ‘See, kids? We’re getting close to the river.’ 
‘Creek,’ Del corrected. ‘It’s a creek.’ 
‘Creek, I mean. We’ll be there soon, everyone. We’re actually getting somewhere now.’ 
Peter offered up a grudging smile, but Louise seemed unimpressed. She had folded herself into a little ball, knees under her chin, arms wrapped around her chest, shoulders hunched. No reassuring words from Noel were going to ease the nameless fears of Louise and her brother. They had seen the blood on the highway. They knew something was wrong. 
Peter couldn’t believe that his father was trying to preserve a façade of normality.They had strayed into an episode of The Twilight Zone, and Noel was talking about getting somewhere? Why on earth did he assume that this ‘somewhere’ was actually worth getting to? Noel might have been an intelligent person, but at present he was almost as deluded as Georgie, who had made it quite clear that she couldn’t understand why they all didn’t just drive to Broken Hill at once, and stop fussing about like little old women. 
She obviously didn’t acknowledge her gut instincts at all – not like Peter. Peter had a bad feeling. He had a feeling that they were being driven towards exactly what they should be struggling to avoid. 
Because he was trying to remain calm, however, he repressed this sense of foreboding as much as possible, and searched for hopeful signs. The trees were a hopeful sign. They were growing more thickly now – sinuous eucalypts, pale in the sun. They promised shade, water, a creek, a bridge, perhaps a house – civilisation, in other words. They were friendlier than the ant hills. They leaned towards the car, smooth and creamy (though flushed here and there with pink or grey), their leaves rustling, their twisted limbs marred by the odd knot or hard whorl like a boil, like a pimple, from which a sticky red crust showed the path of the sap where it had flowed from an open wound . . . 
Peter gasped. He leaned out the window. 
‘Peter,’ said Linda. ‘Don’t do that.’ 
‘I’m just –’ 
‘Head inside the car, please. It isn’t safe.’ 
The sap. It was hard to see from a moving vehicle, but Peter could have sworn that the sap was moving too, trickling out of black-lipped slashes in the bark – trickling out like blood, or treacle – unless the play of light was fooling him? Unless the flicker of sunlight through waving branches was lending movement to a frozen cascade? 
‘Here we are,’ said Del, and all at once they were crossing a wide stretch of golden sand. It was flat and fine-grained. There were saplings growing out of it. 
‘What’s that?’ asked Rosie. 
‘It’s the creek,’ Linda replied. 
‘Where’s the water?’ 
‘There is no water.’ 
‘There’s water,’ Del contradicted. ‘Can’t see it, that’s all. It’s under the sand, if yiz know where to look.’ 
‘Do you know where to look?’ Peter inquired, and Del cleared her throat. 
‘Nah . . . not really. I gotta bit of an idea, but not really. Not like an Abo or anything.’ 
‘Wait a minute,’ said Col. ‘This isn’t right, is it?’ 
They had crossed the creek bed and were climbing a low bank, some of which was eroding away. Looking back, Peter saw the tyre tracks that they had left behind them, as clear as footprints on a beach. There were other tracks too (lizard tracks?), faint and delicate, as if a moth had fluttered across the surface of the ground. Beyond these marks, the Harwoods’ sedan was struggling down the opposite bank, its passengers bobbing about like plastic bottles on a choppy sea. 
‘This can’t be right,’ said Col, who was waving a folded map around. ‘This ridge is too close to the creek. Are you sure we’re on the Balaclava turn off?’ 
‘Pretty sure,’ Del replied. 
‘Then what’s this ridge doing here?’ 
The ridge loomed ahead of them, higher than Peter had anticipated. Its ruddy contours were visible behind the treetops; it looked a bit like a wave, rising as sheer as a wall in front of the track (which divided at its foot, one branch heading south, the other north, both travelling between the base of the ridge and the edge of the creek). 
‘Hang on,’ said Del. ‘I’ll just pull over.’ And she turned left. 
‘Are you sure we’re not on the road to Oakdale?’ Noel queried. He was poring over the map, his head almost touching Col’s. ‘This ridge right here . . .’ (A rattle of paper.) ‘...is closer than it is there.’ 
‘But not that close,’ Col protested. ‘And if it is the Oakdale turn-off, then where was Ascot Vale station? We should have been able to see that. It should have been off to our right somewhere.’ 
‘Here,’ Del sighed. Her handbrake screeched as the station wagon rolled to a standstill. The engine coughed and died. ‘Let’s have a look.’ 
Three heads were now clustered over the map, silhouetted against the windscreen. Mongrel was growling. Peter twisted around to watch the Harwoods’ car come to a halt behind Del’s, and the driver’s door pop open. Ross emerged, a frown on his face. 
‘Might as well get out,’ said Linda. ‘Kids? Why don’t you get out and stretch your legs?’ 
‘I’m thirsty,’ Rose complained. 
‘There’s juice in the back. We can all have some.’ 
Stop, revive, survive, thought Peter. Everyone was spilling out into the sunshine. Georgie shoved past Peter and headed for Ambrose, whose linen jacket looked as bleached and creased as an old dish rag. Verlie moved stiffly to the boot of her car. Alec joined Ross,who had reached Del’s door.They both stepped back when it fell open, and she hauled herself to her feet, the map dangling from her grubby fingers. 
Even John was stretching his legs. 
‘Don’t let the dog out!’ Del warned Linda. ‘He’s in a funny mood.’ 
‘What’s the matter with him?’ Louise sounded shaken, for Mongrel was now barking frantically, showing his yellow teeth and drooling gums. ‘He’s going mad.’ 
‘Too many people,’ Del replied shortly. ‘Too many people hangin round me car. Now. What’s all this about Ascot Vale station?’ 
While the rest of the adults discussed map references, Linda distributed cups of apple juice. Peter drank his quickly. The breeze had died, and the eucalyptus leaves hung straight and limp. Everything was very still. Across the road, where the ground began to rise, there were patches of dense shade; Peter strolled over to the closest, which was formed by a hollow weathered into the side of the ridge. A desperate-looking mulga clutched at sliding soil with its roots, tenaciously holding the slope together. Beside it, the earth had fallen away, leaving the hollow, which was lined with harder, less friable material – slabs of rock, clay subsoil. Peter reached out to touch this shaded surface, wondering if it might be cool. Then he recoiled suddenly. 
‘Mum!’ he cried. 
‘What?’ 
‘Come and look!’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Aborigines!’ 
One or two heads lifted. Linda said, ‘What are you talking about?’ 
‘There!’ Peter pointed, retreating from the shadowy hollow. ‘I mean – they’ve been here! Aborigines!’ 
Hand prints. They were dark red, shading into brown, and they were as clear as stars in the night sky. 
Bloody hand prints, Peter had originally assumed. But then he’d remembered his art teacher, and her pictures of Aboriginal rock paintings: attenuated figures, uncoiling serpents, ochre hand prints. Lots and lots of hand prints. 
‘Look!’ he exclaimed. ‘Rock paintings!’ 
‘Can’t be,’ said Del. 
‘They are! Look!’ 
But Del didn’t respond – she was locked in an intense discussion about the map. John was standing stock still, as if frozen to the spot. Only Linda wandered over, and Ambrose, and Georgie. 
And Rose, of course. Rose went straight up to the nearest hand print, placing her own hand on it. 
‘Don’t!’ Peter exclaimed. The sight of his sister’s pale, plump starfish of a hand on that big, red stain unnerved him for some reason. 
‘Don’t,’ said Linda. ‘Don’t, sweetie, you might hurt the painting.’ 
‘Do you remember these?’ Ambrose wanted to know, and Georgie shrugged, pressing against him. 
‘Don’t remember any of it,’ she said. 
‘But you’ve been down here, haven’t you?’ 
Another shrug. ‘If I have,’ Georgie muttered, ‘I must have been stoned at the time.’ 
‘Perhaps you put these here yourself,’ Ambrose suggested, with a half-smile. 
‘Probably. They’re probably not real.’ 
‘How many are there, Rosie?’ Linda inquired, and Peter sensed that she was trying to distract her youngest daughter’s attention from all this talk of drugs and forgery. Rosie began to count the hand prints. Peter studied them from a greater distance, noting that while some were dark, and dry, and old, some were redder. Clearer. Almost . . . 
Almost fresher. 
He turned abruptly. His cup had to be rinsed and returned to the boot of Verlie’s car. On the way there, he saw to his surprise that John had climbed back inside again. The man in the funny trousers seemed even more frightened than Peter was. He had slid right down in his seat. 
Peter heard Ross say, ‘But how long for? There’s hardly any petrol left in our tank.’ 
‘Whaddaya mean?’ Del frowned. ‘You got all Col’s, didn’t ya?’ 
‘I didn’t have much,’ Col admitted, and Ross said, ‘We’re not going to get far. That’s all I’m saying. So what happens if my car conks out? We have to make plans. Decisions.’ 
Peter sidled closer. 
‘We can’t make any decisions unless we work out where we are,’ Noel remarked patiently. ‘Otherwise we won’t know which way to turn. Left or right? It depends whether we’re here or here.’ He stabbed at the map with his forefinger. 
Then Alec muttered something. When asked to speak up, he folded his arms and said, ‘How do you know we’re anywhere?’ 
Six pairs of eyes swivelled in his direction. 
‘What do you mean?’ Ross demanded, whereupon Alec glanced at Del. 
‘You know what I mean,’ he insisted. 
‘Eh?’ 
‘This is more of the same.’ Alec was beginning to sound breathless. His cheek was twitching. ‘If it’s the Oakdale turn-off, where was Ascot Vale? If it’s the Balaclava turn-off, why is this ridge here, smack where the road should be pushin through? It’s a four-way intersection on the bloody map!’ 
‘Yes, but that map,’ Ross interjected, ‘I mean, we all know what a problem that map has been.’ 
‘For God’s sake!’ Alec threw up his hands, and began to tug at his dusty brown curls. ‘Will you wake up? We’ve been driven off the fuckin road, can’t you see that? First they didn’t want us gettin to Broken Hill – now they don’t even want us on the fuckin highway! Didn’t you see all those guts? They were there for a reason! They were there to scare us! They were there to make us turn back!’ 
Peter’s heart skipped a beat. So Alec thought so too! It should have made him feel better to know that his opinion was shared by Alec. 
It didn’t though. It only made him feel sick. 
His father and Ross exchanged uneasy looks. 
‘Um – I’m sorry, Alec – who are you talking about, exactly?’ Noel inquired. ‘Who might “they” be?’ 
‘Whoever! I dunno!’ 
‘He means God,’ Del supplied calmly. ‘Or the devil.’ She started to fold up her map. ‘He’s right, y’know. Alec is right. Something’s warped. This country’s gone wrong.’ 
‘Gone wrong?’ Col rasped. ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’ 
‘Whaddaya think? Yiz saw that road kill. Was that natural ? It went as far as the bloody eye can see!’ 
‘Yes, but –’ 
‘We’ve all of us ended up with empty tanks, Col. All of us, bar none. Is that natural? I don’t think so.’ 
‘She’s right,’ Alec chimed in. ‘We’re in the Twilight Zone. It’s about time you blokes realised what’s goin on. I’ve been here the longest, and I’m tellin ya, we’re in the bloody Twilight Zone.’ 
‘The what?’ said Col, and Noel grimaced. 
‘Look,’ he murmured, ‘I realise there have been some very peculiar things happening –’ 
‘You’re right there!’ Alec exclaimed. 
‘But let’s not get hysterical and lose sight of what we’re trying to do. We’re trying to get to a telephone. So how are we going to do that? Are we going to turn left or right?’ 
The Voice of Reason, Peter thought. His father was always the same, in moments of distress and panic: calm, sensible, focused. On this occasion, though, he was wrong. Peter felt sure that he was wrong. 
And Alec obviously shared his opinion. 
‘You’re not lookin at the big picture!’ the truck driver protested. ‘You’re stuck on this one thing, and you’re ignorin everything else! We’re like castaways here, can’t you see that? How do you know there are any stations?’ 
‘Because it says so on the map,’ Ross replied. 
‘That’s right! And it says this track here heads due west, which it doesn’t. So what good is the map to us?’ 
‘We’re probably on a different road,’ Noel argued patiently. ‘Alec, don’t lose your head, please. We can’t get lost, we’re not half an hour from the highway –’ 
‘But Dad!’ Peter couldn’t remain silent any longer. ‘Have you forgotten about the highway? It’s not working. It’s covered in dead animals. Can’t you see that something weird is going on?’ 
Noel stared at Peter, a strange expression slowly dawning in his eyes. It might have been fear, or bafflement, or anger – Peter couldn’t quite tell. He couldn’t even see it, after a few seconds, because his own eyes filled with tears, which he tried to blink away. 
‘All right,’ said Del, with decision. ‘This is what I think. Either we’re a bunch of drongos, and we’ve got stuck out here because we’ve made some thick bloody mistakes, or Alec is right, we’re on our own, and we’re smack in the middle of something dire. Either way, we’ve got to assume the worst, right?’ She looked around. ‘Right?’ 
‘Right,’ said Alec. 
Noel was staring at the ground, his hands on his hips. Col was scratching his head, looking unhappy. Ross cleared his throat. 
‘You know,’ he observed, ‘there could be a link between the murders at Thorndale and this . . . this business on the road. I mean, a maniac with a gun – several maniacs with guns – could have shot up a herd of livestock and loaded it into a truck – dropped it on the highway . . .’ Seeing Alec gaze at him quizzically, Ross added, ‘Well, it’s possible, isn’t it? At least it’s not beyond belief.’ 
‘The murders. Yeah.’ Del’s tone was thoughtful. ‘How do they fit in? What do they mean – anything?’ 
‘Could it be aliens?’ Peter offered, in a small voice. He shrank before the combined force of the company’s sudden regard. ‘I mean, maybe it’s aliens doing this. Killing people. Killing animals. Mucking up the roads . . .’ 
Noel sighed. Del said, ‘It could be anything. Doesn’t matter much. Important thing is that we get out. We can worry about what’s goin on later.’ Then, from beside the red hand prints, Linda suddenly called, ‘Noel? Listen! Is that a car?’ 
They all pricked up their ears. Peter realised that, subconsciously, he had been taking note of a distant, throbbing hum, which may or may not have been the sound of an approaching engine. He strained to make sense of it – was it coming or going? 
– just as Del gave a startled cry. ‘Shit!’ She grabbed Peter. ‘Kids! Get in the car!’ ‘Ow!’ Peter protested, and his mother exclaimed, ‘What? 
What is it?’ 
‘A swarm!’ 
‘What?’ 
‘A swarm!’ 
‘Fuck,’ Alec breathed, and dived for the sedan. Noel plucked Peter from Del’s grip, pushing him towards the station wagon and reaching for Louise. 
‘Lin! Quick!’ he cried. ‘Into the car!’ 
‘A swarm?’ Linda wailed. 
‘Bees! Wasps! I don’t know! Hurry!’ 
The hum was louder now, and increasing in volume. It was pitched low. Peter had never heard anything so frightening; he couldn’t understand how any living thing could sound so mechanical. Climbing onto Del’s back seat, he had the breath knocked out of him when Louise followed his example, throwing herself through the door. They both scrambled to one side, making room for their mother. 
‘Hurry! Hurry!’ Louise shrieked. ‘Wind up the window!’ 
‘It’s all right,’ Linda panted. ‘Rose! Shh! It’s okay!’ 
Rose was screaming, frightened more by the shouts and the running than by the buzz of insects. Doors slammed, one after 
the other. The threatening drone was muffled. ‘Where is it?’ Linda gasped. ‘Can anyone see it?’ ‘It’s close,’ said Del. ‘It’s bloody loud.’ 
‘Shh, Mongrel! Shh!’ 
The dog was making a whining, whistling sound through his nose. Peter pressed his face against the window glass, scanning the sky. It showed patchily through the spindly, shaggy branches of nearby eucalypts; it was an intense blue, like something artificial. Peter’s heart pounded in his ears. 
Rosie started to sob. 
‘I can’t see it,’ Noel said anxiously. 
‘Shit, where is it?’ Del exclaimed. ‘It must be right on top of us.’ 
Something twitched at the corner of Peter’s peripheral vision. He lowered his gaze – and screamed. 
‘Peter! What?’ his mother cried. 
