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  ‘Moira McKinnon’s vision of two women in flight across the

  vast and brutal landscape of the Kimberley creates an intense

  rush of a book whose actions and reactions bristle with the

  potential of both threat and redemption. Cicada is a taut

  experiment in style and space, and as Emily and Wirritjil run

  from tragedy and terror, they pass between each other all the

  possibilities of language and experience—birth and death,

  power and protection, misunderstanding and mess—as if

  there was some permeable scrim between the people they

  are and their ideas of reality.


  ‘Yet there’s a softness at the story’s centre, a strange and

  hopeful kind of conciliation in a narrative often delineated

  by the least that is good in us as humans. What renders it

  whole is McKinnon’s startling and microcosmic evocation of

  her story’s terrain—its birds, its rocks, its lore, its very grains

  of sand. In the way these things are realised on the page, I’ve

  never felt so much like I was breathing a place. As Emily

  and Wirritjil run on, the country rises up around them,

  engulfing its characters—and their readers—with visceral

  and intimate urgency.’


  Ashley Hay, author of The Railwayman’s Wife
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  1


  Birth


  Emily could not look at the faces of the Aboriginal maids. She saw him in their curious glances and shy smiles, in the way they moved and in the scent of dirt and sweat. Blackgirl was a thin child with gangly limbs and large eyes. She bowed her head and looked to the floor as she held a dilly bag full of crushed green leaves from the pilirnji tree towards the nurse. Wirritjil was older and taller than Blackgirl. Her eyes flicked to the nurse and back to Emily, her lips moving in a quiet song, her bosom close and naked against the worn calico of her dress, and her shoulders flecked with scars scattered like grey streamers and confetti across her dark skin. She too held a woven bag full of leaves and herbs chosen to help the birthing process.


  Emily turned away from them. She reminded herself of their godlessness, their foolish ways. They were primitive, no heaven to go to.


  ‘Savages,’ she muttered, then held her breath as fear came like icy water across her skin.


  The nurse ignored Blackgirl’s offering and moved through the shadows of the flickering oil lamp arranging her instruments with precision along the top of the dresser: scissors, a curved knife with a sharp blade, a barbed hook, clamps, swaddling clothes and a bottle of chloroform stoppered with a brown rubber bung.


  On the stone walls covered thinly in coarse plaster, geckos with swaying bellies paused in their meander, lifting their heads high at any movement that was too quick or a whisper that was too harsh. The dark and airless room closed in on the women. Emily wanted to throw the doors open, to hear the raucous song of the kingfisher with his blue wings and snake-hunting eyes, and to smell the tang of the eucalypts that came with the coolness of evening. A spasm stopped her and she bent over, touching her head to her knees, as though that might stop the madness of the pain.


  She blinked away the salty sweat in her eyes and peered through the tumbled curtain of her hair. The nurse was waiting with a kind face and folded arms. There was no choice, now. Emily crept to the bed that was dishevelled and sticky from the two days of her labour. The nurse’s fingers pushed and prodded, leaving a trail of small pink arcs across the white mound of her belly. Emily looked at the dresser, the ceiling and the walls. Her eyelids were hot with the effort not to cry. She concentrated on the pale rectangular space on the wall where the wedding portrait had hung for two years. William had wrapped the painting in hessian and put it away in the stone dugout. To protect it, he had said. She imagined it on the wall again, William lean and elegant in his newly tailored suit. He was smiling and looking upwards as though thanking God for triumph. Behind him mounted above a fireplace was a Turkish Mauser rifle, a symbol of the victory of the war, the Great War. A glorious portrayal for it made it appear that he had been to war. The painting was tarnished not because of his duplicity but because she was in it, dressed in wedding finery, her hand gloved in silk and pearls, reaching up to his turned away face. Her father had remarked her countenance was of a sweet maiden lost in love, but he could not see, for it was not, it was the pitiful longing of one already cast aside.


  The nurse sat by her now, her skin parchment-like in the lamplight. She wiped Emily’s brow with a damp cloth and felt her forehead with the back of her hand. Emily gripped the nurse’s wrist.


  ‘He took it away. He could no longer bear the sight of a beggar.’


  ‘Rest,’ the nurse said, ‘there is work to do yet.’


  Emily fell back, thinking, thinking of his suit. It was gone now. His London clothes had faded in the heat of the tropics. His kindness had disappeared as the threads of finery had thinned. His words had become curt and his lovemaking a silent duty, a daily humiliation. There was a reason. There had to be a reason. There was an answer.


  Emily felt the movement of the child and the ache started again in her back.


  She was sure the child would be a boy. This child would bring happiness. She should think of William as she had known him before, who he really was, who he would be again, singing in rhymes, laughing at the joy and splendour of words. She would see the playfulness in his eyes and feel the breath of his kisses on her skin. This journey was God’s will, for He had known that her faith was lacking. He was teaching her that happiness can only be known through suffering and surely that was enough now.


  She prayed and closed her eyes against the nurse and the maids.
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  In the kitchen, a pot of water boiled on the iron stove. The black cook, Minnie, kneaded flour to make bread for the nurse and the priest. Her skin hung like loose cloth over her bony body and her bare feet were callused and cracked. Corn and potatoes, insect-bitten and scorched with the hot dust of the Kimberley, were heaped in the corner. A fleshy red side of beef swung from a great hook in the ceiling. All was ready for the celebrations.


  The nurse’s instructions that had come muffled through the walls of the house were now frequent with bursts of strident command. Minnie put the dough on the table and sat very still, her floury hands folded in her lap. She listened to other sounds. She heard the scratch, scratch of the black butcherbird that had captured her old aunt. The old woman stuck her gnarled arm into the kitchen, her black fingers together and sideways like a wing, her eyes small and glinting with no white to be seen.


  Minnie gave her bread and took up a broom and chased her away. She thought of the singing they must do to free her aunt, but for now she must keep her from the house.


  Minnie wondered who had done wrong. Why had that bird come here to this kardiya house? Her feet curled over the roundness of the rough poles of bendee gum that marked the frame of the house and kept the stones of the floor from moving. She saw the bird with its coat of blue-black feathers flying in crooked angles down the track that led to the camp. The aunty hurried away, limping as she walked, free for a moment at least.


  The wilted grass of the house lawn twinkled. The rain had come quietly and quickly as though a mischievous spirit had splashed the land from hands full of water and it had nothing to do with the sky that was clear and sharp blue. A song, guttural and low, came from where the bush began, where the hill sloped upwards and was covered with brittle twigs of broken gums and patches of long grass, dried and brown, sticking with stiffness this way and that. Minnie’s lips moved, silently at first, then a rolling mutter that became the same song and she began to dance, her hands rising up slowly and shuddering down.


  Among the slender trunks of the stringybark trees, an Aboriginal man sat cross-legged. His snowy white hair, massed like a halo around his head, was stark against his black skin and his eyes were scarred, heaped white and blue with sand blight. His hands moved rhythmically as he beat together karrpakji sticks burnt with the jaarinji of the green ant.


  The sun sent rays of orange striking across the land and cicada nymphs, wakened by the rain, began to push through the earth. The wings of the newborns unfolded and the dirt crumbled from their bodies.


  Birds gathered in the trees and on the fence posts. They eyed the moist insects and ruffled their feathers as they prepared to swoop.
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  Emily shuffled across the room, eased open a door to the veranda a little and peered out at the sun as it dipped in fierce farewell. She drank the air in great gulps then held her breath as a contraction began. Wirritjil and Blackgirl massaged her shoulders and her back, humming sounds that became part of the gathering dusk.


  Soon there was no space between the searing pains. The nurse made her lie down. Emily prayed in feverish knots and tumbles and swore at death and swore at God. In between she tried to rise, desperate to let the outside in.


  ‘Jawandi Jurulu.’


  The words were faint but the nurse glanced at her with a startled expression. The Aboriginal girls entwined their hands hard and looked with wide eyes into the shadows as though a demon had been let loose.


  The nurse shouted at Emily to breathe deeply and push hard. Push. Push. Suddenly, stop. Stop. Small breaths. Small breaths.


  The nurse gripped the baby’s head then caught his slippery body with her firm hands. She paused, her mouth frozen in a small ‘oh’, as if something was terribly wrong. The baby’s lips were dark blue and his chest did not move. Emily could see him, still and limp. She called out but the sound came as a whimper. The nurse looked at Emily and in an abrupt movement held the baby’s feet upwards. The waters and blood dripped from his body into a white enamel bowl on the floor. She slapped him on his back. He gasped, opened his eyes and cried at the sudden world.


  The child’s skin was the colour of dark mallee honey, and his eyes and hair black as a storm-filled night sky.


  Emily raised herself in the sweat of the bed and fought through dizziness to hold her arms out. Wirritjil and Blackgirl pressed their backs against the doors to the veranda, their gaze fixed on the bloody hands of the nurse as she dragged them across her white apron. The nurse wrapped the child in a clean cotton cloth in a single stroke and handed him to Emily. Then she stepped back, her face tight and expressionless. She opened the hallway door and spoke in a rushed whisper to the priest who was standing in dimness in a light cassock and soft slippers. The priest’s hand went to his mouth and he hurried away.


  Emily saw the child’s darkness and her heart pounded. She fought a wave of revulsion and held the baby at arm’s length towards the nurse.


  ‘Take him,’ she whispered. ‘He is not mine.’


  The nurse refused. Emily stared at his wide nose, his creamy brown skin with fine downy hairs drying light and soft. She wanted to drop him, to let him go. She was afraid of him.


  The child struggled, a small cry. Emily’s arms shook with the load. Wirritjil took a step closer to the bed. The nurse examined a pair of blood-stained scissors in the light of the lamp. She put the scissors down and took the bung from a bottle of ammonia. The smell cut through the cloying warmth of blood and birth. The Aboriginal girls’ noses twitched and their eyes watered. Wirritjil retreated, a single word came from between her closed lips in a faint hiss.


  The child cried again, a pleading mew. Emily’s lips trembled. She pulled him back to her, pulled him close. His eyes blinked, searching instinctively for the face that would nurture him. She put the tip of her finger against his red lips and his mouth curled to her touch.


  The baby’s wavering eyes steadied on Emily’s face. She smiled at his beauty and wondered at the silkiness of his skin and the perfectness of his ears. She did not notice the sudden stillness in the room or the shadow that came across her bed.


  She brushed her lips against the baby’s forehead and she saw his eyes fix on hers.


  ‘I am here.’ She touched his shoulders, his chest and felt his heartbeat against the tips of her fingers.


  It was then that her husband’s hand smashed hard and cold across her face. The child fell from her arms. She reached for him, but the room went dark and she was falling, and all she could see were William’s eyes burning and yellow.
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  Jawandi Jurulu pulled the rim of his hat down against the setting sun. Rainbows flicked from the horses’ hoofs in the moistened dust. The stockmen from Cicada Springs station drove the two families of wild horses together. The horses jostled against each other, some with their heads down and backs aligned, others twisting their necks to snatch glimpses of the open plain. The two lead stallions were in the middle of the herd, fixing their eyes on one another, grasping at the familiarity of their rivalry as though that might shut out the greater evil, the men with their whips. The young horses stared with rolling eyes, searching for a reason for all of this and the pregnant mares swayed as they trotted, wanting only to stop.


  Jurulu rode lean and straight, his hands loose on the reins. He wore a rough cotton shirt, trousers with a leather belt and boots he had made shine with goanna fat. The whitefella hat he felt was really good. The shade of it rested his eyes when the sun glared hard. The whitefella clothes and shining boots made the other stockmen laugh. He didn’t mind that.


  Jurulu’s horse was a brumby, a short, square horse with a coat of uneven brown. The brumby was a long time wild before being caught and broken in, and he was troublesome for most riders. He was jiggling, sensing something going on in the herd.


  John, the head stockman, shouted from the other side of the horses, cracking his whip like it was part of his hand, his body immobile and squat as if made of clay, ‘Blackie. Get back. Get back.’


  Jurulu made like he couldn’t hear. Didn’t make sense to move back. He wanted to wave his hat but he knew to stay low. He didn’t like that about whitefellas, how they told blackfellas what to do. Not all of them did that. Trevor, Boss William’s brother, didn’t do that, didn’t say much. He could see him surveying the muster from a slight rise, pouring water from his canteen into his hat and scooping it onto his face. He was a big fella and had red hair the colour of the Kimberley land.


  Jurulu felt the brumby lean back. A colt with a jagged lightning strike on his face broke from the herd. The brumby spun and galloped, overtook the colt and snapped back to face him. The colt’s eyes were fiery with the sun. He pawed the air and dashed forwards, his head and neck straight as a battering ram. Jurulu and his horse stood their ground. The colt danced backwards, reared and charged again, this time wheeling and breaking away.


  They ran the colt down. Red dirt sprayed from hoofs like arcs of blood. They reached him, neck to neck, pulled ahead, Jurulu touched the reins and the brumby turned in a flash to face the runaway. The colt came to a halt in a cloud of dust, his nostrils flaring and his neck wet with sweat. Jurulu pushed the brumby, just a step. The colt looked back to the herd and lowered his head.


  Jurulu spoke, words flowing smooth as a stream, telling the colt it was alright, alright to stop fighting, alright to go back to the herd.


  Trevor watched the young horse trot back with Jurulu behind. The setting sun had turned the broad plain of the valley scarlet and the trees were dark in haphazard groups or alone and stark on rocky outcrops. Jurulu moved easily with his horse, barely a touch on the rein, and it seemed as if they were one.


  Trevor thought of the soldiers mounting their horses at the barracks in Alexandria, their uniforms starchy from the factories of England, their backs stiff and unyielding and their eyes glazed with some inward dream. They had refused to be astonished at Egypt, the desert or the gruelling war in front of them. They chose not to face their dread but to blindfold it, to hide it behind the dress of glory. Their purpose was to kill, and their horses had no idea of that and for them there was confusion, their eyes wild and their mouths fighting the tight reins and the iron bits, practising for conquest in the swell of fear.


  He shook the thoughts of war from his head and called out for John to slow down, to ease off on the whip.


  The colt joined the herd. He looked back at Jurulu and the brumby, and then scanned the horses as if he was counting his brood.


  ‘Good horse.’ Jurulu grinned.


  ‘Crazy horse,’ replied Trevor.
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  When Emily woke the night was gone. The blood was gone and the sheets were clean and fresh. The sun was bright against the wire screen of the open door and there was a hum as loud as ten men sawing wood. Cicadas. Thousands, breaking through the red dirt beyond the scraggly lawn. Birds swirled and dived, hungry for the nymphs with their moist bodies and soft pink coats. Their shadows swooped across the room and Emily shielded her eyes against the changing light. Her face hurt. She felt the bruise with her fingertips. Her hand slipped from her face and she turned. Her husband sat across from her, his blond hair unkempt and falling across his hazel eyes.


  ‘I should not have hit you.’


  She looked past him to where the cot should be. ‘The baby?’


  William rose in a sharp burst towards her. She cringed back. He stopped.


  ‘Gone.’


  ‘Where?’


  ‘Where the larks sing, and the flames are howling.’ He gave a small dry laugh, but looked to see if the words of their long-ago poem hurt.


  Emily pushed the bedclothes back and tried to stand. The room spun and she dared not close her eyes. She held on to the bed and lowered her head.


  He watched her for a minute then he pushed her shoulder so that she fell back against the pillows.


  ‘That baby tore you, huh,’ he said, gazing to the outside as though something else had caught his attention.


  Emily twisted the sheet in her hands. ‘I am sorry.’


  ‘Sorry?’ He hooked his thumbs in the belt of his trousers, looked directly at her and his voice became loud. ‘Say sorry to your God. I thought you were his angel but you are the devil tricking me.’ She watched as his long fingers, white and smooth, worked slowly to unbuckle his belt. She felt tightness in her chest, then numbness as though all the shadows in the room were suddenly leaning against her.


  He coughed and a breath rasped in his throat. He stood looking at his wife, pale against the pillow, her brown curls still stringy with dried sweat. High on the clay-pasted wall, two milky geckos chirped and searched with their velvet feet and darting tongues for moisture in the corners and cracks of the room.


  Emily raised her hand towards him, wondering how to ask forgiveness, to explain what had happened, so that their life could be repaired. She fought to make words come. They didn’t and the noise of the cicadas tore into the room and filled every space. William let the belt go. He stood with his hands by his side. He dropped his head to his chest and for a moment was still. He turned and his boots clicked on the floorboards into the hallway.


  Emily drifted in and out of sleep. In moments of wakefulness she pushed herself to rise, determined to sort out what to do, but she fell back, her body gripped with tiredness and her mind flooded with a tangle of despairing thoughts. She lay facing the hallway door so she would see the nurse bring the baby to the room. Surely any moment now, or maybe the priest will come first. I will ask him. Where is the baby, can you tell me, Father?


  The geckos stopped and listened to her whispers. She fumbled with words, knotting and twisting her fingers, thinking of how she could say sorry, what reason to give.


  ‘There is no reason.’


  She stared at the wall where the painting had sat. At the edge where the light met the dark a gecko snapped and caught a moth in its mouth, shaking it until its wings stopped beating. Emily raised herself, her elbow on the pillow.


  ‘I will give the child to Wirritjil and we will hide him when the police come by searching for the coloured children. William will be angry for a long time. Kathryn, help me, I am sorry for hiding the rosary beads, I will believe truly in God. I will pray every day. I will tell the priest everything—everything.’


  She sat and pulled her knees to her chest. She heard the galahs screeching and imagined their quarrelling flight in the brightness of the sun, flapping pink and grey in untidy curves over some spilt seed or maybe fighting over the nuts and blossoms of the red gum. Their calls faded and there was just the sound of the geckos with their odd chirrups.


  Emily held out her hand as if to touch someone sitting by the bed.


  ‘Father, forgive me, I disobeyed my husband. He closed his door, shut me out. I wanted to cry and then I needed to run, to fly away. I went to the horse yard and the black mare was pacing along the fence, she wanted to stretch out, to gallop.’


  She heard footsteps. It was Blackgirl, her eyes shining.


  ‘The baby?’ whispered Emily.


  ‘Nyimpilawuny?’ Blackgirl shook her head, she didn’t know. She sat on a chair against the wall and leant forwards, staring at Emily. Emily let herself drift back onto the pillow. ‘He did not know I was gone, until they took him his supper.’


  High on the wall the gecko panted with the effort of eating and his belly was fat and dark.


  ‘He is captivated by words. Lady Josephina, dear mother, insisted William be taught so he could be like us. She called him her Blue Monarch, a royal butterfly. He learnt the things I couldn’t, the piano, how to remember Shakespeare, the speeches of kings. Father, I adored him. I adore him.’


  She thought about whether to say that William hurt her with his words, his silences. The priest might not understand how a man could hurt like that. Emily drew herself into a ball, thinking of William, how he had changed, his narrowed eyes, the way he threw letters from home roughly in front of her. She saw, in the last year, the small cruelties to animals and natives, and his slight smile at any story of misfortune.


  ‘Father,’ she whispered as she fell asleep, ‘please help William.’
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  The emptiness of her body woke her.


  It was mid-morning. Emily could hear children laughing. She rose unsteadily and opened the doors to the veranda. Heat shimmered across the plains to the horse paddocks and up to the homestead. The air had the smell of the soil and was hazy with the lives that the moisture had sparked. Cicada nymphs struggled in frantic motion on gossamer wings to the camouflage of the trees. The native children gathered fistfuls, shrieking as the newborns pummelled against their fingers.


  ‘Yirilyiril, yirilyiril!’


  They ran naked through the grey-green spread of the wattle and thin leaves of the hakea back to the women at the edge of the camp waiting with their bark laanturrji resting on their hips.


  Emily trembled as she watched. Her baby should be here.


  The thick stone walls of the inner house kept the hallway silent and dark. Emily felt her way. She could see the spill of light from the front room. There was a murmur of conversation. An Irish voice.


  ‘I do not really know if savages have souls, but I am willing to pause on that account. Indeed, even so, their salvation is to kneel to God.’


  ‘Father, we are grateful.’ William. His voice was careful, practised, the words clear and rounded.


  The Irish voice began again. ‘There is great need in this parish.’


  Silence. Emily put her hand against the wall; it was cool against her palm. Someone in the room coughed, a slight moist cough.


  ‘The dangers are considerable, no-one should travel alone. They spear people, innocent travellers. At least those slain have a chance to meet with God. This opportunity, to meet with God, to know God, in life and in death, is what we must offer the natives. Until that time, I am afraid the jails here will always be full.’


  Emily traced along the groove of the render between the stones. The grains of sand cemented with lime and clay paste crumbled and trickled to the floor. Her fingers touched the wood of the doorframe.


  ‘I know Lady Lidscombe has shown you prayer and your baptism is surely to be celebrated. I don’t understand how, how she, how she fell . . .’ The priest hesitated. ‘There is, as always, a possibility of redemption. Your wife’s redemption. You want that. Don’t you?’


  There was no answer and the brogue began again, but the words were loud and sharp at the edges. ‘God forgives those who ask to be forgiven.’


  Emily stepped into the room. The rough shutters hewn from planks of strong woollybutt trees were pulled back against the wall, bathing the room in a strident morning light. The furniture and art was arranged as it was in the visitors’ parlour of Lidscombe Manor. William sat on a high-backed chair upholstered in the Earl’s favourite colour, Prussian blue. His hair was tied back and his wispy blond beard combed and waxed but his skin was pallid. On a floral two-seater with lacquered oak arms sat the priest and the nurse.


  The priest stood in a quick movement that made a silver crucifix on a short cord bounce against his hip. The nurse remained seated, her eyes fixed on a black bag balanced on her knees. Instead of the loose light uniform she had worn at the birth she was now dressed in a long dark skirt, a blouse buttoned high and a white hospital veil that was starched stiffly above her head to a board with three sharp points. Behind the visitors was an oil painting of a vase of country flowers. It was riven with cracks and small craters where islands of shrivelled colour had dislodged and fallen. Tea had been served on a low table but the delicate china cups with their gold-leaf rims were untouched.


  The priest ran his finger around the inside of his collar. ‘Lady Lidscombe, you should be resting.’


  His gaze fell as he saw the bruise on her face. He reached to take her hand but she kept it by her side. The nurse looked away. William stared out of the window to where the station workers were hitching horses to a buggy. The dusty road was strewn with the scarlet blossoms and twisted brown pods of the kunjiny trees. Small white parrots, corellas, swirled and dropped in unruly waves and clamour as they hunted for seeds among the red splashes and drifts of coin-shaped leaves.


  Emily took a step towards her husband. ‘The child?’


  He replied in a low voice, ‘Limbo. Is that the place between heaven and hell?’


  ‘Did he die?’


  William eyes sparked with anger, but his face was cold and drawn. ‘Yes.’


  She reached out to brace herself against the wall. It was too far.


  ‘Will he go to heaven?’


  William looked to the carriage outside. ‘He was not baptised.’


  Emily willed herself not to fall. She focused on her feet. They were freckled with dried blood.


  ‘He must be baptised.’


  The priest pressed his hands together and bowed his head. ‘There are rules, guidance.’


  The nurse shifted her gaze between the floor and the window. The priest held out his hands to Emily again. His eyes were watery blue and the lower rims were red. This time she took his hands. They were soft and moist.


  She came close to him and bowed her head. The words came out in a jumble and she couldn’t put them right. Confession, I must, horses, shorthorns, moon, stars, cold, cold, black mare, so quiet, skin, crescent moon, whistling kite. She shook her head and was silent for a moment then looked up.


  ‘The sun must hurt your eyes,’ she murmured.


  ‘Oh,’ the priest said, smiling, ‘I protect myself.’


  Emily tightened her hand on his. She wanted to ask him what he knew of the child but nothing came, she could not speak. A cough scraped in William’s chest. He walked past them to the door.


  ‘Father and dear nurse, you have a long journey ahead. The men will accompany you to Halls Creek. They have rifles.’


  The priest took his hand from Emily’s grasp; he looked at William and smoothed his robes. ‘Thank you, Mr Lidscombe. I long for the day I have a motorcar—a shiny one, I hope.’


  The nurse walked quickly past William without a word. The priest followed, pausing at the door to make a quick sign of the cross. Emily stood still, then with a start hurried after them. A sudden cramp in her belly made her stumble. Blood dripped from her legs onto the red dirt. She reached the nurse and stretched out her hand. ‘Where is he?’


  The nurse hesitated. She sucked her lips in and hissed in little syllables. ‘Near the fig. Closer than it should be.’


  ‘It?’


  ‘Him.’


  The priest opened the door to the buggy and waved the nurse in as if to sweep her to safety. They sat high, the nurse opened her umbrella, and the stockman took the reins and jiggled the horses into a swift trot. The corellas rose in an indignant rant, their wings white against the green of the trees and the blue of the sky. They circled low around the buggy, coming close and back again as if they thought the nurse’s white veil was one of the flock trapped under the umbrella.


  Emily stood in the swelling heat of the sun. She tried to remember the sound of his cry but all that came was the whirr of cicadas and the screech of birds. She held her hand to her head and in the light that was wavering with darkness she saw William, a diffuse shadow at her side. She felt his arms around her as she fell and heard his words high pitched and floating away from her.


  ‘What have I done?’


  William carried her back to her room. Blackgirl was crouched in the hallway. She waited as they passed and hurried behind them. He laid Emily on the bed. Her hair was plastered in strands against her face and her smock stained with blood. He sat by her and stroked her hair from her face. He reached to trace her lips with his finger.


  ‘No love in vain, no cry lost in the world’s countless refrain?’


  Emily opened her eyes. He stood suddenly and stumbled for his balance.


  Blackgirl inched into the room. William spun and spoke sharply. ‘When she wakes, wash her thoroughly and dress her in clean clothes.’


  Blackgirl didn’t understand any of the words. He knew that.


  ‘You hear me? I’ll thrash you if I see her like this again.’


  He went to his room that was lined with shelves of books. On his desk were fine paper and an ornate pen with which to write verse and prose. He sat, occasionally dipping the quill in the ink and carefully writing a word. He stayed there through the afternoon until the night became dark around his lamp. At the edge of the light the walnut stock of an Enfield repeater rifle shone with a dull sheen. It had been his brother’s weapon in the war. He pushed it away but after a few moments reached for it again and felt the smoothness and the warmth of the wood.


  He slid his hand along the coldness of the metal loading mechanism to the wood of the forestock. He stopped at the point where it was attached to the belt that had been slung so often across his brother’s shoulder. He stood and walked to a long wooden box on the floor. In it were several rifles and a couple of small handguns. He took a single-shot Winchester and admired its clean lines. He leant the Winchester against the wall, returned to the desk and picked up a piece of paper marked with his handwriting of meticulous loops and flourishes. He spoke softly. ‘Sweet, your cry of love’s promise. Never to die.’


  He rolled the paper into a cylinder and edged it under the glass of the lamp.


  ‘The Earl, Lord of Lidscombe Manor, Lord of pain, Lord of disdain.’


  Smoke blackened the glass, raising shadows on the walls like troubled waves of a coming storm. The paper fell from the edge of the lamp and flamed on the naked surface of the desk.


  William rested his cheek on the desk and watched the flames die.


  ‘I will not, will not drown in love’s disdain.’


  The cinders moved back and forth with the breath of his words.


  ‘Gilded disdain. I will not drown in love’s gilded disdain.’


  He blew hard and the cinders fell, fluttering black to the floor. He wiped his hand across the desk and reached for the Enfield. He fetched a clip of bullets and pulled the bolt of the Enfield back. He stopped and lay the rifle down. The bullets fell from the upended clip, clattering onto the desk. He pushed the chair back, bowed his head to his knees and covered his face with both hands.
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  They brought the herd into the yards a mile from the homestead. Jurulu and Trevor worked to cut the dark stallion from the others. The horse was thin with the scars of many battles and the raw rake of a recent dragging bite across his rump.


  Trevor rode through the herd scattering it as Jurulu flanked the stallion and pushed him to the fence. The old horese lowered his head. He was breathing heavily, his skin sucking in between his ribs with each breath. Trevor looked to Jurulu then swung open the gate that led to the plain. The stallion lifted his head. He looked back at his herd.


  ‘Go on,’ said Trevor.


  The old stallion trotted out and kept going and the half-moon was high in the sky in the last light of day.


  The other stallion was a muscled grey, flecked with black across his shoulders and down his chest and forelegs as if he had been draped with an ermine cloak. He spun and reared, pacing in front of his mares. John cracked his long whip along the length of the stallion’s back. The horse bucked, flattened his ears and bared his teeth. Trevor shouted for the men to back up. John spat in the dust and coiled his whip to strike again. The stallion fixed his eyes on John’s hands, his weight on his hind legs and the hoofs of his forelegs drumming the air and then the earth.


  Jurulu slipped between the stallion and the herd. Trevor saw him and moved in quickly on the side. The stallion realised he was caught, he had nowhere to go but to the fence. Jurulu and Trevor drove him along the poles that were strapped together with thin strips of cowhide and wire, through the gate to the adjoining enclosure. John swerved in hard and shoved the gate shut. He snapped his whip across the yard and dirt shot up and fell back slowly like a fountain.


  The dust settled and the horses stamped their feet at the fences and knew that they were trapped.


  Trevor rode up beside Jurulu. The sun had gone, leaving a rim of pink above the land under the deepening blue of the belly of the sky, tinting the country yellow and violet.


  The Aboriginal man’s gaze was fixed on the other side of the yard.


  Trevor peered into the dusk. ‘Well, look at that.’


  A lone seagull sat white on the fence.


  ‘My mother,’ said Jurulu, ‘from saltwater country.’


  The gull swooped upwards and away, its widespread wings tipped with grey and striped with the strong spines of its feathers. It dipped and rose as though it was spying fish between waves.