‘Oh my God!’ yelled Noel. He was on the left side of the car. He could see exactly what Peter saw: the shimmering black thing. The seething mass that was crawling up the creek bank towards them. It was a swarm of flies – no, something covered in flies – no, something made of flies, a body made of flies, thousands of flies, which solidified for an instant in the shape of a large, four-legged animal (a dog, a deer?) before the shape dissolved and reformed, rearing up onto hind legs as it reached the road . . . 
A man. 
A man of flies. 
Peter screamed and screamed. He didn’t know who else was screaming. The figure had no face; it moved quickly, swerving away to the left – to Peter’s left – and heading for the sedan. Something held Peter riveted to the spot. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t hide. 
He saw the thing walking, actually walking, but not like a real person – each leg, composed of a million flies, broke up and was reconstituted as the flies flew forward, came together, flew forward, came together. Then they began to move more quickly. The shape 
was running – running at the sedan. It was losing coherence, but picking up speed. The buzz was deafening. Peter was screeching. The thing dashed itself against the sedan . . . and disintegrated. 
Everything happened so quickly. Alec had barely registered what the shape was – a teeming conglomeration of flies, imitating a body – before it had cast itself against the side of Ross’s car, and blown itself apart. Flies scattered everywhere, whirling, whizzing. A storm of flies. They shot past on all sides, while Ross fumbled with the ignition. 
‘Go! Go!’ shouted Alec. Georgie was screaming in his ear; she had climbed into her boyfriend’s lap, and was clutching Ambrose around the neck. On the other side of Ambrose, John was swearing steadily. 
‘Oh my God!’ Verlie quavered. ‘Oh my God!’ 
‘Ross, go!’ cried Alec. 
‘I am! Christ!’ The engine turned over and roared to life. Up ahead, the station wagon was beginning to move forward; Mongrel’s wildly flapping jaws were clearly visible through the rear window. And the flies – the flies were everywhere. They hit the car with little thuds; they peppered the windscreen with their entrails. 
‘This shouldn’t be happening!’ Ross squealed. His wife covered her face with her hands. Alec discovered that he was hyperventilating, and tried to slow his breathing down. Craning his neck, he saw that the speedometer was holding steady at thirty kilometres an hour. 
‘Faster!’ Georgie cried, peering anxiously out the back window. 
‘Can’t.’ Ross was hoarse. ‘Road’s too rough.’ 
‘We’re leavin ’em behind,’ Alec assured his fellow passengers. ‘There aren’t so many flies now, look.’ 
‘What the hell was that?’ 
It was typical, Alec thought, that stupid dickhead Ambrose should have given voice to a question that everyone else was studiously avoiding. Alec didn’t know why he felt unequal to discussing something that so clearly required identification; perhaps the shock of what they had seen was too fresh, and its implications were too horrific. Left to themselves, he was sure, he and Ross and Verlie – and perhaps even John – would have needed a bit of breathing space before trying to explain the inexplicable. 
‘Let’s just get out of here,’ he said. But Ambrose didn’t take the hint. 
‘That wasn’t a typical swarm, was it?’ 
‘No,’ John growled. 
‘It looked like a figure. Like a person.’ 
Alec closed his eyes. God give me patience, he thought. 
‘Am I right?’ Ambrose went on. ‘Did everyone else see that?’ 
‘Whaddaya think, we’re fuckin blind?’ John snapped, and Ross said sharply: ‘No profanity in this vehicle, thank you.’ 
Everyone fell silent. Alec’s heart hammered away like an ore-crusher; he was half expecting that Georgie would hear it. The throb filled his head, interfering with his ability to listen for pursuing flies. 
He couldn’t see any – at least, no more than you would expect to see in the bush. 
‘Where are we going?’ Georgie suddenly queried, in a high, frightened voice. 
‘South,’ said Ross. 
‘Is that a good idea?’ asked Ambrose, and Alec wanted to punch his head in. The guy was so full of it! 
‘You got a better one?’ he snapped. 
‘Well, shouldn’t we be heading north to Broken Hill?’ 
‘We can’t get to Broken Hill,’ Ross said shortly, and Alec realised that Ross had finally opened his eyes to their situation. ‘That’s the whole point.’ 
‘But if we turn around,’ Ambrose began, ‘we’ll at least be heading north –’ 
‘Turn around? Are you crazy?’ Georgie’s screech cut the air like a blade. ‘With that thing back there?’ 
‘Georgie, sweetheart, it was just a swarm –’ 
‘Get real, Ambrose! It was a fucking nightmare!’ 
This time Ross turned his head, applying pressure to the brake. ‘I told you before,’ he barked. ‘No profanity in this vehicle, or you can get out!’ 
Despite his deeply troubled state, Alec was pleased to see Georgie shrink before Ross’s disapproval like a five-year-old. ‘Sorry,’ she muttered. 
‘Ross,’ said Verlie. But her voice was so soft and tentative that only Alec seemed to hear her; Ross kept talking. 
‘Whatever that thing might have been,’ he declared breathlessly, ‘it was probably dangerous. So we ought to avoid it if we can.’ 
‘Bloody oath,’ Alec mumbled. Ambrose, however, looked mulish. 
‘And go where?’ he inquired. 
‘Well – as far as I remember,’ said Ross, ‘it depends on which turn-off we took. If it was the Ascot Vale turn-off, then we’re now heading back towards Enmore and Oakdale stations –’ 
‘But we didn’t pass Ascot Vale!’ Georgie broke in. 
‘– and if it was the Balaclava turn-off,’ Ross continued, relentlessly, ‘then we’ll be hitting the highway again pretty soon. Either way, we’re not going to get lost.’ 
Satisfied that he had made his point, Ross fixed his attention on the road in front of him, and the car picked up speed. Verlie said: ‘Ross?’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Look.’ 
She pointed at something, whereupon Ross said: ‘Bloody hell.’ Leaning forward, Alec realised why. The needle on the fuel gauge was hovering below ‘empty’. 
They were travelling on the smell of an oily rag. 
‘We can’t get left behind,’ Verlie quavered, and her husband immediately leaned on the horn. As Ross braked again, Alec scanned his surroundings, nervous of what might suddenly materialise. All he could see was the sandy ridge on one side and a stand of shaggy-looking eucalypts on the other. 
He didn’t want to get out. He was scared of what might happen. The mute, enduring land was no longer innocent, in his eyes. It had changed. Once he had regarded it as passive but stalwart beneath the punishing sun, its slow energies directed at creeping renewal, its bedrock shaken and scarred by assaults on its secret stores of minerals. Once he had been able to pass over it unhindered, like the wind. He had felt detached from it. Unaffected by it. 
Now he glared suspiciously at the waiting trees, the motionless earth, the hard, bright sky. Until recently, he had looked at them without really seeing, not fully conscious of their existence. He hadn’t felt that his presence was creating any noticeable shift in the air – that his own weight was being registered, somewhere, in the rocks beneath him. 
Now he did. No doubt he was projecting his own fears onto the landscape, blaming it for a strange and terrible series of events which stemmed from some other (possibly extraterrestrial) source. But the fact was, he could have sworn that he was being watched. 
‘They’re stopping,’ Verlie announced, with relief. Sure enough, Del’s car had bumped to a standstill up ahead. After a minute, it began to reverse towards them. 
‘Closing the gap,’ Ross muttered. 
‘I’m not getting out,’ Georgie shrilled. 
‘What are we going to do?’ asked Ambrose. ‘What if our smell attracts them, or something?’ He looked around. ‘The flies, I mean.’ 
Then Del’s vehicle halted, just a hand’s breadth from the Harwoods’ bumper, and Del emerged from the driver’s side. She did it a with touch of bravado, but also with enough real confidence to impress Alec profoundly. Perhaps her courage was bolstered by the rifle over her arm. Whatever the reason behind her assurance, however, Alec envied it. He decided, then and there, that he would be sticking with Del. 
Though she approached Ross, she didn’t look at him. Her gaze moved busily – jumpily – from the road to the ridge to the treetops. 
‘What’s up?’ she asked, as Ross wound down his window a fraction. 
‘Out of petrol,’ he replied. 
‘Oh, bugger.’ Her drifting regard snagged itself on his face. ‘That’s no good.’ 
‘What are we going to do?’ 
‘I dunno. Think about it.’ 
‘Some will have to stay,’ said Ross, and Georgie exclaimed: ‘Not me! I’m not staying here!’ 
Everyone ignored her – even Ambrose. 
‘We could set up camp,’ Del suggested, doubtfully. ‘Beside the creek.’ 
‘We’ll have to take a vote, I should think.’ Ross rubbed a hand across the weary contours of his forehead. ‘We might have to draw straws.’ 
‘Yeah. Right.’ Del frowned, suddenly. ‘But whoever stays here, I’ll stay with ’em. Me and Mongrel.’ She slapped the butt of her gun. ‘And me old mate Lee Enfield.’ 
It was at this point that Ross pushed his door open. Noel, Alec saw, was doing the same, shading his eyes as he surveyed the immediate vicinity for anything that might pose a threat. 
When Ambrose tried to extricate himself from Georgie’s clinging embrace, Alec realised that he had no choice; he had to get out or reveal himself as a lower form of life than Ambrose (who was obviously too dense to be scared). 
Reluctantly, he left the safety of the Harwoods’ back seat. 
At last only John remained in the sedan with Georgie and Verlie. 
‘So what are you saying?’ Ross was asking Del. ‘Are you saying you’d let someone else drive your car?’ 
‘No. I’m sayin yiz can have all me petrol.’ 
‘But wouldn’t everyone fit in your car, Del?’ Verlie’s voice had lost a good deal of its strength, but she strained to be heard from inside her car. ‘If we take everything out of the back, maybe...?’ 
‘Nah. Thirteen people? Not a hope.’ 
‘Are you sure? Because –’ 
‘Nah.’ Del shook her head. ‘Even if we could, I wouldn’t dump all our supplies. Wouldn’t risk it. Not now. Not after this.’ 
‘What do you mean?’ said Noel, and Del squinted at him, one eyebrow raised. 
Alec was certain that her thoughts were the same as his. 
‘We’ve been out here a whole day already,’ he reminded Noel. ‘Who knows how much longer we’re gunna be stranded?’ 
Noel looked startled. ‘Oh, but surely – I mean, there must be a station nearby –’ 
‘Maybe. Maybe not,’ said Del. ‘We can’t be certain, though, can we? Not any more.’ 
‘That’s right.’ Alec wholly concurred. ‘Who says we’ll ever get out?’ It had occurred to him, in a flash of insight, that there was a certain coherence to the events that had overtaken them. Each one, considered separately, made very little sense. Together, however, they suggested that an invisible, intangible fence was being erected around them. 
‘Oh, Alec.’ Noel’s tone was reproachful. ‘We won’t get anywhere with that attitude.’ 
‘Says who?’ Alec’s temper flared. ‘What makes you so god-damn smart all the time?’ 
‘Okay, okay,’ said Ross. ‘Let’s not fight, it’s not helpful.’ He ran his hands through his silvery hair. ‘So who’s going and who’s staying?’ 
‘I’m stayin with Del,’ Alec declared flatly. He had weighed his options, and had decided that he would have a better chance if he stayed put. It seemed unlikely to him that anyone would get anywhere in the near future – and he wanted to remain close to the supplies. The supplies and the gun. ‘We’ve got enough food and stuff to last us a few days. And there’s bound to be water here, if we can find it.’ 
‘You don’t think it will come to that, do you?’ Ambrose protested. ‘I mean, surely someone will come looking for us . . .?’ 
‘Maybe,’ said Alec. 
‘We’ll light a signal fire,’ said Del. She looked around. ‘Who else is goin?’ 
‘Me.’ It was Georgie. ‘And Ambrose, too.’ 
‘Which will rule out your family, Noel,’ Del frowned. 
‘Whaddaya think? Is our top priority to get the kids sorted, or 
what?’ 
‘Our family can’t split up.’ 
‘I know.’ 
‘We can’t all fit in Ross’s car anyway. Not if the Harwoods are both going.’ 
This undeniable fact was absorbed in silence. Then Ross turned to Verlie, stooping, so that he could address her through the window of their car. ‘What do you think, darling?’ he inquired. ‘Do you want to go, or stay?’ 
Alec could see her face through the tinted glass. She looked pale and dishevelled – no longer the reassuring figure she had once been. 
‘It depends on what you’re doing, Ross,’ she replied. 
‘I’ll be driving. It’s our car.’ 
‘Then I’ll go with you.’ 
‘Are you sure?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Because if you go, the Fergusons can’t.’ 
‘Oh . . .’ Verlie’s expression was suddenly so agonised that Noel jumped in to reassure her. 
‘It’s all right,’ he said quickly. ‘We’ll be fine, here. We’ll have Del’s car, in case anything ...I mean, if we need proper shelter. It’s a big car. And there’s still plenty of food and drink. We’ll be fine.’ 
‘Okay.’ Del scratched her chin. ‘So that’s settled. Ross is goin, and Verlie, and Ambrose, and Georgie ...who else? Anyone? Col?’ 
‘Me,’ said John. ‘I’m goin.’ His tone challenged anyone to disagree, but Del wasn’t one to be intimidated. 
‘Col’s an older bloke,’ she pointed out. ‘He might be feelin the strain.’ 
All eyes swivelled in Col’s direction. He certainly looked the worse for wear. His flesh sagged, his cheeks were flushed with broken veins, he blinked nervously. But he offered up an unconvincing smile. 
‘I’m fit,’ he said. ‘Really.’ 
‘Well I’m not,’ John declared, in his rough voice. When everyone gazed at him, he sucked in his cheeks. ‘Hypoglycaemia,’ he explained, after a pause. 
‘Hypoglycaemia?’ said Noel. 
‘Low blood sugar levels,’ John mumbled. 
Studying that strained, bony face, Alec thought: Like hell you’ve got hypoglycaemia. But there was no way of disproving the man’s claim, not really. Although John might have been lying because he was scared shitless, he had them by the balls. 
‘All right,’ Del sighed. ‘So it’s five to go and eight to stay. We’d better siphon off me tank.’ 
‘You’ll want to keep a little, though. Just in case,’ said Ross. 
‘Yeah, yeah. We’ll sort it out.’ Del lifted her head and scanned the treetops, eyes narrowed and teeth bared. ‘No signa them flies.’ 
‘No.’ 
‘Good job I brought me Mortein along.’ 
‘Insect repellent?’ asked Noel. ‘You have insect repellent?’ 
‘’Course.’ Del cracked a reluctant grin. ‘Can’t leave home without it.’ 
Then Alec, who had been staring dully at the rough, tufted surface of the slope across the track, noticed something peculiar. There were ants pouring from a crack in the earth – pouring like liquid. They were shiny red ants, thousands moving as one. He saw them seeping from one crack, then another, then another. 
‘Come on,’ he said abruptly. ‘Christ, let’s do this!’ 


CHAPTER 16 

t was past two when Ross and Verlie finally headed south in their dusty sedan. With them were John, Georgie and Ambrose. Verlie had been entrusted with a plastic bag containing a bottle of lemon squash, a flask of water, a packet of biscuits, a tin of condensed milk, and most of a chocolate bar. The boot of the Nissan had been emptied of all but the Harwoods’ suitcases, and its tank topped up with petrol. 
Ross wouldn’t run the air conditioner, because it ‘ate up so much power’, but he did allow Verlie to try the radio. As ever, it emitted only static. So they bumped along in silence, because no one in the car was keen to talk. 
Verlie was absorbed in her own reflections. She felt absolutely dreadful: stiff, dazed, washed out, headachy, and above all, scared. Perhaps if she had been in a healthier, clear-headed state, she would have been even more scared, for she was aware that something unearthly had taken place. That figure of flies – it had been a waking nightmare, an unnatural occurrence. A warning of some sort. But she was so tired and fuddled that the edge had worn off her fear. Her state of mind alternated between acute anxiety and flaccid peevishness. As the minutes passed, and nothing alarming overtook them (no swarms of flies, no malevolent road kill, no creeping tide of ants, such as that which Del had stopped with an extended squirt of insect spray) her taut nerves began to relax, a little. She subsided into the rhythmic jolt of the car’s progress, head lolling, eyelids drooping, knees swaying. 
Outside, the trees had receded as they left the creek behind. Instead of being pinched between creek and ridge, the track was now ploughing its way through thick scrub: acacia, mulga, dead finish. Most of the bushes were quite closely spaced, and higher than the car, so that they formed a kind of hedge on each side of it. Verlie stared at the tightly packed spiny branches without really seeing them. Her thoughts, when not cloudy with fatigue, were with the Fergusons, back at Pine Creek. She didn’t like leaving the children. She felt guilty about it. If it hadn’t been for her, they would have been in the car, with Ross. They would have been safe from that thing – that swarm. Instead, they were now exposed on dry soil, huddled together with their picnic rugs and cooking pots and muesli bars, easy prey for whatever strange phenomenon might overtake them . . . 