  In the camp the stockmen sat around the fire. Jurulu stayed in the dark of the night, sitting on the fence, keeping watch over the horses. He heard the low hoot of the owl, the keeper of the dawn. His mother had taught him that if people did not respect the ancestors the owl would make it rain and rain until water covered the land. Whitefella must know this but they kept quiet. No-one knew how to fit whitefella into the way things should be.


  It was past midnight when Trevor came over, walking dark and light through the long shadows of the setting moon.


  ‘Next few days we move the stockyards to the waterhole that way.’


  Jurulu was quiet. Trevor looked at the pale shine of the moon on Jurulu’s skin. The man was lighter than a true blackfella but his nose was flat and his hair pulled into a topknot and stuck through with small bones and shells just like a full-blood.


  ‘You don’t want us to, do you?’


  ‘That’s Law place.’


  ‘Like sacred?’ Trevor shrugged, his body shook and he looked down, his chin touching his chest as if he had been reminded of something and was trying to remember the details. He let his shoulders drop and he walked away.


  Jurulu laid his swag by the fence and tried to sleep, thinking of the Law place and how he could stop the yards being there. He touched the cicatrices across his chest, six heaped and rough, four on each shoulder and more across his abdomen and down his legs. They were the lines of the desert or the waves in the sea. The Law was there like the songs, in the rocks, the trees and in the water and the sky. He thought of the stories stretching long across the land, across the plains with fine black silt, red rocks and jagged hills, and the black cockatoos with the fire in their tails, massing along the rivers and finding the wells and talking, talking of all things, of bush tucker and where the fish were struggling to breathe in the waterholes before the first rains of the Yuwinji, and saying, hey, the plums are getting ripe and sweet. Them tiyirannpe, you had to listen hard, they were real noisy birds.


  His mother was here for a reason, she was trying to tell him something but he couldn’t make out what it was. There was salt in the air from her being and it was sweet and carried memories of fat ocean fish, tayiwule, the white clean flesh busting from their skins on the coals, and flaps of the stingray cooking in the oil of their innards on a fire on the edge of that great blue place. That sea that was quiet one day and the clouds were in the water and mad with storm the next day, hurling white tops at the sky and the shore, throwing its anger, but that was the way things were and had to be. Always. Maybe she was telling him to come back. He would go back.


  Trevor brought his swag up to the yards and threw it on the ground away from the noise of the campfire. Jurulu watched him turn back and forth, stare at the stars and cross his arms over his face to sleep.


  In the very first light when the sky turns grey before dawn, Jurulu heard the putter of the boss’s Lewis motorbike changing gears as it pushed up the hill. It came down the thin track to the holding yards. The rider held a rifle upright on his lap. Jurulu stood up. Across the yard, Trevor opened his eyes, raised himself on his elbow and peered into the early morning. The dogs jumped to their feet, barking.


  William Lidscombe saw Jurulu standing against the horse yards. He laid the bike down and stood for a moment, staring hard at the way the black man rested his arm along the top pole of the yard, the way he leant down and reached for his hat and put it on and pushed it back a little. He felt hatred rise at the man’s familiarity with his property, hatred at the man’s nonchalance.


  William strode to where the stockmen were sleeping in their swags and butted them with the end of the Winchester. They shook themselves, surprised at his sudden appearance. They rose and he spoke with them briefly. William turned and walked towards Jurulu and the others came behind him.
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  Emily stirred fitfully in the darkness. She was alone. Her breasts were stretched and full. She rose, sad with the pain that now had no purpose. She took the sheet from the bed, tore it and wrapped strips tight around her chest. She felt towards the dresser where she knew there was the porcelain washing bowl and next to it a ladle and a jug. She found the ladle and balanced it in her hand. Beyond the doors, stars filled the sky. The moon had long gone.


  Emily used the rest of the sheet as a shawl and moved like a ghost through the night. She reached the acacia hedge of miserly leaves and prickly twigs that marked the confines of the homestead. In the distance, she could see the huts that were the seasonal workers’ quarters and, further on, the smoke of the native camps. She looked back to the house.


  How did it happen, she thought, that our love did not last?


  She hurried to the fig tree. It was an ancient bush fig, tall and solid with sturdy, gnarled branches stretching outwards, dark against the starry sky. She saw the fresh-turned earth and began digging hard with the ladle. It broke, shattering china in the small dirt hole she had created. She dug with her hands. The shards of china cut into her skin and the blood soaked into the soil. She felt a smooth surface and traced along the rounded edges. A cardboard box. A hat box. She dug the soil from it until she could feel the base and with her fingers under it eased it upwards.


  Emily lifted the lid. He was pale now, dark hair flat against his skin. On his neck below the angle of his jaw was a neat line, black and slightly gaping, an inch long. Emily touched it. She knew that line. The cut to kill the rabbits caught in the traps on the moors near the Lidscombe estate, the straightness, the length, the glint of the knife followed by the spurt of blood soaking on the tufts of fur, the rabbit’s eyes wide and darting, the fright that ebbs away with life.


  Emily took the baby carefully from the box and held him close, listening as though his heart might beat again.


  The sky lightened in the east. At the workers’ quarters a door slammed. The cook shouted the dogs away from the door of the kitchen. Wirritjil, the Aboriginal housemaid, walked towards the line of the bush, carrying a bucket of ash. She stopped a short distance from the fig tree.


  ‘Miss?’


  Emily did not reply. Wirritjil came forwards. She crouched down. Her bushy hair was pulled back with twine and she wore bracelets of hair and kangaroo skin tight on the upper part of her arms. For a moment she covered her eyes with both hands, then she touched the child.


  ‘Him djinganarriny,’ she said softly.


  Emily’s heart missed a beat. ‘Joseph. I name him Joseph. I wanted to name him Joseph.’


  ‘Djinganarriny, bin go back, mebbe jarlanga.’ Wirritjil waved her hand towards the creek. ‘Mebbe,’ she looked up at the tree tops, ‘mebbe larna kunyjany yurru.’


  Emily clutched at the flour sacking that was Wirritjil’s dress.‘He is dead.’


  ‘He come back.’


  ‘Come back?’


  ‘Yes, miss. Him djinganarriny.’ She nodded. ‘Djinganarriny.’


  A dog barked at the homestead. Wirritjil looked to where the night was darkest towards the bush on the other side of the home paddock. She walked that way, stopped and turned back to Emily, waiting. Emily rose, and the sheet fell from her shoulders. She held the baby tightly against her bandaged chest.


  Wirritjil’s hips swung in an even rhythm as she crossed the dirt road that joined the distant horse yards with the homestead. She climbed between the logs of the fence into the house paddock littered with double gees and skins of dry paddymelons. Emily followed, not caring that the prickles and barbs stabbed her feet. Through the fence at the end of the paddock Wirritjil waited in a scrub of wattle bushes, each thick with many pencil-like trunks. Grey streaks widened in the sky behind the homestead.


  Emily reached her and sank to the ground. Wirritjil prised the baby gently from Emily’s grip and laid him in the skirt of her dress. She motioned for Emily to lean against her and she hooked her arms under Emily’s knees and lifted her onto her back. Emily could see Joseph’s face as they walked. His eyelashes were long, black and thick against his cheek, and his hands were close to his chest with his fingers curled into fists.


  They came to the home creek. The clear water was a few inches deep over sand and pebbles. Emily lowered herself into the water and blood flowed in black streamers away from her legs and her hands.


  Wirritjil gave her the baby and cupped water in her hands and washed the blood from his neck. She lifted her hands high as she had seen the kardiya do at the government station and dribbled water over his head.


  ‘Amen,’ she said.


  Emily looked up, startled. Wirritjil stood with her hands clasped together and there was just the sound of the water flowing around their bodies. Emily scooped water into her hand and let it fall over Joseph’s forehead and eyes. She whispered, ‘I baptise you Joseph Jurulu Lidscombe in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost.’


  They sat silently for a few minutes. Wirritjil rose and walked away from the stream to a tall gum tree. Its limbs stretched high and white against the indigo of the sky.


  ‘Warlarri.’ Wirritjil turned to Emily. ‘Dat tree, ’im mother, Nambinel, ’e look after dis one djinganarriny.’


  An owl hooted low. Animals stirred with the promise of dawn and the finches already were chattering. Wirritjil put her hands on her hips and looked to the sky, listening to the owl and the sounds of the disappearing night and the coming day. She picked up a fallen bough and dug near the base of the tree. The soil was soft on the surface but lower down it was clay. Wirritjil worked steadily and soon she had a hole from north to south that was more than a foot deep and long. She stripped wads of bark that peeled in sheets from the great tree and stood with her hands full. Emily felt her waiting and willed it not to be. The sky was grey-blue and the baby seemed an angel in her arms.


  Emily hesitated then handed the baby to her Aboriginal maid. Wirritjil stood for a moment waiting for Emily to sing, but Emily was silent, kneeling with her hands pressed together in prayer. Wirritjil began softly, a chant to hurry the spirit child back to its place. They had always sung this song, even at Moola Bulla station where the whitefellas gave the blackfellas food and taught them how to work the kardiya way.


  Wirritjil wrapped the child in bark and tied the bundle with stringy grass. A breeze brought a distant sound of people shouting. The whirr of the cicadas faded then rose again. She placed the baby in the hole so that he faced east. Emily crawled to the edge and stretched down to touch him. Wirritjil waited then filled the grave with sand and covered it with the rocks from the edge of the creek and branches of wattle and Kimberley heath.


  The shouts began again, this time with the noise of dogs barking. Amid the barking was a sharp crack of gunshot.


  Wirritjil looked towards the homestead. Killing kangaroo, she thought, but there was something wrong and she saw a black butcherbird flying high in the sky, making a harsh cawing sound like a crow.


  Emily grasped the bushes on the grave. ‘God bless. God bless Joseph. He is baptised. Take him into your arms, into heaven. Amen.’


  There was silence. The sun behind them peeked over the horizon and the grey-blue of the landscape was streaked with gold.


  ‘Amen,’ repeated Wirritjil.


  They stood at the grave at the foot of the white gum. The small violet and white flowers of the heath bush were stars scattered in the green leaves of the wattle.


  Wirritjil walked to the creek then stopped and waited. Emily knew she was right. She had to go back. For Joseph. For Jurulu. To set things right.


  They walked across the house paddock, placing their feet between the nests of burrs.


  On the other side of the homestead, the old man, Juwurru Charcoal stood against a tree, his body as still as if he was part of the tree itself. A deep hymn rolled over his tongue, snarling into the land as he clacked together the two short sticks burnt with the jaarinji of the green ant in a steady loud beat.


  Wirritjil stopped suddenly, listening. Without a word she ran into the shadows away from the open sun, back through the home paddock and into the bush. Emily called out for her but there was no response, no movement, just the light of the sun spreading across the land. Emily looked to the homestead and steadied herself.


  Smoke rose from the kitchen chimney and slid downwards, mixing with the dust in the air. The homestead was silent. The birds and the cicadas were quiet. The bloodied sheet, caught on the fence, fluttered like a flag. On the lawn of the homestead Emily could make out the silhouettes of several men. They were loosely clustered, moving among themselves. Someone laughed. Emily hesitated then walked towards the men.


  A wailing, rising and falling, came from the native camp. Emily slowed. The men looked to her and away again. There were no women in the group on the lawn, none of the house help, no natives. All the station hands including the young ones, the strappers, were there. Trevor, William’s brother, was there, tall and red-haired. He stood apart from the others with his head down. William broke from the group. He held a rifle loosely in his hand with the barrel pointing down. He came to her and took her arm, pulling her to the house. Most of the men were staring in the direction of the fig tree.


  She snatched her hand away and ran to the fig tree. A man was slumped against the trunk. Shafts of light from the morning sun picked out the shine of blood, thick and scarlet on his dark face. On his forehead was a single rough hole.


  Emily stopped. She fell to the ground.


  Her husband was right behind her. ‘You are unwell.’ He shouted to the others, ‘Take him away.’


  He locked her in her room. She listened to the cicadas and the birds. Rising, diving, rising, dying. The room was dark and it seemed the world had stopped yet the shadows shortened then lengthened again.


  In the blackfellas’ camp, the chanting was low and monotonous, broken only by the clack-clack of the singing sticks. A small party set out carrying Jurulu, his body discarded by the whites, to travel to a sacred place and to join him once again with the land, with creation, with all the others.
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  Blackgirl carried a tray, shuffling in tiny steps. Her feet were hobbled with a rope tied and knotted hard between her ankles. She put the tea on the dresser, dipped a rag into a metal bucket and began to clean the floor. Her hands shook as she worked.


  Outside two kingfishers heralded the night with a song that started with a shout and ended with a melodic rising laugh. Emily felt the pain in her belly return and her breasts ached. She rose and held on to the side of the bed. Blackgirl moved to help her. The hinges of the door squeaked and a cool staleness came from the inner stone reaches of the house. William stood at the door with a hunting knife and a riding whip in his belt. Blackgirl shrank to the corner of the room. Emily pulled herself to her feet. William walked across the room and sat on the chair by the dresser. He took his whip and tapped the leather braided knob against his boot.


  ‘The priest kindly took my note to telegraph your father and Kathryn with the sad news that our child was stillborn.’


  Emily knew she should accept that. He was giving her a way out.


  ‘He wasn’t stillborn.’


  The muscles in William’s face tightened. ‘He was born dead.’


  Emily stayed silent.


  William stood up. He fought with his words and they came undisciplined, wild with the village of his youth. ‘Hey, his bit o’ white ain’t give him no decency. You said his name. Nurse said. You knew, dinna ya? If he dinna, who did? Who spread ya? Who shuck ya?’


  A shaft of deep orange from the sunset sat across the room’s long shadows. The blade in William’s belt glinted. Emily wanted to say she loved him. She had loved him. William. But all she could think of was the bird with its wings widespread sailing across the blue crescent moon. She whispered, ‘The whistling kite called to us.’


  William clenched his fists but kept them by his side. He turned to go.


  Emily gripped the side of the bed. ‘Once. I held him once.’


  William stopped.


  Emily waited. She felt herself weaken and she stooped, her hair falling around her in wet loops. The room spun. She slumped onto the bed. Blackgirl shuffled from the corner of the room. Emily pushed one hand against the cramp in her lower belly and raised her other hand. Her voice was weak. ‘Go away. Please, go away.’


  Blackgirl frowned and came close. She rubbed Emily’s abdomen in slow circular movements just as she had seen the nurse do. Emily felt a painful tickle in her breasts and a trickle of fluid. Circular stains appeared on her nightdress.


  A deep crimson colour rose in William’s face. He lifted the riding whip and in two strides was next to Blackgirl. He brought the whip down on her back. She fell at the foot of the bed and turned to face him. He used two hands and cracked the whip across her face.


  ‘Don’t touch my wife,’ he hissed.


  Blackgirl stayed crouched, staring into his eyes. Drops of blood appeared in the line of the whip mark, across her forehead and her nose, cutting across the corner of her lips. William lifted his whip again. He hesitated, dropped his hand and threw the whip against the wall. He paused to look back at Emily. Her face was turned away but he could see the drops of tears falling from her chin. Blackgirl rose and reached out to touch Emily. William sprung across the room and kicked the Aboriginal girl hard in the chest with the heel of his boot. He picked her up, forced the doors open with his shoulder and hurled her into the yard.


  The sounds of the night stopped at the sudden violence. William walked back through the room.


  ‘I will get you a white maid.’


  The cicadas began again in a drowning prayer. Emily crawled out to the veranda and down onto the lawn to the crumpled heap of Blackgirl. From the shadows a tall lithe shape appeared. It was Wirritjil. She gathered Blackgirl into her arms and called out, a desperate shriek that pierced the night.


  Deep in the house William raised his head at the sound then resumed staring at his desk where the loose bullets of the Enfield lay in a curve, the tips pointing inward.


  In the deserted camp, Minnie had remained under the browning leaves of the bower with the old aunty who was weak and sick with the power of the butcherbird. She heard Wirritjil’s call and with a start ran hard, the dust flying from her feet in gold bursts in the last light of evening. She saw the crows hovering in the trees and a whistling kite that looked down and spiralled away.


  Under the bower the aunty shook with a sudden cry and the butcherbird rose to follow Minnie, swooping low, black feathers glistening.


  Minnie reached the three women and folded herself around Blackgirl.


  William came around the edge of the veranda with the Enfield in his hands. Minnie looked over her shoulder. She held her fingers close to Blackgirl’s mouth and felt a slight warmness that faded and came again. William lifted the rifle. He pointed it towards the women and squinted along the barrel. He adjusted and aimed.


  Minnie gripped Wirritjil’s arm. ‘’E kill you.’ She motioned Emily and Wirritjil away with a flick of her hand.


  They ran.


  2


  Flight


  William strode past the old woman and child who resembled nothing but a bundle of black sticks and tattered rags on the green lawn. He swung the rifle loosely but his jaw was set and tight.


  Wirritjil and Emily left the home paddock and crossed the creek. Emily stole a look upstream to the wide limbs of the ghost gum that Wirritjil had called mother.


  ‘Joseph.’ The word came as a small cry.


  The double gees jabbed into the soles of her feet, but she hardly noticed. She wanted to think but her mind was a cold heavy darkness.


  Wirritjil heard a bird whistle, low and short. She saw the flittering movements of a bunch of long-tailed finches grouped together on a low branch. Two flew close. Their black-masked eyes glinted in the silvery light of the darkening evening as they took off abruptly through the scrub in the opposite direction to the camp.


  She looked back. William was crossing the creek, water splashing with his stride and his rifle pointed, braced against his shoulder.


  Wirritjil started after the finches, uphill, dodging the waist-high anthills and ducking under the branches of the spindly gums. Emily followed with one arm pressed against her breasts and the other across her lower belly. The dry grass with its sharp edges tore at their ankles.


  On the incline down Emily sank to the ground. Wirritjil knelt and Emily climbed onto her back and they began the run again. Emily fought a desire to stop her and turn back.


  ‘Go to the horse yards,’ she whispered.


  The ground was covered in sharp pebbles; ahead was a stony bluff with a passage that coursed with water in the rainy season. The base was sandy and Wirritjil’s speed quickened. Emily could see William making his way down the slope. She slipped to the ground and slowed to a walk behind Wirritjil.


  They came out to a clear piece of ground, chalky in the early glow of the high moon. Ahead were the holding yards, the horses’ eyes like fireflies in the reflection of the stockmen’s campfire. William appeared at the other end of the gorge. The silhouette of his rifle was sharp.


  Emily turned to see him coming. He was a poet, a dreamer. He loved her. She wanted to call to him, to tell him to put the rifle down, to meet her halfway, one step at a time, and she would listen to his confession and give hers, but her mouth was dry, no words came and she dropped her hands to her side. She could hear her heart. The baby’s heart had been there with hers, beating fast then slow, and how many breaths did he have in this world?


  William advanced into the shadow and she could not see his form anymore. Instead she saw the darkness of Jurulu slumped. They had not closed his eyes. He saw her. He saw her there. He was telling her something, in the sounds of the trees. She remembered. The cicadas were quiet and there was a song. What was that song?


  A stone stung against her chest. Wirritjil was a dark shape low in the scrub, her hand raised, ready to throw another stone. A crack of gunshot, a bullet struck the ground and dirt sprayed against Emily’s legs. She stumbled to the edge of the clearing and Wirritjil pulled her to the cover of the trees. It was a few yards through the scrub to reach the horse yards. At the campfire, two stockmen stood and peered in the direction of the gunshot. William’s figure emerged from the gorge. His stride quickened to a run.


  Emily picked up a stick and climbed between the poles into the yard with the station horses.


  William’s voice came thin across the night air. ‘Get them.’


  A stockman walked towards the yard. Another. Emily hurried between the horses, Wirritjil behind, close as a shadow. Emily reached for a rope coiled on the fence and looped it around the noses of the brumby and a black mare.


  ‘Push me up.’


  Wirritjil squatted and with her shoulder under Emily’s hip heaved her onto the brumby’s back.


  Emily held her hand out. ‘Get up.’


  Using the stick, Emily hit the loose horses with what force she had. The horses bucked and swirled and the stockmen jumped back to the fence. Emily unhitched the gate and moved the brumby back as the horses leapt out. The gate to the wild horses had been wired tight. She trotted along the fence and found a loose wire and worked it free. The mare pranced, tugging at the rope. Wirritjil’s arms were tight around Emily’s waist and her head tucked down against her back. Emily pushed the wire upwards, knocked it away and the top pole fell.


  For a few seconds there was little movement. The stockmen came hazy through the dust lit in flickers of yellow from the light of the campfire. The wild horses circled the yard and shoved against one another, not knowing what to do. The chestnut colt with the mark of lightning on his forehead came snorting out of the darkness. He pranced back to the herd, his head high. He turned and with a call loud into the night he charged the fence and cleared the remaining pole. The others followed in a thunder of hoofs and clouds of dust. The grey stallion screamed and galloped back and forth along the fence of his separate prison.


  The women followed the wild horses staying behind them, cantering slowly until they could not see them anymore. The mare fought against the rope, but soon came to stay close so that it no longer bit into her face. Wirritjil bumped and pulled on Emily’s waist to hold on.


  Long after the last glimmer of the stockyard fire had disappeared they slowed to a walk. Emily found a shadowy outline of the hill in the distance to use as a guide to a waterhole where she thought they could rest and think what to do. She pressed her leg against the brumby’s side, correcting his direction. She felt Wirritjil’s leg tighten against the horse before her own. Emily let her head drop to her chest and let herself remember, remember the child’s face, the arc of his closed eyes, his plump cheeks and lips of a cherub.


  She had nothing left, just thoughts that hurt and hurt.


  The horses picked their way through the prickly mulga and the thin-limbed gums, out to the stony plain where the grasses had been eaten short by the cattle and camels. Emily put her cheek against the brumby’s neck, her arms dropped on either side and she let the rhythm of the horse’s steps calm her.
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  Emily opened her eyes to daylight. The small stones on the ground had long shadows and the sun was rising behind her. One end of the rope was circled around her waist and pulled tight to the horse. Wirritjil walked in front. They were well past the waterhole. The trees were sparse and the red soil had a hardened surface, scattered with spinifex bushes with leaves of dried bone like quills. In sudden eddies of wind the bushes freed themselves from the earth and took off like animals, skimming across the land.


  Emily felt the heat. It was late September. The build-up had begun, heralding the coming of scorching swelter that made everyone mad. She closed her eyes against the glaring landscape and took comfort in the steadiness of the brumby’s shoulders. She thought of her sweet pony in England, her father teaching her to ride, shouting at her, insisting on a straight seat and a tight rein, and her mother at the window waving goodbye. She was cross with her father’s strictness and her mother always leaving. She had kicked her pony hard and galloped away through to the meadows where the sun’s rays came through the clouds in shafts of gold falling on the meadow where the cows grazed among clumps of yellow tansy and lilac mallow. The pony flew sure-footed to the moor, over the bumps and diggings of badger homes, towards a sky that was heavy with metal clouds and slurries of misting rain.


  She saw him. The thin boy with his catch of rabbits. She slowed. He was dark against the grey sky. The only colour was the crimson splotches on the rabbits’ necks. She rode past him without a word but they both looked back at one another and kept looking even as the distance between them grew far.


  Emily woke with a jolt as Wirritjil stopped the horses. In front of them was a hill covered in orange stone and tufts of stringy hummock grass and spinifex. Three river gums with peeling jigsaw bark guarded a tepid pool, and from that a dry creek bed led to a dark opening in the side of the hill. Emily let herself down from the mare’s back. Her legs were weak and she folded to the ground. The caked soil was hot against her face. Semicircular bites of the horses’ hoofs receded as far as she could see, to where the red land met the great expanse of a blue cloudless sky. She spread her palms flat and muttered to the earth to take her, to burn her to nothing.


  Wirritjil pulled the horses towards the opening. The mare snorted and pulled back hard.


  Wirritjil dropped the rope and picked up a rock. ‘Yikawurrum! ’ She squatted, jumping from one foot to another.


  Emily pulled herself up. She took the rope at the brumby’s nose and led him. He knew this land for he came willingly and even nudged at Emily’s back. The mare glanced at Wirritjil and followed.


  Inside the hill was a labyrinth of streams and caverns that opened in places to the sky. Wirritjil came slowly, scanning the surroundings for suspicious movements, a sudden wind, a change of light on leaves, a bird taking off in sharp flight or a lizard darting with no cause. It must be that Miss didn’t sense the yunguny in the horse, making devil mischief; now it was gone, maybe afraid of the whitefella.


  The caves had been shaped by the Wunggud, the spirits of creation. Wirritjil knew the Walangkernany was there, fat and green-brown with a shimmer of all colours about him, coiled, or stretched along a ledge in the low rippling light, his broad head raised and his gleaming water eyes staring. She thought of how the flying fox flew away from the eagle hawk and hid in this place, and the eagle hawk goes around and around in the sky, looking, looking. There were messages in the waterholes and rocks that the Wunggud made, in the shapes of the land and in the sounds the wind makes when it comes circling.


  Everywhere the rock was smooth, washed by waters on earth as stars were born and died. The floor was black rock and the walls a shiny grey with folds of deep brown. The horses splayed their forelegs on the smooth granite and dipped their noses into the water of a flowing stream. They rolled their lips, snorting at the uncustomary coolness. Wirritjil slipped in front and Emily followed, leading the horses. There were archways into courtyards that were bright and noisy with the chorus of bush birds. Sometimes the stream was shadowed on one side while the other was in the gaze of the sun. Wirritjil stopped at a large opening, circled with a smooth wave-shaped rock the height of two men and with several tall gums and many ferns and grasses, enough room for several families to camp. The area was full of leaves, as though few winds had ever ventured there.


  Emily sat near the water at the entrance, mesmerised by the lights dancing deep in its near stillness and reflecting on the walls of the cavern.


  Wirritjil sat beside her. ‘Walangkernany, he bin here, Gidja country Walangkernany.’


  ‘What is that?’


  ‘Big snake, he bin make everything.’


  Emily closed her eyes. God made everything. No snake. Why was she here with this dirty savage? She tugged the fabric of her nightdress away from her engorged breasts. Wirritjil leant towards her, lifted the cloth and put her mouth over a nipple and sucked. Emily shuddered and pulled back. She would have moved away except the relief was instant. Wirritjil sucked at the second breast then stopped. The milk came freely and dribbled down Emily’s belly. Emily’s teeth were clenched and her lips pressed together tightly. Wirritjil looked at her for a few seconds then rose and walked away.


  ‘I don’t know what to do,’ Emily called after her, but her voice was soft and broken and Wirritjil did not turn back.


  In the courtyard, brown finches with long black tails and bright orange beaks gathered on the tree branches and talked to each other in low tet tet sounds. They settled in a line of six or more, some dozed, others peered down at the white woman.


  Wirritjil returned as darkness came, carrying a smoking stick that was as thick as her wrist. Around her waist hung a bark pouch from a belt of grass twine. She gathered dry twigs and leaves and sorted them, selecting the pieces that would burn best. She held the stick up to catch the slight breeze and when the tip glowed she pushed it into the dry tinder. The fattening moon was gold and high in the sky.


  Outside on the plain there was a low wind. The sand lifted and trickled into the arcs of the horses’ tracks. A white-feathered, red-eyed hawk hovered high in the last hints of the day. His eyes were fixed on a dunnart as it dashed from under the spinifex, chasing a spider whose web-thin legs barely touched the ground. The hawk dropped in a movement precise and silent. His talons gripped the desert mouse. He flapped slow and hard until the wind caught the spread of his wings and he swerved high and fast into the sky. A lone dingo stopped and looked up, sniffed, and continued his lope through the night. He was lean and supple, with a coat of a clean dun colour and eyes that were quick and black.


  When the light from the sun had completely gone the moon became white and sharp. Flames sparked and lit the walls of their enclosure with dancing colours. Wirritjil stood and listened to the night for a moment. She took berries from her pouch and held them out to Emily. Emily shook her head and Wirritjil placed them close to her. She buried a few dirtcovered bulbs at the edge of the fire then turned her attention to the trees, examining each one closely. Wirritjil chose a young woollybutt tree with stringy rough bark on its trunk and slender clean white branches. She pounded a straight branch with a sharp-edged rock at the point where it joined the trunk, stripped the leaves and twigs from it, ground it hard along its length with a rock rough with quartz, whittled a barb at one end with a white stone that had been split to a flint, then hardened the new spear in the fire, let it cool and reheated it. She laid it by her side as she slept near the glow of the coals just before dawn.


  Thirst woke Emily through the night. Her body ached and she shifted her position on the rock, unwilling to crawl away from the water. As the sun rose, Wirritjil unearthed the bulbs that had roasted by the fire. She brushed the dirt away and offered them, small and tattered with peeling layers, to Emily. The skin of her palms was grey and the creases black. Emily shook her head. Wirritjil put the food aside and scraped a hollow in the ground near the fire.


  ‘Miss.’


  Emily gave the dusty hollow next to the ash and coals a cursory glance. ‘Bring me my horse. I will ride back and demand my father be sent a telegraph.’


  Wirritjil stood with one hand on her hip, trying to understand. She gathered grasses and bark pieces and fashioned a mattress close to Emily. Emily put her hands flat on the rock and tried to push herself up. She fell back. She tried a second time and fell again. She crawled onto the makeshift bed. There was nothing she could do but sleep.


  Wirritjil worked on her spear again, grinding, heating and cooling it.
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  William sat on the veranda of the homestead, the Enfield rifle resting across his knees. The sky was a steel blue like a razor and the cicadas were the blades of a saw biting and biting forever into unyielding wood. Only a few nymphs now burst through the hardening earth, yet birds of all kind kept coming. Black birds with grey crowns sat close together on a branch babbling, shrieking and swooping in groups of two or three, yellowthroated miners squinted with beady pecking eyes before taking lazy swipes, and on the edge of the carnage finches with white dotted wings rose in flittering clouds then settled again.


  The station horses trotted with their heads down, strung out along the track that joined the home paddock and the homestead to the horse yards. Red kelpies and blue heelers, some mixed with the colour of the dingo, snapped at the horses’ hoofs, dodging the payback kicks. Trevor and the head stockman, John, ran on foot behind them.


  John was short and wiry. He puffed with the effort of running and cursed the indignity of being out of the saddle. The horses went tamely through the wide gate of the home paddock. A thickset dog with a dirty black and white patched coat scurried back and stood at John’s feet. John readied his whip and a lasso.


  ‘Teach these bastards.’


  ‘They need rest.’


  Trevor walked across the lawn up onto the veranda and stopped a few steps from his brother. William stared straight ahead beyond the lawn and the paddock at the side, to the swirling insects and darting birds in the freckled bush. His hands were tight around the rifle.


  ‘He let me live, yet he let our mother die. He laughed at our father. He chose like he was some sort of god. Took away my name.’


  ‘He’s yer father-in-law.’


  ‘I was Lady Josephina’s whim.’ William spat onto the boards of the veranda. ‘It was fashionable to take pity on poor children likely to die.’


  Trevor looked at the rough boards of the veranda and the darkness below. He thought of the snakes that would surely be there.


  William rose. He was slim but he held himself tall. He was of fine features as much as his brother was of rough features, as though the prolonged illness early in his life had moulded and shaped him to fragile aristocracy.


  ‘And you, Trevor, strong Trevor, they never looked at you. You were a beast of burden.’ William waved his hand in the air. ‘Like an ox.’


  ‘Miss Kathryn taught you to read and write. Play pianer even.’


  ‘Lady Josephina demanded it. Kathryn hated me. And you. Wasn’t it Kathryn’s suggestion you go fight for all that is so good in England?’


  Trevor didn’t like the words. ‘You hate ’em, but you care for Emily?’


  William looked away. ‘She is my star. A pretty blue forget me not, who has—’ William’s voice dropped and he sat down ‘—forsaken me.’


  Trevor looked back to the home paddock. John brought a lasso neatly down on a big bay’s neck. He tied the rope to the fence and threw another lasso, hauling it at an angle to the first rope until the horse was unbalanced. He shoved his shoulder against the horse’s shoulder. The horse fell, he pushed his knee into its neck and forced a bit into its mouth.


  William bent over his rifle peering into the middle of the lawn as if he was watching an event unfolding there. ‘That blackfella, he forced himself on her.’ He ran his hands over the wood of the rifle butt. ‘He chased her. She fought him. Now she is scared.’ He lifted the rifle and pulled back the loading mechanism, checking it. ‘She ran. I couldn’t get to her. Couldn’t tell her that I forgive her.’


  Trevor looked away. A bush pheasant, small and brown with large feet and a stunted tail of few feathers walked across the lawn in a stilted fashion. The bird stopped, holding one foot in the air, as his head moved quickly this way and that, looking for insects in the lawn. William pointed his rifle at it, but coughed suddenly, took a sharp shallow breath and let the rifle fall back in to his lap. A drop of sweat formed on his forehead and he wiped his face.


  ‘Bring her back. Otherwise we lose everything.’


  The horse John rode was lathered in layers of white foam, yet he rode at a gallop in circles with no pause in the crack of his whip. Trevor jumped from the veranda. He swung a rope, flicking it so it strapped hard across John’s back. John jumped from the horse and ran towards Trevor, his fists folded and ready to punch.


  Trevor waited until he was close. ‘We ride in the morning.’


  John stepped back with a smile on his face and glanced at William’s rifle. ‘Trade your .22 for his Enfield, eh? It’s yours anyway, eh? Might need more than one shot in a row.’


  ‘They two women,’ replied Trevor.


  ‘’Course, cobber. I meant for the blackfellas. Plenty of them out there.’


  At first light, Trevor packed their swags, billies, dried beef, sugar and tea onto a third horse. He watched as William talked with John on the veranda, their heads close together. John sauntered to the horses and they mounted. William stood on the veranda, leaning on his upright rifle. When he could no longer see Trevor and John he sat with his rifle resting on his knees. He tried to remember some things his mother had told him long ago but he could not. All that came were torn pieces of poetry that had been dreamt of in the sweetness of the morning sun as he and Emily had lain among the meadow flowers.
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  Emily woke. She wondered where she was, it was a dream, the caves were a dream, Cicada Springs station was a dream, no birth, no death, and she and William were still sailing to Australia, standing on the deck hand in hand, marvelling at the ocean and the blueness that went on forever, imagining the world of the sea and discussing whether there really were mermaids who played harps and fish that flew on fins shaped like wings.


  She felt the soreness of her body. The sparkling ocean disintegrated and she tried to catch it, make it come back, but it didn’t. A patch of leaf litter rustled. A reptile with a triangular head and black beady eyes stared at her. Emily stayed very still. Its mouth opened and a blue tongue snaked out and back again. It took a step towards her. Emily edged back. The leaves fell from its body and showed his fat belly and tiny dark legs. Emily smiled a little, for surely he was a portly old man trying to be ferocious. There was a brief whoosh sound, a spear went through his back and pinned him to the ground. Wirritjil scrambled down from the lip of the rock. She carried branches, some with fresh green leaves. A small goanna swung from her belt. She crouched down near the fire and stirred it to flames.


  ‘Marnem.’


  ‘Fire.’


  ‘Fire,’ said Wirritjil.


  Emily moved closer to the comfort of the flame.


  Wirritjil held out a palm full of hard black berries. ‘Piriyalji.’


  Emily shook her head. Wirritjil ate one and extended her hand again. Emily felt the hollowness in her stomach. She took one and bit at the black flesh. It was moist and sharp with a sweet aftertaste. Wirritjil eased bark under the fire and took some coals close to Emily and covered the smoking embers with the green leaves. The smoke circled, thick and peppery. Emily rose and sat a distance away with her back turned.


  Wirritjil picked up the smoking fire and followed Emily. Emily moved away again and sat next to the stream in the shadow of the rock wall.


  Wirritjil waited but when Emily did not turn around she turned to the bigger fire and seared the lizards through the coals, laying them on rocks in the centre of the flames. Fat sizzled in bubbles through their skins. She poked at the lizards, turned them, then gutted their bellies with her flint and flicked the entrails into the fire. She picked up the goanna, peeled the skin away with her teeth and ate. It was almost raw and the blood ran down her hands.


  Emily winced and refused to look to the fire. She peered into the water and saw herself reflected in its stillness, her hair in knots, her face thin and pale. She touched the surface. Silver shimmered through the dark blue and black, like the hail of English sleet in the twilight against the windowpane of her playroom. The walls of her playroom were painted with tiny flowers of pink and blue. Sometimes she had felt as if it were a prison, a pretty prison. She played badly on the grand white piano. Mozart’s simplified ditties bored her. Her mother came in and spoke in the lilt of her violin voice and led her to William’s room.


  ‘Come see what I have found.’


  He was asleep in a bed of frothy white pillows. The sun shone on him and his skin was so pale it was almost translucent and his lips were blue. He opened his eyes and coughed a deep gurgling cough. He did not seem to see them and closed his eyes and slept again. She was captivated by the newcomer and took to sitting by his bed, reading him stories she thought might be good for his dreams, for his healing. There were stories of sunshine, of fairies and elves, of giants overcome by small boys, of dragons slayed and villages rejoicing.


  ‘I pushed his bed, Wirritjil,’ she said without turning around, ‘so that it was always in the sun.’


  Wirritjil stared straight into the fire; the goanna was discarded by her side and her hands were together with the palms upwards and full of sand. There was a visitor. A seagull had alighted and flown away quickly. She knew it was a juarriny, the spirit of the dead man. He had stopped in his travel to the spirit world. He must want his love. In the fire she saw wisps of blue flame growing and coiling along the wood and she called out to her old man husband, asking him to use his maban power to make the dead man go back to his journey. She lifted her hands and let the sand fall into the fire, but the fire didn’t diminish and the blue flame licked along the wood, gathering in strength.


  Emily lay on the mess of her leaf and grass bed in a fitful sleep. Outside on the plain, the dingo stopped and sniffed the air. A black snake slid slowly around a rock and a quail trilled in fright, his wings in a muffled beat as he rose in front of the flickering tongue.


  Emily stirred and the southern English sleet came back, drumming softly on the window. She played the three notes around middle C with gloved hands. William sat next to her. His thin white fingers touched the keys lightly, following in a higher octave then taking over and changing the exercise into a melody that entranced. His fingers tripped, he stopped playing. A discordant chant screamed into the night.


  ‘Yur yurl ayahhh ayahhh yurl yur.’


  Emily jumped to her feet and buckled with pain. She gripped her belly with her hands and raised her head slowly, afraid of what she might see.


  Wirritjil sat cross-legged by the coals, her lips hardly moving as she called out. She had a jagged rock in her hand and hit her head repeatedly. Blood streamed down her face. Emily took hesitant steps towards her. Wirritjil’s eyes were fixed on the light of the coals that pulsed with a blue flame in the slightest of breezes.


  Emily grabbed at Wirritjil’s hands. The Aboriginal woman was too strong and continued to hit her head. Emily threw herself at her. They fell in a jumble close to the fire. Wirritjil untangled herself and jumped to the edge of the firelight halfcrouching to stare at the flames. Emily pulled herself back, shaking. They faced each other through the fire. Emily threw a stick onto the simmering coals and a flame leapt high, blue with a thin edge of red. Wirritjil jumped, took her spear in her hand and pointed it at Emily. Emily’s heart thumped. In a quick move she seized a stick from the fire and lunged towards Wirritjil. Wirritjil spun and in a breath was gone.


  The night was silent. Not a sound. Emily slid to the ground and drove her fingers into the dirt. The tears were hard behind her eyes but they did not come.


  She rose slowly and walked to where the stars reached the water’s edge, where her dreams of William had been. She stepped in. The water was waist-deep and her nightdress billowed around her. She sank down and let her hair flow against her face. Her dress floated from her and she felt the coldness of the water against every part of her skin. She wanted to stay in this moment. She was not afraid to be alone. There was nothing to be afraid of. Death after all could not be much different.


  She returned shivering to the fire and sat, listening as the sounds of the night came back. Somewhere an owl made a slow hoot behind the chirrup of rock geckos and there was the deep bell sound of fat green frogs talking in the night. She threw wood on the fire and lay in an arc around its warmth. The sand was grainy against her skin, her face became hot and her back was cold but she did not move.


  The tuneful notes of the magpie lark woke her in the morning. For a moment she thought she was back in her room at the homestead, the doors to the veranda open, and William at the end of her bed holding a tea tray and letters from home. The bird sang again and the square of the ceiling became bright blue sky. There was a slight breeze and the silver-grey leaves of the gums waved like water and became still again. The horses stood together against the rock wall in the speckled shade of the trees. Emily put her clothes on. The bloodstains were big and smudged.


  She didn’t know what to do. She was so weary. The finches with masked faces and long tails bounced and chattered on a twig close by. A black butcherbird came swooping in and chased the magpie lark away. It picked at Wirritjil’s discarded goanna, pulling at it, trying to fly with it. It stopped suddenly and took off in a blur of ruffled feathers.


  Emily gathered dry leaves in her skirt. She held the leaves high and dropped them one by one onto the coals of the last night’s fire. The leaves smouldered red at the edges.


  A hand on her arm, black and smeared in white lines, stopped her.


  ‘Miss. No.’


  A single leaf burst into flame.


  ‘They come.’


  Emily let the rest of the leaves and twigs fall away. Wirritjil stood in front of her, naked except that her skin was covered in daubs and lines of white clay. The clay was through her hair as if she had tried to cover her head completely. Pink oozed through it from the gashes on her head.


  Wirritjil tore a strip of bark from a gum tree and wrapped the remaining lizard in it, tied it with a stringy piece of grass and tucked the parcel into her belt. She saw Emily reach for the spear and stepped quickly to snatch it. She lanced the spear through her hair, angling it so that the shaft was close to her spine and the barb above her head. Emily edged towards the horses. She whistled softly and the brumby lifted his head. Wirritjil came between them. Emily spoke with as much authority as she could muster, but her voice was thin.


  ‘Wirritjil. You stay here. I will ride back and get help, telegraph my father and Kathryn—my sister.’


  Wirritjil pointed to the other end of the arena. There was a dark slit in the rock, a thin chasm. ‘Dat way. Kardiya ’im bin shoot gun.’


  Emily stared, her legs felt weak. Wirritjil took a step towards her. Her eyes were wide; the black pupils surrounded by white, a thin rim of black skin then the stark paint of her mask. Emily’s heart beat hard. She tried to brush past her to get to the horses. In a few steps Wirritjil was in front of her. She took the rope from the horses’ legs and looped it around their noses and pulled them towards the opening in the rock.


  Emily turned and headed back towards the cavern. She began to run, talking as she went. ‘I need to telegraph Kathryn; I need her, and my father’s help. He could come from England. I must speak to William.’


  The labyrinth was dark after the bright light of the sun. She tripped, grasping at the walls, trying to remember the way. Another courtyard put light into the darkness and Emily could see the stream narrowed to a thin deep channel then flowed into two branching pathways. Was this where they had stepped over the water? She followed the distant fork. She could not remember coming through such darkness and strained to see the light of the opening in the hillside. She stopped. The stream eddied into a round pool and disappeared into the wall. It was a dead end, nowhere to go.


  In the dimness she saw a movement. The glint of an eye. Her vision steadied. High on a ledge she saw the outline of an immense snake, coiled in part and shining in the low light with a body that seemed to go forever. She froze.


  A whisper came from far behind. ‘Miss.’


  She backed along the smooth rock to the ghostly form of the painted Aboriginal maid. Wirritjil was already moving along the stream to the entrance of the cave system. Outside, she crawled up the hill, over the sharp stones and around the clumps of spinifex that pricked at her naked skin. Emily followed, her knees scraped and beginning to bleed. A whistling kite made his way in a great circle low in the sky, his pale-feathered tail angling like a rudder behind his widespread wings. In the distance, across the plain, a dust ball hurtled towards them.


  Wirritjil held up three fingers.


  Three horses. Emily shadowed her eyes with her hand.


  A figure separated, skittling off to the side and back again. Wirritjil frowned. She leant down and cut spinifex with her flint, held a bunch in front of her and made her way in a squat crab-like fashion back down the slope.


  ‘A dog? John?’ Emily squinted. ‘I should go meet them. They have come to help me.’


  Wirritjil disappeared over the fold at the base of the hill.


  One rider took his horse to the side and lifted his rifle high. Emily could see the outline of his figure. A shot. Recoil. His shoulder went back. A kangaroo bounded from stillness into panicked flight.


  Emily looked around for something to wave, a branch with drying leaves. There was nothing. She stood up. She saw the rider lift his rifle again. A shot cracked out and the circle of the whistling kite was broken as it plummeted to the ground. She watched the riders speeding towards her, past the downed kite, just a smudge of brown in the red expanse. The rider lifted his rifle once more. Emily dropped to the ground. She grasped her knees and pulled herself as small as she could.


  ‘The whistling kite flew across the moon. He called to us.’ She scrambled down the slope. The stones cut at her knees and the palms of her hands and the points of the spinifex jabbed at her shoulders and face. She didn’t feel the pain. She needed to think, if only she could think clearly.


  Wirritjil was waiting inside the cave. Emily followed the white form, trying to keep her in sight as she slipped through the darkness of the cave. At the clearing the horses stood against the opposite wall. They were unsettled and their ropes trailed across the grass. Emily picked up Wirritjil’s sacking dress and handed it to her.


  ‘Dress. Jurulu’s horse should go first.’


  Emily bit her lip as she said his name and Wirritjil turned away. She tucked the dress in to her belt and waited. Emily led the brumby into the narrow chasm and the mare followed. The rock and trees met overhead and soon all was dark. Emily let the brumby find the way. The iron shoes of the horses clinked on the granite. Water dripped from the surface of the rock and there were flutters of bats and the scratches of small animals moving. The mare’s hoofs slipped, scrabbling on the rock. The brumby stopped and waited and they started again in cautious steps. Grey shadows appeared, a bend, a shaft of light and they emerged between rocks in a fall of boulders on the western side of a hill.


  Outside, Wirritjil ran and with a squatting jump bounded onto the mare’s back, grabbing a fistful of mane and letting loose a torrent of loud words in her language. The mare reared and bucked and Wirritjil’s body bounced high but she hung on and the mare settled to a prance, pulling at the rope that was attached to the brumby. The brumby drew back and held his ground. Wirritjil stretched flat along the mare’s back, one hand tight on the horse’s mane and the other searching for the flint in her pouch.


  Emily leant against the brumby. ‘Where are we going?’ she muttered.


  Wirritjil sawed through the rope that held the two horses together with quick slices of her flint. The brumby did not move. Emily tried to pull herself onto his back. She slid down, sat on the ground for a moment and tried again. She put her foot against his knee and managed to pull herself so her shoulders were across his back. Tears stung in the abrasions on her face.


  The rope separated. The mare galloped away but slowed as she realised the brumby was left behind. Emily eased herself to sit and the brumby walked then stretched into a slow canter.


  They reached the bottom of the hill and made their way along the base of the range, southwards. The terrain was hard-baked sand with islands of grass and spinifex, but where the gorges spilt down the ground was stony with fist-sized rocks and they had no choice but to walk and pick their way.


  There was a single white cloud in the sky. Wirritjil looked at it at first quizzically and then with a smile. The juarriny was on his rightful journey.


  Emily’s vision blurred and she slid time and time again, righting herself as the brumby slowed and waited. The horses were tired and there was no water. They came to a standstill.


  Emily took the ropes to make the hobbles but any strength she had was gone. Wirritjil knotted the rope around the horses’ legs. She took the lizard from her belt and sat next to Emily, but did not eat. Thirst grew on them. They fell asleep with their mouths dry and slept curled on themselves like two cocoons in the sand.
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  Trevor and John walked through the caves, looking for signs and tracks, but they found none. There were myriad openings and areas that needed to be checked.


  Trevor stood at the entrance of a large courtyard. It was silent. There were no birds. No sound of insects, no rustle of lizards. He stepped into the clearing; above, the sky was the blue of the Mediterranean Sea. He touched the green and red fibre identification discs that hung from a strap of leather around his neck. Thoughts came sharp-edged through the quiet. He thought of the grey monsters, the warships from England slicing through the azure ocean that lapped on Egypt’s shore. Tanks, trucks, horses and men came out of the hold. The horses lifted their noses high, sniffing at the salt of the water and the dust of the desert sand. Trevor spread his hands wide in front of him, hating the thought of what he had done.


  ‘We need a tracker.’


  The dirt-stained black and white dog trotted into the sunlight of the opening and sat panting. John spat. The stubble of his beard was dirty with dust and black lines were etched through his lips. ‘Nah. Trackers are trouble. Look hard enough we can find tracks.’


  They looked in clearing after clearing. There was a silence so deep it was as if they were in a different world. Trevor stopped. He could just hear the water tinkling within the stone labyrinth. Two brown finches with long tails peered down at him from the branch of a bloodwood tree. The roots of the tree had grown upwards along the rock face searching for nutrients, yet the trunk was strong, the leaves a deep green and the blossoms thick with clusters of creamy flowers.


  One of the birds flew to sit on a root. He was camouflaged against the brown of the root and the black of the rock and Trevor strained to see him. He understood then and looked around and saw the others. The sand lizard on the small bank of a stream that flowed through the clearing, the skinks a little shinier than the rocks, the cuckoo shrike with its white breast like the strips of the paperbark tree he was perched on. All were still, all were silent, all were watching.


  ‘Camp at the entrance and we go back.’


  John shrugged, brought out his hipflask and held it high, letting the rum run in a thin torrent down his throat.


  They ate dried beef and damper and boiled a billy of tea under the three gum trees. Water boatmen skipped across the oily surface of the pond dark with leaves and sediment.


  John threw the dog some meat. ‘Bastard.’


  Trevor leant back and willed himself to be strong against the stare of the stars. A dingo caught the scent of an injured animal and called to his pack. The howls came back across the clear night, two, three, four rising in pitch and overlapping each other.


  ‘Bastards hang near them shrinked-up water holes, eat the weak.’


  ‘Clean up those that can’t live anyway.’


  John frowned. ‘You like ’em?’


  Trevor shrugged and pushed a stick into the fire.


  John shook his hipflask. ‘Yer a war cocky, aren’t yer?’


  ‘You know that.’


  ‘Why’d yer bloody go?’


  Trevor didn’t answer.


  John took another swallow of rum. ‘Yer a pom, but. Made no sense to me. What should I be worried about? Some kraut or bloody turk, eh, rows his boat ashore here and goes ping with his pistol.’ John put both hands on his knees and laughed. He wiped the spit from his chin. ‘That’s what these abos are good for. The old turk he takes a look at them ugly boongai and goes, Ain’t worth fighting for, and rows away.’


  Trevor stood up and walked away from the campfire. When he came back John was stirring the fire looking remorseful.


  ‘Sorry, mate. Did yer have to kill people?’


  ‘I took care of the horses.’


  John snickered, and the rum trickled from the corners of his lips. ‘Horses. And I thought you were a brave soldier with all sorts of crosses.’


  Trevor unrolled his swag. ‘Yeah, I got those.’


  The sun stung early in the morning and Trevor set his horse back to the homestead. John had no choice but to follow. In the evening they came to one of the station’s outlying camps. They trotted to the edge of the camp that was dotted with semicircular bark windbreaks and bark humpies covered in leafed branches. Women sat cross-legged in the dust around a fire that was just coals. Fat and wriggly children crawled between them. Some men sat further back partly hidden under low spreading cabbage gums heavy with leathery blue-green leaves. The women were heating up rocks and putting them in the strong wood labim, dropping small yams in to cook.


  The women didn’t look at the white men. The toddlers stood and stared, holding on to the women’s hair. The younger women and older children rose and gathered the toddlers and babies and disappeared to the scrub. A man strode towards them. Although he was slim, the lines of his muscles showed a fit man. His bare chest was marked with horizontal scars and the only clothes he wore were baggy trousers tied with string. His hair was in straggly locks and a small bone with jagged black ends cut through the septum of his nose and stuck out from either nostril.


  Trevor dismounted.


  ‘Gidja woman. She run away with white woman. Kardiya woman.’ Trevor pointed west. ‘Give you tea, nalijam.’ Trevor nodded towards the horse. ‘Flour.’


  The man considered this. Three other Aboriginal men approached behind him. They were naked, slim and longlimbed, their chests were scarred and their hair wound in topknots or pushed back with bands of kangaroo skin. One had a long thin bone through his nose, two wore nagam, pieces of pearl shell or kangaroo fur hanging from humanhair belts around their waists.


  The man with the trousers put out his hand. ‘Ngaju nga-rna Jaru-yaru.’


  John cocked his rifle. The men behind disappeared, the women rose and ran silently and swiftly, leaving their labim and hot rocks on the ground.


  ‘You black bastard. You might get paid if you do the job. Not before.’


  Trevor looked at the scrub. The men were shadows in the slight movements of the bush.


  ‘Says who he is. Jaru speaker. Put yer rifle down.’


  John snarled but let his rifle slip so the point of the barrel rested on his boot. He kicked at the dog, sending him sliding sideways, the red dirt heaping into his coarse fur. The dog gazed up at John, panting, his moist red tongue over his pointy teeth.


  Trevor took a bag of flour and a small one of tea from the supply horse. He gave it to the Aboriginal man. The man put it where the women had been sitting and nodded to Trevor. In the bush the hidden men watched them leave, their spears and throwers close by their side.
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  Just before dawn, Emily and Wirritjil rode directly west. The horses were listless and struggled to raise their pace. The sun rose and at first it was welcome as the night had been cold. Emily ached all over. She lay across the brumby’s withers and rolled with his stride from side to side, not wanting to sit up or lift her head for the fear of the dizziness that made the land change shape and frighten her. At noon they reached a waterhole. It was a sandy soak less than an inch deep and hardly a foot wide, surrounded by bright ribbon grass and a stand of waist-high prickly acacia but not much more. The horses drank fast, shaking their heads at the sand that came with the water. Emily slid from the brumby.


  ‘What to do?’


  The skin on the back of her hands was red and dotted with sun blisters. Wirritjil took her dress off and put it over Emily’s head, but Emily snatched at it and threw it into the dust. Wirritjil picked strands of the grass and wove it roughly and loosely into a large square and fashioned it across the gnarly hand-like branches of the thin leafed acacia. Emily shook her head at the shade that was offered. It was fitting she should burn—the hell on earth she deserved. Her skin began to hurt and black spots danced in front of her eyes. Wirritjil dropped wet sand on Emily’s arms, her head and the back of her neck. Emily shivered.


  ‘Where are we going? What place?’


  Wirritjil drew a wavy line on the ground. ‘Nyarnagum, miss.’


  ‘A river. No. We should go back.’


  Wirritjil shook her head. ‘Killa me, killa you.’


  ‘No.’ Emily stared hard at the Aboriginal maid. ‘Why would he?’


  The heat shimmered over the treeless plain. A small spiral of dust came into view and sped away again. Emily crawled under the shade of the matting and closed her eyes against the black dots and the new pains that came from her skin and feet.


  ‘That government station, Moola Bulla, we could go there. Which way is that way?’


  Wirritjil lowered her gaze to the ground.


  Emily opened her eyes. ‘You came from there. They taught you to be a housemaid. Speak English. They taught you. Speak it.’ Emily thrust her head close to Wirritjil so that their faces were only inches apart and she was forced to look up. ‘Speak it.’


  ‘Yes, miss. I bin come Moola Bulla. Longa time.’


  Emily let herself slump. It is all my fault. His eyes burning like those of an angry snake.


  ‘Emily. Call me Emily.’


  Wirritjil was silent.


  Emily pursed her lips. ‘Emily. Me.’ She pointed at herself. ‘Emily.’


  ‘Ammee.’


  ‘Yes. That will do.’


  The dizziness came back and Emily let it take over. She heard the whistle, the song of the meadow lark that was William’s signal. The leaves of the trees were gold but the workers’ village was black slop and low houses of grey thatched roofs. William came to her where she huddled against the dirt wall of his family home. He held her close and his breath was warm on her neck. He kept his kisses until she gave him a book of verse, and a promise to meet him on the moor at midnight on the full moon. She would bring paper and quill and he would bring a wooden flute. It helps to write when you have music, he said. She laughed at his serious and slow words and he walked away. She knew he would come back and he did, his fingers tickling her ears as they stood with their feet in the cold mud.


  ‘A-a—mmee. Up. Up.’


  Emily stumbled to her feet, swayed and sat down. The sun was gone and above the piercing blue was softening. A three-quarter moon glowed above the hills they had come from.


  ‘I tried to teach him to ride. He fell from behind me, from my pony. He called me a witch.’


  Wirritjil waited.


  ‘His father wanted him back. Kathryn told him he had to go. He made money working for a milliner in the village.’


  Emily stood, unsteady on her feet.


  ‘A milliner, Wirritjil, is a hat maker.’


  She put her hand on the brumby’s flank. This time Wirritjil held her up. She used her shoulder under Emily’s hip to push her upwards. Emily sank forwards onto the horse’s neck.


  ‘William can’t ride. He is afraid of horses.’


  Wirritjil picked her sacking dress from the dust and tucked it into her belt and stood trying to make out what Emily was saying.


  ‘It is not William chasing us.’


  Wirritjil fed the rope around Emily’s waist and fetched it from under the horse’s belly. Emily slid, lopsided, but the rope held.


  They plodded slowly and steadily through the night. Wirritjil adjusted their direction according to the stars, where the wind was coming from, the tracks of the animals in the sand, the calls of the birds, and the stories her people had told her.


  ‘Where we going, Wirritjil? Moola Bulla?’


  ‘Where karnanganyjal go. Emu. See ’im? Big man bin eat all eggs. The karnanganyjal she go him water dat place snake sleep. Him good snake. Dat man get punish. Him in dat tree. Karnanganyjal wiyarril. Run, run, big way. See ’em eggs all cross ’em hills. Follow ’em eggs.’


  Emily frowned at the nonsense but the sudden talk soothed her, weariness overtook her, and she rested on the horse’s neck and let his gait lull her to sleep.


  Wirritjil walked next to the brumby and the mare followed. The sun rose, turning the pale jutting tops of the escarpment ahead a vivid orange. At the base of the escarpment Wirritjil led them northwards, following a dry creek bed. The first pool of water they came to was dark and bitter and the next had dried to a pink milky puddle, the sand around it dotted with delicate empty crab shells and fish carcasses in different states of decay. Wirritjil dug a hole in the creek bed away from the pools. Emily lay down on her belly as the clean water filtered through and rose to her lips. Skin peeled from the back of her hands and her arms and face. Wirritjil handed the dress again to Emily and this time Emily tied it around her head, wearing it like a scarf.


  They continued north for a few hours then crossed to the other side and turned south, back in the direction they had come.


  ‘Why this way?’


  ‘Dem bin follow, lose track.’


  Out of the creek bed the going was difficult, for the terrain was small rocks and stiff spinifex that pricked the horses’ legs. Pigeons, with spiky striped head feathers and black eyes in bright orange masks, rose suddenly from the ground in front and nestled again behind them. At first the horses stepped sideways in surprise; after a while they hardly appeared to notice the abrupt flutter of birds at their feet.


  They passed the point at which they had first come to the creek and continued upstream, coming to a fork where the stream from the range broke into north and south branches. The south branch was dry. Wirritjil headed upwards over platforms of brown and yellow sandstone, some with small dribbles of waterfall overhung with ferns and grasses. They kept as much as they could to the water. The horses jumped up the shallower steps or found their way around the edges.


  At the top of a rise they came to a long clear pool, bare to the vastness of the sky surrounded by rock and sand scattered with a few tall palms, slender white gums and bushes with silvery leaves and flowers of yellow filaments rippling in the sun.