She reached for her handkerchief (a wisp of embroidered muslin) and dabbed at her eyes. 
‘What is it?’ asked Ross. 
‘Nothing.’ 
‘Have you taken your pills?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Not far now.’ 
The scrub crowded in on them, becoming thicker and thicker until they were forced to wind up the windows. It scraped the paintwork, clawed at the wing mirrors, rapped sharply against the windscreen. Verlie began to wonder how long it had been since the last vehicle had passed this way. Surely the brush shouldn’t have been so intrusive, if the track was well travelled? 
‘Bloody hell,’ said Ross. 
‘What is this?’ asked Ambrose. ‘Have we taken a wrong turn?’ 
‘We couldn’t have.’ Ross was sweating. ‘There wasn’t any other road.’ 
‘Check the map,’ John suggested, gruffly. The map was draped across Verlie’s knees, but she found herself unable to concentrate on its hair-thin lines and minute printing. She had to pass it over her shoulder. 
‘You look,’ she said faintly. ‘I can’t...’ 
Thump! Something hit the roof, and Georgie squeaked. Ross declared firmly that a thick branch must have snapped, and bounced off the nearest unyielding surface. Ahead, the space between the tyre tracks was sprouting large clumps of acacia, which made dreadful rasping noises against the underside of the car as it passed over them. Greyish foliage encroached on both sides, all of it heavily armoured with spiny leaves and jagged twigs. The scritch-scratch-scritch of thorns on metal was as irritating as the screech of fingernails on a blackboard. Verlie tried to shut it out by filling her mind with pleasant images: the climbing rose in her beautiful Sydney garden; the face of her granddaughter Lily; home-made butterfly cakes on Wedgewood Queen’s ware. 
‘This isn’t the bloody road,’ John suddenly snapped. ‘It’s disappearin!’ 
‘Well you’ve got the map,’ Ross snarled in return. ‘You tell me where we are.’ 
‘How should I know?’ 
‘We should have brought along someone familiar with the area,’ Ambrose opined, in slightly accusatory tones. They were now pushing through a screen of branches, which slapped against the bonnet and dragged along the side of the car. The track was hugely overgrown. The scrub was as dense as brushwood fencing. 
‘Perhaps we should turn around,’ said Verlie. 
‘We couldn’t if we tried,’ her husband responded, and Georgie remarked, in a voice teetering on the edge of hysterical laughter: ‘We’re really not supposed to get out of here, are we?’ 
‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ Ross spoke so sharply that his wife glanced at him, knowing he was afraid. ‘It’s just a thicket! Look, it’s thinning already.’ 
‘There’s nothing marked on the map,’ John complained. 
‘I told you, it’s all right,’ said Ross, and Verlie saw what he meant. The scrub was pulling back, like a curtain. Up ahead it stopped abruptly where the earth fell away a little, as if cut by a knife. There was a shallow depression, quite wide, and then more claypans, scattered between low and manageable clumps of saltbush. The car began to build up speed as it broke free of the clutching foliage. ‘We’re getting somewhere – that’s the important thing,’ Ross continued. ‘There are changes in the terrain. I’d be worried if there weren’t any –’ 
‘Aaah!’ 
Verlie’s scream was involuntary – she couldn’t help it, though she knew that Ross would be annoyed. The car had dropped, smoothly and suddenly, as if Ross had driven straight off a cliff. There was a bump (not a bad one) and then a strange sensation which Verlie couldn’t quite place. Ross, who had control of the vehicle, identified the problem almost instantly. 
‘Oh, Christ!’ he exclaimed. ‘It’s a bloody bog!’ 
Verlie stared at him. ‘What?’ 
‘It can’t be.’ Ambrose began to wind down his window. Verlie did the same, and realised that Ross was correct. They had driven straight down into a muddy creek bed, which smelled appalling. 
‘Oh! Oh dear!’ Verlie gasped, frantically winding her window up again – and just in time too. Because at that instant Ross revved the engine, and red mud splattered against the glass beside Verlie’s shoulder. 
‘Oh!’ she cried. 
‘Shh!’ Ross scowled at her. ‘Calm down, will you?’ 
As the wheels spun impotently, casting up sprays of mud, Verlie scanned the immediate area. She wondered: Is this Pine Creek? It didn’t look like Pine Creek – not like the Pine Creek they had crossed back near the ridge. It was narrower, with very few eucalypts clinging to its bank. It was also less clearly defined, with only intermittent growth and shallow slopes lining its edges. And most noticeably, it wasn’t dry. 
On the contrary, though it wasn’t running, the creek was very damp indeed, its bed covered in an oozing mess of thick, red-and-yellow muck. Verlie couldn’t believe it. All around, the earth was as dry as chalk, but here there was moisture to spare. Why? Why here, and not back where they had originally crossed Pine Creek? Because back there the creek bed had been sandy, and here it was clay? 
‘We’ve got to get out,’ said Ambrose. ‘We’re sinking.’ 
‘Hang on.’ Ross floored the accelerator again. 
‘Stop it, ya moron!’ John shouted. ‘You’re makin it worse!’ 
The fact that Ross didn’t take exception to his passenger’s abuse, but instead dropped his forehead onto the steering wheel, made Verlie catch her breath in dismay. Before she could say anything, however, her husband had straightened and pushed open his door. A foul miasma immediately filled the car’s interior. 
Georgie moaned. 
‘Get outta the car,’ John said roughly, his own door now standing ajar, and gingerly placed one foot on the mud. When he shifted his weight, the foot sank quickly. 
He pulled it out of the slop with a curse. 
‘The longer we sit here, the worse it’s going to get,’ Ross declared. His choice of words was commanding – reassuring – but his voice was slightly tremulous. ‘Come on,’ he ordered. ‘Everybody shake a leg.’ 
‘I told you,’ Georgie whimpered. ‘I told you we’re not supposed to get out of here!’ 
‘Oh, shut up!’ her boyfriend hissed. 
Gingerly, Verlie climbed out of her seat, and nearly fell as her feet slipped from under her. She managed to grab the door handle and right herself, horrified to discover the force of the bog’s suction. It was quite an effort to move each foot; the mud was like glue. What’s more, it was deep. She couldn’t brace herself on any kind of hard surface, although the morass grew denser as it went deeper, allowing her something of a foothold before it slowly began to yield. 
She floundered about, coughing pitifully. The smell was obnoxious. 
‘Back to the bank!’ Ross panted. ‘Go on!’ 
‘You got a shovel?’ John demanded. ‘A jack?’ 
Then Georgie screamed. 
She had been staggering northwards, arms flailing, dragging each naked, slime-caked foot out of the quagmire with considerable effort. Suddenly she fell, hauled herself upright, and struggled to move more quickly, without much success. She kept falling as the top half of her body outstripped the bottom half. 
‘Something touched me!’ she shrieked. ‘Something touched my foot!’ 
‘Georgie.’ Ambrose stumbled to her side; he grabbed her arm. ‘You’re up to your knees in mud –’ 
‘It slithered!’ 
‘It was probably a stick, or something. There must be all kinds of crap in there –’ 
‘Let GO!’ 
She was sobbing now, and her pale, silky dress was smeared with greeny-yellow sludge the colour of pus. Even in the midst of her own dread and disgust, Verlie felt sorry for the girl. After all, she was very young. No wonder she was losing control. 
‘It’s past the hubcaps already,’ said Ross, who was sweating and red-faced. ‘We need wood – maybe some sheets of iron –’ 
‘Won’t work,’ John growled. ‘Not if the springs are in it. Unless the differential’s clear, ya won’t get any traction. SHIT!’ 
Verlie, who was heading for the creek bank, didn’t see what had caused John’s yelp. By the time she turned, he was blundering backwards, his arms raised, an expression of terror suffusing his face. 
‘What?’ asked Ross. ‘What is it?’ 
But John’s mouth flapped. He was speechless. 
‘There’s something in there!’ Georgie yelled. She had reached dry land, and collapsed onto it. Ambrose, bringing up the rear, stumped along with his legs wide apart, grunting as he yanked each mud-covered moccasin out of the ooze. His beautiful trousers were ruined, Verlie saw. 
‘There can’t be anything in this,’ he objected. ‘Nothing alive.’ 
‘An eel?’ Ambrose suggested. 
‘In this?’ said Ross. ‘Come on. Let’s get some timber.’ 
But John was staggering out of the mud, breathing heavily. 
‘Quick, John!’ There was an undertone of panic in Ross’s plea. ‘For God’s sake, it’s sinking!’ 
‘I’ll get branches!’ Verlie offered. She began to walk again, straining against the greedy mud and calling to Ambrose, who was now at Georgie’s side. ‘Get some timber!’ she instructed, gesticulating. ‘Branches! Anything to put under the wheels!’ And then she saw it. 
The mud heaved slightly between herself and the bank. It rolled like a wave, twice, as if something had moved sluggishly beneath it. 
Verlie stopped. 
‘Wait!’ Ross cried. ‘There’s a plastic sheet in the back! John, help me!’ 
John didn’t reply. He had reached dry land and was catching his breath, his hands propped on his knees. 
‘John!’ Ross cried. 
Verlie heard something to her right – a slurping sound. Another ripple in the surface of the mud caught her eye. 
‘Ross . . .’ she croaked. 
‘We’ll have to walk back,’ Ambrose declared. Safe now on the creek bank, he sat with his arm around Georgie, his sunglasses pushed up into his hair. ‘We’ll never get the car out of that stuff – it looks like it’s three foot deep.’ 
Verlie took a step forward, and her shoe came off. Her toes hit warm sludge. Stooping to retrieve the poor, filthy pump (Diana Ferrari, it was a shame), Verlie lost her balance, so that her fingers plunged into the ghastly, pus-like stuff in which her shoe was caught. When her driving fingertips met with some resistance, she braced herself against it in order to thrust herself upright again. 
But whatever she was leaning on suddenly slipped away. It wriggled from beneath her hand like a lizard’s tail. 
‘Ross!’ Deprived of support, she fell forward, and found herself half submerged, with the slush up to her breastbone. ‘ROSS!’ 
‘Verlie!’ 
She was vaguely aware of Ambrose springing to his feet – perhaps moving towards her with a view to helping her up. But she only caught a glimpse of him, because she wanted her husband, she was looking to her husband for assistance, reaching for him as he made his way clumsily in her direction. He left a choppy wake – faint hollows in the viscid surface – and dragged streaks of red-tinted slime through patches of white and brown and yellow. At first, Verlie thought that he had caused the disturbance, churning up lumps in his eagerness to reach her. But the lumps didn’t slide back into the fluid depressions that he had scored through the mud. The further behind he left them, the larger they grew. He was almost within arm’s length of Verlie when one of the lumps took a definite form, rearing up to a kind of point before subsiding again. Unlike a breaching whale, however, it made no splash. 
Verlie gaped. 
It was Georgie who found the breath to scream. 
‘There! Oh my GOD!’ 
A flurry of movement. Even Ross saw this, because he turned just in time. The disturbance reminded Verlie of trout feeding on a fish farm: there was the same surge of thrashing, tightly packed bodies; the same sudden frenzy that was over so soon; the same sort of writhing, indistinct shape, which at a fish farm was invariably formed by a massed school rising up, engulfing the scattered food pellets, and sinking again, leaving only a slight disturbance on top of the water. 
‘Get out,’ Ambrose panted. ‘Ross! Verlie! Get out!’ 
‘What–?’ 
‘There!’ 
Another glutinous shape – huge, amorphous – thrust itself into view, labouring against the elastic pull of the mud. It was as 
big as a dog; no, as big as a dolphin. 
‘A croc!’ shouted Ambrose. ‘Get out!’ 
‘No,’ John gasped. ‘It can’t be . . .’ 
Ross hauled Verlie upright with a strength that would have surprised her, had she been concentrating on it. Instead, all her thoughts and energies were focused on the creek bank. Her destination. Her refuge. 
She and her husband dragged each other towards Ambrose, who was flapping his hands wildly. 
‘Come on! Come on!’ he cried. 
Verlie felt something curl around her ankle before it flicked away, and all at once she was on solid ground. She dropped to one knee, groaning. She was plastered with filth – stinking of it. Pebbles bit into her palms. Kneeling on all fours, like a dog, she tried to get her breath back, conscious of her racing heartbeat. 
This can’t be good for me, she thought dazedly. This can’t be good for me at all. 
Georgie’s howl nearly burst her eardrums. 
‘OH MY GOD!’ 
‘Look out!’ yelled Ross. 
Verlie was slow off the mark. Struggling to turn, she saw another muddy form rise up from the slough behind her. 
And then, because her blood pressure was already through the roof, she lost consciousness. 
At first, Ambrose thought that someone had shot the thing. One minute it was there – a Morlock, a nightmare, a half-formed mud creature. The next, it had exploded. It had blown apart. A shower of mud rained down on John Carr with such force that he fell to his knees. Splat-splat-splat! Semi-liquid chunks of matter, none larger than a tennis ball, hit the dirt like soggy hailstones. 
After that, there was nothing. Silence. And Ambrose realised that he hadn’t heard any gunfire – that the mud creature had simply vanished. Like the Man of Flies. Even the bog looked utterly unchanged. It lay unmoving in the afternoon sun, while a thin cloud of flies danced over its sticky surface. 
Ambrose, however, had changed profoundly. In that instant of horror, he had experienced a transformation that toppled his values and cracked the thin shell of his scepticism. 
He was reduced, converted and completely overwhelmed. 
‘Christ. Oh Christ.’ John was on his hands and knees, shaking. Ross was crouched over Verlie, who was lying still. Ambrose was on his feet, poised for flight. He didn’t realise it at first. He didn’t even know he was standing. But as he scrutinised the creek bed for further signs of trouble, he became aware of an irritating, high-pitched keening – like the whine of a power tool – and looked down, and saw that Georgie was clinging to his leg. Clinging and screaming, her eyes screwed shut. 
She had him trapped like a ball and chain. 
‘Let go!’ he cried hoarsely. ‘Get off!’ 
‘Fuck this,’ John was saying. His legs still shook as he hauled himself up on one knee, then stood erect. He turned to check the car. ‘Fuck,’ he groaned, his voice cracking. 
The car was up to its wing-mirrors in mud. Ross hadn’t noticed; he was slapping his wife’s cheek, very gently. 
‘Verl!’ he implored. ‘Sweetheart!’ His pleas were almost inaudible beneath Georgie’s wailing. 
‘Shut the fuck up, you slag!’ John roared at Georgie, who burst into tears. Ambrose’s only reaction was: thank God for that. He hadn’t been able to think for the noise. 
‘We have to go back,’ he croaked. ‘Now. Quickly.’ He waggled his leg, trying to detach his girlfriend. ‘Come on,’ he said, yanking himself out of her grip. 
She crawled after him, sobbing. Ambrose was still confused – confused and terrified. He wanted to get back to Del, and the gun. He was afraid that something was going to leap out of the bushes at him, something made of fire or wasps or animal guts . . . something awful. A gun would at least provide protection. And whatever was happening, they weren’t supposed to go on. That much was clear. They weren’t supposed to leave. 
‘We have to get back,’ he said roughly, talking almost to himself. ‘There’s food back there. Water.’ 
‘Wait!’ It was Ross’s voice, calling to him. But Ambrose didn’t stop or look around. He was heading down the track, towards the others. How long would it take to walk back? An hour? Maybe less – they hadn’t exactly been racing along in that car. 
He would make it back before night fell; that was the important thing. He didn’t want to get stuck out here in the dark. 
‘Ambrose!’ Georgie cried. He felt her snatch at his arm, and he turned. She was walking now, though not with any comfort. She kept hopping, wincing, because her feet were bare and soft. Stupid fucking bitch, he thought savagely. 
‘Why didn’t you bring any shoes?’ he snapped. 
‘Wait! Stop!’ Down by the bog, Ross was waving at him – at him and John and Georgie. But John was following Ambrose’s lead, marching grimly down the track, wiping thick mud off his face and neck. He didn’t even slow when he heard Ross’s cry. 
‘Give me a piggy back!’ Georgie pleaded. ‘Please, Ambrose!’ 