  Emily stood where the ground levelled, gazing from one point to another.


  The bare rock dropped sharply on the east side with the sweep of the plain and the creek far below. The sun was already high above the range of hills that held the cave system where the Wunggud Walangkernany rested and beyond was Cicada Springs station. Behind the pool, on the west, the rock rose in jagged ledges of black and red. Wirritjil stopped a distance from the water’s edge and lobbed a pebble into the pool. A flock of swifts with forked tails and pointed wings rose and curved with the updraft of a breeze, the arc of each growing as the wind took them away.


  Emily felt her mouth go dry.


  ‘Why here?’


  She saw that the only way out was the track they had come.


  The horses made their way to the shade under the palms. Wirritjil, naked and still smattered in clay, inched in a crouch towards the pool, calling out in her language.


  Emily began to retrace her steps downwards along the stream.
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  Trevor and John rode into the homestead. William ran to them from the veranda, taking deep breaths and looking beyond them as if they had lost something. Trevor spoke first.


  ‘Need another horse and supplies.’


  ‘You should have her. How many more days?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ said Trevor. He saw that the horses were still in the home paddock and the men down in the workers’ quarters were chatting to each other leaning on the fences and smoking. ‘You need to get branding for the wet.’


  William gripped his brother’s arm. ‘I want to tell the Earl that she is well and by my side.’


  Even John did not seem to want to stay long and they were away before first light.


  The tracker’s camp had disappeared. The bark shelters were empty and the fires cold. Trevor waited, holding the reins of the fourth horse. John hooked one leg across the saddle and took a hunk of bread from his saddlebag. He tore it and threw bits to the dog.


  Trevor was about to turn away when the Jaru speaker emerged dressed in the same drawstring pants but with a clean khaki cotton shirt buttoned tightly to his chin. His hair and beard were oiled and twisted into segments held by string.


  John laughed. Trevor dismounted and led the horse to the Aboriginal. The man did not take the reins nor did he mount. Trevor waited. The painted dog edged his way into the cool shade under the cabbage gums.


  The tracker’s finger moved slightly. Trevor went to the pack horse and took a small bag of flour and put it in front of the tracker.


  John jumped from his horse. ‘Are you kidding?’


  Trevor ignored him. The man took the flour into a small bark humpy and came back and resumed his stance. Trevor set down a bag of sugar. He opened it and offered a pinch of it in his palm.


  The tracker put his fingers into the shiny grains. He watched how they fell, he licked his fingers so the sparkling specks held and he put them on his tongue. He grinned with wide lips and strong white teeth. The deal was done. He took the reins of the horse.


  For the tracker the flight of the women was easy to see. He saw that the wind had tried to cover the tracks and he wondered about that. The lip of a wallaby’s footprint was dry and folding, at least three days old but untouched by any breeze. On a canter he saw where the hawk had swooped and the dingo had passed. It was hard to tell the importance of these findings. It was a butcherbird sitting in the sand where it shouldn’t be and nestling like a pigeon that made him worry.


  3


  Rest


  Emily kept to the creek, her bare feet slipping on the stones, that were warm and worn with the perpetual skein of water, hurrying, until she fell, bruising her hip and grazing her arm. She found a place where the stream ran thin and wide across a long flat rock and dropped, curling to a ball. The water trickled around her face and her body, the edge of it cold against her hot skin. She stretched on her back to reach as far as she could with the tips of her fingers and toes. ‘Mercy,’ she whispered.


  High in the blue expanse of the sky a single bird circled until it became just a speck. It flew into the silver that surrounded the white disc of the sun and Emily could see it no more. She closed her eyes, let her body slump and thoughts flood into her mind.


  I can remember now, what I made into a blur, what I tried to tell the priest. Yes, I can think of it in every detail. The wind was against my face, so cool, so free. I was galloping, galloping across the plain on the black mare and there was just the blue sky and the red earth, the mare’s feet striking the ground like drumbeats. I thought we could go on forever. It was the cattle that made me slow down, four cows and two nearly grown calves, lost and thirsty. I pushed them around the hills to where water might be, I needed help and he came, the Aboriginal stockman on the wild little brumby. I had seen him ride, working with the cattle, watched his walk, slow and easy, and seen him lower his head when the stockmen laughed at him. I waved to him, beckoned to him.


  Emily opened her eyes. She thought of him riding to her, the relaxed canter in the gold and hazy sun of the late afternoon. He stopped more than a few yards away, took off his hat and said, ‘Missus, seen that dust you been makin’ a long way back.’


  Emily smiled. A leaf floated in the current catching on a stone for a few seconds and she reached to free it, to let it travel.


  He waited for me to tell him what to do, but I was lost and followed the slight flick of his finger, the inclination of his head, where he would glance. The bright evening star was already in the sky when we reached Baldman Spring and it was shining in the water too. We ate dried beef and flour cakes he had and then Jawandi made a shelter for me with the saddles and blankets. He slept on the ground between the spinifex hummocks far from the fire. The stars came out of the sky like a storm and there was a cold wind.


  Emily sat up, cupped water in her hand and wet her lips. She murmured, ‘It was the wrong time of year for a cold wind.’


  I took him a blanket. He woke and sat cross-legged. The light from the stars was like frost on his face. How still we sat, side by side. The moon was low, a thin crescent shining blue, it seemed a doorway to a mystical place. He put the blanket back around me. I wanted to say something but I knew he was listening to the night. After a while I could hear a noise like ‘wuk, wuk’. He told me it was a frog and its name was ‘wukiny’. That made me laugh and he laughed too.


  I heard the gliding whisper of a bird’s wings, so close, a kite. It stayed circling and then it flew across the moon. Jurulu called to it, spoke to it in its own language. There are many languages. He said you can understand them, all of them, you just have to listen. We didn’t say anything for a long time, just listening and listening.


  I touched his shoulder, then his neck, his face, his lips. He smiled and all of the sky was deep in his eyes. The blanket was dusty but our bodies were warm and the moon sat on the horizon for a long time as if it were holding the night still. He was gone before dawn. The stockmen came in the pale light. Their firesticks had burnt down to nothing.


  I told them I was alright and I was alone. They said William was very worried. He would beat me, if I was not a lady. There was always a guard after that—William, Trevor or that stockman John, all of them silent, surly. I went down to the yards when I could to watch the stockmen work. I saw Jurulu, always in the distance, but I felt close and whenever there was a whistling kite, he would look up and I would too. I’d dream our spirits were together, carried by the kite, and that made me feel good.


  ‘It is a madness of loneliness. A sinful madness.’


  Emily stood and drew her foot through the water watching the ripple fan out. She felt the pain of her bruises. The skin on her arms was tight in places with blisters and she could see new blisters. Her legs were raw with the riding and the barb lodged in her foot stabbed whenever she put weight on it. She knew she could not go on without rest.


  She climbed back slowly and from the edge of the bush watched the Aboriginal woman gathering armfuls of spinifex, walking through the water pushing the long spiky grass from side to side.


  Emily circled the pool, keeping back from it, watching Wirritjil.


  At the other end, near a thicket of pandanus plants and reeds, Wirritjil peered into the deep water, threw her spear and dived to retrieve a plump fish with dark fins and black eyes. With a wide sweep of her arm she gathered the spinifex and threw it to shore. Several small silver fish flickered among the fibres.


  Wirritjil disappeared into the bush. Emily walked quickly to sit in a shaded spot on the edge of the pool. Wirritjil came back with a bundle of small sticks. On a sandy rock several yards from the water she made a pit in a loose fibrous stick and a sharp point on a hard twig, laid the pitted stick across dry grass and twirled the sharp point into it, tossing sticks aside and sharpening another as the points wore. It took many attempts to get a spark. Finally a small flame ignited and the grass crackled. She searched the slope downwards for dried branches of the kunjiny tree with its coin-like grey leaves. The wood burnt a clean flame, the smoke rising thin then disappearing to nothing.


  Emily stood. All of the sky was in the water, the burning sun, a wisp of a cloud and the green tips of trees and the bushes on the edges.


  ‘Are you going to hurt me?’ she called out.


  Wirritjil was throwing fish on the fire.


  ‘Gooniyandi country,’ said Wirritjil and waved her hand in a circle.


  ‘Do you want to kill me because of what I have done?’


  ‘Gooniyandi Walangkernany,’ smiled Wirritjil, ‘’e good.’


  Emily looked around and moved quickly from the pool.


  ‘That snake?’


  ‘’E alright,’ Wirritjil said.


  Emily moistened her lips.


  ‘I trust you are cooking for both of us?’ She didn’t wait for an answer and added, ‘You look silly with that clay in your hair.’


  Emily felt hungry for the first time since before the birth and came within a few feet of the fire. Wirritjil took a fish from the coals using thick leaves gathered from the trees in the gullies and handed it to her. Emily sat on the sand and ate. The flesh was sweet. She felt its warmth flow through her.


  ‘This fish was swimming right here. Now it is part of me. Maybe I am part of what it was.’ She shook her head. ‘No, I can’t swim.’


  ‘Jampinparuny, he father.’ Wirritjil held out a piece of the dark fish and nodded to the small silvery fish on the rock. ‘Thirntil, he aunty.’


  ‘You eat your father and aunty?’


  Wirritjil grinned. ‘’Im good tucker.’


  At the end of the pool the black mare limped down to the water. One hind pastern was swollen. The horse was quiet as Wirritjil examined her, black fingers circling the lower leg. Emily thought of Jurulu’s hands doing the same, his back straight and his shirt wet with sweat from riding.


  Wirritjil pulled a spinifex spike from the mare’s leg and the horse trotted away, snorting at the pain. She picked two branches from the shrub of long grey leaves with yellow blossoms and spread them to bake in the sun. ‘Miss,’ she said and sucked on the bottom of the tube-shaped flower. She handed a flower to Emily. Emily refused and looked away.


  Wirritjil worked steadily. She reshaped her short spear, her hong, heating it, pounding and straightening it as it cooled. She worked hard on the tip, nursing it in the fire, removing it before it darkened and polishing it to a sharp point with bark.


  Emily watched her movements, unhurried and almost languid, it was as if she was in a continuous dance, sometimes slow, sometimes fast, flowing through the day. Even her string belt—full of new things, like the collection of a curious child, useful-shaped twigs, rocks, a clean lizard skin, her flint and pieces of tough grass—seemed part of the dance.


  Emily reminded herself that Wirritjil was a servant. She pleaded for her strength to return and her mind to clear so that she could think of what to do and how she must force the black girl to do what she demanded.


  She must erase Jurulu from her thoughts, not think of the still baby or that she was so alone in this wild country. She played tricks with her mind, convincing herself she was home, naming every meadow flower she knew and remembering the blossom as if it were fresh and fragrant in front of her: the ragwort plants, plump with yellow flowers that made the cows sick but that the old women of the village would collect to make medicine; the happy parades of buttercups in the meadows; the carpets of bluebells between the forest oaks; and the vines of purple nightshade tangled in the green of the hedges or scattered in the hedgerow alongside the sprays of Queen Anne’s lace.


  In her uneasy sleep, a boy who was sometimes a young William or a grown Joseph would come through the meadow and she would play with him. Sometimes she would hear Jurulu’s song and she tried to hear it properly, to catch it, wrap herself in it, but it would fade away into silence.


  The moon rose with the sun still in the sky. Wirritjil collected the partly dried leaves and burnt them to a white ash on a bare rock. She mixed water with the ash and put the paste on the cuts on her head and on the mare’s wound, then wrapped the mare’s leg in bark and tied it with grass string. She squatted by Emily’s sore foot with the paste in her hand but Emily pulled away.


  Before sunrise Wirritjil caked her body in mud and left to hunt. She came back to camp with a prize, a small wallaby, the cut of her spear in its back. She put leaves over it.


  ‘Mantha,’ she said to Emily as she sprinkled it with water.


  She sat by it for a while then broke its legs with a quick movement of her hands, singed its fur in the fire and placed it in a hole with coals and hot rocks.


  Wirritjil did not rest and made frequent trips to a large rock that overlooked the plain they had crossed. She gathered the yellow flowers and compressed them into packets, ground the cooked fish and put it into tubes of paperbark. She cut her hair against the rock with the flint, using it to make string, mixing the strands with wattle-gum resin and fibres from the pandanus roots. She teased the knuckle bones of the wallaby from the fire and carved hooks for fishing.


  They ate as the sun set and the moon rose; fat, shimmering and orange. Wirritjil’s teeth were white and strong and tore easily at the wallaby flesh. One tooth on the upper side was missing. Emily knew Wirritjil was one of old man Charcoal’s wives. There were stories that Charcoal was a magic man and he had taken her tooth to make a spell. Emily thought him ugly and bony and that Wirritjil must yearn for a young man.


  ‘That man Charcoal, why is he allowed to have so many wives?’


  Wirritjil studied Emily’s face for clues as to what she was saying.


  Emily tried again. ‘Charcoal, one wife . . .’ She paused, thinking of the few words of Gidja she knew. She held her fingers up. ‘One ngulngal, two ngulngal, three ngulngal.’


  Wirritjil grinned. ‘He maban.’


  ‘Maban? What is that? A man should have only one wife. It is in the Bible. Well, so Kathryn tells me.’


  Wirritjil’s face was blank but smiling.


  Emily frowned. ‘You go walkabout with Charcoal?’


  Wirritjil raised her palm upwards. It was a signal that she didn’t understand.


  ‘Charcoal and you—walk long over the land?’


  ‘Saltwater country, desert country, datta way too.’ Wirritjil waved her hand northwards. She pointed to the full moon. ‘Dis one, karnkiny, ’e fat man.’


  ‘It is called the moon. Moon.’


  ‘Them all campfires.’ Wirritjil waved her hand at the stars in the sky.


  ‘Campfires?’


  ‘Our people there.’


  ‘Stars. They are called stars.’


  The light of the coals shone in Wirritjil’s black eyes. Emily thought of William’s angry eyes.


  ‘He won’t forgive me,’ Emily said in a low voice. Wirritjil lowered her head at the change in tone.


  ‘You have done nothing wrong, you could go back, go back to Charcoal.’


  ‘Dey kill me, mebbe Juwurru, mebbe sister, father . . .’


  ‘Take me back. I will hide you.’


  Emily stood up. She winced and rested her foot on its heel.


  ‘The murders. Who will they blame?’


  She walked down to the water.


  ‘I know you know who killed Joseph,’ she called back to Wirritjil. ‘The baby and—’ she paused again for her throat was tight ‘—and the baby’s father.’


  Wirritjil said nothing. The nightjars were awake and their calls came from the rock face with a chirr chirr mixed with the high trill of their young. Wirritjil pulled herself closer to the fire. A nightjar flew above her and its feathers were the colour of ochre in the light of the flames.


  ‘William,’ Emily said, and dipped her finger in the water, making the reflection of the moon quiver. ‘He must be afraid we will tell. What if we say we won’t tell? No, he will never trust me.’ Emily watched the drops fall from the tips of her fingers. ‘We must get to where we can be safe, then sort everything out. The police—yes, we can go to the police.’


  Wirritjil stood up.‘Policem, takem baby, jilikum.’ She held her hands to her face as if to hide.


  ‘Police are good men.’ Emily splashed the water and the moon wobbled into a thousand pieces. ‘Believe me, Wirritjil, they are good men.’


  Wirritjil threw sand on the fire and from her sentry rock watched for movement or smoke in the country below.


  Emily sat by the pool. She rested her feet in the water and her head in her arms like a lost child.
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  The Aboriginal tracker did not go into the cave system. Instead he headed over the top of the hill. The men walked between the boulders, skirting the sudden drops into small bush cathedrals. The tracker stopped at a fall of boulders and looked closely at the ground, the way the stones had recently moved. He felt the coolness before he saw the opening. He knew before he examined the stones and the soil that this was where the two women had travelled. He was sure but he waited until he had something he could show the two white men. This is the way the rock has turned, the brush in the dirt. Yes, this mark is the edge of a horseshoe, a Cicada Springs horseshoe.


  Even then the shorter man laughed at him.
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  Emily crept to where Wirritjil slept high on the rock. The moon was setting, pulling its milk shadows back from the land as the sun rose, lighting the earth with colours of ochre and pindan red. Emily closed her eyes and the sun was orange against her eyelids.


  Wirritjil woke with a start and was suddenly rigid. Four horses approached below. So close. A flock of corellas swept in front of the riders, their new-day shadows long across the land. A black man dismounted and looked at the ground. He pointed downstream, away from them, northwards along the path of the decoy.


  Wirritjil gathered her food packages and tied them to her belt. Emily tried to cover the fireplace but Wirritjil knew it was impossible to hide their camp from the black tracker. She chose a few strong tubular reeds, added them to her belt and slapped sandy mud and crushed eucalypt leaves over herself and Emily.


  The mare and the brumby stopped frequently, taking time to place their feet in the steep falls of stones and the knotted roots of low trees. As they approached the fork in the creek both horses held their heads high, sniffing the air. Wirritjil could smell sweat, horses and a stink of old beef. They heard voices. Emily’s hands tightened on the rope and she did not know what to do. She lay low along the brumby’s back and her body trembled with a rushing chill. Wirritjil led the horses a short distance away behind an outcrop of rocks and slipped back to a bush thick with matted leaves and thorns. The men had dismounted. There were three, standing below in the creek bed where the two streams joined. One took his hat off. Wirritjil recognised Trevor, his red hair shining in the sun like there were flames on his head. The tracker pointed upstream and they mounted.


  They came close. Three men, four horses, one dog. The dog came first, sniffing at the ground before shooting ahead and chasing a small lizard, then the two whitefellas and the black man behind. The men sat straight, peering forwards. Wirritjil sank closer to the ground. They came too close. She shivered as she smelt the rum from the breath of the shorter man. The black tracker peered into the foliage of the thorny bush. She recognised his markings. He was from Jaru people. Close country. Their eyes met. He held her gaze for a few seconds then turned away.


  Wirritjil waited, ready to run hard if he alerted his bosses. When she could no longer see them she ran to Emily.


  ‘Jaru fella mebbe tell ’em whitefellas.’


  ‘Maybe.’ Emily struggled to take a breath.


  Wirritjil hurried the horses down to the lower fork of the creek. Emily’s foot jolted her unless she walked on her heel. She kept her knees bent to give her speed, lurching from side to side as she tried to keep her balance. They mounted and cantered along the dry creek bed until it snaked upwards and they left it. They passed through a small gorge and out into the plain again. The mare began to limp and Wirritjil dismounted. Emily could not ward off the giddiness that came and went like the horses’ footsteps. She wanted to go back to the rock pool. The sun was so hot.
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  Trevor kicked at the ashes and watched the fish scales flash in the sun. He knelt down and dug in the sand and found the still-warm coals of the buried fire. He stood and peered around as though the women might be standing close, maybe at the fringe of the bush. At the pool he washed his face with water that was cool from the night. It ran down his back, trickling cold against the sweat at the base of his spine.


  John held a broken wallaby foot in front of his dog who stood on his haunches with his front paws raised, saliva dripping from his lips, his eyes fixed on the bone with its thin strips of brown flesh and shrivelled paw. John threw the wallaby foot and the dog jumped high to catch it. John scowled, picked up a rock and skidded it hard across the surface of the pool.


  ‘That black girl is trouble.’


  At the other end of the pool the tracker put his finger in the stain of the ash on the rock near the fire. He walked back, turning in small circles or squatting down to examine the ground. He held his hands out to Trevor to show him fragments of dried leaves.


  ‘Big horse ’im bad leg. Back leg.’


  He pointed to the other side of the waterway that they had come up.


  ‘Datta way.’


  Trevor studied the tracker’s face. The black man had a slight smile as always and his eyes gave away nothing.


  ‘How long ago?’


  The black tracker didn’t answer.


  ‘What is your name, blackfella?’


  ‘Billy Gum,’ John shouted from a few feet away. ‘That’s a bloody good name, eh?’


  The black tracker was silent.


  ‘How long ago? Today, yesterday?’


  ‘Yes.’


  Trevor shook his head. John laughed.


  ‘Told yer. Trouble for sure. All blackfellas are trouble. That black girl. Might find Lady Emily dead somewhere.’


  Trevor took a couple of leather bags from his horse and crouched by the pool. The water flowed into the narrow mouthpieces of the bags.


  ‘Why would that be?’


  John stood behind Trevor. His thumbs were hooked into his belt and he made small steps back and forth. The sun was high and hot.


  ‘Well. You don’t know women, do ya? Lady Emily been done by this one’s blackfella, this one black woman, eh, she might want to get her back for bein’ with her man. Causin’ his death. Lead her to a deep waterhole where there’s them monsters they so scared of and kill her there. So she never comes back, gets eaten by a big magical snake.’


  Trevor lifted the bags from the water and made sure the lids were tight.


  ‘What are yer talking about?’


  ‘That caste bloke, Jurulu, and this here black woman.’


  ‘They’re Nyawama and Jawandi.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘They sister and brother.’


  ‘Oh that shit skin stuff. They ain’t real sister and brother. They don’t follow that stuff anymore. Moola Bulla teacher, she got to that real quick.’


  Trevor put the water bags across the front of the saddle. John stood with his feet planted apart on the sand.


  ‘You know I’m right, don’t ya? We’d have Lady Emily back at Cicada if it wasn’t for that black bitch. She’s leading us on. She’s gonna trap us all. She probably got some fella, big mob family gonna ambush us. I’m gonna shoot that gin as soon as I see her.’


  Trevor walked to his horse and tightened the girth of the saddle. The black tracker was leading his horse down. The stony ground gave away few secrets but the trees with their leaves brushed to the side and the cracked twigs made the path easy for the tracker to see. They had to dismount often. John played with his .303 rifle, pointing it at birds, at imaginary animals and sometimes at the dog. He rode with one hand on the reins and the other on the rifle. Trevor rode behind him. He took out the .22, a light rifle, and laid it across the pommel of his saddle.


  4


  The Drive


  The range that had at its top the pool with the wallaby bone went for many miles in a north–south direction then petered into the plain. Emily and Wirritjil came around its southern limit. Wirritjil knew the drive was coming long before they heard the thunder of the hoofs. She saw the sudden angular flight of the birds in the distance as she tasted the dust in her breath and smelt the sweat of driven animals.


  They climbed a slope, hiding the horses behind a group of boulders that had tumbled on each other in some century past. Bloodwoods grew thin in the soil that was yellow and sandy, the leaves were few and the pale blossoms had fallen, stained with the dirt and turning brown. In between the trees were tussocks of waist-high hummock grass that gave good cover.


  The cattle were mainly shorthorns but there were others with horns wider than their bodies and their chests deep and thick; all mooed and brayed in a great cloud of black dust and flowed like grains of sand in a steady stream around lone gums and stands of bushes. Station stockmen and itinerant drovers rode on the sides and behind the herd, cracking their whips. The cook and swag carts pulled by mules straining with the top-heavy loads followed, shrouded in lingering eddies of dust.


  When the herd was long gone the women made their way down. A great swathe of the ground between the ranges was torn into fine black dust. The marks of the brumby’s and the mare’s hoofs were lost in the thousands of cattle prints. The women and the horses stood still, in awe of the rushing footprints around them.


  A horseman emerged from the shimmering cloud behind the cattle. He paused then cantered towards them through the dust and the haze of heat. Wirritjil turned to gallop away but Emily could see that the mare was avoiding putting weight on her hind foot. If they ran the stockman would outrun them. There was nothing to do. She put up her hand and Wirritjil met her eyes. They swung around to face the oncoming stranger. Emily pulled Wirritjil’s dress lower on her head so that it almost covered her eyes.


  ‘This man might be bad.’


  Wirritjil took the spear from her hair and held it close to her side. They stared ahead at the materialising figure.


  He stopped in front of them. Dust came from behind and settled across his horse and in the creases of his face. His hair stuck out in coarse dirty clumps from under his hat. His eyes were a striking blue, sparkling in the dirt and dust. The leather of his hat was darkened with weather and sweat; his worn boots had an indented design of swirls and flourishes, and iron spur wheels that glinted on the heels. Emily saw he wasn’t a station stockman anchored to any land. He was a drover, travelling forever with cattle and horses.


  He scanned Emily and the brumby slowly as if taking in minute detail, shifting his examination to Wirritjil, the mare and back to Emily. His gaze moved along her legs to her knees, then to her chest, down her arms to her hands on the rope, back to her face and resting on her eyes as if she was someone he might know. Her hands tightened on the rope and she felt the brumby’s back arch, ready to run. She wanted to break the stare and the silence but she didn’t know what to say. He spoke first.


  ‘You hurt?’


  ‘No,’ Emily answered.


  The drover’s horse scuffed at the ground, eyeing the black mare and the brumby.


  ‘Where are you headed?’ The drover looked around at the great expanse.


  Emily tried to think of an answer, but nothing came.


  ‘Where you camped?’


  ‘Not far.’ Emily paused and looked behind her to Wirritjil and realised with a shock that Wirritjil was naked. She looked at her own dress, a loose nightdress with fading bloodstains. Her voice came at first in a stutter but she gathered herself to make her words strong. ‘My dog, my dog was mauled by a dingo. We buried him. This woman, I have just taken her on to train as a servant.’


  Her mouth was dry and she felt her lips cracked and raw.


  The drover handed his water bottle to her. She drank deep then stopped with a cough as she realised that it wouldn’t look right to be thirsty. She handed the water to Wirritjil.


  ‘Hey,’ said the drover.


  Wirritjil held the water close to her lips.


  ‘Drink,’ said Emily.


  ‘Dry, eh. Yeah, drink—drink it all.’ The drover smiled.


  Wirritjil drank a little. She handed it back.


  The drover took the bottle and leant forwards on the pommel of his saddle. ‘You in trouble?’


  Emily made herself sit straight, and squared her shoulders. ‘Our men, they are just behind.’


  ‘Good.’ He nodded and waited.


  Emily felt her lips trembling and she willed her hands not to shake. The three horses jiggled and pawed at the ground. The drover put his hand to his hat as a goodbye, lifted his reins and his horse turned.


  Emily called out, ‘Wait, drover.’


  The drover glanced back with his jewel eyes.


  ‘You haven’t seen us.’


  ‘No. I guessed that.’


  He cantered away and disappeared into the dust of the cattle.


  Emily looked south. If they went that way they would surely be caught, the tracker would pick the horses’ trail going in the opposite direction to the herd.


  ‘Datta way.’ Wirritjil pointed to the disappearing herd.


  ‘He has seen us.’


  Wirritjil didn’t answer. She headed behind the path of the herd, turning after an hour westwards into the low blazing sun, across the plain to the shadow of the stony buttresses of another north–south range.


  In the scrub at the base of a bluff, they curved around piles of stones, some stacked larger upon smaller, others pyramidlike, scattered across sheets of grey shale as though a rain of immense rocks had landed countless years ago and slowly disintegrated. Trees grew from cracks in the shale or in occasional depressions of dirt. Wirritjil checked the bushes and trees, how thick they were, which types were grouped together and what the ground nearby was like. She stuck a long stick down a hole at the base of a flaky dip in the shale and drew it back up again. It was dry. They walked, wandering between the rocks, the horses behind with their heads low as if they were sniffing for water.


  ‘Juwerlenywerleny.’ Wirritjil waved her hands at the shale and the rocks. ‘Find ’im kurrngam dis place.’


  ‘English, please,’ said Emily. ‘It is water we are searching for: water.’


  At a second rock hole the stick came up wet. They took it in turn to suck the end. Wirritjil lowered the stick into the hole again. Emily’s tongue became raw; she tore a strip from her nightdress, tied it to the end of the stick and let it soak. They squeezed the water from the strip of material, drinking from each other’s hands and letting the horses snuffle water from their palms. Wirritjil grinned at Emily’s invention but Emily did not smile; she was thinking of the drover and what he might be doing, who he might be telling.


  Near the rock hole were trees with thick brown tessellated bark and lime-green leaves. The ground below was scattered with brown decaying nuts. Wirritjil found a handful with green skin and demonstrated to Emily how to suck on the sour rind and spit the nut.


  They camped but Wirritjil didn’t want to light a fire. She waved her hand northwards. ‘Dem kardiya there.’


  She opened a packet of drying wallaby meat. It had hardened into leathery lumps. Emily held a piece in her hand, staring at it as the day grew dark and her hunger became overwhelming. She nibbled at the edge, at first ignoring the taste then savouring it. She took a big bite and chewed noisily along with Wirritjil.


  ‘Wadul.’ Wirritjil pointed to a group of stars, a cross that hung low on the horizon.


  Emily wriggled in the dirt so her hip sat comfortably into the earth. ‘Wadul. Is that special?’


  ‘He big man, look two fire eyes.’


  ‘Eyes?’


  ‘He find ’em, rai, ’em children, in ’em trees, river. He bin make ’em born, take ’em back.’


  ‘What about him?’ The arc of the moon rose glowing over the tops of the trees.


  ‘Dem’s womans.’ Wirritjil pointed to a constellation of seven stars higher in the sky. ‘Karnkiny love little one. Get big fat.’


  ‘The moon loves a star?’


  ‘He can’t have dat little woman.’


  Emily gave a small laugh and Wirritjil continued, ‘Womens in dem campfires—’ she waved her hand at the stars ‘—they bin hit him.’


  ‘Hit him?’


  ‘Bite him. He get skinny fella again.’


  ‘No, Wirritjil, it is something to do with the moon going around the earth.’


  Wirritjil straightened up. Listening. Behind them the brumby let out a low fluttery neigh. A cattle dog ran into the camp and came to a stop in front of the women. Wirritjil leapt to her feet with her spear in her hand. Emily tore a branch from a tree.


  ‘He wants the meat.’ Emily shooed the dog.


  The drover came out of the darkness into the moonlight of their small clearing, leading his horse. Wirritjil’s arm went back and she pointed her spear. Emily held the branch in front of her and with her other hand pulled her smock in folds close to her body.


  ‘Hey, hey. It’s okay. I won’t hurt.’ He took his hat off. ‘Evening, ladies.’


  The drover crouched down and gathered some sticks and struck a match, making a fire without asking. He took a billy from his saddle, filled it with water and set it in the middle of the flames. He rolled two cigarettes and gave one to Wirritjil. She tucked it quickly behind her ear. Emily let the branch drop. She watched the drover, his sure hands around the fire. She could make out the rifle on the side of his saddle and wondered how difficult it would be to unfasten it and whether it was loaded.


  ‘Sir, we do not need company.’


  ‘Ain’t no-one in miles. I rode south lookin’ for your men.’


  He threw tea leaves in the billy and took three enamel cups from his saddlebag.


  ‘Tea?’


  Emily sat in the shadow and drank the tea slowly. It tasted of campfire and kangaroo fat but it was hot and it was tea. She decided it was the best drink she had ever had. She stared at the drover; he was young and strong. He saw her gaze and returned it.


  ‘Looks like yer planning was a bit short.’


  ‘We had to move quickly.’


  ‘Yeah?’


  ‘Tribal problems.’ Emily looked over the top of her cup.


  He pushed at the edge of the fire with the tip of his boot. ‘Why you?’


  ‘I am helping.’


  ‘You been educated well with that voice and all.’


  ‘Yes. England. At home.’


  A flame licked along the length of a stick. Above, a quoll with moist black eyes and a grey coat dotted with white peered from a tree branch just beyond the light of the fire. Wirritjil gazed up at him and he scampered down, scurrying over the ground with only the soft crack of a twig and the flutter of a leaf to tell on him. In the bush, curlews hunting for moths called in long high-pitched screams that faded and began again.


  The drover’s eyes gleamed in the firelight. ‘Where yer riding to?’


  Emily put her cup down slowly, smoothing a spot for it on the ground. ‘We want to get to that river, the big one. There are men riding from there now to meet us.’


  ‘Fitzroy.’


  ‘Yes. That is correct.’


  ‘You’re going the wrong way.’


  ‘Wrong way?’ Emily tried to make her question sound as if she thought he was crazy. He hardly seemed to notice.


  ‘Yep, the fastest way to the Fitzroy is south-west.’


  ‘We are not necessarily considering the fastest way.’


  ‘It is the easiest way.’ He nodded towards Wirritjil. ‘She might be out of her country now.’


  ‘Oh.’


  Emily thought hard. Why hadn’t she worked this out, the details of where they were going?


  ‘We go slowly to Fitzroy Crossing, our party will join us, maybe tonight, tomorrow.’ Her voice was thin and high; she cleared her throat. ‘From there we will travel to Broome.’


  ‘Long way.’


  ‘Yes. Then all the legal and administrative requirements will be sorted out.’


  ‘Administrative requirements?’


  ‘Yes.’


  The drover stood up and put his hat on. He stepped back from the fire and looked into it and then intently at Wirritjil, at Emily and at the horses shadowy behind them.


  ‘Well, some story.’ He went to his horse, towards his saddle and his rifle. Emily crouched and gripped a rock, ready to spring.


  The drover reached into his saddlebags and came back with two pairs of trousers and a shirt. ‘This ain’t much. Stole ’em from the cook’s wagon.’


  Emily let the rock fall. The drover handed her a billy and a leather bag for water. ‘Maybe you can’t carry too much more.’ He gave them a handful of thick dried beef strips, a blanket and a light rope. He looked at Emily’s feet. ‘Pretty fine feet, there. This is all I could scrounge.’ He put two squares of leather and some string next to the other supplies.


  Emily felt tears rising. She didn’t want to cry. ‘Thank you.’


  ‘Okay. Well thanks for the conversation. I wish you goodnight.’


  Emily rose.


  ‘Please, don’t . . .’


  ‘I know.’ He hesitated. ‘I won’t tell. This one’ll look after you if you don’t do her wrong.’


  He felt around in his pocket and drew out a pouch of tobacco. He gave it to Wirritjil. ‘Good for trading—’ he whistled to the dog ‘—and smokin’.’


  ‘Wait. Mr Drover.’


  The stockman came back into the firelight. Emily felt his sudden stare from her face down to her hips and back to her breasts. He took a step towards her. Emily moved into the shadows. Wirritjil gripped her spear.


  ‘Name’s Jim.’


  There was silence. The fire crackled as a flame found a forgotten stick. Emily took a step forwards, her arms clasping her shoulders as if she were cold.


  ‘Mister Jim, do you have a quill and paper?’


  The drover shook his head. ‘I jes’ remember things.’


  Emily picked up the rock-hole stick and unwound the fabric from the end and straightened it out across one of the leather squares. With her eyes on the drover she came close to the light of the fire and crouched to balance the leather on her knee.


  ‘When you get somewhere, can you send a telegraph to my sister in England?’ She etched out Kathryn’s name and address with a burnt stick. ‘Tell her to meet us in Broome.’


  Jim Drover took the piece of torn dress smudged with blood and writing scrawled in charcoal. He stared at it. ‘Yer wanna come with me? I can protect yer to Wyndham. Be there in a week. The men, but, they ain’t seen women for a long while.’


  Emily glanced at Wirritjil, her hand was tight on her spear. The firelight showed the contours of her body, her smooth skin to her dappled shoulders. The drover followed Emily’s gaze.


  ‘I won’t do you no harm. I can say you are mine, but for her, no, I can’t say that.’


  He kept his eyes on Wirritjil and she curled herself almost into a ball with her head on her knees and her long fingers laced into her hair at the back of her neck.


  Emily sat at the edge of the firelight. She wished she had something to cover Wirritjil with, to cover herself with.


  ‘Mr Drover, if you cannot protect us both then I must refuse your kind offer.’


  The drover turned his gaze back to Emily. Wirritjil crept into the shadows without a sound.


  ‘She can look after herself in the bush—you can’t.’


  Emily clasped her hands together. She felt her lips quiver and for a moment she could not speak. She stood, holding her hands straight by her side. ‘Mr Drover, I would be most grateful if you could send that telegraph as soon as possible. My servant and I will continue our journey unaided.’


  ‘What’s yer name?’


  Emily opened her mouth but there were no words.


  The drover handed her the torn cloth with the message on it. ‘Read it to me.’


  They stood on either side of the dwindling fire. The drover held his hat in his hands near his chest and bowed his head. Emily let the folds of her nightdress fall and she grasped the piece of cloth in both hands. She read slowly and as she finished two curlews cried out in a haunting exchange and the night became quiet again. Emily held out the cloth to the drover but he did not take it for a moment, his lips moving as if in some kind of prayer, a murmur, and a name. He looked up and reached out, touching the edge of the torn piece of dress. Emily kept her hand still. The drover smiled. It was a slow smile, a sad faraway smile.


  ‘I’ll try for yer, Miss Lidscombe.’


  He took the fabric, folded it carefully and put it in his pocket. He led his horse into the bush and the dog trailed behind.
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  The fire was black and the stars that made up the Wadul were dipping below the line of the earth. The moon bitten on its edge paled as the sky lightened. Emily shook out the new clothes. Wirritjil refused the trousers. Emily tried them.


  ‘You think I am going to change into a man.’


  ‘You man.’


  Emily managed a small laugh. ‘Trousers won’t turn you into a man.’ She turned the pockets out; a sixpence and a pound note fluttered to the ground. She looked to where the drover had disappeared.


  The trousers fell around her feet. Wirritjil set the spear in her hair and drew out pieces of string from her belt. She twined them together and gave it to Emily to tie around the waist of the pants.


  Emily started to laugh but stopped as the laughing sapped her energy, sadness welled up in her and hurt so much that she let herself sink to the ground. She looked up at Wirritjil, so strong, her slim arms with the grey-flecked scars, her polished spear and her belt full of bush tools. Emily’s eyes stung and she fought to stop tears.


  ‘You don’t need me, do you? You could go into the bush or even the desert and be safe from me, this hunt, these men, these hunting men.’


  Wirritjil took a step towards Emily and extended her hand to help her. Emily refused, stumbling as she stood. She swayed and stabbed her finger into Wirritjil’s arm.


  ‘I sent him away. Barbarian. You can’t speak English. Look at you. Where is that dress? Where are you taking me? Where?’


  The birds stopped their morning talk. Emily’s finger jabbed at the air. ‘You! Where you go? Where you take me?’


  Wirritjil took a step back. Her eyes were wide. ‘Walk you Miss Emmie, datta way—’ her palm pointed south-west, opposite to the way they were headed ‘—rain come. Go back datta way.’ She moved her palm to face east, the direction they had come from.


  Emily stared at her. ‘That makes no sense.’


  She sat down. Tears came suddenly, coursing down her cheeks.


  ‘I am lost.’ She looked up at Wirritjil. ‘You help me, come to Fitzroy with me, find the policemen. They can take us to Broome, where the ships come in.’


  ‘Policeman.’ Wirritjil said the word slowly and stared out to the plain. She turned back to face Emily. ‘Fitterroy,’ she added and stared at the ground.


  Wirritjil sat by Emily. The sounds of insects were faint in the bush, a soft rustle here and there of small animals foraging. Wirritjil rose and added water to the previous night’s tea leaves in the billy. In turn they drank until the billy was dry, sucking the leaves before spitting them out.


  Wirritjil wrapped the drover’s shirt around her head and the shaft of the spear that was stuck through her hair, and strung the billy from her waist. They strapped the leather bag with its small bulge of water onto the brumby’s neck with the drover’s rope and walked to where the bushes thinned at the side of the plain. In the distance, they heard faint sounds of whooping and hollering as the drive got going.


  They stepped out into the plain. There was a call, a high-pitched sound, and an urgent get back, get back. Then there was another get back, lower pitched and interspersed with a throaty whistle. Emily jumped and peered over the back of the brumby.


  Wirritjil pointed into the line of trees. Emily could see them, birds with grey heads, masked eyes and puffed white chests.


  Wirritjil nodded to the south. ‘Dey come, miss.’


  Wirritjil led the horses onto the plain. She did not seem to worry about their tracks. They made their way to the east side of the valley. Emily looked south for the dust of the hunters. The land and the sky were clear. She peered at the ground to see if the brumby’s hoofs made a different mark on the surface marked by thousands of cattle hoofs. She could see no difference.


  Wirritjil stopped when the sun was directly above, choosing a strong leafy gum tree for shade. They sat on the drover’s blanket, feeling the heat of the ground come through it. Wirritjil picked out leaves that were covered in white flakes, a waxy substance left behind by insects.


  ‘Binykan.’


  She scraped the flakes from the leaves and licked them from her palm. Emily copied her. The binykan were sweet. Emily searched for more of the white-flaked leaves and tore them from the tree. Her tongue became furry and dry, and still she searched, climbing the tree to reach for the higher branches and falling back, sliding, exhausted. Wirritjil gave her water and scraped a shallow hollow in the ground for her.


  Emily rested her head in her hands as thoughts came and slipped away. Surely if they are coming we should be moving.


  The dust was like a mist on the plain, forming shadowy shapes then dispersing again. She stepped into the sun and its intensity bored into her. She retreated to the shade and closed her eyes. Sleep did not come but memories did. She tried to stop them but they were like the clouds of a storm building around her, layering in dark banks, tumbling into her lap.


  At first she had been frightened of the horses of Cicada Springs. They were unruly and fierce or distant and lazy. John, the head stockman, rode them until they were bowed and beaten, their eyes wide and terrified and their bodies covered in frothy layers of sweat. The horses tore at each other in the yard as though they had nothing else to take out their anger on. Jurulu was treated like the horses. They beat him with a whip until he did exactly what they wanted. They beat them all with whips, the horses and the Aboriginals.


  William told the workers that it had to stop. The natives were not to be treated like animals. He walked into the camp and took them presents: picture books, a shirt, a cap, some billies, tea and sugar. Trevor got the horses working and calm. He and Jurulu brought the brumbies in riding through the dust. They broke the horses without whips. They cut cattle quicker than anyone else and roped the young horns and branded fast. They rode out to the plains hunting for brumbies with good lines, the thoroughbred mixes with deep chests, long legs and springy fetlocks.


  Trevor rarely spoke to her, as if he was afraid of her. She was afraid of him, his clouded eyes and set mouth. One mustering day she watched him staring at the sky that was stretched bigger than the world and his hands were by his side closing into fists and opening again.


  It was sometime after the first muster, the beginning of the second year, that William started to beat the natives. He grew angry that there was no child. There was no child, no heir to tie the Bayliss family forever to the Lidscombe fortune.


  She heard him say that his family had been forgotten. There had been no thought, no question of involving anyone else but William in the marriage. She had never seen his mother, only his father, if it was him, in the distance as he worked on the estate. Trevor was given to them because he was useful with horses.


  A shadow came across her thoughts. She opened her eyes. Wirritjil had thrown the blanket on the brumby and folded it to be comfortable to sit on. Emily touched the brumby’s shoulder.


  ‘When I get back, things will be different. I will ask after his mother and father and when in England invite them for tea.’


  The brumby looked at her with inquisitive eyes.


  ‘I will get back,’ she said, pulling herself up and straightening the blanket under her, ‘and sort everything out.’


  They followed the wide track of the herd for three or four hours, the black earth rising in powdery puffs with their steps. The drive would set their camp soon.


  Wirritjil edged over to the eastern side of the plain. ‘Datta way.’ She indicated to the east then arched her hand in a circular movement to the west.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Dat way, miss.’ Wirritjil moved her hand in a wide arc again.


  ‘Around?’


  Wirritjil paused. ‘Yes, Ammee.’


  They headed up the incline of the range on the east. It was not hard going but the horses were tired and thirsty. They plodded. The sun set and the herd, ahead of them, came to a halt for the night.


  Emily looked behind her. ‘They will see our tracks.’


  Wirritjil nodded.


  On the plain, the herd milled as the drive came to a stop. The men unloaded the stock horses and made camp among a mixed grove of leafy green nut trees and spindly hakea with clustered fingers of thin grey needles. Two campfires were struck, a roaring campfire over which a metal frame was placed to hang pots on, and a smaller campfire for the blackfellas. The men took their hats off and shared a half-bucket of water, washing their hands and faces.


  The drover rode to the south and looked back. No dust, no wind. He rode to the east, close to the edge of the plain, and saw a bird start quickly from a tree. He settled his horse to be still and scanned the other side of the valley. There was movement. He could just make them out in the twilight walking slowly across the hills. He watched awhile and went back to the camp.


  Wirritjil and Emily concentrated on seeing the snake holes and shale that the horses might slip on in the twilight. They kept to the low rise of the range for an hour or two then sloped back down to the plain in front of the herd. The mare limped and Wirritjil walked. Emily hoped they would cross to the other side and camp, but Wirritjil kept them going north, where the herd would be driven. They walked on the edge of the plain, close to the line where the scrub became thick. The lopsided moon rose well after the last glimmers of daylight and brightened the night. As the sky lightened at dawn Emily begged Wirritjil to stop.


  ‘The drover said Fitzroy was south-west,’ she called out.


  They passed a wide dry creek bed but Wirritjil ignored it and instead of checking for water kept the horses going north as the sun came piercing and hot over the horizon. The brumby stopped and refused to go further. Wirritjil poured water from the leather bag into the billy and gave both horses a short drink. It was their last water.


  The valley baked. The herd was long behind them.


  Wirritjil scanned the bush line to the west. Here the trees, acacia and wattle bushes were thick but the range rose sharply behind the margin of bush in jagged steps of orange dotted with slender white gums. She led the horses into the bush and they turned back, heading south, picking a path deep into the scrub. After a couple of hours they came across the wide white creek bed, the watercourse they had passed. They turned and rode east alongside it, back towards the plain, for a short distance. Emily ran her tongue over her lips. The sun was almost directly above them.


  A mighty river gum, its green leaves bright against the white wood of its trunk, sat tall on the outward sweep of the watercourse. This was where in the wet season the water would spin down, flanking on the curve before spilling out to soak the plain. The bank was several feet high and the tree’s massive roots, exposed by the torrent in the wet, twisted through the air and sand, had grown bark.


  A flock of sulphur-crested cockatoos decorated the tree’s great branches like flowers. They screeched at the appearance of horses and people, flapping their wings in a dance of white fans, raising the yellow feathers of their headdresses to look like plumes of a war ceremony. They stayed in the tree, hopping from one foot to another as they peered down at Wirritjil digging in the creek bed.


  Wirritjil felt dampness in the pebbly sand and dug hard until water began to seep and wet her fingers. After some time she was able to scoop with the billy and fill it to a third. She came up the bank and gave Emily sips and let the horses take a mouthful each. She took the leather bag with her and came back with the billy and bag full. On her third trip Wirritjil made a small cairn of pebbles under the roots of the tree and placed the rolled cigarette the drover had given her inside it.


  In the evening, Emily went down to the creek. Wirritjil’s well was about three feet deep with small stones and pasted clay on the sides. The water on the bottom was several inches deep and clear.
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  The three men and four horses rounded the southern end of the range. They waded into the sea of hoofmarks the herd had left behind. A single gust of wind came hot from the south and sent a spinifex ball tumbling before them.


  ‘Hey, Billy Gum, where’s water?’ John called to the black tracker.


  ‘Little bit thatta way.’


  Trevor wiped the dust from his lips. ‘Cattle. How far away?’


  Billy Gum jumped down and walked slowly in a large circle. He held up one finger, waggled his palm and held up two fingers. Cattle flies came in clouds and the tracker spat as they crawled on his mouth. He walked away, crossing the plain, looking at the stories of footsteps in the ground. Trevor and John dismounted and drank in the shade of their horses and in a cloud of flies, waiting for the tracker to return.


  ‘No tracks.’ Billy Gum pointed south.


  Trevor turned northwards.


  Before dark they saw where the cattle had halted and churned, ripping every blade of grass from the soil, and they saw the deep scuffs of the fights of young steers and the dusty dips where cows had slept. The cattle drive had camped in that spot.


  The two hunters and the tracker camped. Billy Gum sat a way back under his own tree with his swag, which was just one blanket, his khaki shirt and a flour bag full of lengths of hair string, dried leaves and shells from ancient inland seas.


  Trevor set the billy on the fire and mixed flour to stew with dried beef and onion.


  John raised his hipflask. It was empty. He kicked at the dog as it crept closer to the fire. His eyes narrowed at Trevor. ‘You don’t drink, do yer?’


  ‘Nup.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘My mother drank, my father drank.’


  ‘I thought they were, like, workin’ class.’


  Trevor nodded.


  ‘We don’t have that much here, you know: workin’ class, the lords ’n’ that.’ John sucked on the end of the hipflask and stuck his finger into the opening. He pulled his finger out and licked it as he spoke. ‘I never saw my mother. My father, he drank. He beat me real bad. I was bad. Stealing bread from his plate once. Broke my arm then. The only person that didn’t beat me was my granma. Yer could do anything, like, and she would hug yer in her arms and tell yer how good yer were.’


  Trevor stirred the stew.


  John threw his flask on the ground and took out some tobacco. ‘Old ladies are the best people in the world. The world should be full of old ladies.’


  Trevor handed John a plate of beef swimming in the floury fluid.


  John pushed at the beef with his fork. ‘Did yer ma die drunk?’


  ‘She died of consumption, like Billy had, but he lived and she died coughing and real thin.’


  ‘Billy?’


  ‘William.’


  John laughed, spitting a bit of stew on the fire. ‘William Lidscombe. Big boss.’


  Trevor ignored him. He took the tracker a plate of food. He stopped and looked at the sky. He was afraid of it, the sky. It was there facing him when he was trying to sleep, with all the men that might come out of it, in their uniforms with their bayonets and hidden wounds and the horses, jumpy at the smell of fear and gunpowder.


  ‘Hey.’ John rolled his swag out. ‘Why yer scared of him?’


  Trevor stepped back into the firelight. He cleaned his plate with a handful of dry leaves. ‘William?’


  ‘Yeah, boss boy. Is it ’cos he can read and write and you can’t? I can’t and I’m not scared of him.’


  ‘No,’ said Trevor, ‘I’m scared because he can play the pianer.’


  John hooted with laughter and Trevor walked away from the light of the fire to stare down the phantoms in the sky.


  In the morning they searched for clues. Trevor led the horses and the black tracker walked in the scrub, squatting down every now and again to look at a turned rock or examining the trees where the bark might be scraped or the leaves crushed. He called out. He had some tracks. Hoof indents in the scrub moving south from the cattle camp. He followed the prints, weaving in the scrub. Trevor caught up to him. ‘Who is it?’


  ‘Cowman horse.’


  They made their way through stands of trees with heaped rough bark and drooping branches of bright leaves. Dried nuts decaying to stringy fibres littered the ground.


  Trevor dismounted. Billy Gum pointed to the row of slight indents, horse tracks coming in from the plain.


  John pulled at his horse to make him stand still. ‘So they camped here?’


  ‘Yeah, boss.’


  ‘Stockman came?’


  ‘Yeah, boss.’


  The prints were lost out on the plain and the men followed the path of the cattle drive. Billy Gum went back and forth. On the east side where the land sloped upwards, he stopped. ‘Tracks dat way.’


  ‘Whose tracks, Billy Gum?’


  ‘Two horses. Cicada horse.’


  They followed the tracks along the range for several miles. The tracks dipped back onto the plain and were lost again.
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  Wirritjil woke Emily. The waning moon was not yet high. They drank their fill. Wirritjil led them deeper into the scrub. They were heading south, the way they had come, but now they were hiding as they rode.


  Emily’s foot throbbed.


  Long shadows dappled through the stunted trees and the few tall thin gums as the sun rose. The landscape became sharp with yellow and heat. They passed small cliffs of red sandstone dotted with the green and white of single strong gums and always the tufts of grey spinifex, like a coat of patchy fur over the country.


  The brumby stopped suddenly and raised his head high. Wirritjil dismounted and put her palm on the ground. The horses and the women listened. The mare whinnied. Wirritjil jerked the rope sharply and the horse knew to be quiet. She led them beyond a rise to a dip that was an empty cracked clay pan, and disappeared towards the plain on foot. The horses were alert, their tails swishing at the flies descending on them.


  Emily felt the vibration. The earth rumbled and the dustiness increased in the air, then came the braying of cattle and the crack of whips. It went on for a long time. She thought of the drover pacing his horse at a walk, watching for trouble, cutting back to catch the runaways.


  After the herd had passed there was quiet and the noise of the bush began again with the whirr of insects boring into wood and the chatter of woodland finch. Emily waited and the horses stamped their feet at the haze of flies.


  ‘Tell me about Jurulu,’ she said to the brumby. ‘You knew him well, didn’t you?’


  The horse turned to her.


  ‘I don’t know why I . . .’ She blushed at the forthrightness of the words she was about to say. ‘It seemed right.’


  She winced as she put weight on her sore foot.


  ‘Do you think it would be wrong for me to go back to William after he has murdered Jurulu?’ As soon as she said it she wished she hadn’t. The statement made it an impossibility. Absurd. Could she lie in the arms of a murderer?


  ‘God forgives,’ she said suddenly and loudly.


  The brumby lifted his nose at the sound and the mare took a step back.


  ‘You see, Kathryn reminds me all the time that God is all-powerful and all-seeing. She knows that I go to church but don’t listen. I believe her now. Kathryn said we all have God and Satan in us. We must nurture ourselves so that God is strong and Satan is diminished. Sometimes a situation arises, and it may not be due to the person, that Satan is stronger.’


  Her voice was urgent and the horses listened.


  ‘Satan is the devil. God forgives. It is hard to forgive but it is a necessary action to assist God being strong again in that person. Or rather, as my sister Kathryn would say, that person being strong in God.’


  She was silent. The horses looked away.


  ‘You don’t believe me do you?’ she said and added, ‘I never professed a belief in God so much as Kathryn did. Although I confessed my sins all the time. My father was not really a believer and my mother, she said the right things but her thoughts were always on something else. Paris. Musicians. Music. Wearing silk dresses with tassels on the hips. Being famous.’


  She sat down and tore at a gum leaf, shredding the flesh from between the veins until she had a finger-sized tree of woody veins. She felt hungry and her foot ached. She tried to keep the thoughts at bay. Paris. Musicians. She stood with a start and the horses looked up. She sat again, but the thought had presented from the deep wells of her mind. She could not push it back. Lady Josephina had many men. She knew. She had always known. They all had known, but they refused to acknowledge it, to even think of it—for to think of it would make it undeniable. She and Kathryn were mere thanks to the Earl for providing her with a home, a title and, most importantly, money. Her mother collected men like butterflies and forgot them. Like William. She would be delighted that he was a murderer. She loved the irascible, the bad, the indifferent. Murdering a savage? Goodness. What a daring story. My darling William, were you in danger? Would you like a Turkish delight? Exotic, are they not? They are from the Far East, so hard to get. She didn’t care about death. She didn’t know death. But what did all that matter now?


  Emily paced back and forth, ignoring the pain in her foot. Her hands were pulling at one another and her voice began again sharp with bitterness.


  ‘Did I marry William because I wanted to be part of her collection too? Better than being her daughter. Kathryn stayed away from Mother. I never understood why.’


  Wirritjil reappeared, her teeth white in a wide smile. She saw Emily’s distress and frowned. ‘Them kardiya, blackfella—’ she waved her hand northwards ‘—gone; him bin follow ’em cows.’


  Emily felt so alone. The white men were travelling away from her.


  ‘We go datta way.’ Wirritjil pointed with her palm south-west.
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  The drive came to a grinding halt with the cattle turning in circles and bawling for water. The drover walked up the dry creek bed. They had been relying on this water. It would be another two or three days before they would reach the pools of the Watery River before the upheaval of the King Leopold Ranges.


  Jim kicked at the waves in the sand where the water had receded, sucked by the sun. He followed the creek to a sweeping bend overlooked by a large river gum. Its great limbs gave the river bed cover from the drying heat. A bunch of sulphur-crested cockatoos at the base of the tree rose in a cloud, cawing in a noisy protest. They flew backwards and high as if one being, white into the blue sky.


  The drover saw the soak under the tree. The clay and the small stones on the side were not the mark of cattlemen or station owners. Jim filled his water bottle. He sat there for a few moments. The cockatoos came back to the tree, perching in rows on the lower branches, ruffling their wings and raising the yellow feathers on their heads. Jim stood and peered along the edges of the creek bed. He walked over to the hollow caused by the thick roots of the tree, squatted to examine what might be within, and then turned back to the camp to gather the water bags.


  At the camp, the cook stood with his hands resting on his big belly, surrounded by pans and buckets in some erratic order on the ground. Several men stood in a scattered group watching a cloud of dust approaching. Three men, four horses. The camp dog stopped snapping at flies and stared. Jim squinted and stood in the half-shadow of the cook cart.


  The visitors slowed to a walk. One man was tall, broad in the shoulders. He wore his hat low across his forehead and his face was set and unsmiling in its shade. The other man was smaller and rode as if in a great hurry, holding the reins high with one hand and his rifle in the other. An Aboriginal man came behind, sitting back in the saddle, grinning at the skittishness of his horse as they approached the camp, encouraging it as if they were playing. A dirty black, brown and white patched dog padded a long way behind with his head down, his nose almost touching the ground.


  The head stockman came from behind a saddle he was fixing, carrying a small leather work knife in his hand. He pointed it towards the visitors. ‘You men need assistance?’


  ‘Trevor Bayliss, John Calhoon, Cicada Springs station.’ The big man glanced behind him. ‘Billy, our tracker.’


  John Calhoon dug his horse in the sides and trotted forwards a few steps. ‘We are looking for two women.’


  A stockman laughed. ‘One would do me.’


  The two whitefellas didn’t laugh, didn’t smile.


  ‘Gin and a young white woman,’ said John.


  Trevor Bayliss kept his gaze on the head stockman. John scanned the camp from the saddles heaped nearby to the other side of the cook’s fire to where a couple of blackfella stockmen were hobbling the horses. He lifted his rifle and put it down again. ‘They camped, one of youse visited ’em.’


  John looked at each stockman in turn. The horses fidgeted. The cattle brayed, and the camp dog snarled as the riders’ dog caught up with the men. John brushed the flies from his eyes with the inside of his elbow. ‘One o’ you seen ’em.’


  The head stockman snarled, thrusting the small knife towards them to emphasise his words. ‘Our boys always checkin’ the bush for ’em cows, tracks crossing, they’d yell real loud if they found a woman.’


  John hooked his rifle under his arm and took a tin of tobacco from his pocket. ‘They are wanted for murder.’


  Trevor jumped off his horse. ‘A death, no murder. We’re ’fraid for their safety. The white woman, she’s unwell.’


  Jim frowned. An English voice, but rough, different.


  Trevor took hold of the bridle of John’s horse. ‘Get down.’


  ‘Yeah. We gotta take a look around.’ John dismounted.


  The head stockman pointed the blade at them. ‘You woman hunters can camp over there if you want, but there ain’t no women and no liars here.’


  Jim watched the two men walk into the bush, the tall one out front and the short man hurrying behind. The tracker joined the blackfellas at their fire and was already yarning in some language.


  Trevor led the horses into the bush until they were a distance from the main camp. He took John by the neck of his shirt and landed his right fist across John’s left eye. He dropped his hold on John’s shirt and brought his left hand hard and fast under John’s jaw and sent him spinning into the bush. John skidded on his butt and jumped up roaring. The painted dog growled, putting his chest close to the ground and his weight on his hind legs as though about to leap at Trevor. Trevor kicked him and he howled and retreated. John raised his hand to protect his head.


  ‘What in the bloody . . .’


  ‘Murder?’


  John’s clothes were covered in sweat and dirt and his left eye was dark and swollen.


  ‘That’s what yer brother said. Didn’t he tell you all that?’


  Trevor stepped back. ‘You saw who killed Jurulu.’


  ‘Yeah, but any blackfella who does a white woman, he’s already dead. You want a white bloke to go for that?’