‘Oh, for Chrissake!’ If only she would stop talking! To shut her up, Ambrose hoisted her onto his back. (She wasn’t very heavy, being so small and brittle-boned.) As he did so, he saw that Verlie was moving. Good. No problems there. 
He hurried after John, who had already passed him. The brush on either side was slightly higher than both of them, dense, impenetrable. No birds chirruped in its thorny depths. The sun beat down, the flies buzzed, the pebbles skittered before Ambrose’s mud-caked shoes. He kept stepping over dollops of reddish goo that had dropped off John Carr. The guy was leaving a trail of mud. As Ambrose trudged along, he counted the clumps. One, two ...seven, eight . . . thirteen, fourteen. Georgie’s foot thumped against his thigh, marking time. He had lost his sunglasses – in the bog somewhere, probably. A brand new pair of sunglasses, swallowed up by the bottomless ooze. And he couldn’t check his watch, because his arms were twined around Georgie’s knees. 
He couldn’t flap the flies from his lip, either. So he puffed at them, and jerked his head. 
On and on he walked, Ross’s cries fading to silence behind him. Sweat trickled down his ribs. There was no breeze down between the hedges of scrub, and he was starting to bake; he could feel the tips of his ears burning. (Why hadn’t he brought a hat?) His head ached. His mouth was dry. Though his thoughts were sluggish – still affected by shock, perhaps – it occurred to him that he could easily die of thirst out here. They all could. Had Verlie brought the water with her, when she left the car? He couldn’t remember. There had been so much noise and movement . . . 
Ahead, the track twisted and turned, often concealing John from sight. A gap was opening between them; Ambrose could see that. John wasn’t lugging fifty-odd kilos of drooping girlfriend with him, the lucky bastard. He could afford to pick up the pace. How long had it been, now? Five minutes, since they left the creek? Six? Seven? Ten, perhaps. (It seemed like a century.) And nothing of an alarming nature had overtaken them, though the track did seem to be getting narrower. Or was that just a figment of his overwrought imagination? 
‘What’s happening?’ Georgie blubbered. She was getting spit and snot all over his collar. 
‘I don’t know,’ he gasped. 
‘What have we done? Why can’t we get out?’ 
Breathing heavily, Ambrose said nothing. What was there to say? He was beginning to feel her weight now; he didn’t have the energy to talk. His soles slapped against the dry earth, hot air whistled through his nostrils, flies bobbed and weaved around his head. What was he doing here? Here, in the middle of nowhere, with this sociopathic girl? He couldn’t believe it. He couldn’t believe that he had ever found Georgie even remotely attractive. It was like awakening from a dream, and finding himself in a nightmare. For Christ’s sake, if it hadn’t been for her, he never would have gone to Broken Hill. 
But he stumbled forward, in a daze, because he didn’t know what else to do. The saltbush and dead finish seemed to be closing in on him. He could see red drops trickling from some of the reaching branches, and caught his breath before realising that these ominous little globes were actually berries. Red berries. 
‘What if we get back, and they’ve disappeared?’ Georgie suddenly whimpered. ‘We won’t have any supplies.’ 
‘Shut up.’ 
‘What if we can’t ever get out? What are we going to do, live like the Aborigines?’ 
‘Shut up, will you?’ 
‘What if the rest of the world’s gone now,’ Georgie wailed, ‘and we’re the last ones left?’ 
Ambrose dropped her, so that she slid to the ground. He whirled around and cried, ‘Shut up, or you can walk!’ 
Her face was a mess, covered in smeared mud and mascara. She gazed up at him with swimming eyes. 
‘What’s the matter with you?’ she snivelled accusingly. ‘Why are you so mean?’ 
‘I’ll leave you here!’ he threatened. 
‘Why? Because you’re afraid of the truth?’ 
‘Shut up!’ 
‘Can’t you see we’re in a horror movie? A fucking horror movie, Ambrose, we’re all going to die!’ She began to weep again, abandoning herself to despair. Ambrose gazed down at her. He felt like crying himself. He thought: What am I doing? What am I going to do? 
‘I don’t even know what it is!’ she moaned. ‘What is it, a curse? A monster?’ 
‘Shh.’ 
‘Is it something Aboriginal? Like a Kadaitja man, or something?’ 
‘For God’s sake, Georgie!’ Ambrose’s voice broke. ‘How the fuck should I know?’ 
‘Do you think we’re like those people? The ones who disappear and never turn up again? Missing persons?’ Her questions became shriller, more panic-stricken. ‘Like the Bermuda Triangle? Like Picnic at Hanging Rock? Like those bodies they find, after years and years, and no one knows what happened, and everyone thinks someone killed them?’ She began to wring her hands, her gaze turned inwards. ‘It’s something like that, I just know it! Oh my God! Oh my God!’ Her face contorted, as ugly as a monkey’s. ‘What are we going to do?’ 
‘The right thing.’ 
It wasn’t Ambrose who spoke. He nearly died of fright, before swinging around to see that John was behind him. Right behind him. How long had the man been standing there, listening? 
Ambrose hadn’t noticed. He had been too distraught. 
‘We shouldna left those two,’ John continued. His face was unreadable, because it was so caked with dried muck and dust. His eyes were screwed up against the glare. ‘That poor old lady – she looked like she had a stroke.’ 
Ambrose just stared at him, mutely. 
‘I’m goin back,’ said John. ‘You two wait here.’ 
‘But –’ 
‘We shouldn’t separate, if we can help it. You two wait until I bring the others, and we’ll all go on together.’ 
Ambrose was torn. On the one hand, he dreaded facing that bog again. On the other, his conscience was beginning to prick him. Fright had chased it into the deep recesses of his consciousness, but now it was stirring. 
‘I...I can’t come with you,’ he stammered. ‘I can’t leave Georgie here.’ And John frowned. 
‘No one’s askin you to,’ he rejoined. ‘Just stay. Don’t move.’ 
‘Hurry.’ 
‘I will.’ 
Ambrose watched John Carr retreat. John’s lean figure grew smaller and smaller, until it reached a curve in the track and disappeared behind a screen of encroaching vegetation. 
Nothing else moved. 
Del had driven her car down to the edge of the creek, parking it under a big old gum tree. With Noel’s help, she had set up the Harwoods’ camp stove, and placed beside it two fold-out stools, a blue plastic esky, a picnic rug and a cardboard box. She had tied Mongrel to the tree with a long lead, and arranged a few items (a kettle, a bottle of water, a packet of tea bags) near the stove. She had done all this while Alec kept watch, nursing her gun, and the Ferguson kids cowered inside the station wagon. 
‘Might as well give it a go,’ she had insisted. ‘See what happens. If anything does, we can always pack the stuff up again.’ 
Much to everyone’s surprise, nothing had happened. Linda and her children had waited inside the car for half an hour – an hour – an hour and twenty minutes, without witnessing any unexpected or unwelcome events. A light breeze had blown up, rustling the dry leaves hanging above them. A lizard had crossed from one neighbouring tree to another, moving with such lack of urgency that Del had been able to identify it as a shingleback. Mongrel had settled down for a rest, panting in the heat, as if he hadn’t a care in the world. 
He had stopped barking. Alec noticed this without really giving it much thought. Only later did it strike him as significant. 
At first, his attention was focused almost entirely on his surroundings. He was as twitchy as hell, all keyed up for action, because he expected the worst: a shower of blood, maybe, or a giant snake, or a carnivorous tree. Nothing would have surprised him. The world, he’d decided, had been turned on its head. He really had strayed into the Twilight Zone, and therefore had to be ready for anything. The creek bed might open up and engulf him, like quicksand, if he so much as set foot on it. The trees might lean down and pluck the gun from his hands. If anything like that happened, Alec wouldn’t be surprised. He wouldn’t even be taken by surprise. He was expecting the worst – prepared for it – and he would go down fighting. 
Gradually, however, his strung-out nerves began to relax. It was very peaceful, down by the creek. Even the galahs that settled onto a nearby gum tree didn’t quarrel and scold; they sat quietly fluffing their feathers and nibbling at their wingpits for a while, before flying off again. Flies buzzed lazily – not with the terrifying, chainsaw aggressiveness of the recent swarm – and a silent trio of emus crossed the creek bed, like three grey ghosts, some distance away. Mongrel lowered his head onto his paws, one ear and one eyebrow twitching. Occasionally he would even yawn. 
Del pottered around boiling up water, so that they could all have tea; eventually she even started singing to herself. That was when Linda got out of the station wagon, joining her husband as he rooted around in its rear end for the last of Verlie’s long-life milk. ‘It’ll have to be used soon, now that it’s opened,’ he said. ‘No point letting it go to waste.’ 
When the tea was ready, Alec felt able to accept a cup. He actually sat down to drink it, the Lee Enfield propped between his knees. The warm, sweet liquid did marvellous things to his nervous system. Almost instantly he felt stronger, sharper, more lively and optimistic. When Rosie declared that she was ‘busting’, he even surrendered the rifle to Del, who accompanied Linda and her daughter into the bush. They were back within five minutes, having suffered no grisly setbacks. 
From then on, the children were permitted to wait outside the car, though they were not allowed to stray far from it. Linda wouldn’t let Rosie dig in the sandy creek bed – not at first. So Rosie dug a hole in the dirt under a tree, ‘for the lizard’, and Louise experimented half-heartedly with her mother’s lipstick (looking up restlessly at regular intervals to check the sky), and Peter wandered over to Alec, who was once again in possession of the Lee Enfield. 
‘Can I have a look at that?’ the kid inquired. 
Alec hesitated. ‘I dunno,’ was his response. ‘What does your mum say?’ 
‘She says I can.’ 
‘Really?’ 
‘Yeah. As long as I don’t touch it.’ 
‘Right.’ Alec glanced at Linda, who gave a brief nod. He then scanned the immediate vicinity before thrusting his precious burden under Peter’s nose, for the boy to inspect. 
‘Where are all the bullets?’ Peter asked. 
‘In there.’ Alec tapped the magazine. ‘It’s spring-loaded.’ 
‘What does that mean?’ 
‘It means that when you pull back this bolt, one of the bullets will pop up, and you can push it into the breech.’ 
‘How many bullets are there?’ 
Alec looked at Del, whose mouth was full of tea. She swallowed it before replying. ‘Six,’ she said. 
‘Is that all?’ Peter frowned. 
‘That’s all.’ 
‘Oh.’ 
‘Six is all we need,’ Del insisted. ‘They’re soft-nosed, them – make a hell of a mess. Not like copper tips. Ever seen a .303 calibre? They’re big.’ 
‘Oh, please.’ Linda sounded weary. ‘Not in front of the children. It’s been bad enough.’ 
‘Just tryin to make ’em feel better,’ said Del, and Linda snapped, ‘Well don’t!’ 
‘Mum? Can I hold it?’ 
‘No, Peter.’ 
‘Please? If I point it away?’ 
‘No, Peter!’ 
‘You heard what your mother said, Pete,’ Noel broke in, whereupon Alec, feeling somehow responsible for this family rift, hastened to remark, ‘It’s heavy, you know. It’s really heavy. You might drop it.’ 
‘I wouldn’t!’ Peter protested. 
‘Can’t take the risk, though. Not with a loaded gun.’ Seeing the kid’s grubby, disappointed face, Alec found himself adding, ‘Sorry.’ 
Peter grunted. Linda offered him a muesli bar. Rose immediately asked for one too; then Louise pointed out that she didn’t like muesli bars, and Linda gave her a piece of chewing gum instead; and Rosie wanted chewing gum, and Linda reminded her that she wasn’t allowed to have chewing gum, and suddenly Alec felt the world shift. It seemed to click back into place, as the Twilight Zone retreated. Nothing seemed invested with menace, any more: the sky was just sky, the creek just a creek. Bewildered, Alec found himself thinking of Janine for the first time in hours. Was there a chance that he might see her again? Talk to her again? All at once, he felt hopeful. 
It was the kids, of course. The kids often had that effect on him: they argued and whined and pretty soon everything was normal – at least for a while. At least until the next unnatural occurrence. 
Looking around, however, Alec wondered if there was going to be another unnatural occurrence. 
He realised, with a start, that nothing bad had happened since the departure of the Harwoods’ sedan. 


CHAPTER 17 

o,’ said Georgie. Ambrose took a deep breath. He had anticipated this response, and beneath his weariness and impatience he felt a certain sense of satisfaction. Not only had he been right; he had been right in regarding her as a selfish piece of white trash. Of course she didn’t want to help Verlie. Of course she expected Ambrose to bend to her will – he generally had in the past. But the situation had changed. Ambrose was no longer in thrall to Georgie. (He couldn’t believe, now, that he ever had been.) Ambrose was determined to do what was right, because he had woken up to himself, and he realised that this was one of those moments in life when you either demonstrated that you were a worthwhile human being, or discovered that you were a waste of space. 
Georgie, he realised, was a waste of space. And the more she protested, the more pleasure he derived from insisting that he had to go and see what had happened to John and Ross and Verlie. It had been nearly half an hour since John’s departure. If he wasn’t on his way back by now (with or without the Harwoods) then he must be in some kind of trouble. Ambrose and Georgie couldn’t just abandon him. That, at least, was what Ambrose told his girlfriend – though the truth, he grudgingly acknowledged to himself, was a little more complicated. 
The fact was, he took a fierce delight in proving that he was better than Georgie, more selfless than Georgie – a superior form of life, in other words. His dislike of this whining dead weight, and her hysterical demands, and her inadequate costume, and her lack of compassion, had suddenly become quite profound. He had realised that, while antisocial behaviour might be amusing and intriguing when the world was functioning as it should (which is to say, in an orderly manner) such conduct was dangerous and unlovely when one was a castaway, dependent on cooperation and intuitive thinking for one’s very survival. 
Georgie didn’t understand that. Though she expected Ambrose to look after her, she refused to consider the needs of other people. On reflection, it had always been like this. How on earth had he ever put up with it? 
What a joy it now was to punish her for that unabashed narcissism he had once found so fascinating. 
‘I’m going,’ he declared. ‘Wait here.’ 
‘You can’t!’ she screeched. ‘You can’t go! You can’t leave me!’ 
‘Why not?’ 
‘You bastard!’ She was crying. ‘You prick! You’ll get killed! It’ll kill you! That thing’ll kill you!’ 
The possibility had crossed Ambrose’s mind more than once; it was why he had waited so long to follow John. If he hadn’t become so revolted by Georgie, and everything she stood for, his fear of what awaited him back at the bog might have prevented him from doing his duty. As it was, however, he was compelled by his anger and dislike to do the exact opposite of what Georgie wanted. 
Apart from anything else, he was desperate to get away from her. And he knew that, if he walked off down the track towards Pine Creek, she would try to hobble after him, grizzling and whimpering. Whereas, if he retraced his steps, she would unquestionably stay put. Nothing on earth would persuade her to follow him back to the bog. 
‘If it was going to kill us, it would have killed us already,’ Ambrose informed her, with a fine touch of insouciance that he didn’t really feel. ‘It had plenty of time.’ 
‘Don’t leave me, please!’ 
‘You can always come too.’ 
‘Fuck that! Are you crazy? I don’t wanna die!’ 
Ambrose shrugged, and smiled a taunting little smile. Then he left her. He retreated down one of the tyre tracks, listening to her scream and curse behind him. Although they were profoundly irritating – like the skull-piercing sounds of a dentist’s drill – Georgie’s sobbing imprecations were also deeply gratifying. They kept Ambrose marching steadily, chin up, for as long as they were audible. 
Only after they had faded into the susurrus of the wind did his pace begin to slow. That was when he found himself glancing nervously from side to side, straining to hear, casting quick looks over his shoulder. As his fear grew, it overwhelmed his anger. He began to wonder why he had allowed this anger to drive him in such a stupid direction. That bloody woman was still in charge. She was still dictating his actions, though in an indirect way. The problem was, he couldn’t exactly turn tail now. Not if he wanted to retain any dignity. No; if he went scurrying back to Georgie she might laugh or sneer at him, and if that happened he would . . . well, he didn’t know what he would do. Something childish and shameful, perhaps. Maybe even something extreme. Since the incident at the bog, Georgie’s voice had set his teeth on edge. Her scornful laugh might drive him to violence – especially in view of the fact that his nerves were on edge. 
He didn’t know what to do. Around him, the thick scrub rustled beneath the light caress of a passing breeze. Its long shadow rippled across the track in front of him. Then everything became still again, so still that Ambrose thought he could hear Georgie’s sobs. He stopped, and listened. No. Yes. No, it was a bird. No, there was something else. 
Footsteps. 