  ‘Our job is to bring the women back. That’s all.’


  Trevor walked away. John struggled to his feet, holding his jaw.


  Jim listened as the men made jokes about women around the fireside. A big billy of tea was black in the middle of the fire and the beef stew in an immense iron pot was caked dry on the sides. The men sat in a ragged circle, some on logs, a few in the dirt, their backs against saddles, smoking and taking mouthfuls of tea from tin mugs. It was as if the encounter with Trevor and John had released some tension and created another.


  ‘Shouldn’t we be doing something?’


  ‘They dinna say she was beautiful—might be like a frog.’


  ‘Green?’


  A chuckle went around the campfire but stopped suddenly as Trevor and John joined them, and the men tried not to look at John’s swelling eye. John scowled and spat into the coals. Trevor’s face was set and straight in the firelight. An old stockman, his face crisscrossed with deep wrinkles, drew hard on his cigarette, blew a perfect smoke ring and broke the silence.


  ‘John Calhoon. Heard o’ you.’


  ‘Been ’ere all me life. Rode just about every horse in this country,’ replied John.


  The drover pushed his hat back, looking into the flames.


  The old stockman glanced at him then back to the two visitors. ‘The Lord’s gonna get those two women if yer don’t find ’em soon.’


  No-one spoke.


  The old stockman looked to Jim again. ‘Ain’t good when the Lord takes women when he shouldna.’


  Jim closed his eyes, let his head drop to his chest. He could see her cold pale arms, the colour gone from her lips, white as the lilies around her.


  He opened his eyes to Trevor’s gaze. ‘Sorry for yer,’ Trevor said and the drover looked away.


  ‘We gonna get those women and then we’ll give one to the devil.’ John spat into the fire again.


  ‘Where you think they are headed?’ the old man asked.


  Jim answered without looking up. ‘Would be Wyndham.’


  ‘What makes you say that?’ Trevor’s eyes had remained on him.


  ‘Nuthin’. Just the easiest way.’ Jim looked up. ‘Quickest. Steamers stopping there now to pick up the beef. New meatworks. That’s why we’re hurrying. Season is closin’. They’re waitin’.’


  ‘Tracks went east then back down into the herd again, lost in ’em.’


  Jim shrugged. ‘They’d be using the night, right now. Moving ahead get their tracks well hidden.’ He gave a sideways glance to no-one in particular, as if this was the only logical answer but he didn’t care that much.


  Trevor took off his hat and stared hard into the fire. Jim saw his weariness. His face had strong lines but his eyes were blank, like a soldier following orders.


  Trevor stood up. ‘We should get movin’.’


  John frowned and picked up his rifle. ‘Tracks hard to see now, Boss. We’ll catch ’em tomorra. They is only two women.’


  Trevor looked upwards to the stars and stood with his head back. The men around the fire looked up into the blackness that sparkled with a million lights and wondered what he saw that was different there. John laughed as if to break the silence. Trevor picked up his swag, nodded goodnight and walked deep into the bush.


  John stood and swung his rifle. ‘Gotta get meat for m’dog.’


  Jim and the old stockman stayed by the fire watching the flames, listening to the sound of John’s rifle. Shooting and shooting.


  One by one the riders took their swags into the darkness. Jim and the old stockman waited and the fire was low when John came back dragging two possums through the dust. He slashed them so their flesh was bared and threw the carcasses to his dog. The camp dog came running and the two dogs tore at the animals, growling at one another in bloody-teethed snatches.


  The old stockman held up a hipflask as John came into the firelight. John sank his arms into the metal bucket through a layer of soap scum and washed the blood away, not taking his eyes off the hipflask. He hesitated for a few seconds, took it and upended it, letting the rum fall over his tongue and down to the back of his throat. He felt the fire as it hit his belly.


  ‘All yours,’ the stockman nodded.


  John took another gulp. The drover sat across from him holding an unlit cigarette. ‘He’s been telling me about yer.


  Thinks high o’ yer. Yer a good horsebreaker, know the country. Been real good to some station owners.’


  ‘Yeah, ain’t no horse that can beat me. Cicada ten years, an’ before that down near the Leopold Ranges, worked at the station there. Bloody blacks. They’re real bad there. We worked real hard. Night ’n’ day. Malarkey couldn’t take it. The spears and the pinching his cattle all the time. He left. There ain’t nuthin’ much there now. That Pigeon fella, Jandamarra, he killed lots o’ whitefellas. You know about him. Stinkin’ black—hope he rots in hell. All his family, them Bunuba mob, they think he was a special bugger and act jes’ like him.’


  John finished the rum and the drover handed him another flask. John’s eyes widened. He took it and sucked on it. ‘Police are yellow-bellies when it comes to blackfellas. No shootin’. Jes’ let ’em run all over us.’


  ‘Don’t like blackfellas?’


  John laughed and the rum dribbled from the corner of his mouth. ‘It’s like my father said: Aboriginals, they are prehuman. Feel a bit sorry for them but yer can’t let ’em run amok. We let ’em run amok, that’s the failure of this bloody country.’


  Jim leant in towards the fire and lit his cigarette. ‘What did the women you’re chasin’ do?’


  John wiped the rum from his mouth. He narrowed his eyes, looked at the two men and was quiet. They waited.


  John took another mouthful. He stared at the ground, looked behind him and into the shadows of the trees. He moved around the fire closer to the men. He whispered, but as he told the story his voice grew loud and the words rushed together. He stopped and began again in a low voice.


  ‘Cicada Springs. Lidscombe’s—his brother.’ John jerked his head towards the bush. ‘Boss’s wife had a black baby. She was done—you know, what’s the word?—raped by one of the black strappers, and this ’ere woman with her was that man’s woman so she goes crazy, hey, like the devil’s in her. Ever seen the devil in a gin? You’d never wanna. She kills the baby, right, and hides it, but she is angry at her man. The white woman goes crazy in the head with the birth and all. The gin, she kills the man, caste man, half man. Don’t ask me if it’s loyalty to the missus or just plain hatred towards a cheatin’ man.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘Shot him. Then she tells Lady Lidscombe there that the whitefellas did it and the baby has been kidnapped by other blackfellas.’


  ‘That’s a tall story.’ The old stockman frowned.


  ‘Yeah. You believe what yer wanna, and if yer see the white woman, look after her, keep her with yer. There’ll be a reward, a big reward.’ John ran his tongue over his lips, catching the last sweetness of the rum. ‘She done wrong but she was scared. That gin’s trickin’ her. That’s what blackfellas do to yer, ’cos the law is all wrong.’


  The drover flicked the stub of his cigarette away and stared into the fire.


  The sky was just paling behind the moon when Trevor woke John and Billy Gum. The cattle were uneasy. They were already braying and their dry tongues lolled from their mouths, caked with dirt. The three headed north. Billy Gum found the tracks easily, on the edge of the scrub, heading in the same direction, towards Wyndham. Behind them the herd began to move, impatient for water and belligerent at the men who whipped them on.
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  Wirritjil and Emily travelled south then cut through the range directly west along a stony gorge full of shale and dotted with rock holes that for a time gave them a little brackish water.


  Wirritjil took the drover’s shirt off her head and put it across the mare’s back to protect her legs against the chafing. Emily tried to get the barbs out of the soles of her feet, but could not get to the one that caused her so much pain. When she jumped from the horse she took to landing on one foot.


  Wirritjil scanned the country for clues that might lead to water. Sometimes it was the grouping of bushes or trees, or the type of rock and formation of the hills and stony outcrops. Evidence of camps—the bones of animals charred by coal, leftover grinding rocks—were a sure indication of water nearby. Emily grew adept at getting the water out of the narrow deep holes. She made a scoop out of sticks and a piece of material. It dripped but held enough and after many scoops they had a billy full for the horses to dip their noses into. They chewed on the drover’s beef as they rode or found shade as Wirritjil dug around the roots of young wattle trees to find grubs or scrambled across rocks to pick shrivelled bitter tomatoes growing in small crevices.


  They were attuned to the horses’ gait and stopped at any unevenness. They collected the horseshoes that fell and worked at the others to pry them away. Wirritjil used grass and hair string and strips of wallaby skin to bind the leather the drover had given them with the horseshoes.


  Emily made the brumby look. ‘See? I am wearing your shoes.’


  Wirritjil carried the firestick, wrapped in dry then damp bark, in her hair and when she went hunting she gave it to Emily. She hunted with her spear and a sharp piece of wood she used for chasing and killing lizards, bush rats and sometimes the small hare wallabies. She dug deep into the goanna and rat holes, using horseshoes in her hands to shovel with. She made huge mounds of dirt around her but often would return empty-handed.


  They woke at moonrise, later every night, and walked until the sun was a quarter of the way across the sky. They moved from the stony country of the range to a brief plain of flat grassland land knee-high in dry millet grass and strewn with slender stringybark trees. The grassland thinned and they came to paperbarks, low and scraggly, strung across dusty clay pans, with nothing to give but the promise of exuberant life once the rain began. Wirritjil searched the ground for rocks and clay depressions that might have trapped water.


  The clay pans gave way to caked sand and sparse trees, thickets of tea tree with scale-like leaves and clusters of small white flowers, or on better ground one or two bloodwood trees with all their gifts of honey, sweet flakes of binykan and fermenting nectar in fading blossoms. Spinifex snakes rose in curiosity and whipped their tails as they scurried away. Others, thin short black snakes Wirritjil called jilingkuwim, jumped up curled like question marks and dropped down again. Emily spied a king brown snake, fat and coiled and poisonous.


  ‘Lunpurruny,’ called out Wirritjil without changing her pace. ‘’Im good tucker.’


  Everything is good tucker, Emily thought with a grimace.


  Wirritjil didn’t chase the lunpurruny.


  The snake barely stirred, just flicked his tongue.
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  The three men rode north for two days, keeping in front of the cattle, searching for tracks. Trevor felt the sun bear down on him and his thoughts. He was suspicious of the drover but he couldn’t place why. He went over everything the drover had said, the expressions on his face and the tone of his words. Billy Gum rode with a rolled cigarette hanging unlit from his lips or kept behind his ear, changing it from left to right. He could not find tracks west or east of the plain but he had little time to search as Trevor and John were anxious to keep in front of the drive.


  The cattle were weak from lack of water. Some were angry, braying and biting. Others walked with their heads low. Some had fallen and lay bloating by the side of the plain. High in the sky a wedge-tailed eagle rode the current, his wings widespread and motionless; lower down a pair of black-breasted buzzards circled, flapping as they dipped down with their heavy bodies then rose again. Others were also attracted by the smell of death; the whistling kites rose with barred dun wings from the red ridges, and the black kites with their forked tails gathered in low swirling flocks above the animals that were weak and trailing. The dingoes came together and padded lightly through the hills alongside the herd, their lips moist and their mouths open.


  The drovers and the stockmen worked to keep the herd together and calm. They cut out the sick and chased the belligerent males to the back of the herd time and time again until the beasts were too tired to make trouble.


  On the afternoon of the second day the Aboriginal tracker heard a change in the sounds of the cattle. The herd was moving more quickly, walking up, bunching together. He stopped. The braying was no longer desperate and tired but instead urgent, more frequent. They were talking to one another, telling each other something; something important. It was exciting them. Some had begun to trot.


  ‘Water!’ Billy waved his hand high.


  He spun his horse and galloped to the side of the valley.


  Trevor heard Billy Gum’s shout from the middle of the plain and his horse wheeled in fear. He felt the increase in the rumble, then the acceleration of it. He rose in his stirrups, waving his hat at John, shouting for him to get to the side. Behind him the cattle were moving as one, picking up speed, a mass of brown muscle and horns, the dust rising in front. Trevor and John were in their way. Trevor looked at the herd coming and the distance to safety. He pointed straight ahead.


  ‘Ride!’ he shouted to John. John’s horse shied and John looked confused.


  The cattle were galloping now.


  ‘Ride!’ screamed Trevor again and spurred his horse in the same direction as the coming stampede. John followed. The steers brayed and snorted, caught in their own mad rush.


  A heavy steer was the first to pass Trevor, his head and neck stretched forwards, his eyes rolling, his nostrils caked with dirt, horns scraping the saddle. More raced past Trevor and it was as though they were surfing together in an enormous wave, driven by a powerful force. Horns dug into cows’ bellies and the flanks of the horses. Spit flew from the horses’ mouths. Trevor’s horse stayed steady even when the horns raked lines of blood down his flanks. There was nowhere to move, no room for fright, for there were horns and the crush of bodies on both sides.


  Jim was in the melee, holding his reins with one hand and his hat with the other. Trevor glanced back and saw the drover’s horse go down and the cattle stream around and over the bump. Ahead was the water, a long shallow pool. The herd careened straight into the pool. Trevor and John rode through. The reeds and lilies smashed as the cows, steers and bulls crashed on top of one another. The stockmen set to work pulling them back. The pool was mud.


  The cook came behind with the mules prancing, threatening to upset the cart. The supply boy was last, bringing the spare horses. He led a horse with the drover limp across the saddle.


  John took his hat off and wiped his brow. ‘Bloody stupid.’


  Trevor rode over to the drover. One leg looked misshapen and there was blood on his shirt but he was alive. He winced and swivelled his shoulders so he could see Trevor. His face was thick with dirt and blood. Trevor held his horse quiet. ‘You right?’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘Gonna make it?’


  ‘Up to Him.’ He gave a quiet laugh shortened by the pain it caused.


  ‘You saw the women, didn’t you?’


  ‘Yeah.’ The drover shifted himself a little. ‘Think I busted something.’


  Trevor waited.


  The drover smiled at him. ‘Them women, they’re heading back to Cicada there. Gave ’em a rifle each.’ He wheezed and grimaced. ‘They gonna shoot the bastard that did ’em murders. Shoot ’im dead.’ Jim laughed. The dirt fell in powdery clumps as his eyes creased and his lips stretched in a cracked and bloodied grin.


  Trevor turned his horse away and trotted back to John.


  ‘They ain’t here. They ain’t going this way.’


  Trevor whistled to the black tracker and the three turned back the way they had come, south.


  Trevor’s face was grim and his mouth tight. They trailed along the edges of the plain searching for clues. At night, they barely spoke as they sat at the fire. John smoked cigarettes and talked to his dog, his voice rising until his hand snaked out and cuffed the dog across the ears. The dog whimpered and rolled on his back and John shoved it with his foot. The dog righted itself, crawled snuffling back to John, and the sequence began again.


  Billy Gum sat back in the edge of the shadows chewing on damper and slipping bush tomatoes into his mouth.


  They reached the camp where they had first met the stockmen. Trevor walked through the sand of the creek. There was a lot of disturbance. Horses and men had been down here. He came to the bend, the sand dipped down where the water had been deepest. A bunch of sulphur-crested cockatoos perched on the branches of a river gum, yellow feathers rising on their heads as he approached, but they didn’t screech.


  ‘Used to people comin’ and goin’?’


  They stared back at him. He crouched down at a digging and touched the sides of a hole that had been lined with small pebbles and grass. There was a good six inches of clean water at the base of the soak. Trevor stood and walked around. He looked at the shapes in the sand. It was like reading clouds. He whistled for Billy Gum.


  Billy Gum ran up the creek. He looked sheepish.


  Trevor pointed to the soak.


  ‘Blackfella soak?’


  Billy Gum nodded.


  ‘Wirritjil’s soak, eh?’


  Billy Gum looked away. The sun glared on the sand and stones of the wide river bed.


  ‘You saw it before, didn’t yer? Why didn’t yer tell us?’


  Billy Gum was quiet.


  Trevor sucked his lips into a thin line. ‘They might die out here.’


  He walked around the soak and squatted, picked up a piece of sand and clay mix and rubbed it between his fingers. He stood up. ‘Billy, where did they walk out?’


  Billy Gum started to search listlessly, moving a branch here and there.


  Trevor grabbed him by his shirt. ‘Do your job, Billy—sure as hell they gonna be found by someone. Someone else might hurt ’em big.’


  Billy straightened up. Without hesitation he said, ‘Thatta way,’ pointing south through the scrub.


  Trevor squatted and drew in the sand. He drew a straight line that was the cattle moving forwards and the arc they knew the women took. The camp. The walk to the plain.


  Trevor stood up. ‘They circled back. They were already south of us before we caught up with the drive.’


  Billy Gum looked away.


  Trevor stood up and took a fistful of Billy Gum’s hair. ‘They watched us pass, Billy. They were here days ago.’


  Billy said nothing. Trevor gripped his arm and threw him to the ground. The cockatoos screamed, swirling above the two men, changing colour from white to yellow as they turned.


  Trevor pulled Billy up by the string of his pants. He saw the tracker’s eyes look away. He was ready to run.


  ‘What is your Aboriginal name? Real name?’


  ‘Nunnawarra.’ He said it low and soft.


  ‘Nunnawarra. Okay, I call you Nunnawarra.’


  Nunnawarra nodded but did not look at Trevor.


  ‘They tricked us, Nunnawarra. You know that.’


  Trevor let the tracker go. ‘Plenty tea, sugar. Do your job. Find the women.’


  In the morning they moved south along the plain. Trevor saw a dip in the range. He looked to the tracker.


  Nunnawarra nodded. They headed towards the dip. It was a stony gorge, a passage from one plain to another. Nunnawarra jumped down and walked on.


  He didn’t say anything, just kept looking at the ground.


  5


  Reckoning


  William rode on his Lewis motorbike, cursing the ruts and rocks and the slop of the petrol from the tin can he carried on the back. He pushed through the sand of a creek bed. He needed an Aboriginal stock worker or any Aboriginal man who knew the land to go out with the station hands, to take the cattle to water or bring them in. It would be at least six weeks before decent rains.


  There was no-one at the camp, just a black butcherbird with frayed feathers that flittered across his face and made him stumble. Even the outlying camps were empty. The horse yards were empty except for the one that held the wild grey stallion. The stallion whinnied at him with teeth bared and William saw that the trough was dry. The windmill on the rise of the hill was whirling freely, unanchored, back and forth in any slight breeze.


  He puttered back to the homestead. The four remaining workers stood on the veranda, the spurs on their boots catching the spark of the sun. William laid his bike on the patchy brown lawn. He walked to the veranda, his boots scrunching on the stiff spikes of the dying grass and on the backs of black beetles that seemed to have multiplied since he had left that morning.


  As he approached, his anger rose at the stockmen standing there uninvited, in his home.


  ‘Boss.’ One stamped his foot and the others shuffled restlessly. They didn’t meet his eyes, just looked above his head or at his chest. A young one stood apart, gazing out to the country, his back to William, leaning with his weight on one leg, bent at the knee, as if he was about to jump.


  The one closest spoke; his face had a slight smile meant to be reassuring but he was sweating and his hands were pushed hard against his hips. ‘We can head out Baldman Spring way, might be water, take the dogs, catch us a blackfella round that part. He show us water while we herd ’em cows, bring ’em to it.’


  William looked at them, trying to fathom the truth. There were seven horses in the home paddock. Stacked along the fence were the saddles and the saddlebags. He gave a small dry laugh. They were going to go. They were spitting in his face while standing on his veranda. He had no choice.


  ‘Need you here.’ He nodded to the young one. ‘There’s work. The windmill at the horse yards first. Rest of you go, find the cattle, get the animals to water.’


  William walked the motorbike back into the shed. He polished the metal until it shone. He began to cough, heaved and spat out phlegm that was yellow and streaked with blood. He sat for a moment breathing heavily.


  In the home paddock the men had already saddled up, throwing provisions in sacks haphazardly. William heard the hoofs of their hasty gallop and saw their forms briefly in a haze of dust, four men and seven horses. They had taken the spares. There were no horses left now except for the wild stallion.


  William gathered himself, took a tool kit and set the motorbike towards the horse yards. The crows cackled from the trees. Two or three flew behind him, their black shiny wings stretched. William glanced back and sped up. At the horse yards, he kicked the stand from the wheel and stood the Lewis straight. The stallion snorted at him. His coat was filthy from thrashing in the confines of the yard and his lips were scratched and bleeding from scraping the base of the stone trough.


  William reached in and lifted the float. He shook it. The stallion stopped a few yards away, his ears flat back, but his eyes were sunken and dull and his feet hardly moved. William dropped the float and stood back from the fence. He followed the pipe up the incline to the tank and banged on the corrugated iron. It was hollow.


  The windmill above turned silently. William climbed the wooden tripod to the crankshaft just below the metal blades. He eased the heavy casing to an angle and could see that the chain that drove the piston to pull the water from the earth was broken and twisted on itself. He braced himself on the wooden trusses and wrenched off a faulty link. He took the pins out of one link and joined it to another. He struggled to get the shortened chain back on the cog, feeling his way up under the casing. With an almighty heave he got it and the piston started with a force that shook the tripod. The casing toppled to the ground. William scrambled to keep his balance then jumped. He sat in the shade of the windmill, drenched in sweat, catching his breath, listening to the clanking sound of pistons. He lay back and tried to separate the poem of the breeze in the trees from that pushing at the windmill.


  He closed his eyes and thought of how to describe the wind by itself and he spoke out loud of the sound of leaves rustling, the clouds he saw skating across the sky, the coolness of air on his skin. He wondered whether the wind could exist on its own, then whether anything could exist by itself.


  ‘If I no longer am, it will no longer be.’


  He laughed and sat for a while, listening. He heard the water dribble into the tank and after a few minutes into the trough. He walked back and watched the stallion lick the stone base of the trough and the end of the pipe. He stood close and the stallion eyed him as he sucked at the water. William reached through the poles of the fence, his fingers stretched and his palm open.


  ‘Let me touch you. I don’t want to be scared of you.’


  The horse was startled but he had to drink. William touched the horse’s nose, felt his fur, his warmth, his blood.


  ‘Hey, my stallion, my friend,’ said William.


  A sound of metal scraping against metal came from the windmill. The chain swung free, the blades turned fast, back and forth, against the blue of the sky. The dribble going into the trough slowed then stopped.


  The stallion whinnied and pulled away.


  William walked to the gate and twisted the wire catch free and pushed it open. The stallion lowered his head, staring as though the openness was a mirage. William stood back. The stallion trotted through the gate then, with a sudden spring, spun in the dust and galloped away.


  ‘Everything and nothing,’ said William.


  He rode his motorbike back to the homestead. He resisted the desire to turn into the flat country and burn the bike as fast as it could go. He dragged his foot along the dirt just to see the dust rise. He looked down to the camp. A skinny old gin came out of one of the humpies and sat looking up to the homestead like it had riches that she wanted. She held one elbow high and with her fingers in her mouth warbled and squeaked as if she were a bird with a broken wing.


  He looked away and continued past the workers’ quarters. The doors were open and some swung against the doorframe and back although there was no breeze. White chop bones and old containers littered the base of the steps.


  There was no-one here now, just him and the hungry gin.
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  On the sixth day after they had passed the drive Emily was desperate. They hadn’t had water for a day and a night. Her foot ached and she could see it was swelling. She rode with her sore leg across the brumby’s withers.


  From the groves of the thin hakea they had travelled across stony ravines with orange and yellow boulders, back to valleys where the black soil and rock had spilt from the hills in long-ago avalanches. There were no trees on the hills or the landslides but in the valley grew leafy nutwood and a lonely wild plum or pear that offered a few dry fruits. The anthills changed colour and shape with the soil. They came to country of long grasses and the anthills were black and dotted the landscape, poking out from the sea of faded green. Bell-shaped boab trees with twisted skyward arms stood alone in strange expanses or on the upsweep of stony escarpments, keeping vigil over the parched land, as they had done for centuries.


  Wirritjil walked as though it didn’t seem to matter that the leather pouch was dry, that they had no water. The country was changing again, back to the red soil, and ahead were stretches strewn with head-sized boulders and red-orange pebbles that rolled under the horses’ feet. Emily knew Wirritjil chose paths that would best hide them from the tracker and that the stony passages were the hardest to find tracks on, but she wondered if Wirritjil was finding ways to punish her. She thought about the way Wirritjil kept looking back at her. Sometimes Wirritjil touched the spear in her hair as if she was going to quickly take it and launch it right at her. Wirritjil wanted revenge, Emily was sure of that, for the black people, for all the bad things done to them. Then she wasn’t so sure; Wirritjil was a native, just a shadow of nothing important, but caught with demons, yes of course, caught with crazy demons.


  The rhythm of the brumby’s walk changed. He was slow to move his front legs and he let the tips of his hoofs drag through the dust. Emily lay with her head resting on his neck and she could see the tracks as he made them. An orange spiky pigeon fluttered from the spinifex and disappeared again. She sat up; there must be water.


  ‘Wirritjil.’


  Wirritjil was gone. Emily dismounted. Her foot ached. The sun bleached her vision outside a few yards and she squinted. All around was knee-high shrub, nothing but thorny acacia, two thin stringybarks against a red bluff, a rise of rock the height of a tall man. Emily tried to lick her sunburnt lips but her tongue was swollen and dry. The pigeon came back in jerky little footsteps. Emily sat under the sparse shade of the gums.


  The horses scuffed the ground and pulled on their ropes.


  ‘Can you smell water?’


  Their faces swivelled to her voice, eyes wide and searching as if she might be holding water in her hands, but after a few seconds their heads drooped again. Emily took a leaf from a gum tree. She sucked it. There was no moisture and the eucalypt oil made her mouth tingle.


  She needed to get her foot high to stop the throbbing. She was so hot, but an iciness came which made her shudder and want to crawl into the open sun.


  The brumby lay down in a patch of scant shade. The mare splayed her feet and her nose trailed close to the hot sand. Emily closed her eyes. She could hear the cicadas being born, rising, rising. Shouting, shouting. Is the baby crying? Kathryn, are you here?


  A splash of water hit her head. Emily opened her eyes. Wirritjil grinned at her and held out the billy. It was half full. Emily drank it all up and over her swollen tongue. The brumby trotted to her and the mare followed. There was nothing left.


  ‘William will be sending help, Wirritjil. We should turn back.’


  Wirritjil helped Emily mount and led them behind the sandstone shelf and followed it for some distance to a pool of water, a spring about three feet by four feet filled with clear water. Emily lay on her belly and drank straight from the spring. She drank so much her stomach hurt. The horses sucked the water fast, coughing and spluttering, then slowing to long draughts.


  ‘We stay here?’


  Wirritjil shook her head. ‘Walangkernany. Gooniyandi country, Walangkernany belonga ’em.’


  The snake again. Emily filled the billy and poured the water over her burning foot. She looked ahead into the shimmering land. She could see only scarce trees with few leaves and dying grass under the burning sun. Wirritjil was collecting reeds and pieces of grass, singing as if she was talking to the bushes and the water and the dirt.


  ‘Why are you singing?’


  Wirritjil waved her hand across the direction they had come.


  ‘Make ’em all dis grow. Lizards lotsem jilikum.’ She grinned. ‘Lots tucker.’


  They rested and slept for a while. They woke in the evening and lay for a moment gazing at the changing blue of the sky. Emily ate tomatoes and yam and drank more of the fresh water. Her body ached, but the iciness was gone. The throb in her foot had eased.


  ‘Walking yesterday is the same as today and tomorrow will be the same too.’


  ‘What dat, yedderday?’


  ‘Yesterday is what happened, like we had no water yesterday. We sleep then the sun comes up and we do something else. That’s tomorrow, after the sun rises.’


  Emily shrugged; that didn’t really make sense as they were walking mainly at night. Her world was upside down. She drew in the sand, the sun going up and down like a series of hills. She put stick figures in the middle hill.


  ‘We are here. This is the sun. That one yesterday, that one today, that one tomorrow.’


  Wirritjil sat in the sand and examined the drawing. She shook her head. ‘Never had ’em yedderday, damorra den kardiya come.’


  ‘Everybody has a yesterday and tomorrow. Except the day you are born and the day you die.’


  ‘Yes, miss.’


  ‘Emily.’


  ‘Aamayee.’
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  Nunnawarra was out front, cantering slowly, surveying the ground. The women’s path over the grazing plains was easy to follow. It was of no concern that their tracks disappeared on the stony hills. He knew they were heading to the river. He knew the story that Wirritjil would be following.


  John pretended to take shots at Nunnawarra with his rifle. At first Nunnawarra sensed the movement of the gun and swerved his horse. John laughed. Trevor was a distance behind.


  Nunnawarra kept his hands tight on the reins. He slowed his horse to a trot and dropped back to Trevor. ‘Dey slow, Boss. This one stopping.’


  ‘Lame?’


  Nunnawarra shook his head. ‘Looking.’


  ‘Looking?’


  ‘Blackfella walk, lookin’, Miss she ride.’


  They found one of the women’s camps around noon and another in the evening. Nunnawarra said the tracks were a few days old. Trevor pushed them on as though it was possible that they were just ahead. They camped in the starlight, soaking dried beef and making damper with flour and salt. John spat a mouthful of food to the side. The dog jumped and caught it before it hit the ground.


  ‘No kidding, day after day, this stuff stinks.’


  The tracker came into the light of the camp. He had in his palm a few shrivelled small fruits with brown-scarred green skin. Trevor took one and peeled it. Inside it was a dull orange. He took a bite. He nodded at Nunnawarra. ‘Good.’


  John took a fruit. He was careful not to touch Nunnawarra’s palm. He peeled the fruit and sucked it. It was sweet. He felt its goodness. He was quiet, then said, ‘Well, Nunna, you just saved me from scurvy, I think.’ He didn’t look at the tracker. He threw the peel in the fire. ‘Thanks.’


  The water in the billy bubbled. Trevor threw in a pinch of tea leaves. John watched the peel turn black and shrink in the flames.


  ‘Did you know any Johnnos in the war? Any Australian Johnnos?’


  ‘No. I didn’t.’


  John was quiet for a bit.


  ‘My granma used to call me Johnno.’


  The leaves churned to the surface as the billy boiled, the speckled mix turning over and over, a tiny maelstrom. Trevor hoisted the billy from the fire with a stick under the hot handle.