They were brisk – even hurried – and it was fortunate that John appeared within seconds of his footsteps’ rhythmic crunch-crunch-crunch reaching Ambrose’s ears, or Ambrose might have run away. As it was, he still got a fright. The first flash of movement had sent his heart fluttering wildly around inside his ribcage (or that, at least, was how it had felt). 
When John waved, Ambrose leaned forward, his hands on his knees. The relief, following hard on the shock, had weakened him. 
‘Bloody hell,’ he gasped. 
‘Hey! Mate!’ 
‘Fuck, you gave me a fright!’ 
‘What’s up? Where’s the girl?’ 
‘Back there.’ Ambrose straightened, cocking his thumb. ‘You were so long, I started to get worried. What happened? Where are the other two?’ 
John advanced, closing the gap between them. If Ambrose hadn’t been in such a fragile state, he might have laughed at the other man’s appearance, which was becoming more and more bedraggled. Portions of his hair stood up stiffly, while the rest was plastered down, held in place by dried mud. His clothes were filthy, with fresh stains overlaying the old; he shed clouds of dust and grit with each step. It occurred to Ambrose that John now bore more than a passing resemblance to Pig Pen, the dirty little boy in the Charlie Brown cartoons, who was accompanied by a kind of small tornado of grime wherever he went. 
Ambrose didn’t really pay close attention to the fresh stains on John’s clothes. He noted, without genuinely processing the fact, that the new mud looked redder than the old. But he was too preoccupied to draw any conclusions. 
‘Is Verlie all right?’ he asked. ‘Is she coming?’ 
‘I dunno.’ 
‘You don’t know?’ 
John stopped in front of Ambrose. ‘I couldn’t find ’em,’ he said. 
‘What?’ 
‘They weren’t there.’ John rubbed his forehead with one dirt-encrusted fist. ‘Neither was the car. I don’t know whether they just drove off, or –’ 
‘Drove off?’ Ambrose couldn’t believe his ears. ‘How could they do that? We were bogged, for Chrissake.’ 
John shrugged. 
‘Are you sure they weren’t hiding? Were there any tracks?’ 
‘Nup.’ 
‘Did you call out?’ 
‘What do you think?’ 
‘So...so...’ Ambrose felt as if he’d had the breath knocked out of him. He couldn’t believe . . . my God, it was impossible. ‘Are you sure? I mean – do you think – you don’t think they were dragged into the bog?’ said Ambrose. 
Again John shrugged. He seemed singularly unconcerned. As Ambrose stood rooted to the spot with horror and disbelief, John brushed past him, obviously unwilling to waste any more time on Ross and Verlie. 
Ambrose hesitated. He stared down the receding track, knowing that if he turned away again, it would be for good – that he would be abandoning the Harwoods to their fate. It occurred to him that something looked strange, down there. He couldn’t quite put his finger on what it might be. The perspective, perhaps? The shadows? 
Then something flashed past his eyes. An arm – John’s arm. Ambrose was jerked backwards, choking and gasping for air, clawing at the limb that was clamped around his neck. Then he saw a flash of brilliant metal, chopping down. 
The pain was astonishing. 
There wasn’t time for his outrage to become fear. There wasn’t time for anything. 
At four o’clock, Del started to make preparations. She put Linda and Noel in charge of dinner. She gave Alec and Col the job of collecting wood. She drew up a watch bill, leaving herself the nastiest watch, between twelve and four. ‘I know I can trust me not to fall asleep,’ she said. ‘I dunno about anyone else.’ 
Alec was given the evening watch, and Col the morning one. Noel was excused because he couldn’t fire a gun, and Linda because the children would need her. Del even designated one scrubby area (some distance from the camp) as the official latrine, and insisted that anyone using it should be accompanied by an armed guard. Mongrel, she said, would take care of the camp while the gun was required for latrine duty. 
‘It’s all in the details,’ she declared. ‘If we’re careful, we should be right.’ 
Peter put his hand up. He couldn’t help it. Standing around like this, being told what to do, he felt as if he were at school again. (It wasn’t a bad feeling, in the circumstances. Quite comforting really.) 
‘Yeah?’ said Del. 
Peter hesitated. He surveyed the circle of waiting faces, wondering if he should reveal his thoughts. 
‘What if – ?’ he began, and paused. 
Noel laid a hand on his shoulder. ‘What’s up, Pete?’ he asked gently, and Peter took a deep breath. 
‘Well – I mean – what if the gun doesn’t work?’ he blurted out, blinking back tears. ‘What happens then?’ 
‘Oh, it works.’ Del spoke with confidence. ‘Believe me, I used it the other day. It works.’ 
‘No, I mean . . .’ Peter tried to find the words. How should he put it? Fortunately, Alec did the job for him. 
‘He means, what if bullets won’t work?’ Alec said. He glanced at Peter, his green eyes sombre in his dusty face. ‘That’s what you mean, isn’t it? What if bullets won’t work against . . . well, against whatever comes along?’ 
Peter nodded. He felt his father’s grip tighten on his shoulder. Del cleared her throat. 
‘Well,’ she conceded, ‘that is a possibility –’ 
‘Oh, surely not!’ Linda exclaimed. 
‘– but there’s other things we can do.’ Del went on as if Linda hadn’t spoken. ‘There’s the fire. We’re gunna build a big fire, just in case someone spots the smoke. I mean, they’re bound to, out here, we’re on someone’s property. Fire on the property? They’ll be comin from every direction. And even if they don’t, we’ll still have fire. Hell, fire’ll drive off everything. And there’s Mongrel, too. You should see Mongrel get ’is teeth into a bloody rat, I’m tellin ya. He’s a bloody machine.’ 
Everyone looked at Mongrel, who yawned. There were flies crawling around his eyes; though his eyebrows twitched, he obviously couldn’t be bothered to chase them off with a more energetic movement. 
Peter’s heart sank. He wasn’t too confident about Mongrel’s strength or agility. 
‘Look,’ said Alec, and there was an intensity in his tone that made Peter squint up at him. Alec didn’t often volunteer anything, and when he did, it was usually for a good reason. Over the past twenty-four hours, Peter had come to regard Alec’s instincts as infallible. 
‘Look,’ Alec repeated – and for once, everyone was listening to him. ‘I dunno if you’ve noticed, but ...well... for the past couple of hours there’s been nothing. Nothing bad I mean.’ A brief silence, as his gaze swept the assembled company. ‘We’re still stuck, but the flies ...I mean, they’re actin normal. Ants are the same. No dead animals anywhere. You know?’ 
Peter knew. Suddenly, he knew what Alec was talking about. 
‘Since the car left!’ he cried. 
Alec fixed him with a sharp, slightly surprised look. Noel said: ‘Since the car left?’ He sounded puzzled. 
‘With the others, Dad!’ Peter tried to explain. ‘Since they left, everything’s been normal!’ 
‘Oh, but surely –’ 
‘And the swarm of flies!’ Peter was excited now; he began to jiggle up and down. ‘It attacked them, not us! It attacked their car!’ 
Noel blinked. Linda was frowning. Alec said: ‘Yeah, but hang on. Think. Was it always that car? What about Col’s ute, and the bird on the windscreen?’ 
‘Oh. Yeah,’ Peter grunted. He tried to concentrate. Was there a pattern he had failed to see? Del was thinking too. One hand was pressed to her forehead, as the other clutched her Lee Enfield. 
‘Yiz gotta look at the big picture,’ she suddenly observed. ‘When did all this start? This weird stuff? Not the petrol business. Not the shooting. I mean the nasty stuff.’ 
‘It started this morning,’ Louise interjected. ‘On the highway. With that goo in the dirt.’ 
‘Right,’ said Del. ‘When Col came along.’ 
All eyes swivelled in Col’s direction. His face contorted. 
‘What?’ he yelped. ‘What are you talking about? This has nothing to do with me! I was visiting me sister! Minding me own business!’ 
‘No one’s blaming you, Col,’ Noel hastened to assure him. 
‘Yes they are! She is!’ Col pointed. ‘Like I’ve got the faintest bloody idea what’s going on, here! I got me bloody ute trashed, in case you didn’t notice!’ 
‘Yeah.’ This time Alec’s voice was so clear and hard and urgent that even Rosie looked up from her leaf-and-twig butterflies. ‘Yeah, that’s right, and who else was in there with you?’ 
It was what people called a rhetorical question, Peter thought. Everyone knew who had been in the ute with Col. Everyone also knew that the same person had been in the same ute when it had encountered the road kill. And in the Harwoods’ car when the swarm had attacked it. 
For a while, nobody spoke. At last Linda said: ‘So what does that mean? Exactly?’ 
‘It means we’re probably safe as long as John’s not around,’ Alec declared. 
Peter took a deep breath. Spoken aloud, it did seem like a strange thing to say. Noel frowned. 
‘What do you mean?’ he asked slowly. ‘Are you saying that John caused all that road kill? Is that what you’re saying? That he caused the swarm of flies?’ 
Alec shifted uncomfortably. ‘All I’m sayin is, it started when John showed up,’ he mumbled. ‘And it stopped when he left. You work it out.’ 
‘But that makes no sense,’ Noel objected. ‘How could he have done it?’ 
‘Maybe he’s evil.’ Peter felt highly qualified to make this deduction. He had read enough fantasy novels to know that there are dark powers which can be harnessed by shadowy souls. With a tight throat, he added: ‘Maybe he’s a spirit of darkness, or something. Someone who can call up the Other World.’ 
‘Oh, Peter,’ Linda protested. But Del, to Peter’s surprise, jumped in to defend him. 
‘Boy might be right,’ she said. ‘How do we know? The Devil’s a wily enemy, and his works are everywhere.’ Peter felt, rather than saw, his parents exchange glances as Del finished. ‘God will protect us, though. We just have to pray, and have strength in the Lord.’ 
Then Louise spoke. In a small voice, she quavered: ‘What about the others? Will they be all right, if Mr Carr’s with them?’ 
Peter flinched. He didn’t want to hear that question. No one else did, either; Alec sucked in his breath, Del scowled, Linda murmured a protest. ‘We shouldn’t be talking like this in front of the kids,’ she said. ‘We’re scaring them.’ 
‘The others will be all right,’ Noel informed Louise. ‘They’ve gone to get help, and they’ll be fine.’ 
‘Oh, Dad! ’ Peter couldn’t believe his ears. Was his father for real? ‘We know that’s not true! They probably can’t even get anywhere! Something’s probably stopped them, like it always does!’ 
‘Peter –’ Noel warned. 
‘We know we’re in trouble! We know that!’ 
‘All right, get in the car.’ Noel was firm. ‘Go on.’ 
‘But –’ 
‘Get in the car, Peter.’ Peter recognised the stiffness in his father’s tone. It was a rare and dangerous signal. ‘Off you go.’ 
With a dragging step, Peter obeyed. He climbed into the back seat of Del’s station wagon, but didn’t slam the door behind him. He would have liked to – a noise like that would have conveyed his anger very well – but he wanted to hear what the others were saying. Alec, particularly. 
Whenever Alec talked, he was worth listening to. 
‘The little girl’s right,’ Del was admitting. ‘If John Carr’s the problem . . . well, who knows what’s gunna happen to the others? I don’t reckon they’ll reach Oakdale, or anywhere else. Not with him on board.’ 
‘We can’t be sure of that,’ Linda protested, and Del replied: ‘No, we can’t. Wouldn’t wanna lay odds, but.’ 
‘Either way, we’d better get cracking.’ Since his outburst, Col seemed to have pulled himself together. ‘Build the fire. Cook the dinner. Find some water.’ 
‘That’s right,’ said Del. ‘Get plenty of green stuff too, as well as the wood. Stuff to make smoke. Good job I’ve got matches. Matches and kerosene.’ 
‘But isn’t there a fire ban?’ Linda wanted to know. ‘Because of the drought?’ 
‘Could be,’ Del retorted, in the manner of one who had never had much time for rules and regulations. ‘Personally, if they wanna come down here and fine me, I couldn’t be happier. Whaddaya reckon?’ 
Linda turned away. So did Noel. The group had started to break up, each person attending to his or her duty. Alec, however, remained where he was, apparently lost in thought. He stood with his hands on his hips, staring at the ground. 
Del touched his elbow. 
‘Let’s go, Alec. Time’s marchin on.’ 
Alec’s head jerked up. Del gave him a slap on the arm and began to follow the others. But Alec called her back. 
‘Del!’ 
‘What?’ She spun around. 
‘I was thinkin . . .’ 
‘What? Spit it out.’ 
Alec hesitated. Leaning forward, Peter strained to hear what he said. It came out slowly, haltingly, as Alec’s attention shifted from Del’s face to the distant skyline to the laces on his own boots. 
‘If John was there for the road kill, and for the dead bird, and for the swarm...’ 
‘Yeah? What about it?’ 
‘Well...’ Alec took a deep breath. ‘Well, what if he was there for that other mess? At Thorndale?’ 
He and Del blinked at each other. Then they looked around, nervously, as if afraid that someone might have overheard. That was when Del spotted Peter, who was obviously listening. 
She didn’t say anything, though. She just flashed him a crooked little half-smile. 
‘Well,’ she sighed, and all the strength seemed to drain from her with that single word. Her shoulders drooped; her gun sagged. 
‘What do you think?’ Alec murmured. 
‘I dunno. What do you think?’ 
‘Could be a coincidence.’ 
‘I s’pose.’ 
‘Bit of a stretch, though.’ 
‘Bit.’ 
‘They were shot,’ said Alec. Peter could hardly hear him by now; he had lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘You saw’em. Shot and left. Where’d the gun go?’ 
‘In ’is car?’ 
‘Right. And he had to leave that because –’ 
‘His tank was empty.’ 
Their gazes locked. Del finally remarked: ‘Vengeance is mine. I will repay, saith the Lord.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘It’s in the Bible. It makes sense.’ Her expression brightened, suddenly. ‘Think about Judas, and the way ’is bowels gushed out onto the field that he bought with them pieces of silver. And how Herod was eaten by worms. And the prophets of Baal – they were killed, too. It happens. O wicked man, thou shalt surely die.’ 
As Alec opened his mouth, Col called to them both. ‘Hey!’he yelled. ‘What are we doing, here? I thought we were on firewood duty, me and him!’ 
‘Uh – yeah. Yeah. That’s right,’ said Del. She seemed to shake herself, like a dog after a bath. ‘Sorry.’ 
‘Sorry,’ Alec echoed. He reached for the gun, which Del placed in his hands. Neither would look at the other. 
‘You take care,’ Del instructed. ‘Don’t go too far.’ 
‘No.’ 
‘Watch your back.’ 
‘Yeah.’ 
‘And – Alec?’ 
‘What?’ 
With a lunge that made him start, Del grabbed a handful of Alec’s T-shirt. She gave it a tug, so that he was stooping, and shoved an admonitory finger into his face. ‘Just remember,’ she warned, ‘The horse is prepared against the day of battle: but safety is of the Lord.’ 
Alec was clearly taken aback – and completely at sea. ‘Ri-i-ght,’ he faltered. 
He was still scratching his head when he joined Col. 
A horse is prepared against the day of battle. What was that supposed to mean? Alec was disappointed in Del; every so often she would demonstrate that she had half a brain in her head – that she had guts, and instinct, and a real grasp of the important issues. Then all at once she would turn around and start spouting gibberish. A horse is prepared against the day of battle. It worried Alec that Del had taken charge. It unnerved him that they’d placed their lives in the hands of a woman who obviously had a blown fuse somewhere. 
She also had a gun though. That was the important thing. Now that he was back in possession of the .303, Alec wondered if he would ever be able to let it go. It felt so solid (five or six kilos at least), and its stock was so warm and glossy and reassuring. Beautiful finish on that stock. And six lead-tipped bullets in the magazine. Six lines of defence against whatever might jump out from behind a tree and go for him. 
Not that Alec really expected anything like that to happen. More and more, as the hours passed, he had become convinced that he was right about the absence of a certain vehicle, and its connection with certain events. The idea that these events were actually associated with a particular person made even better sense, as far as Alec was concerned. When you thought about it, everything fitted together. And if John was responsible for the man of flies, and the Kamikaze crow, and the kilometres of mutilated flesh (for whatever reason), then he was probably responsible for the business at Thorndale as well. Why not? It was all part of the picture. 