  ‘Would you like to be called Johnno?’


  John poked at the fire. ‘Yeah. I’d like it if you called me Johnno.’
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  Wirritjil and Emily rode with their feet high or cross-legged across the horses’ withers. The spinifex dotted among the rocks had become thicker until all they could do was find a path where the spikes were thinnest. At the end of the dry season it was brittle and sharp. It stabbed the horses’ feet and in places was high enough to scratch their bellies. Wirritjil had taken to wrapping the horses’ legs and her own to the knees in whatever material she could find. Paperbark was the best, laced around with ribbon grass.


  The heat shimmered mercilessly around them and stretched in a silvery dance far into the distance. Clouds came in the late afternoon, skidding on top of each other before they were sucked dry into the blue vastness of the sky.


  It was eight days since they had passed the cattle drive and nineteen days since they had left Cicada Springs, but Emily was not keeping track of time for her foot had swollen big and red and she could think of little else. There was a deep hole in the centre of the sole which had scabbed over and the skin around it was turning black. Emily had seen this before. During the war, Lidscombe Manor had been requisitioned as a recovery hospital for amputees. Injured soldiers, most often those who had their torn or blasted legs hastily sawn off in the field tents or the crowded hospital boats, were carried into the hall, bandages falling from their wounds and their faces blank. A doctor came every third day and a nurse stayed at the manor. Emily and Kathryn gave the soldiers hot porridge and put flowers by their beds, trying to bring light back into their eyes.


  Emily told herself her wound was just a barb, a double gee, not a bullet, it would work itself free soon, but she could no longer walk at all and Wirritjil switched her from horse to horse and walked alongside. Fever came ferociously at times and she felt cold even in the burning heat of the day. She shivered and begged Wirritjil to wrap the drover’s blanket around her. She became sure that Wirritjil was out to avenge her and kept her eyes fastened on the slim black figure shimmering in the haze ahead.


  On the twentieth day Emily’s fever did not abate. Her face was wet with sweat but pale and her eyes glassy. They had walked beyond noon and the sun was fierce. Wirritjil looked for shade. Emily rose from her prone position on the brumby’s back. A sudden blush came into her face.


  ‘They are coming. They are there. I see them. I see them.’


  ‘Miss Aamee?’


  Emily looked at Wirritjil and hissed. ‘Foul. Black hand. Stain of the devil.’ Emily pointed at her and hissed again.


  Wirritjil dropped the rope holding the mare and scuttled up a slender snappy gum.


  Emily punched the air and shouted. ‘Devil! Black gin! Death! Devil! Devil!’


  The brumby planted his feet. The mare trotted some distance away and stopped to peer back at the commotion. Emily tried to stand on the brumby’s back.


  ‘They are coming.’


  She slipped and fell onto the hot sand. She raised her head, searching for devils. One rose in the sand, red with the face of the priest, smiling, ingratiating even in fury. It threatened to devour her. She screamed.


  Wirritjil stayed in the tree. Emily thrashed at the ground and then was still. The brumby nuzzled at her. She did not move. He made his way to a bush that afforded a little shade.


  They stayed like that through the afternoon. As the sun set Wirritjil came down from the tree and took cautious steps towards Emily. The brumby snorted and Wirritjil ran back to the tree. Slowly she came across the sand again. She touched Emily, watching her, ready to run. She took the water bag from the brumby’s neck, and waited. Wirritjil came close and felt Emily’s breath, coming and going as if in sleep. She held the water to Emily’s lips and tipped the bag slightly. The water dribbled down Emily’s chin.


  Wirritjil tucked the water bag under her arm and examined the set of reeds in her belt. She chose one and broke it so it was a few inches long. She blunted the fibres on the end and inserted it into Emily’s mouth, took a mouthful of water from the leather bag, closed her lips over one end of the reed and pushed the water down the tube. Emily coughed but did not wake. Wirritjil took smaller sips, releasing the water slowly so that it dribbled down drop by drop.


  Darkness came and the horses snuffled at Wirritjil for water. She ignored them. A quarter moon rose a few hours before dawn and heat came with the first hint of light. Wirritjil’s eyes closed and the reed fell onto the sand.


  A hand clawed at her face.


  ‘Wirritjil. Cut my foot. Cut my foot.’


  Wirritjil jumped and crouched. She moved backwards.


  Emily clutched at her. ‘Give me your stone.’


  Wirritjil took the flint from her bark pouch.


  Emily snatched it from her from but that was all she could do, she was spent, her breath heaved, she could not lift her face from the ground. She whispered, ‘Cut my foot.’ The flint fell from her hands.


  Wirritjil took it and turned it in her hand.


  Emily rolled her foot to turn the sole upwards. ‘Cut it.’


  Wirritjil took Emily’s foot in one hand and with the other cut the skin from under the toes almost all the way to the arch of the foot. Blood and pus gushed out. Wirritjil turned away at the smell. Emily closed her eyes.


  Wirritjil waited. The earth baked. The brumby lay down and the mare began to wander, her knees buckling. Wirritjil kicked the brumby on his rump. He shook himself, pulled his legs under him and rose. Wirritjil hauled Emily onto him, laying her across his back with her head and arms down one side and her feet on the other. She led him west and the mare followed, her head low to her knees.


  Wirritjil paused only to turn Emily’s head sideways and pour a little water into her mouth. The brumby walked with his nose almost on the ground. Every now and again the mare stumbled and threatened to lie down. Wirritjil switched at her rump with a piece of wattle.


  They walked through the night, finding their way in the low twinkling glow of the stars.


  ‘Campfires big, bin chase fella moon, he go,’ said Wirritjil, but Emily did not hear.


  Wirritjil used the switch to get the horses to take another step, and another. The small caravan of the desperate horses, the desperate woman and her maid inched towards the Fitzroy River.
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  The Gidja speakers gathered at the spring not far from the homestead. Their bodies were washed of the white paint of sorrow and the women’s caps of clay had been left at the funeral site. The elders of the camp left quietly and headed into the hills. The women and the children watched them go and set about grinding the seeds to make cakes in the fire. Fires sparked high with flames. They mixed ash from the bloodwood trees with dried leaves of the pingurul and smoked it in pipes made of hollow nuts from the same tree. Some women chewed the herb and when they chanted the pingurul sat in sticky globs on the edge of their lips.


  The elders’ beards were oiled and twined with string of animal hairs. Their arms were banded tight with strips of kangaroo hide and tufted with emu or the treasured eagle feathers. They painted their bodies with dots and stripes of red and ochre. Some wore conical hats of bark and feathers and necklaces of beads and shells traded with the Nyikina, Yawurru and the Bardi of the west Kimberley.


  The murders of the man and the child and the banishment of the Gidja woman needed to be dealt with. The child had been taken back by the Walangkernany. He would come again soon. The woman would be found. The man was now part of the land, the water, and maybe he had become his totem, his jaarinji, living among the animals and men.


  The elders debated. It was difficult to punish someone who had a different skin and lived by a different set of rules. The elders also knew that their word had no power in that other world, yet they must hold to the rule of ngarrangkarni.


  There was no question as to who was responsible for their deaths. It was decided. He must be sung. He would die.


  The dance began, materials were gathered. A strong branch was brought forth from the ironwood tree, the bark shredded in ceremony and the wood ground to a shaft. Barbs were carved like the sharp fins of the tayiwul fish along two edges of the sword. It did not need a flint for its arrowhead for it would only be used for one throw. The spear was hardened in the fire and sanded smooth with rough bark and oiled with emu fat. Painted elders fastened feathers of the nightjar to the shaft.


  The women gathered at the fire in the valley and began the slow rhythm, beating the karrpakpu with their children asleep in their laps.


  The nightjar owlet flew from the rocks and watched the men as they danced in rhythm with the long spears, karlumpum, like a forest of trees piercing the sky, and the painted curved sticks, the karrabirim, were passed through the smoke of the fire. The nightjar was joined by another and far away, in a labyrinth in a hidden cave, the massive snake of many colours, the Walangkernany, stirred.


  There was no moon, just the stars in the multiple depths of black sky and the fire shadows against the sheen of the skin and the whirl of the feathers. The nightjars added their calls to the clack-clack of the sticks and the alternating pulse of the women’s chants from the valley.


  The old man Juwurru Charcoal had gone long ago. He was slowly moving across the country, following the story of the snake and the emu, the path he knew that Wirritjil would be following. As he camped, he heard the nightjars calling and he began the chant, the same chant as the men who danced in a trance around the fire.


  6


  River


  Wirritjil dozed as she walked, faintly aware of her feet moving one after the other on soil that the river flowed across in the season of Yuwinji, when it rained and rained and the finches and doves couldn’t find dry places to make their nests.


  The pale blue of the coming day was tinged with a line of pink heralding the warring flame of the sun. A gentle breeze carried a brief coolness and the brumby neighed. He could smell water.


  They came through the thickening stands of wattle and bloodwood trees to tall river gums shading a sandy bank.


  The river was wide and green, streaked with brown stirred from creatures moving below the surface. Paperbark trees, drooping long tattered sheets into the water, leant inward from the banks, pushed in the floods of the wet season in the direction of the river’s flow. On the other side, great slabs of sandstone sat haphazardly on top of one another. Along the river, red-winged parrots commandeered the branches of the river gums, calling out in harsh screeches, diving across the water, their wings spread and their yellow tail tips flashing. In the clumps of sharp pandanus palms that hugged the water’s edge, tiny wrens with brilliant crowns of purple flitted quietly with others that were drab with just a flash of blue to their tail. They perched, several to a frond, bending close to the water.


  Wirritjil scanned the trees. She was looking for her jaarinel but she could not find the bright colours and the fast dipping flight of the rainbow lorikeets, the wirrilijkel. She sank down on the sand feeling its moisture as the horses drank.


  Emily woke, wild-eyed, fighting the rope that tied her to the brumby’s back. Wirritjil went to help.


  ‘Don’t.’ Emily slipped off the horse onto her bad foot and folded into a bundle. ‘Don’t help me.’


  She crawled to the water and drank, letting her cheek lie in the coolness, feeling the sand against her face. ‘Wirritjil, take me back to Joseph.’


  ‘Ammie, dat way.’ Wirritjil pointed downstream. ‘Some bit then datta way.’ Wirritjil pointed upstream.


  Emily closed her eyes. ‘I can tell him about the stars, how they bite the moon.’


  Wirritjil pulled her away from the water’s edge and they slept there on the moist sand bank.


  Wirritjil woke before sunset and caught a large jampinparuny easily with her hair twine, a whittled bone hook and a grasshopper. She cooked it on a small fire and watched as Emily shovelled the segments of hot white flesh into her mouth with trembling hands and lips.


  Evening came and they buried the fire and headed south, downstream along the Fitzroy River, skirting the rocks and coming close to the water when they could. The moon rose, just a sliver before dawn. They stopped on the clean sandy bank of a deep dark pool fringed with the sharp blades of pandanus palms growing thick alongside tall screw palms, their trunks marked with deep circular scars and, up high, spirals of iridescent knife-like leaves.


  Emily dismounted and stood on one leg.


  Wirritjil took the blanket and water bag and draped them on a low-lying branch. She looked at the billy for a minute and placed it in the fork of the tree. She put two of the three ropes they had on a branch and the third she looped around her waist. She took the tobacco the drover had given her and buried it behind a rock, ruffling the sand in front and laying a strand of only four hairs across the rock. She didn’t hobble the horses; instead she hit them hard on their rumps. They stared at her. She threw sand at their flanks and hit them again. They took a few steps away and looked back, puzzled.


  ‘What are you doing?’ Emily limped towards the brumby.


  ‘Datta way, nyarnagum.’ Wirritjil waved her hand like a river flowing. ‘Follow ’im.’


  She drew her firestick from her pouch of damp bark, blew on it until it smouldered then wrapped it in another wad of damp bark and stuck it in her hair. She walked into the water. ‘Aamee. Come, miss.’


  ‘I can’t swim.’


  The horses stepped towards Emily and nuzzled her. Wirritjil came out of the water and shooed them away again. Emily sat down. She put her hands around her foot; the cut was open and gaping, the sand stung on the raw flesh. She clenched her foot, calmed herself and the words came slowly. ‘The soldier’s leg had gangrene. Father had to saw it off. We gave him opium but he felt everything. He gave me a little statue of Mother Mary and William stole it.’


  Emily closed her eyes tight against the sting of her foot. The morning light came onto the river and bee-eaters in their feathers of many colours dipped in flight to sip the still water.


  ‘He said that religion was made up by kings and queens so that the people put up with suffering. I ran after William and he held the statue up high on the bridge. I tried to grab it and I fell. The water was so cold, it was rushing fast. Too many skirts. I went down, couldn’t breathe. I remembered what my father told me. Keep straight and float. He said to keep your fingers together and push down like this.’ Emily pushed down with her palms.


  ‘I did. I sank again so I had to push, push against the water. It came into my mouth. I coughed and coughed but more came in. I was drowning. Someone grabbed me. He put his arm around my shoulder and under my chin and pulled me to shore.’


  Wirritjil sat with her legs folded to the side, listening, trying to pick out words she knew.


  ‘It was Trevor, Wirritjil. He saved me.’


  Wirritjil looked up. ‘Mister Trevor.’


  ‘Then he went to war.’


  ‘What dat?’


  ‘You know: war. There was a big war where people killed each other with rifles and there were other weapons. I can’t remember why it started.’


  Emily stood and limped into the river. The sunlight came in shafts through the trees and struck like swords into the depths of the waters. She let herself sink, pushing with her hands and kicking, but the water tumbled into her mouth and she coughed and stood up, shaking. Wirritjil waded in and crouched in front of her. Emily wrapped her arms around Wirritjil’s shoulders and rested her head against the Aboriginal woman’s neck as they walked and paddled through the pool and onto another.


  ‘William said sorry,’ whispered Emily.


  The horses stood on the sand long after the women had disappeared.
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  Nunnawarra was ahead by several horse lengths. It was the fourth day since turning west. They had been travelling hard, keeping to a pattern of slow canter then walk. Trevor was surprised to see Nunnawarra stop by a group of miserly acacia trees that gave only a small arc of shade.


  Trevor caught up and followed Nunnawarra’s gaze. The sand was swirled where horses and humans had stood or sat. A few short cut reeds were clustered next to a patch of darkness in the soil. Trevor peered down from his saddle. He could see the blood. There was no need to talk. The three men pushed their horses into a gallop.
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  Emily leant on Wirritjil, hanging onto her shoulders as they crossed sandbars and deep pools. There were long stretches of sand, unshaded and hot. The leather patches the drover had given Emily were torn. Wirritjil cut and twisted locks of Emily’s hair into string and used the strongest bark she could find to reinforce the leather.


  They reached a pool edged by grey rock that was smoothed by thousands of years of flooding, rushing waters. Wirritjil swam to the side and pushed Emily up. They sat as their skin, wrinkly from the water, dried. Emily’s wound had been washed clean but it was black on the edges and her foot was swollen and mottled in colour.


  Wirritjil took Emily on her back again and headed west away from the river, walking on bare rock and avoiding loose stones or sand. She turned upstream, her hardened feet padding quickly over the scorching rock. Emily slipped in the sweat that formed between them and every few steps Wirritjil pushed her upwards, back into position.


  The sun set and Wirritjil climbed several stepped layers to find a stony corner partially hidden, close to where the sandstone merged into grass-covered soil. Wirritjil dug deep around the base of a wattle tree with emerald leaves and faded yellow blossoms, and brought up several fat grey grubs, dusted the dirt off and ate them, raw and wriggling. She dug again and offered some to Emily. Emily raised her hand, but it was all she could do. She did not eat.


  Wirritjil used the rope and the drover’s shirt to tie Emily to her back and they continued into the darkness, Wirritjil felt her way across large flat rocks cut through with gravelly tracts until they came to a tall salmon gum, pale and majestic even in the moonless night.


  They slept fitfully for a few hours. In the early light Wirritjil heard the whip-crack sound and the rippling jee ee, jee eee of the jiyikjiyikjil and imagined him close, his head back and his beak pointed to the sky, the yellow-flecked feathers of his breast ruffling with the strength of his song. She climbed the salmon gum, shinnying in a fast crawl up the trunk to the lowest branches, listening to the jiyikjiyikjil, and searched the sky to see if there were any hunters to tell her where to look for game.


  She gave a loud whoop, jumped down and ran along the rock into the grass. The kilpa goanna was thin and weak at the end of the dry season, the sun was not yet there to warm him and he was slow. She caught him easily by his rough tail and swung him hard against a tree.


  She hung the kilpany in her belt and wondered what his meal plans had been. She had heard the kur lur kur lur coo of the kurlaraim and headed in the direction the kilpany had been going. She found the dove’s loose grass and stick nest on a rock shelf. There were three creamy eggs. She hesitated then took two.


  Emily was awake when she returned. She showed her the eggs and with a pointy twig put holes in both ends in one egg and sucked on the larger hole. She pierced the second egg and held it out to Emily. Emily put her lips on the shell but did nothing more. Wirritjil came close and blew gently on the opposite end and the yolk slipped into Emily’s mouth. Emily coughed and swallowed. Wirritjil cracked the eggs and they sucked the shells, spitting the pieces out as Wirritjil hoisted Emily onto her back.


  They continued their journey north, passing the place where they first came to the Fitzroy River.


  Wirritjil waded back into the water. Emily was feverish and the water was like icy knife blades. She closed her eyes and when she could, let herself slip into darkness. As night came they moved slowly by the light of the stars. Wirritjil used her feet to feel the terrain under the water, moving northwards up the Fitzroy River. Her movements were sure and measured. There was no change in her speed or rhythm, or in the expression of her face. The birds called to her as she passed, asking her where she was going; she heard them but did not answer them, she did not want to bow to the fear that she knew she should have. Her jaarinel was not there.


  In the morning she made a fire and cooked the kilpany, stripped the meat and offered small bits to Emily until she ate a little.
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  The old man with a halo of white hair was two days’ walk from Fitzroy Crossing. He sat not far from the river under the shade of a woollybutt tree that was alive with green ants. The ants soldiered in lines across the soil and enclosed the old man in a circle but did not touch him. Other insects were loud, their legs and wings rubbing in whirring sounds. Juwurru Charcoal faced the west and addressed the sky in a clear and direct voice. He began a slow rhythmic tap with the karrpakji sticks. In the west clouds gathered, purple and grey, rolling into each other and rising in the sky.
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  Sweat rolled down William’s face and trickled down the back of his neck. The sky blackened in the west. Lightning shot out, snaking across the land like the long whips of stockmen, and in between rumbles of thunder faded away to nothing only to return, teasing with the beat of crescendo drums.


  William jumped at shadows and tried to stop the cough that came as his chest tightened with fear. He went to the kitchen but the coals in the oven were dead. He picked up a piece of wood to set the fire and put it down again. More heat in this damned inferno was too much. He drank from yesterday’s billy, tepid on the top of the stove. He returned to the veranda to watch the sky and, as always, he gazed westwards to see if they were returning with her.


  ‘I am sorry, my forget-me-not,’ he murmured.


  He had taken to sipping whisky as he sat watching. There was little left in the decanter of the day’s ration. The station hands, he thought, had not run but would finish their work and be back any day with the horses. He knew they would be silent, distrustful of his sharp ways. He regretted that he had ordered them so brusquely, demeaned the young strapper, and told him how useless he was in this tough country. Maybe he was talking about himself. William laughed. He called out to the country from the veranda and shot his rifle high into the air.


  ‘Come and get me, see if you can eat me, make me cry.’


  He did not regret killing the blackfella and surely the strappers thought it was the right thing to do. He had seen the glint in their eyes, the thrill of the pack. He had given them that at least.


  William put his rifle down and picked up the whisky, draining the last few drops. He needed to talk to someone, needed to clear his head, find a way back to what was, to the freshness of the beginning. His soul was tainted, he knew that, he had known for a while of the shadows reaching in. He had agreed to baptism at Emily’s urging. He had allowed the priest to anoint him with the cleansing spirit of God, but he did not believe, he was just appeasing his wife. God belonged to the upper class, and he, William, hated the upper class even though now he was part of it. Pretended to be part of it. The colony was meant to be classless, but no, here, he had class, upper class—and, worse, he had power. The very power that he hated so much in England. The power of the lords. He hated it, the power. He had no control over it and it ate into him. He wanted to tell Emily that. I want to be powerless. He never thought he would say that. Powerlessness had killed his family, torn them to shreds, made them thin and ghostlike, and only their voices, strident in anguish, survived to be handed down to the next generation. That’s all we know, how to tear each other to pieces. How to shout. Lady Josephina had promised more, she had teased him. She was a liar.


  William smashed the decanter against the pole that held the roof of the veranda. He needed to talk, to talk to someone. If only they would return, he would hitch a horse to the buggy and ride to Halls Creek straight away. He walked down to the workers’ quarters and looked into the empty rooms. The wireframed beds were like skeletons with wafting pieces of old newspaper their slight shrouds. A poem formed in his head but it was full of dark words and he let it go. He picked up an old tobacco tin and opened it. Inside was leather wax that had turned to liquid.


  Down at the native camp the fires were long dead. Each eddy of wind took a little more ash into the sky and tugged at the bark of the humpies. He saw the camp was folding back into the land. He remembered how, at first, he had been bewildered by the natives, their simple way of life, how they came and went without obligation to anyone. At first he had respected this but had since come to the conclusion that only animals acted in such a way and so they must be animals.


  He peered into the entrance of a humpy that had been strengthened with rusty pieces of corrugated iron. Inside the ground was hollowed into sleeping spots. He crawled in and sat there and could only think of the occupants’ lowliness, their barbarity. He saw the pathetic piles of twisted human and animal hair string, and pieces of bone that had been partly carved.


  Outside, he passed the semicircles of falling windbreaks, sheltering nothing now except small stacks of flat cooking rocks.


  ‘For what reason are they on this earth?


  Scant is their soul, little is their worth.’


  He thought about that couplet for a minute.


  ‘For what reason are we on this earth?


  Strong is our soul, great is our worth.’


  He shrugged and looked at the darkening sky.


  He climbed to the hill where he had chased Emily. The thought came that he had wanted to and would have killed her and his hand moved involuntarily on the body of his rifle as if getting ready for the chase again. He strode forwards to rid himself of such thoughts, following the path of the women’s flight to the gorge. He stood in the darkness between the two walls, immersed in the consideration of what punishment he should mete out on her return. His mouth was dry with the thought of her deed. A beast, she had decided, was more fit then he.


  He would not beat her. He would kiss her if he felt that desire, but forgive her and bear her own begging kisses? The only penance would be that she would stay locked in her room for ninety days. Wasn’t there something about that period of time in that Bible of hers? They could, they would hide the truth but he would, of course, never forget and never trust again. There would be rules, strong rules. No riding. She would never ride again.


  William reached the horse yards. The gates were all open, the troughs were empty and nothing stirred. He looked around suddenly. No dogs. He was alone on his own land.


  At the camp, he lifted his rifle at the butcherbird that seemed to follow him everywhere. It banked away sharply, squawking like a crow. He stopped at a small pile of disintegrating kangaroo bones mixed with pieces of cast-off hide crusted with traces of desiccated flesh. He kicked at it and dried maggots fell in a shower.


  ‘Yet they draw us into our naked shame,


  The dirt from where we came.’


  Somebody was watching him. He turned. The old gin was sitting at the opening of a humpy looking at him. She stood and wobbled towards him. The butcherbird came from nowhere and flew in circles above her head.


  ‘Bacca?’


  He looked at her beaky face and reddened eyes and took fright. He walked quickly back to the house, looking over his shoulder and pulling at the bolt on his rifle.
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  In the hills, a painted man with a spear moved quietly as the evening came. Red and brown ochre ran jagged across his face and striped his chest. His head, waist, ankles and wrists were circled with bands of kangaroo skin and decorated with emu and hawk feathers. His spear was striped with ochre and the shaft circled with feathers of the nightjar owlet.


  Thunder clouds collided and spears of lightning lit the darkness, one after another, sometimes many striking the earth at once.
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  Wirritjil collected fallen branches and stripped more from the needle-leaved hakea trees, lashing them together to form a raft.


  On the river the raft floated well. It dipped in the water with Emily’s weight. Wirritjil placed the drover’s shirt over extra wood as a pillow to lift Emily’s head from the water. They moved upstream, Wirritjil dragging the raft along the stretches of sand between the pools. Sometimes Emily walked a little, shuffled, or crawled. Wirritjil caught a small water monitor, a kurlungarnany, sliced his skin with her flint and ate him raw. Otherwise they ate little, berries occasionally if a piriyalji bush was close to the banks. The river was full of fish, glinting in the slightest light, but Wirritjil ignored them, there was no time to fish, they had to keep moving. It was difficult to travel at night for there was no moon and the evening cloud hid many of the stars. It would only be two, maybe one cycle of the moon before the rains would come.


  On the morning of the second day they reached a gorge, a deep green pool with steep sides of rock banded in different hues of orange and brown and shaped on each side like a great wave where a mighty tumult in ancient times had pushed the earth up suddenly, folding it on itself. The water had found a chink and pushed its way in, hollowing it out, polishing the lower parts of the rock face. One side was cut where a band of rock had separated, creating a ledge, and behind it was a vertical crack, an opening.


  Wirritjil pulled herself onto the ledge. She lay on her belly on the rock and reached down to Emily, hooking her arms under Emily’s shoulders. She let the raft float away and when Emily was safely on the rock she eased herself back, lying flat, catching her breath.


  Emily stood unsteadily. ‘Where are we?’


  Wirritjil motioned behind her. The crack was narrow and dark with a trickle of water flowing from its base. They had to turn sideways to squeeze in. Wirritjil went first. Emily slumped, sandwiched by the sides of the rock. Wirritjil slipped her hand around Emily’s waist helping her into the crevice to where it widened. The sides were slippery and smooth. Wirritjil knew the water coursed through here in unstoppable strength when the rains came good and strong. The tunnel inclined upwards and Wirritjil felt her way, easing Emily onto her back.


  Emily tried to help and adjusted her weight, bracing against the rock to stop from slipping back. At times she went limp and covered her face as if to make everything disappear and Wirritjil could hear the quick breaths as she tried not to sob.


  They emerged from the tunnel; above was a sheer cliff of stone.


  ‘Is this the way to Fitzroy Crossing, Wirritjil?’


  Wirritjil nodded. She walked along the bottom of the cliff until she came to a narrow gully overgrown with ferns that covered a thin stream and a small pond at the base. She paused. She was so tired. It was two nights since she had slept. She dare not slow down. Sweat dribbled down her face and from her chest to her belly, and from her shoulders to her arms. Among the ferns three small birds with bright green backs and purple chests flitted in quick abrupt movements. They sang a ssitt ssitt.


  Wirritjil smiled and straightened her back. ‘Sister,’ she said to Emily.


  They climbed the gully. Emily fought to climb by herself and grabbed at ferns that gave way as she pulled and she tumbled. Wirritjil clambered down to help her but Emily insisted on trying again. At the top they emerged onto barren rock.


  Wirritjil followed the trickle of water between two large rocks. The short passage opened to a long pool surrounded by palms and large paperbark trees. Purple-flowered vines trailed through the trees to the ground and across a small beach of clean pink sand. White and blue lilies faced the light of the sun filtering through the trees. Pieces of dead undergrowth were caught high in the palms or twisted among the new growth on the ground as though a tornado had passed through not so long ago. A waterfall tumbled several yards in a glimmering film over rounded rocks and vertical drops to the pool that was grassy green and clear. A black stain across the full width of the rock showed that the water flowed wide and strong at times.


  Tiny lime-coloured finches, red-faced and flecked with stars, greeted the women, singing sitss ssitts sitta. Parrots with scarlet epaulets regarded the newcomers from the branches of the paperbarks.


  Wirritjil sank to the ground. She searched the foliage of the trees and heard them before she saw them, the screech of the lorikeet, her jaarinel, the wirrilijkel. They came from the tops of the palm trees towards her in a flash of flight with their green wings, chests of red and yellow, and head feathers the blue of early evening.


  They chattered loudly and flew fast across the water, their colours wild and blurring with the sparkle of the waterfall.


  And then it rained.
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  Trevor reached the river first. He took a deep breath at the water stretched before him and the beauty of the setting sun, its low rays coming gold through the trees and layering the water into shades of emerald. Large gum trees and graceful drooping paperbarks hung over banks laced with clumps of pandanus palms. The red-winged parrots swept across the water at the men’s arrival and spread through the trees on the opposite bank as if staking their territory.


  Nunnawarra listened to the parrots, seeking clues in their chatter and listening for other disturbances in the trees. He walked along the sandy bank of the eastern shore examining the prints of the insects and lizards, and stopped at the hoof marks.


  In the first light of morning the men turned downstream and followed the tracks that meandered alongside the river until they reached Wirritjil and Emily’s last camp.


  The tracker stood in the sandy enclave. Tracks were all around.


  ‘Horses go.’


  Nunnawarra walked over to the river. He touched the indents in the sand, the side of the sole, the push down of the big toe, some prints with the shallow pits of all toes. The white woman places her left heel gently or hops and here she crawls.


  The tracks disappeared into the water. Nunnawarra paced carefully along the bank. The tracks did not come out again, not on this bank. He waded into the water, watching the shadows from the trees and listening for the animals. The red parrots called out but not as loud as they should be. He knew that others had come through recently.


  Nunnawarra looked for clues, any clues. He waded into the water and where the pool ended against another sandbank he could see where they had come out. The black woman’s steps were deep in the soft, wet sand, scuffing the edges as she lifted her feet with effort. She was carrying a load. He wondered why she was showing him so clearly. They were strong footsteps, not hurt, not injured. She should be walking close to the banks and the pandanus where the thin streams across the sand would wipe away her prints.