In the circumstances, Alec didn’t want to think about what might have happened to the Harwoods, or that stupid girl and her boyfriend. Every time his thoughts even touched on the subject, they veered away again. He would have liked to believe that they had reached Oakdale, or even the highway, but he had a nasty, sneaking suspicion that they hadn’t. After all – he checked his watch – it was nearly five, and they had left before two. Three hours ago. If the map had been right, they should have got to Oakdale by now, and sent someone back. 
He congratulated himself for staying. It had been the right thing to do. The kids too – they were lucky. Though if they had left in the Harwoods’ car, then John would have remained at Pine Creek. With the rest of them. 
Thank God, thought Alec. Thank God he’s not here. 
‘Ahoy,’ Col suddenly observed. ‘I’m going to need some help here, son.’ 
Son. How Alec hated being called ‘son’. But he stopped scrutinising the nearby bush for a moment and glanced over to where Col was filling a gym bag with firewood. They had brought a gym bag and an esky with them on their firewood patrol; both receptacles had been filled and emptied three times already. They were now on their fourth sweep of the immediate area, collecting dry bark and some sprays of greenery, as well as sticks and broken boughs, which Alec would carry back under his arm if they were too large for the esky. 
‘You’re not takin that?’ he said, for Col had located a bloody great log. ‘We can’t move that!’ 
‘We could break it up. It’s eaten by ants, look. It’s hollow.’ 
‘Yeah, that’s right. Some snake’s hideaway, probably.’ 
‘Doesn’t matter. Give it a few good whacks, we’ll scare ’em away.’ 
‘You reckon?’ Alec was doubtful. He had an almost pathological fear of snakes. 
‘Yeah! Gorn. Few good thumps with the butt of that thing should do it.’ 
Alec looked around. The sky was blushing and the shadows were long. Birds called to each other in the treetops. Already the air had cooled, just a little, and the pale trunks of the eucalypts had taken on a warmer hue in preparation for their rapidly approaching plunge into darkness. 
It would be evening soon, and then nightfall. Alec wasn’t looking forward to it. He knew, with a kind of glum resignation, that he’d be the very last to bag a place in the station wagon. The kids would take precedence, and their mum, and maybe their dad. Col was so old, you couldn’t make him sleep on the ground – he might break a hip. Del had her sleeping bag and Mongrel his basket. 
Probably only poor Alec would find himself sleeping on a dog’s blanket under the stars. He’d never been much into camping at the best of times, and this wasn’t the best of times. If anything were to happen (and he repressed his mental images of what that ‘anything’ might be) it would happen to Alec first. 
Unless he was on guard, of course. It occurred to him, suddenly, that he might cop the sleeping bag during Del’s watch, and maybe a place in the car during Col’s. That was a more cheerful prospect. He’d forgotten about the watch bill. 
‘Hey! Dozy!’ Col was addressing him. ‘We going to do this, or not?’ 
‘Nah.’ 
‘Eh?’ 
‘It’s gettin late. I don’t wanna be takin the magazine outta this gun –’ 
‘Isn’t the safety on?’ 
Alec shot his companion a withering glance. As if you could bash a fully loaded, eighty-year-old rifle against a log and expect the safety to protect you! Besides, Alec objected to being called ‘dozy’ by someone who wasn’t a mate. 
‘We’ve got enough,’ he said. 
‘Del’s got an axe, hasn’t she? A hatchet? We could bring it back here.’ 
‘What’s the point? We’ve got enough.’ 
‘I dunno.’ Col shook his head. ‘It has to burn all night, son.’ 
‘Son’ again. Alec sighed. Clearly there was no point trying to argue with the stubborn old bastard. ‘All right,’ Alec said. ‘But I’ve gotta take a pee, first. Could you hold on to this while I do it?’ 
‘Oh. Right.’ 
‘Won’t be a second.’ 
Though he was reluctant to hand over his precious .303, Alec didn’t have a choice. He was bursting. But he chose his spot carefully, making sure that he could see over the screen of high grass around him, and that Col was watching his back. He was so intent on his surroundings, in fact, that at first he didn’t notice what was happening at his feet. 
It was the noise that alerted him. Not the patter of fluid on dry sand but a hissing, spluttering sound that made him think of a frying pan. That was the image that popped into his head: 
Janine frying bacon. 
Frowning, he dropped his gaze. 
And yelled. 
‘Shit!’ 
The earth was steaming. It was actually steaming where his urine had hit it. Not only that, but there were bubbles of urine dancing on its surface, like butter fizzing on a griddle. 
‘Shit!’ he cried again, stumbling backwards. He realised, then, that Col must have dropped the gun. The old man was bent over, retrieving it, as Alec fumbled with his fly. 
‘What?’ said Col. ‘What?!’ 
‘Gimme that!’ 
‘What happened?’ Col was so shocked and confused that he surrendered the rifle without a single protest, though Alec snatched at it rudely. 
‘Let’s get out of here,’ said Alec. 
‘Why?’ 
‘Something happened.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Let’s just go, okay?’ Alec’s heartbeat was racing. He knew,in his guts, that it was starting again. Okay, it hadn’t been much. Okay, it might have been some sort of peculiar natural phenomenon. But Alec didn’t think so. He had a feel for these things now. ‘Come on!’ he cried. ‘Let’s go, eh? Pick up the pace.’ 
‘I wish you’d explain . . .’ 
‘Later.’ 
Alec wasn’t sure exactly what he was trying to escape from. He could see nothing unusual, though it was hard to keep your eyes peeled when you were on the run. Bushes danced, the earth wheeled, branches slapped at his face. He was making too much noise – he realised that – but he couldn’t help himself. Only by slowing down would he stop kicking stones and crashing through dead sticks, and he didn’t want to slow down. 
Col panted along behind, burdened by the gym bag and the esky,unable to move too fast without losing half his load.Though Alec’s rifle was a heavy encumbrance, it wasn’t nearly as awkward to handle as the esky. Alec had to keep stopping or he would have lost sight of Col. 
‘You watch where you’re going,’ the old man coughed. ‘Do you know where you’re going?’ 
‘Yeah.’ 
‘You got the safety on there?’ 
Alec didn’t bother to reply. They were getting closer now; already he could hear voices. Kids’ voices. As he drew nearer, pushing his way northward along the wooded bank of Pine Creek, he realised that the voices contained an edge of hysteria – a kind of shrill, dismayed quality. His stride quickened. 
When he finally caught sight of the others (from a distance, through the trees) he automatically counted them – one, two, three, four, five. And six. The little kid was in the car, thank God. The red T-shirt was Linda’s, and she was crouched next to the boy, Peter. He seemed to be the centre of attention, from what Alec could see. Even Del had her hand on his arm. 
They all looked up when they heard Alec, their taut expressions relaxing once they caught sight of him. 
‘You right?’ he gasped. 
‘Alec.’ Noel heaved a sigh. He said to Louise: ‘It’s only Alec.’ 
‘What’s wrong?’ Puffing and blowing, Alec sensed that he was probably red in the face. He certainly felt hot around the gills. ‘Is something wrong?’ 
‘Where’s Col?’ Linda wanted to know, and Alec pointed. 
‘Back there. See?’ 
‘Oh.’ 
‘It sounded like someone . . . like someone was upset,’ Alec wheezed, and caught the sidelong glances. Peter rubbed his nose, his head lowered. Noel said: ‘Peter got a bit of a fright.’ 
‘He saw bones!’ Louise blurted out. ‘In the ground!’ 
‘They were roots, darling,’ her mother corrected. ‘He thought they were bones, but they were just roots.’ 
‘No.’ Peter’s voice wobbled. He raised his head again, and Alec noticed that his eyes were bloodshot, his eyelids inflamed. ‘They were roots, but they looked like bones. Like the bones you see in archaeological excavations. Just for a second I thought they were bones, so I stopped and looked –’ 
‘But they were really roots,’ Linda finished in firm, reassuring accents. ‘I saw them. That’s all they were.’ 
‘But they moved!’ 
‘They couldn’t have.’ 
‘They did! ’ 
‘It’s all right, pet.’ Linda twined her arms around his neck and pressed her temple against his. ‘You’re tired. It’s getting dark. I’m sure it was nothing.’ 
‘But they writhed,’ Peter moaned, his voice cracking. ‘They writhed in the dirt, like worms or something!’ 
‘Hang on,’ said Alec. He didn’t like the sound of this. ‘Where were they? These roots?’ 
‘Just over there.’ It was Noel who answered, gesturing towards the creek. ‘See where that tree’s growing, on the edge of the drop?’ 
‘It was nothing.’ Linda fixed Alec with a menacing glower. Don’t you dare, it seemed to say. Don’t you dare make a thing out of this. 
But she was looking at the wrong person. 
‘Well that’s funny,’ Col suddenly declared. He had joined them at last, after dropping the esky and the gym bag with a resounding thud. ‘We came tearing back here like rabbits because this bloke reckoned he saw something. Wouldn’t tell me what it was, though.’ 
Everyone except Linda turned to peer at Alec. (Linda was scowling at Col.) Alec found himself flushing because he didn’t want to talk about his urine. ‘It was just weird,’ he mumbled. ‘Something weird happened.’ 
‘When he stopped for a pee,’ Col appended. 
‘Look, it doesn’t matter what it was!’ Alec exclaimed, furious with the old bugger. (They’d be thinking it was all about his dick now.) ‘Just take my word, it wasn’t normal! Okay? Which means we should all get in the bloody car!’ 
‘Oh no.’ Noel grabbed his son’s shoulders as Linda straightened, hissing through her teeth. ‘You don’t think this is anything to do with ...with what happened before . . .?’ 
‘You wanna take a chance?’ Alec retorted. ‘Because I don’t.’ 
‘But dinner’s almost ready . . .’ 
Alec rolled his eyes. He couldn’t believe these people, sometimes – they were like ostriches. Suddenly Del seemed to snap out of her trance. 
‘I’ll take care of the food,’ she said briskly to Noel. ‘Yiz can put them kids in the car.’ 
‘But –’ 
‘Gorn. You too, Col. In the car. Alec, watch me back.’ 
‘Right.’ 
‘I’m gunna stoke up that fire. Really pile it on. Nice big bonfire should help scare away the nasties.’ 
Alec agreed; it couldn’t possibly hurt. Remembering the hundreds of war movies he’d seen, he positioned himself appropriately (gun-butt wedged under his armpit, legs apart, knees slightly bent) and scanned the periphery of their little clearing. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of Peter, whose parents were bundling him into the old Ford. The kid was looking back, trying to attract Alec’s attention. 
But Alec was busy. He had a job to do. While Del grabbed great lumps of wood and heaved them into the fire, Alec had to – 
Whoomp! 
He spun around just in time to see the flames leap up, roaring. It was as if Del had doused them with a tank of kerosene. They almost singed the leaves that dangled high above them; they did singe the hair that tumbled over Del’s forehead. 
She staggered backwards, shielding her face. 
‘Aaagh! Christ!’ 
‘Del! What – ?’ 
‘One piece of wood!’ she cried. ‘It was just one piece of wood!’ 


CHAPTER 18 

e was flat on his belly, and pining for a drink. He could hear the others, but he couldn’t see them. This time the voices were quite clear and unmistakable – not like those other noises he’d heard on the way. The wind, they must have been, or distant bird calls; his heart had been in his throat at least a dozen times, because his ears were acting up. Perhaps he was a bit dehydrated. Perhaps he had a touch of sunstroke. Whatever the reason, he had been tormented by the belief that he was being pursued by faint cries and plaintive murmurs, carried on a fitful breeze. 
It had slowed him down a lot. 
At first he’d been afraid that he had messed up, somewhere – that someone was still alive. Nothing would have surprised him, after that mud creature. And he had to admit that his head wasn’t as clear as it should have been; he could easily have missed a vital sign. Like the old man’s pulse, for instance, though he had pounded that silvery head to pulp with a rock as, beside them, the woman lay moaning.That had been a stroke of luck,the way she’d still been on her back like that. It had made things nice and easy. The old man had sent him off to find wood for a stretcher, and he’d returned with the rock. Thump, thump! A piece of piss, with the old man hanging over his wife, his back to the creek, like he was asking to be attacked. Like the mud creature had never appeared. 
The wife had been simple too. A few sharp thrusts with his knife, and the job was done. Then the rock again, just to make sure. But he’d been in a hurry, glancing over his shoulder, watching for any signs of disturbance in the bog. Maybe, for that reason, he hadn’t been as thorough as he should have been. Maybe he hadn’t done it right. 
That was unlikely, though. It was more likely that those twittering, windborn voices hadn’t belonged to the here and now. Perhaps Grace was trying to get inside his head again. She was certainly closing in. Had she thought him defenceless? He had left his gun behind, but not his knife. The knife was strapped to his calf, even now. He wasn’t stupid. He had been careful – always careful. It was the only way. She had tried to panic him, down in that bog, but she hadn’t succeeded. Not to the point where he’d lost his powers of reason. 
He had even thought about dragging the bodies into the mud afterwards. The car had almost disappeared. Why not two bodies? The trouble was, he had wanted to get away. And the yuppie and the slag – what if they had escaped in the meantime? It had been vital to catch up with them. To get rid of them. 
Besides, no one would ever find the bodies. That bitch on wheels had nailed it down. She had sussed it somehow; she had articulated his feelings almost before they’d taken shape. What if we can’t ever get out? That was what she had said. What if we can’t ever get out? What are we going to do, live like Aborigines? 
The words had hit him like a blinding flash, hurting his eyes. God, he had seen it all! The days unfolding, the food supply dwindling, the fruitless lighting of signal fires, the search for water, the failed attempts at catching and cooking a red kangaroo. And the kids would get first pick of everything, and a search party would be sent out full of able-bodied men – like himself – and meanwhile Grace would search him out, pin him down, torture and torment him and finally starve him to death. Unless he ate them all, one by one? But that wouldn’t work. They would-n’t keep. Unless the meat was dried, and he didn’t know how to do that. 
Still, he was on top of the situation. He understood that he had to move before anyone else did. If he took advantage of their bewilderment and disbelief now, before they woke up to themselves, he’d have the advantage. 
He would also have the gun, the food, the water – even the sleeping bag. And his chances of survival would improve immeasurably as a result. 
That was why he had killed the Harwoods. And the yuppie too, and the slag. He had been wanting to kill the slag since he had first laid eyes on her, so that had been no problem. He’d walked right up to her and given her a belt across the nose, the way he often had with Grace. He’d been able to take his time, because she was barefoot, and shocked, and didn’t know what day it was, the stupid cunt. The yuppie too, though the yuppie had been hard work. Stronger than you’d have thought – even after his throat was cut. Blood gushing out, all over everything. And no water to clean up with afterwards. 
So how to get rid of the rest? 
It would be hard. There were so many of them, and they had a gun. They also had a dog; he could hear it barking as he lay in the dirt, with ants crawling up into his collar and flies sampling his sweat. The dog made him think of Mullet, and his breathing quickened. He closed his eyes, for an instant. Fucking Mullet. Fucking dog. He would take great delight in throttling that noisy dog up ahead, and it would have to be done first. First the dog, because dogs pay attention. They were easier to inhabit too. (Grace had a grip on every dog ever born.) Then whoever had the gun. If he could get hold of the gun, it would be easy. He could polish off the rest in a few minutes, provided he had the ammunition to do it. And if he didn’t have the ammunition . . . well, there was always the knife. His knife. He was itching to get his hands on that mad old cunt who owned the gun. As for the rest, they were dead already. They would never survive; he would be doing them a favour. Especially if they were the only ones left in this world. 
It looked as if they might all be in Grace’s world now. 
He winced because of the pain in his head. He was so tired – he hadn’t slept in two nights. Last night he had driven and driven, without getting anywhere. The night before had been even worse. No sleep, and Grace was still alive then. He had skulked about in the dark, dragging dead dogs around. Dogs. It always came down to dogs. 
He had brought bait for this dog, all wrapped up in the yuppie’s jacket. The flies had found it, of course; they were making so much noise that he was almost afraid the dog would hear them. One good thing, though; the flies were so busy with his bait that they weren’t too fussed about him. He wasn’t the main target, for once, so that was another bonus. He was pleased with himself, really – pleased with his own forethought. Despite everything, he could still think. Still plan. His muzzy brain was still working, albeit in fits and starts. It was his defence against the dark realm, although he didn’t quite know what he was going to do next. Except wait until dark, of course. Darkness would shield him. Unless she was holding back the night as well. 
He could smell smoke, and something else. Food. The spicy aroma brought tears to his eyes. They were fucking eating, the bastards! Eating cooked food! While he lay in the dirt like a fucking goanna, being devoured by insects! It was so wrong. So wrong. It was like they wanted to torment him, the way Grace had. She must have spent all day thinking up ways of torturing him: his boss, his haemorrhoids, even his headaches. For all he knew, she had fed him those headaches. Every night, lovingly, as she served him up his mashed potato. (His teeth too. His dodgy teeth.) He would be sweating when he walked through the door of an evening, knowing that she would be there, armed and ready 
– ready to push his buttons. She did it every time. It had got to the point where she only had to open her mouth and it was like a hot wire in his guts. 
She’d hated him, and tried to destroy him. That was what no one could possibly understand. Everything good about his life, she had taken away. Every trip to the pub – ruined. Every Sunday night movie – ruined. She had ruined everything, deliberately, with malice. (An age-old hatred?) He’d had to get rid of his dogs, because of her kid. All of them except Mullet, who’d been a waste of fucking space in the end. And when he’d tried to fight back, the witch-doctor stuff had started. She had bent the whole world to her will. 
Then the appalling truth hit him. He had released her. He had freed her power. Only now, unfettered by flesh, could she command the forces of nature. She had made him do it, deliberately. She had called down the hatchet, the bullet, the knife upon herself. It had been her plan all along. 
He found himself biting the dust as he thought about it. Biting down hard, and leaving tooth marks in the cracked soil. His mouth was full of dirt. He spat, and his nose ran. Tears spurted from his eyes. 
She’s not going to win, he thought. Whatever this is that she’s cooked up, she and her fucking ancestor spirits (he remembered them; they had haunted her dreams, or so she said) well, he wasn’t going to buckle. She expected him to be weak, but he wasn’t weak. He would fight. He would win. He would not be held hostage by the weakness of others – if it really was weakness. Those others might just be lures. Baits. She might be trying to get under his skin, with little girls in pretty dresses. 
She thought she had him, but she didn’t. He could be just as tough as she was. He didn’t have a choice. 
Somehow, he would smash her. Beat her. Shake her loose. 
The question was, How? 
They were eating tinned Irish stew, tinned peas, and the last of the water biscuits. There wasn’t a lot to go around. As dusk settled and the stars came out, they stuffed the meal down their throats uneasily, some sitting huddled in the car, some squatting by the fire. 
Though briefly distracted by the smell of savoury beef – and an offer of dog biscuits – Mongrel had begun to bark again. It wasn’t a frantic or continuous sound. It was the sound of a dog not entirely happy about something, who was spasmodically voicing his qualms. Peter found himself paying close attention to Mongrel. In fact everyone sat very quietly, monitoring the dog’s tone and pitch. Should his yaps become shorter, sharper and higher, it would be an indication of approaching peril. 
That, at least, was the unspoken agreement. 
Peter was sitting in the back seat of the station wagon. He had been ordered to stay there since the incident of the leaping flames; he and his sisters had all been confined to the car. They would be sleeping in the car too, squashed together in the back, while their parents bedded down on the seats. If anyone had to go to the toilet, he or she would be doing it within sight of the car. 
Del wasn’t taking any chances. 
‘Maybe we’re all mad,’ she’d said. ‘Maybe we’re havin hallucinations. But as far as I’m concerned, we’re better off safe than sorry.’ 
Peter wondered if he had been hallucinating. No one else had seen the roots move. No one else had been looking, of course, but the fact is that when his mother ran up – drawn by Peter’s screams – the roots had reverted to their normal appearance. White roots poking through red soil. Not bones. Not serpents. Roots. 
Could he have seen something that wasn’t really there? 
It didn’t seem likely. People suffering from exposure, from hunger and thirst and exhaustion, often hallucinated. He knew that. But so far, he wasn’t all that hungry or thirsty, and he hadn’t been forced to endure any extreme temperatures. He hadn’t even been particularly scared, before he saw those roots twisting and wriggling, because things seemed to have become normal again. He had been anxious, yes – not scared. 
He was scared now, though. Very, very scared. He found it hard to chew and swallow because his jaw muscles were stiff and his mouth was dry. Even Rosie was uncharacteristically quiet, sensing the tension around her. Grim-faced, Linda and Noel cleaned the dishes with Linda’s Wet Wipes, because they didn’t want to waste water. Col kept shovelling wood and bark onto the fire, which behaved erratically, sometimes flaring up for no apparent reason. Alec was cradling Del’s little hatchet, Del having demanded custody of her gun. He looked somehow incomplete without the rifle, and extremely nervous. He kept standing up and sitting down again. 
‘What’ll we do with these empty tins?’ Linda inquired, speaking softly. ‘Will we need them? Shall I clean them, or chuck them?’ 
‘Hang on to ’em,’ Del murmured. ‘Just in case it rains.’ 
‘Same with this bottle, I s’pose?’ 
‘Yeah.’ 
‘Wait.’ Alec was on his feet, hatchet dangling from his fist. ‘Is it a glass bottle?’ 
‘No,’ Linda replied. ‘It’s plastic. A water bottle. Why?’ 
Alec surveyed the surrounding bush, which was becoming lost in shadow as night fell. Then, lowering his head and his voice, he addressed Del. 
‘Molotov cocktails,’ he rasped. 
‘Eh?’ 
‘Molotov cocktails. You know. We could use the kerosene. Petrol, maybe.’ 
‘Ya reckon?’ said Del, looking doubtful, and Col asked sceptically if Alec had ever made one of ‘them things’. 
‘Well no, but –’ 
‘You don’t mess around with petrol and lighted rags,’ Col hissed. ‘Not unless you know what you’re doing.’ 
‘Still,’ Del said thoughtfully, ‘maybe a coupla cans of kerosene within reach wouldn’t hurt . . .’ 
Then Mongrel barked, three times. Everyone fell silent. There was a long pause. 
Peter wondered if kerosene – or even bullets – would have any effect on whatever it was that threatened them. If it was John, well, maybe. (Unless he was a sorcerer, able to repel bullets?) If it was something else, something spawned by the Nether World, their only hope was the kind of power invested in amulets, crystals, sacred objects ...crosses, maybe? It occurred to him that Del might be wearing a cross, but he couldn’t bring himself to raise the subject. 
He simply couldn’t push the words out of his mouth. 
He watched his mother walk over to the camp-stove, pick up the bottle of kerosene, and start pouring its contents into one of her empty tins. Noel joined her, and they struck up a conversation that was pitched far too low for anyone else to hear. They seemed to be arguing. 
Alec and Del were also arguing, muttering together about siphoning petrol for petrol bombs. Alec wanted to do it. Del didn’t – she pointed out that the few drops left in the tank might transport them a short distance if the need arose. (‘And it might, you know,’ she growled. ‘It bloody might.’) Alec was trying to explain his strategy, and Del was overriding him by pointing out that it was her car, her petrol, when Mongrel began to bark again. 
This time the dog sprang to his feet. His volley of yelps was urgent, and full of alarm; he padded forward, his eyes apparently fixed on a distant spot in the darkness. Peter could only see the back of him – a tail and hindquarters in the flickering firelight – but noticed even from a distance that his hackles had risen. 
Del rose too. 
‘Get in the car,’ she said. ‘Linda? Get in the car. Who’s there? Hey! Who is it?’ 
Cowering in his seat, Peter was astonished at Del’s bravery. She actually advanced, raising her gun until the butt was nestled against her armpit, dropping her head until she was squinting into the telescopic sight. Mongrel’s whole body shook with every 
bark. 
‘Get me a torch!’ Del snapped. ‘Col! Get me a torch!’ 
‘You’re not going out there?’ Linda squeaked. By this time she was in the car, though Noel was still hovering outside, as if he wanted to be useful. Peter wished he would jump in and shut the door. 
‘Dad!’ cried Louise. ‘Come on!’ 
Col was scrabbling around in the pile of rags and pots and plastic near the fire. From the tangled folds of a sweatshirt he produced Del’s big orange torch, which he immediately turned on. The beam wasn’t too bright, not even after he’d shaken it. ‘Batteries must be low,’ Noel muttered. 
‘Noel! Will you get in?’ Linda cried, but instead Noel called to Del. 
‘Del! The keys!’ he exclaimed. 
‘Alec. Car keys,’ said Del, without moving a muscle. ‘They’re in me pocket.’ 
Peter realised what his father was trying to do. If anything happened, and Noel had the keys, he would be able to drive them away – at least for as long as the petrol held out. Both Alec and Col were now beside Del, Col standing with the torch, Alec on one knee, fumbling in the pocket of Del’s baggy old pants. 
He withdrew a jangling set of keys and tossed it at Noel, climbing to his feet as he did so. The keys flashed in the firelight. 
Noel caught them. 
‘Okay,’ he said, sliding into the driver’s seat. His door slammed. It was very dark inside the car; Peter could see only the glitter of a moist eye here, the sheen of a greasy nose there. He could feel Louise shaking beside him. He could hear his family breathing. He could smell body odour. 
Outside, in the circle of firelight, everything was clearly visible: Mongrel’s quivering tail, the sweat patches on Alec’s T-shirt, the dust on the seat of Del’s pants. 
‘Whoever you are,’ she yelled, ‘you’d better come out here with your hands up!’ 
‘Oh my God,’ Linda whispered, covering her ears. 
‘I’ll count to three! ’ The barrel of Del’s gun moved, sweeping slowly across her field of fire. ‘One!’ 
Col cast her a worried look. His hands must have been shaking, because the beam of the orange torch bounced up and down. 
‘Two!’ 
They all heard it now: a distant snap, which caused Mongrel to yap frenetically, his front paws pushing him off the ground. Then he surged forward. 
‘Three!’ 
The barrel of the Lee Enfield swung towards the sky, and there was a sharp, deafening retort. The Fergusons jumped. They screamed. Alec cried: ‘You’re wastin the fuckin ammo!’ 
‘Warnin shot.’ 
‘Fuck that! We can’t spare it!’ 
‘Watch the dog!’ Col exclaimed. Mongrel was leaping away from them on stiffened legs, churning up dust, barking like a machine. 
‘Mongrel!’ Del bawled. ‘Heel! Mongrel!’ 
Mongrel ignored her. The dog was skipping sideways, as if plotting the passage of something that was on the move. Peter couldn’t hear any footsteps or rustling, because the barking was so loud. Besides, he was too far away from the action, shut up as he was in Del’s car, behind closed windows. But whatever was out there, among the trees, it had to be coming closer. You could tell that, just from the timbre of Mongrel’s yelps. The distance 
between the dog and his master was widening. 
‘Shit,’ Noel breathed. 
Click, click. Instinctively, Peter knew what that sound was. Though he hadn’t been looking at Del (his attention had been focused on Mongrel) he knew that he had just heard her reload. She was striding forward, taking aim. 
‘Bring the torch,’ she instructed. 
‘Eh?’ Col stared at her, blankly. 
‘Alec, stay here. Keep an eye out.’ 
‘What?’ 
‘Mongrel! Gittim!’ 
‘Del, fuck it, are you crazy?’ Alec protested. Noel groaned ‘Oh no’ as Mongrel bounded off into the night, still barking. 
‘I can get ’im!’ Del insisted. ‘It’s some bloke out there!’ 
‘Del –’ 
‘It’s all right! Mongrel’s got ’im nailed, listen!’ 
‘Del!’ 
But with a firm ‘Torch, Col!’ she marched off, forcing Col to pursue her. Peter realised that he was whimpering, and swallowed to make himself stop. Mongrel’s noisy warnings were still audible; the beam of Del’s torch was retreating from the campsite, wavering and flashing as it raked the bush for footprints, scuff marks, broken branches – even the flash of a buckle or the gleam of an eye. Col himself was no longer visible. 
‘She’s mad! Mad!’ Noel said brokenly. 
‘Shhh!’ Linda was straining to hear. Alec had backed up, step by step, until he was level with the camp-stove. Peter saw him stoop and pick up Del’s hatchet, wrenching his gaze from Mongrel’s location. (The dog’s ear-splitting yelps helped everyone to pinpoint that with some accuracy.) 
‘Turn on the headlights!’ Linda screeched, and Noel obeyed. A cluster of tree-trunks leapt out of the darkness, each shred of bark and hard-edged leaf clearly illuminated against the murk beyond. But it didn’t help much. Del’s car was facing in the wrong direction. 
‘Mummy! Mummy! Mummy!’ It was Louise speaking, not Rosie. Alec banged on Louise’s window, causing her to jump. 
‘Let me in!’ His voice was muffled by glass. ‘Let me in!’ 
‘But –’ 
‘MOVE OVER!’ 
Then they heard the other noise – a crashing thud,some distance away from the bobbing light and barking dog. 
Col heard the noise too. It frightened him so much that he nearly dropped the torch; spotlit sand and foliage danced crazily as he caught the damn thing before it hit the ground. 
‘What the hell...?’ 
‘I dunno.’ Col trained his pale beam (which was steadier now, though not rock-steady) at a patch of swaying hopbush. He picked out Mongrel’s tail thrashing about. 
‘No,’ Del rasped. ‘It was further up. Towards the creek.’ 
‘Wait,’ said Col. Mongrel was making curious noises, snuffling and whining, sniffing around the roots of a tree. He raised his head, yapped sharply, and started nosing about again. ‘That dog’s found something.’ 
‘Where?’ 
‘There.’ Col pointed his wavering beam at Mongrel, who seemed antsy and disturbed. ‘It’s not very big . . .’ 
‘Take a look,’ said Del. ‘I’ll watch your back.’ 
Col hesitated. 
‘Go on! I’ll keep an eye out!’ 
But Col’s main concern was Del and her gun. He didn’t altogether trust Del, and he didn’t want to walk ahead of her, in case she got jumpy and started firing at shadows. (His shadow, to be precise.) In his opinion, there were a lot of people in the world who shouldn’t be allowed anywhere near a gun, and Del was one of them. 
In circumstances like this, she was doubly dangerous. 
‘Just turn that thing away from me!’ he insisted. 
‘I know what I’m doin, Col!’ 
‘Yeah, but I don’t! So do me a favour, all right?’ 
Then, having satisfied himself that the .303 wasn’t aimed anywhere near him, Col advanced cautiously towards Mongrel, who really was a mongrel, in Col’s opinion: part kelpie, part setter, part something else. One of those sloppy, wild-eyed dogs that Col didn’t trust any more than he trusted Del. One of those mangy, offal-fed, bad-smelling . . . 
‘Aaah!’ 
In the torchlight, every detail sprang out at him with cruel clarity. He swung away almost at once, but it was too late; in less than two seconds the terrible image had become branded in his mind’s eye. The streaks and gobs of black blood. The bits of dirt and dry grass adhering to it. The gleam of a mottled eyeball. The slack purple lips. The bulging blue tongue. 
‘Aaah! Aaah!’ He didn’t know if he was screaming or retching. He had dropped the torch. 
‘What is it? What happened?’ Del cried. 
Col couldn’t answer. He could hardly breathe. Tears blinded him, and his stomach rebelled. He had to swallow repeatedly to stop himself from vomiting. 
‘Is it a snake? Did it bite you? Col? Where does it – oh my CHRIST!’ 
She must have seen it, Col thought. The fallen torch must be shining right on it. 
‘Oh God. Oh God.’ Del sounded just like a little girl. Her voice was high and frightened, and it cracked on a sob. ‘Oh God in heaven preserve us!’ 
She collapsed against the tree, her rifle slack in her arms. Col could see her out of the corner of his eye. But he wasn’t about to turn around. Not yet. 
‘All right,’ Del gasped. ‘All right. Now – now we gotta – we gotta –’ 
‘It’s her,’ Col squawked. There had been a silver thing in its nose; he had seen it glint. ‘It’s that girl.’ 
‘Wha–?’ 
‘The – the Martian.’ His mind was a blank. What had her name been? ‘The one I picked up. It’s her.’ 
‘No...’ 
‘There’s a bloody thing in her nose!’ 
Col bit down on his trembling bottom lip. He blinked back his tears and wiped his mouth. He didn’t know what Del was doing; he could hear her moving, but still didn’t want to turn around. 
‘It is,’ she croaked suddenly. ‘Christ Jesus. It’s her head. Someone threw it.’ 
‘What – what are we going to do?’ 
‘I didn’t recognise –’ 
‘What are we going to do, dammit?’ 
‘I – I dunno.’ A pause. ‘Where’s Mongrel?’ 
Col blinked. He looked at her. He looked at the torch – at the tree – at the tangle of swelling roots. His gaze skirted the round, dark blot in its nest of grass. 
He couldn’t see any dog. 
‘Mongrel!’ Del’s summons was shrill. Anxious. ‘Mongrel! Cummeer!’ 
‘Where’d he go?’ 
‘MONGREL!’ 
‘Shh! Listen!’ 
They fell silent. Col could hear only the sound of Del’s harsh breathing, and the thud-thud-thud of his own heart. 
As he stooped to pick up the torch, Del hoisted her gun back into position. 
‘Mongrel!’ she cried. 
‘We’ve got to get back.’ 
‘And leave my dog?’ 
‘We’ve got to get back, Del!’ 
‘Just shine that thing around, will you?’ 
‘No.’ Col was frantic. Someone had killed the girl. Someone had chopped off her bloody head, and Del was worried about her bloody dog? ‘You’re crazy, come back here!’ 
‘Gimme the torch.’ 
‘No!’ 
‘Gimme the torch!’ 
Col was willing to fight for it. He would have, if they hadn’t both, at that instant, heard a swishing noise. 
They froze. 
‘Mongrel?’ Del squeaked. 
Col swung the beam of his torch from side to side. Del stepped forward. 
‘Del –’ 
‘Shh!’ 
She took another step, and another. Col was unable to move. His spotlight did, though, sliding up a tree trunk, across a bough, dropping again to a stunted,feathery mulga.The smooth,graceful limbs of the eucalypts – starkly white against a black backdrop – seemed to reach for him like pale arms. They were reaching! They had elbows – fingers 
Col opened his mouth to scream. To warn Del. But she had drawn level with the wide base of an old red gum, and something leapt out from behind it, striking her, jolting her. 
Mongrel. 
In the split second it took Col to realise that the dog had been thrown – that it was limp and lifeless and spilling blood – Del was tricked into holding her fire. She hesitated, just for an instant, and by the time she understood, it was too late. 
The man had jumped her. 
He knocked her sideways and seized her gun. She shrieked. Col started forward, but the man had kicked Del sharply, and wrenched the rifle from her hands. She fell to her knees, launched herself at him. He swung the butt at her head. Crack! 
Col realised his mistake. He was almost upon them, but suddenly he was looking down a barrel. 
He turned. 
The man fired. 


CHAPTER 19 

lec was halfway out of the car when the first shot sounded. They had all heard the voices, even from behind closed windows. There was a sort of rough cry, followed by a pause, followed by a shriek. In the distance, a faint circle of light had veered wildly into the treetops, vanished, and appeared again. 
Alec had moved instinctively, before even stopping to consider his options. 
‘Wait!’ Noel exclaimed. ‘Hang on! Don’t –’ 
Crack! The shot. Alec stopped dead, every muscle rigid with fright. His heart seemed to shrink in his chest. 
‘Oh my God!’ Linda cried. ‘Oh my God!’ 
Alec didn’t know what to do. Had Del fired that shot? Had it even issued from Del’s gun? It had sounded like her gun, but Alec was no expert. 
Then the second shot rang out. 
‘What’s happening?’ Linda whimpered. ‘Noel? Can you see?’ 
‘I – I can’t –’ ‘Can you see? Alec?’ 
It was a ridiculous thing to ask. What did she think he had, heat-sensitive vision? He could see no more than she could – and that was little enough: one patch of bush clearly illuminated by the headlights, together with a larger, indistinct portion appearing and disappearing in the flickering glow of the fire, which caused the shadows to leap and fall back in a disconcerting manner. 
When the sound of a third shot split the air, Alec made his decision. 
‘Del?’ he shouted. ‘D-E-L-L-L!’ 
No reply. 
Noel wound down his window. ‘Del!’ he bawled. ‘Col!’ 
Still no reply.That wasn’t good.Alec got back in the car behind Noel, slamming the door shut. He was still cradling his hatchet. 
‘What are we going to do?’ Linda whispered. 
‘Wait,’ said Noel hoarsely. 
‘Have you got –’ 
‘I’ve got the keys. They’re in the ignition.’ 
‘Should we turn off the headlights? What about the batteries? What if they run down?’ 
Noel hesitated. Behind him, Alec was thinking. Four shots fired – that meant there were two bullets left. 
If it was Del’s gun being used. 
‘Alec?’ said Noel. ‘Should we try to save the batteries? Suppose they run down, and we can’t start the car . . .?’ 
‘Yeah,’ Alec replied. ‘Yeah, turn ’em off.’ But when the hard, bright glare was extinguished, and the darkness seemed to flow towards them, Alec began to have second thoughts. How were they going to protect themselves if they couldn’t see what was coming? 
‘The torch,’ said Noel. ‘Can anyone spot the torch?’ 
It should have been visible, because the firelight was so dim and red by the time it reached the outer circle of trees. Alec, however, could discern no weaving white dot amidst the silent stands of eucalypts. 
‘Why would they turn off the torch?’ he asked uneasily. 
‘Could they be out of range?’ Linda suggested. ‘Maybe they can’t hear us, and we can’t see them . . .’ 
‘Shh!’ Alec had wound down his window a fraction. ‘Keep quiet!’ 
‘I can hear something,’ Peter suddenly quavered. ‘Can you hear something?’ 
It was a soft whistle, which grew louder as they listened. A breathy, moaning, hollow whistle. A whistle that ebbed and surged, but never quite stopped. 
‘It’s the wind,’ Noel declared. 
‘But Dad . . .’ This time, Alec could hear the suppressed sobs in Peter’s whimper. ‘Dad, the branches aren’t moving! Nothing’s moving!’ 
Alec swallowed. The kid was right. Every ruddy-coloured leaf hung still from a motionless twig. Every blade of grass throwing a spear-like shadow against the earth stood as stiff as a guardsman. 
Yet still the whistle continued, rising in volume and urgency, like the sound of a 70 km gust pushing its way through a keyhole. 
Beside Alec, Louise was curled up in a ball. He could feel her trembling. He himself was sweating, though the temperature had dropped since nightfall. 
‘It’s happening,’ he panted. ‘It’s happening again.’ He pressed his nose to the glass, but could see almost nothing, because his side of the car was facing away from the fire. Something drifted overhead, but – no, it was smoke. It dissipated quickly. 
He leaned forward, peering over Noel’s shoulder, through the windscreen. The windscreen was so filthy, however – so covered with dust and squashed flies – that the shapes beyond it were indistinct; he could vaguely make out tree-trunks, bushes, stones, all of them utterly immobile. 
The shrill, droning whistle was now hurting his ears. 
‘What’s happening?’ Linda cried. ‘What is it?’ 
Alec knew. It was a warning. Like the road kill, like the swarm of flies, this noise was a signal. He knew it in his gut, the gut that had never failed him, no matter how much he’d tried to ignore it. 
And his gut was telling him to move. 
‘Get out!’ he barked, slapping the back of Noel’s seat. Noel’s response was so fast that he must have been acting on the same impulse; the old Ford sputtered to life instantly, its engine roaring. 
Then three things happened, in the blink of an eye. 
There was a flash – a great flash – silent and all-encompassing. It had the intensity, the brilliance, the blue-white clarity of sheet lightning, except that there was no thunder or rain to accompany it. 
The image that it left seared on Alec’s retina was that of a man’s head and shoulders, just in front to his right, below Noel’s window: a craggy profile, a bent arm, an upthrust rifle, its barrel aimed at Noel’s head. Alec was still processing this picture as his own hand shot out. He was still thinking: That bastard must have crawled up to us on his belly, like a snake, as he drove his door open, towards the now unseen figure, a split second before the gun went off. 
He felt the impact of the man’s body along his arm, then saw the quick, hot blaze and heard the retort. There was a shriek, and a sparkling shower of glass. It rained down on the shooter, who was struggling to regain his balance; Alec could see this because his eyes had recovered from the blinding effect of the lightning flash. He could just distinguish the shooter’s dense silhouette from the gloom beyond. He spied the swaying gun barrel. 
Leaping from the car, he swung his hatchet. 
The blade struck home. A terrible howl assaulted his ears, as if the parted flesh itself had cried out. Jarring against bone, the weapon was knocked aside with the movement of a whirling back and shoulder. Alec went for the gun. He could feel himself toppling, thrust off his feet by the force of his opponent’s lunge, and launched himself at the rifle. He grabbed it. He pulled it. Something smashed into his chin but he didn’t let go. He hit the ground, rolling. 
There was a deafening explosion. 
For an instant, time seemed to stand still. The blast had blown every thought clear out of Alec’s brain; it took a moment for him to gather them up again. His opponent too had frozen in shock. 
The gun. It had fired. 
Fired its sixth bullet. 
Alec’s hands recognised its sleek shape and gleaming attachment even as it was yanked, convulsively, from his grip. 
He saw the muzzle whip towards him, heard the ratchet of the trigger, smelled kerosene. It was a sensory avalanche, swamping him; his hands jerked up to fend off the swinging barrel. Crump! The pain shot from his wrist, radiating outward. But the noise that he heard was someone else screaming. He rolled again, away from the man with the gun, who was lurching up, who was hurling the weapon at – whom? 
Noel? 
It had to be Noel. Alec caught the gleam of his glasses. Thrown into dark relief against a glowing, reddish backdrop, Noel ducked to avoid the rifle, which traced a jagged arc through the air before striking the ground, bouncing, coming to rest. Noel threw something else in response – an empty bottle – but it never hit the fleeing shooter, ricocheting off a tree instead. 
Noel. Alive after all. The first shot must have missed him. 
By this time Alec was on his feet again, groaning from the pain in his wrist and his knee. He saw the man swerve around the back of the station wagon, his lanky outline blocking the firelight. John Carr. He was unmistakable, though one arm hung limp. 
‘You fucker!’ Alec screeched, emboldened by a sudden and utterly transforming access of rage. He darted forward. 
But Linda reached the man first. She came around the other side of the car and surprised him. 
It seemed to Alec that everything slowed to a crawl – that the very gush of fluid itself lost so much momentum that every drop floated through the air like a bubble. An eternity seemed to pass before the kerosene collided with John Carr’s swivelling head and shoulders. Alec knew it was kerosene because he’d had ample time (or that was his impression, anyway) to pick out the glint of steel in Linda’s hand; to recognise the shape of the tin; to smell the clutching, chemical smell. And any doubts that he may have had were laid to rest when John Carr, propelled sideways by this surprise attack, tripped and fell into the fire. 
It consumed him. 
In a great billow of blue and white and orange flame, it enveloped him like water. Alec could have sworn that, for an instant, he was swallowed up entirely. Then black arms appeared, thrashing, and a blazing body staggered out of the conflagration, dragging it with him, stumbling, falling. Linda screamed. Alec screamed. Noel was shouting something – Alec didn’t know what – and the flames licked over the rolling body, jumping off onto dry tufts of grass where it writhed over them. Noel ran towards it, a blanket in his hands. (The dog’s blanket?) As he cast this woollen shroud over the croaking, shuddering shape at his feet, something happened that told Alec all he needed to know. 
A blast of wind, gale-force and focused like a laser, tweaked the frayed blanket out of Noel’s hand and cast it, with an abrupt and furious roar, into the topmost branches of a nearby tree. 
Alec didn’t even feel a breeze on his face. 
Noel fell back. He was forced to, at that point, because the channelled wind was blowing flames in his direction. It fanned them, so that they leapt up exultantly, throwing sparks like fireworks into the sky – and it continued to do so until the jerking, cawing, burning thing on the ground became still. 
Still and silent. 
The smell hit Noel first, because he was the closest. He staggered backwards, coughing. Then Linda, who was crying, her hands over her mouth, began to cough too. When Alec caught a whiff, he thought he was going to puke; the stench was appalling, worse than anything he’d ever smelled, worse than the stench of all the road kill that he’d seen on the highway. Gagging, he retreated. 
‘Come on!’ he choked. ‘Come on!’ There was smoke everywhere. Linda and Noel were clutching each other, their bodies shaken by spasmodic tremors. Someone in the car was wailing. 
‘Come on!’ Alec screeched. 
His wrist was sending flashes of intense pain up his arm, like molten metal through the veins. He realised this only as he limped towards the car; he had been heading for the driver’s seat before it occurred to him that he wasn’t in any condition to drive. So he screamed at Noel again. 
‘Come on, you thick bastard!’ 
He wanted to get out. Out and away. He was so afraid that John Carr would climb to his feet, charred flesh dropping from seared bones. He was afraid that the fire might chase them, like glowing magma, or that the smoke might suffocate them, or the terrible smell disable them. 
‘Wait! Alec!’ Noel’s cry was broken up by hacking coughs. ‘What about Del? We have to find Del and Col!’ 
‘We can’t!’ 
‘Alec –’ 
‘We can’t!’ Jesus! Alec couldn’t believe his ears. ‘We haven’t got a torch!’ 
‘But –’ 
‘How we gunna find her in the fuckin dark, with no torch?’ 
Finally, Alec’s fumbling fingers (the ones on his right hand, which didn’t feel as if they belonged to someone else) managed to release the catch on the Ford’s front passenger door. Alec flung himself inside. He felt safer inside, although the vehicle’s interior was filled with the sound of snivelling children. Glancing back at them, Alec said: ‘It’s all right. It’s gunna be all right.’ 
Tap, tap! Noel was now drumming one knuckle against Alec’s window. Backlit by the fire, he presented a grisly spectacle; Alec could just make out blood gleaming in his hair and on his right cheek – which seemed to be peppered with oozing sores. 
Not shotgun pellets, thought Alec. Bits of glass. The glass got him. 
‘What?’ Alec wound down his window, so frightened and furious that there were tears in his eyes. ‘Get in the car!’ 
‘We’ve got to find them, Alec.’ 
‘We can’t! I told you!’ 
‘We can. If we get a big branch, put the tip in the fire, it’ll act as a torch –’ 
‘And set the whole place alight!’ 
‘Noel.’ It was Linda who spoke. She had climbed into the back seat, to be with her children. ‘Noel, you’re not going out there. Not alone.’ 
‘Alec can come with me.’ 
‘And leave us here?’ 
There was a long, long silence, broken only by muffled sobbing. The terrible smell of rot, slurry, burnt flesh – whatever it was – had begun to penetrate the car. The children were coughing, now. Red smoke encircled them like fog, veiling the trees, the bushes, the night sky. 
Noel straightened. He looked back over his shoulder, hesitating. Alec could see beyond him, in the firelight, the smouldering corpse on the ground, from which most of the smoke that encompassed them seemed to be issuing. John Carr’s body had been reduced to a blackened skeleton by an intense – perhaps unnatural – heat. 
Alec turned his eyes away. 
‘Please. Noel,’ Linda pleaded. ‘Let’s get out of here. We can’t stay here. Not with ...with...’ 
‘With that,’ Alec finished. 
‘But the fire . . .?’ 
‘It’ll burn out! It’s nowhere near anything!’ 
Still Noel hesitated, even as the smoke began to drift between them and the ghastly cadaver, blocking their view of it. Alec opened his mouth again. He was about to point out that if they didn’t leave soon, they wouldn’t be able to see a bloody thing, flaming torch or no flaming torch. 
But he didn’t have to. 
Instead, he was forestalled by the haunting, melancholy, drawn-out cry of a crow. Suddenly, in the night, a crow cawed in some unseen tree, and was joined by another, and another. A chorus of crows, moaning and squawking. Their harsh voices drifted down through the smoke – plaintive, piercing, inhuman. 
For a moment everybody listened with bated breath. Then Noel scurried around to the driver’s seat and hopped in. 
When his foot hit the accelerator and the headlights flared, the clamour of crows was superseded by a curious rushing noise, like the wind, or the sea, or the beating of ten thousand wings. It died away quickly. 
And the smoke parted before Del’s sputtering Ford, which crawled clumsily towards the Oakdale track, leaving fire and blood behind it. 
When Peter woke up, he knew where he was instantly. He was in the car – Del’s car – and he was stuck in the bush, on a track, exactly where they had ended up the night before when the petrol ran out. It was morning now, though. It was light. He could see through the window, though it was caked with dust and ash. Out there was a stretch of stony ground, topped by a fringe of yellow grass, and a swaying mulga, and a cloudy sky, and – what was that? 
He nearly jumped out of his skin when he heard the blast of static, and the chatter of an electronically processed voice. 
A grim-faced man in a police uniform was leaning towards the driver’s window, knocking at the glass with one end of a big, black torch. 


EPILOGUE 

gurunderi built a fire and placed the body of the Evil One on top of it. As the body was consumed, many insects and birds were released. Only then did he feel free. 
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