  Nunnawarra swam back to the white men, rolling over, floating belly-up considering the trees and the curves of the river in this country he hardly knew and wondering what relation the Gidja woman would be to him, whether she had a promised man and whether she might run away with him if they caught up. He liked her footsteps; she was a strong woman. She was tricking, he knew that. He liked a mischievous woman. He was suddenly worried for this strong woman. John might kill her.


  ‘Womans thatta way.’ He pointed downstream. ‘Blackfella him carry whitefella.’


  Trevor took the horse blanket, the ropes and the billy out of the tree. Nunnawarra watched where Trevor put down the goods. He spied the roughed sand and the strands of hair across the rock. Trevor glanced at him. Nunnawarra turned away.


  ‘They are double tricking again,’ said John. ‘Bet they’re heading upstream.’


  Through the crackling fire Trevor studied Nunnawarra as he sat with his legs crossed and his knees almost touching the ground, sipping tea from a rusty tin mug. After the first few days the tracker had rarely worn his cotton shirt with the metal buttons, and the crisscross of heaped scars from a longago ritual were there for all to see. Trevor imagined him as a boy, standing quietly, welcoming the cut of the sharp stone, being honoured by it.


  ‘Nunnawarra, some blackfella was murdered at Cicada Springs. What does his blackfella family do?’


  Nunnawarra didn’t answer.


  ‘Tell police?’


  The tracker shook his head. ‘Law. Blackfella law.’


  ‘What’s Blackfella law?’


  John laughed and threw his tea to the side. He put his hands on his lap as though he was about to leap up in a dance. Nunnawarra’s face was impassive, but Trevor saw the scorn, so slight.


  ‘Law man say.’ Nunnawarra looked directly at Trevor.


  ‘Say what?’


  ‘Spear, mebbe rain come him not stop, dis one—’ he pointed to his stomach ‘—gone.’


  John jumped up and pantomimed a spear thrower.


  ‘They spear ’em and just let ’em die slowly. They curse ’em first and sometimes the person just runs away and dies, ’cos he thinks he is gonna die.’ He stopped his demonstration. ‘What yer thinkin’?’


  Trevor watched as Nunnawarra kept his eyes down, drinking his tea slowly.


  ‘What their way is.’


  ‘They spear us whitefellas without thinkin’, without worryin’ about the Lord and all.’


  In the morning Trevor rose to the smell of tobacco. John sat with his back against a tree, blowing smoke rings. His rifle and dog were by his side.


  ‘He’s gone, that Nunna fella. He took the rope, blanket, billy and most of our tea and sugar.’ John flicked his cigarette into the bush. ‘We should catch that bloody bastard and hang him.’


  Trevor rolled his swag.


  John jumped to his feet with his rifle in his hands. ‘He went that way. You don’t have to be a bloody tracker to see that. Let’s get him. He lied to us.’


  ‘He did his job. Got us this far, found water.’


  ‘What are you? A nigger lover?’


  Trevor stood up. He looked at the sky. Thunder rumbled. ‘I like being alive.’


  He held out his palm and caught the first drops and tasted their sweetness. The rain tinkled on the water lightly at first then heavy like an army of small drums.


  John cocked his rifle and checked the bullets. He lined up a small stone, squinting along the barrel of his rifle. ‘Ain’t no bloody tracks now.’


  He moved the point of the barrel across the sand and watched as the drops of rain made the grains of sand roll and the furrow he made disappeared. ‘Ain’t no tracks.’


  He lifted the rifle up, narrowed his eyes and looked straight at Trevor. ‘Pity Trevor Bayliss done got shot by his black tracker, eh?’


  He leant the butt of the rifle against his hip and raised the barrel so that it pointed at Trevor. The muddied black and white dog stood close by his leg. The rain came in sheets. Streams formed in the sand heading towards the river. Trevor did not move. ‘Drop that rifle.’


  John lifted the rifle higher and braced it against his shoulder. His hand slid to the trigger. ‘Nigger lover. You want us to die.’


  Trevor kept his eyes fixed on John. ‘I want us to live.’


  ‘Coulda fooled me.’


  Trevor’s hair was flat on his skull and in strands across his face. ‘Both of us.’ He took a step closer to John.


  John moved back, jabbing the rifle towards Trevor.


  Trevor’s voice was soft. ‘Johnno.’


  John let the rifle slump then slide so the barrel pointed to the ground. He stood with his head down.


  Trevor blinked and wiped the rain from his eyes. ‘We head to the Crossing and wait.’


  John nodded and picked up his sodden swag.


  7


  Walangkernany


  Wirritjil stood and raised her face to the sky. She felt the drops, cool and fat on her face, and then it came like a curtain from the rolling metal clouds. Her body relaxed and her fingers stretched long and loose. Emily closed her eyes and let the coolness embrace her body.


  Wirritjil had to sleep and she knew where to camp, a big paperbark, mernda, back from the pool where the rainforest turned into wide grassy land of the savannah. The tree was on high ground and the branches came low and gave cover. She curled to sleep on a clear patch of earth.


  Emily sat by her and watched through the leaves as the rain eased. Spinifex pigeons come close, and further away the cooing of the peaceful and bar-shouldered doves.The words she had heard Wirritjil use came to her. ‘I know you, marrawaype, and your cousins, kurlaraim and kurlurtukpu.’ She murmured to them, ‘Kur-lut-urrr-u-kjil, kur-lur-tuk-tuktuk.’


  They bobbed their heads at her and placed their feet stiffly, coming a little closer. The wirrilijkel swirled by in a chatter of blue, green and red, swooping around the tree and back to the pool.


  The clouds cleared and the sun came in sharp rays through the wisps of mist, making the raindrops sparkle on the grasses and in the trees.


  Wirritjil crawled from under the paperbark just after sunset and sat in the grass facing west, murmuring a song to the thin slip of the new moon as it set then she slept again until morning.


  Wirritjil made Emily wait to approach the pool until she had thrown several stones in the water, calling out to let the Walangkernany know they were there. Emily made a place near the water where the rough roots of the pandanus twisted across the sand and into the water. She rested her foot on one of the roots and her back against a pillow of sand and watched the silver flash of the fish and the slippery serpentine eels in the dancing lights that changed from green to blue and back again as night came and she stayed there day after day not wanting to move. She watched in a detached way, not thinking of the wonder of the colours; its worth was simply to fill her mind and let nothing else in, and even the waterfall’s glitter of blue diamonds in the morning and gold in the evening could not dispel the grey numbness that cloaked her.


  At the camp Wirritjil burnt the grass and beat it to the red soil. She hunted for good cooking and grinding stones. A stone with a dip placed in the centre of the fire could heat a little water. She scraped bark and took the hard leaves from a scraggly lawuny tree, mashed them and added them to the water. She let it sit while she found a big strong bloodwood, a long way from the camp, and rolled the sticky sap that oozed in places between the hard bark into a ball and carried it on the end of a string. She washed Emily’s foot with the pepperminty lawuny concoction, and plastered the dry wound with warmed sap from the bloodwood. After that she concentrated on finding utensils. She found the small nuts with long wings like insects from the jarlarluny tree, and followed their trail to the tree that was leafless but strong after the dry season. She notched an oblong through the white-yellow bark at a kneelike bend in the trunk, lifting it a little each day, and it came away on the fourth, a deep clean laanturrji.


  ‘Dis labi.’ She showed Emily a small shallow dish she had carved from wood.


  Emily tried to examine it but couldn’t focus.


  Wirritjil showed Emily how to cook yams in the labi and how to carry water in the laanturrji with spinifex grass at the ends and floating on top so that it didn’t spill.


  Emily dropped the laanturrji with the water and spinifex and stared at Wirritjil with glazed eyes.


  The Aboriginal woman disappeared into the bush and came back with a thin green branch of wattle, stripped of leaves and whippy in her hands. She jumped towards Emily and brought it down hard on Emily’s back. Emily buckled.


  ‘Amee,’ said Wirritjil and held the laanturrji towards her.


  Emily felt a slip of anger in her chest but it faded quickly. ‘I am sorry I spilt the water, kurrngam. I am sorry.’


  She followed Wirritjil to the fire and they heated rocks to put in the labi to roast yams and seeds.


  Wirritjil made a new spear. She took resin from spinifex, heated it and mixed it with hair and used it to fix a sharp flint on the end. Emily twirled a lock of hair to a thick string and cut it with one of Wirritjil’s flints. Wirritjil added it into the warm resin and wrapped the resin around the join. ‘Karlumpuny.’


  ‘Isn’t that a man’s spear?’


  Wirritjil held up the drover’s shirt. ‘Me bin man.’


  Emily shook her head. There seemed to be few hard rules for Gidja people.


  Emily tried to hide, to crawl back into her cloak of sorrow, but Wirritjil would not let her be, threatening her with the wattle stick. It was that and hunger, for Wirritjil now refused to share food.


  Emily was hungry. She was envious of Wirritjil’s collections of resin, bones and bark, and her food. She tried to snatch at the nuts and dried goanna meat but Wirritjil’s hand came down like a knife. She remembered William’s slingshot and how they used it to shoot at birds from his bedroom window until once he hit a pigeon and it dropped to the ground, its wing broken and its feathers all awry. She had thrown the slingshot away and in tears buried the pigeon under a little cross pinned with autumn leaves. Now, she was hungry almost all the time and roast pigeon seemed like it would be a good meal.


  She begged some resin from Wirritjil and used her hair to strengthen it. She stole the sinews and tendons that Wirritjil had saved from the goanna of her last meal. She knew to soften the resin and tendon with heat. It cooled to a springy cord and she tied it to a forked piece of strong wood. Soon she had a slingshot.


  She waited just inside the shade of the mernda tree for the kulurtuk pigeon. He was used to her and it was a simple shot from close range. It stunned him and she hit him hard, cooked him quickly singeing the feathers away, and ate him, saying thank you with every second breath.


  She made a slingshot for Wirritjil and felt a shot of pride when Wirritjil grinned. They hunted the doves and spinifex pigeons, and the kelinykelim, the pink and grey galahs, and roasted them on sticks. Wirritjil caught a file snake with her feet from between the roots of the pandanus. She slipped its head into her mouth and cracked its skull with her teeth. They chopped it up and grilled it in pieces and ate it with hard damper made from the smashed kernels of wild maize.


  Wirritjil stayed away from the pool and came only to fish or put her hands deep in the water near the edge to get the lily bulbs and stems. The water now enticed Emily with its dancing lights and coolness, the silky feel over her body was soothing and every day she went further and deeper. She practised moving her legs like the tail of a fish or kicking, making a splash, as she had seen Wirritjil sometimes do. She smoothed the water away from her, stretching big arcs with her arms. She dared herself to open her eyes underwater to see greens and blues and shimmering shafts of filtered sunlight. Soon she ventured to where her feet couldn’t touch the ground.


  ‘Why don’t you swim?’ Emily asked Wirritjil.


  Wirritjil was wet from reaching in at the edge of the pool. Her arms were full of long green lily stems and their grey bulbous roots.


  ‘Worla country, Walangkernany place.’ She waved her hand across the surface of the water.


  ‘Oh, that snake story. What does walanga . . .?


  ‘Walangkernany, he make ’em trees, water, jiyilem and ngalingalim, dem mans and womans. All ’em. He make ’em country. He ngarrangkarni.’


  Wirritjil piled the lily stems and tubers into her laanturrji.


  ‘Ngarran . . . is that your God?’ Emily kicked the water, making a small splash, and stopped abruptly, remembering the Walangkernany. She pulled herself out of the water and sat by Wirritjil. ‘Will that big snake hurt me?’


  Wirritjil shook her head.


  ‘You kardiya.’ She pointed to the large tuber root of the lily. ‘Tangarriny dis wununguny.’ She held up a smaller tuber.


  Emily didn’t notice. ‘I don’t understand your heaven, your snake.’


  Wirritjil plucked the flowers from the heads of the lilies and placed them so they floated.


  ‘Karrjam,’ she said.


  Emily swished her hand in the water and the flowers drifted towards the far edge of the pool in a garland of layered white petals.


  ‘Father gave William a silver pistol. He said keep your eye on the snake’s eyes. The snake won’t move while you are staring at him, when you are ready shoot him right between the eyes. Imagine that, shooting snakes with a little shiny pistol. Would the Walangkernany die if you shot him?’


  Wirritjil furrowed her brow trying to work out the question.


  ‘Can the Walangkernany die?’


  Wirritjil shook her head.


  Emily dolloped mud on to her leg and watched it slide down her skin that was now a tan colour. ‘Our God cannot die. He is like the sky. He made the sky. He has no shape but he sent down Jesus in the form of a man. They are spirits really, God the all-powerful, Jesus and the Holy Ghost. My sister Kathryn believes God is truly everywhere, you can know God, but you can’t know the Holy Ghost unless you reach eternity. Which is in heaven, I think. Hard to believe but most of England does.’


  Emily laughed at Wirritjil’s puzzled face. ‘God is the big, big spirit that made me,’ she added. ‘And you.’


  Wirritjil sat patiently. She liked all the words running together smoothly and Emily’s face lively and smiling.


  ‘Kathryn believed God would help William and me be strong in this country. Of that she was sure. She was not fond of William really. My mother adored him, said she adored him.’


  Emily’s voice trailed off. She took a breath and began again. ‘My mother didn’t come to the marriage ceremony. She was too busy in Vienna. She is a concert violinist, one of the best. It was a special concert for the soldiers. The end of the war. The Great War. Have you heard of that, the Great War? My father surprised William at the wedding by announcing that as well as Cicada Springs station he was giving William the Lidscombe name. The Lidscombe name and the silver pistol.’


  Wirritjil stood with her laanturrji full of lily bulbs on her hip.


  Emily looked up at her. ‘He didn’t want the name.’


  Wirritjil waited until Emily didn’t speak anymore then she walked away to the camp near the big mernda. Her walk was measured and her hips swung as though she was in a slow dance. Emily saw her pause and put the laanturrji on one hip and the other hand on the hollow of her back as if she had an ache.


  Emily thought of what she really wanted to tell Wirritjil. So much, but she could not talk of Jurulu to Wirritjil. That was Law, she knew. She could not tell her, she could not tell Kathryn, or her father, how she had touched him as the whistling kite flew across the blue crescent moon, just before the dawn. She could not tell them how she put her cheek against his back and ran her hand down the firmness of the muscles of his arms to entwine her fingers with his, how she felt like they knew one another—more than that: as if they were one another.
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  The sky above Cicada Springs went from a brazen midday blue to the purple of thunder clouds in the late afternoon. In the evening, the parting sun shot the clouds through with gold and red and they were wispy and torn when the stars appeared.


  William left the veranda and searched the kitchen for food. Flies sipped on juice that seeped from a heap of empty tins, debris and animal bones pushed into one corner. William put the few remaining full cans on the kitchen table. He felt the layer of grime on his face and the looseness of his belt and trousers. He had been neglecting himself, chasing the slightest raise of dust in the sky with his eyes, his heart beating fast, wanting to run to it even as it died back to the earth.


  He walked to the shed, found a shovel, dug a hole near the house and threw the cans in. Phlegm tickled in his chest as he worked but he refused to cough. A crow sat on the branch of the nearby tree cawing in harsh phrases. He had no energy to hate it.


  He washed himself in the creek and at the house dressed in a clean white cotton shirt and brown moleskins. He shaved his beard, pulled his hair up into a ponytail and cut the ponytail off. His hair swung in thin blond locks just below his ears. He sat for a few hours on the Prussian blue sofa underneath the fading painting of the vase of meadow flowers. He thought of all the poets he had read, the chop-chop canter of Chaucer’s rhyme, the melodic stargaze of John Donne and the swaying passions of Shakespeare. Shakespeare. He returned to the veranda.


  The kingfishers were calling, waiting for mice and frogs near the creek or lizards to come out from under the house. The sound of the cicadas, bold and strong in the safety of their hardened coats, pressed at him. He tried to ignore it. He took the bullets out of his rifle, cleaned and oiled it as he did almost every day, and slipped the bullets back in.


  William marched down to the creek and took aim at the kingfishers. They rose from the branches screaming their laughter, flashing their blue wings. He took a shot and hit one. Its feathers, blue and grey and white, made a brief cloud that fell apart and fluttered to the ground. He went back to his chair and waited. The pair of pheasant coucals came walking across the lawn, as was their evening habit, looking for insects. The lawn was dry, the black beetles long gone, and the pickings were thin. The birds’ voices had changed with the coming of the clouds and they called to each other in high wooop wooop sounds. They spread their wings, showing each other the dancing season’s feathers of banded orange and white. William raised his rifle to his eye and looked down the level of the barrel. He shot the closest bird. The other fell over, picked itself up and fled into the bush, trying to fly, falling as it looked back.


  William tore the feathers off the bird as its mate peered at him from the edge of the bush. He threw wood into the oven in the kitchen and cooked the coucal in an oiled skittle.


  At midnight he ate, tearing angrily at the bird’s flesh, spitting out feather points and small bones. The grease trickled onto his fresh shirt and he tore it off, ran to the creek and bathed, rolling in the sand, feeling its roughness over and over until he felt scraped and clean.


  In the morning he stood on the veranda and opened a thin volume of Shakespeare. He recited Macbeth to the sky and the bush as if the tormented lines might make the country itself disappear. He shouted, but the country stayed and the cicadas barked. He threw the book down and heaved as he coughed and spat. He steadied himself and waited until the tremble had gone, then he sat and wrote a schedule.


  Oil the motorcycle engine, keep it free from dust.


  Restock the kitchen from the ration shed.


  Dig the vegetable garden.


  Check the pump.


  He walked the tracks at the front and back to see if visitors were coming but there was no-one. He thought of reasons that Trevor or John might have abandoned him. For some time he was sure that they had met with miners and gone to Halls Creek to look for gold.


  ‘Fools,’ he muttered, then decided he was wrong. There was too much at stake. They would not abandon him. Trevor relied on him. Trevor, he thought, my little brother who cannot read or write.


  He upended the wheelbarrow by the kitchen, spilling the wood, then fashioned a rope around the handles and passed it around the seat of the motorbike. He started up the bike and rode it slowly in a circle. The wheelbarrow tipped precariously on any curve. He threw rocks in it and tried again, and this time both wheels stayed on the ground as he turned.


  In the evening, the lone pheasant coucal came crying with a low wooop wooop. The kingfishers seemed to have doubled in number. Their evening laughter ricocheted around the homestead, sharp in the rising hum of the cicadas. The noises scared him. He hated the evening when the bush came alive like it wanted to come into the house and smother him.


  He closed the doors and hid. It was hot. He sweated in the darkness until he could bear it no more and went back out to the veranda. Four big black crows stood on the veranda just where the stockmen had stood, staring at him with beady eyes. One was smaller than the rest and seemed to be standing as the young strapper had stood, faced away and with one leg bent.


  He took his rifle and shot at them. They flew in circles with their wings spread wide, playing with him and covering the stars.


  He rose early and loaded the wheelbarrow with cans of fuel and water, a fresh pair of clothes and some dried beef. The bike started easily. William felt good as the engine hummed. He tested it, circling to see if the barrow tipped. He put the Enfield across his knee and the Winchester in the wheelbarrow. The sky was clear except for the west where a few small clouds drifted like early scouts. He felt sweat forming on his temples.


  He headed down the track that the priest and the nurse had travelled. Delighted at the movement and the coolness against his face, he shouted out, ‘Bayliss, William Bayliss.’ The road curved and soon he could no longer see the homestead. He approached a dip where a small dry culvert to the creek crossed the road. He hesitated and slowed down into it. The wheelbarrow slammed into the back of the bike and jolted him. He accelerated, pushing hard out of the dip, jumping on the rise.


  Ahead, across the road, was a thick snake with a coppery mosaic of dark and light scales.


  The snake raised its head and hissed. William thought for a second to keep riding, to speed up and go over him. The snake struck towards the bike. William braked. The abrupt motion and weight of the wheelbarrow flung the bike in the air and it came down heavily with William underneath. The engine choked then stopped.


  He dragged himself out. The snake had disappeared. There was just its thick wavy slither mark in the dust. One of the tins of fuel was broken, its contents spilling and evaporating in a shiny plume. He righted the bike and kick-started it. The engine chugged then cut out. He wheeled it back to the homestead and laid it on the front lawn, gathered a few tools from the shed and sat by the bike willing it to work.


  He could not get the bike to go. He put it back together twice. He begged the pieces spread across the lawn, cleaned and gleaming, begged them to work. In the evening he retreated as the clouds grew and the lightning spiked and the noise of insects and birds rose. In the morning he crouched down sorting the pieces of the bike. The kunjiny trees seemed to be reaching for him. There were sounds that should not be; the bean pods rattling on the branches when there was no wind, the clacking call of the night heron in the day, the hiss of a snake at his feet when there was nothing there. He scrambled up onto the roof and looked to the west. There was nothing, no dust, no movement, just those damned clouds gathering.


  8


  Fitzroy Crossing


  Trevor and John skirted wide as the ranges rose and the sheer cliffs took the river from them. They made camp only once. Their minds were busy with different threads of thought. Trevor felt safe with the fast pace that gave him the chance to be alone, a respite from John’s anger, and to think of the women, what they might be doing. Were they afraid? Where were they headed? Were they alive?


  John rode sitting back in his saddle, the dog straddled in front of him. He kept his rifle in one hand, gripping it hard and occasionally holding it high and calling out, ‘We are getting close. Close to a beer.’


  He pushed his horse to catch up with Trevor, his voice breathless with the pace of their horses. ‘You ’n’ me, we are the same. I ain’t been educated, you ain’t been educated. We both know horses. We ain’t got no missus. Hey, you a gambler?’


  ‘This country. Every day.’


  John laughed, bumping on the saddle.


  They stopped on the banks of the river at an entrance to a gorge with pocked and cracked walls towering dark grey above a band of pale made by the water’s powerful sweep in the wet season.


  John peered into the reeds at the edge of the water. ‘No baby crocs. No rain for a bit.’


  The dog nestled close to him and John patted him and rested his hand on the dog’s back. He lay back and watched the smoke from the billy fire disappear into the leaves of the river gum. He whistled and hummed an old Irish tune. It was as if he had never known anger that day at all.


  They rode hard again on the second day, coming to the road that linked the east with the west. There, the river bed was wide, sandy and dry except for a few dark pools with tannin scum lapping at the edges. Trevor and John threw their swags on the bank. In the camps of the river bed, the workers freed from the stations were gathering for their delayed ceremonies. Eddies of wind twirled sand in curving columns as if there were other spirits readying to join in the dance. The sky rumbled behind the beat of clapping sticks as the dark clouds spiked with spears of lightning.


  John smoked. The two men were silent as they ate. They cleaned the plates in the sand.


  ‘Johnno, thanks for sticking with it.’


  ‘I am sticking with yer, mate. Our job, bring ’em women back, nothing else.’


  Trevor nodded but he stayed awake as John slept, watching as the stockman grasped his rifle with every few breaths, as though he might suddenly sit up and shoot.


  The town of Fitzroy Crossing was a collection of a few buildings made mainly of tin or corrugated iron and wood. The most substantial building was the Crossing Inn, where the drinking and trading was done. It was on a slight rise near the river. It had stone walls and an iron roof that was laced inside with dried geckos. Stacked around the outside were drums of oil and pieces of machinery on an uneven floor of concrete. Wooden slats were propped open all around. Inside, station hands sat next to sacks of flour and tea, drinking whisky or the cheaper rum, wide-brimmed hats on their knees, hair sticky with dirt and sweat, and hands red with black fingernails tight around their mugs and bottles. They were quiet, waiting for the drink to wake up their stories.


  A distance back was a smooth-shaven man sitting at a rickety table. He wore a clean blue shirt that was stretched with the bulge of his belly spilling over a tight belt. He pumped hard on the keys of a typewriter.


  John joined the station hands. ‘How’s yer luck?’


  The man in the blue shirt looked up at John’s voice, sweat rolled down his nose and plunked onto his papers.


  Trevor walked over to him. ‘Trevor Bayliss. Cicada Springs station.’


  ‘Tom Jeferies. Agent of AO Neville.’ Jeferies adjusted his typewriter.


  ‘AO Neville?’


  The man didn’t look up. ‘Chief Protector of Aborigines.’


  Trevor stood quietly, thinking what that meant. The man in the blue shirt tapped at his typewriter, frowning and striking the letters fast with exaggerated flourishes as though trying to stamp out a rush of threatening mites. He said without looking up, ‘We rescue the not-so-black.’


  ‘Not-so-black?’


  Tom Jeferies sighed and put his hands on his thighs but kept his eyes fixed on the piece of paper in front of him. His face was pudgy with round red cheeks wet with sweat. ‘Yep. You know—we take them under our wing and teach them in the white way so they have half a chance.’ He peered over the small circles of his rimless glasses as if to emphasise the need to concentrate on the work in front of him. ‘I am here from Perth. Teaching the police to do their job. They have to do their job. You know.’


  He looked up, saw Trevor’s puzzled expression and sighed again. ‘Milky kids. You know—the caste kids. Mixed breed. They have to bring them in. Some of them are very good at things, you know. They grow up and can be good servants. Some may even get, you know, possibly, into the public service. Some are good at cricket. Batting, fielding.’ He shrugged. ‘Bowling too.’


  ‘What about their parents?’


  ‘Parents? Jeez. These black people, they ain’t no parents.’ His fingers scurried like beetles over the keys. ‘You know, they aren’t . . . evolved. No, I shouldn’t say that. Not educated, haven’t known civilisation, that’s the main issue.’


  Trevor walked away.


  Tom Jeferies’ voice rose behind him. ‘It’s the law. The law is clear: caste children must be removed. People should know the law. Ignorance creates problems.’ He sighed but kept typing. ‘Stupid.’


  Trevor turned around.


  Tom Jeferies glanced at Trevor, tall and wide in the shoulders. He adjusted his glasses and looked away. ‘Hot here, isn’t it? Darn hot. You’re a clever Englishman, aren’t you? I can tell by your voice.’


  ‘No.’ Trevor replied. ‘I am stupid. I can’t read or write.’


  ‘Well you should learn. It’s not that hard.’


  Jeferies turned back to his work before he finished the sentence. He poured water from a glass onto a towel and draped it over his head so his face was hidden.


  Trevor went to the proprietor to arrange their stay. The skinks ran across the corrugations of the tin walls and outside the insects hummed. John drank whisky with the strappers and the painted dog lay flat and panting across his feet.


  Trevor packed small bags of tea and flour into his saddlebags and headed down to the river. He stopped a few yards away from a blackfella camp. The group sat in the sand of the river bed, all near naked, cooking pieces of a wallaby on the fire. Trevor held out a bag of sugar.


  One of the men stood up and came towards him. He grinned and nodded to the fire. ‘Eat?’


  Trevor sat down. The camp was mainly men, except for two old women who watched the wallaby cooking and turned small cakes over in the coals. One handed him a piece of blackened kangaroo thigh. Trevor took it and held it in his hands. He put it back at the edge of the fire. A tin, black but for scrapings of an old label that showed it had once held powdered milk, bubbled with a foamy layer of tea leaves.


  ‘This fella—’ one of the men pointed to an old man with a thin blanket across his shoulders sitting at the edge of the group ‘—him Cicada Springs.’


  Trevor steadied his gaze. The man’s white hair fierce against his black skin gave him away. Charcoal. Trevor looked down. Charcoal was Wirritjil’s husband. Had Wirritjil told him, would he know? Was he angry? Trevor had to talk to him. He must know where she was.


  Charcoal was whittling a small stick. He did not look at Trevor.


  Another of the men stood up. ‘Karnanganyjal.’


  The man made a beak with his hand and took stilted steps, pecking at the air just like an emu would. Others rose and danced, there was a blur of limbs and shouts of laughter.


  Trevor had seen this before. The blackfellas liked to make the whitefellas laugh and the emu dance was easy. He looked back across the fire. Charcoal had gone.


  He stood and turned around. ‘Where is that old man? Old man from Cicada Springs?’


  ‘Gone quick.’


  ‘He come back?’


  ‘Yeah, boss,’ they said and insisted he eat.


  He drew the kangaroo’s thigh from the fire and picked the burnt skin away. Around him the faces smiled as he ate. He admired some pearl shell nagam and a fine piece of abalone hanging from one man’s belt, glowing with pale rainbow colours. The man offered to exchange it and Trevor handed him the tea and flour. The man wanted more and nodded at the red and green discs around Trevor’s neck. Trevor felt a shiver down his spine and shook his head. He sat with them until evening but the old man Charcoal didn’t come back.


  The following morning Trevor went back down to the river bed. They had gone; there were only the ashes of the fire in the river sand. He found other camps. Most welcomed him, but when he asked for assistance in tracking they told him another camp to go to. He went and most times there was no camp. He could not find a tracker. He went back to the inn.


  ‘Johnno, you get someone to ride with you back to Cicada, tell William that the women are somewhere up the river and we will be able to . . .’ he searched for the right word, ‘meet them, get them, when the rain comes.’


  Trevor rode out, skirting big ranges of rocks, crisscrossing, not stopping to eat. He was searching, always searching.
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  John waited for the station hands to come in for a drink. He watched the officer from the Aboriginal Protection Board type up his notes.


  ‘Why don’t you work in the police office there?’


  ‘Hot box, well over a hundred bloody degrees. You know.’


  ‘Hot.’


  ‘Hot.’


  ‘Hey, that buggy, your kids?’


  Jeferies looked up with a start. A tremor passed through his body and he sought to compose himself. He rose and brushed past John without looking at him.


  The driver, a policeman, pulled up the two tired horses. Four children sat in an open cart behind him. They ranged in age and in the darkness of their skin. All were covered in red dust and their hair was wild and woolly. The eldest wore a shift of old wool sacking and the others had only waistbands of string and animal fur. They stared wide-eyed and clutched at one another. They were tied with rope.


  Tom Jeferies counted the number of legs, tracked each pair as far as their waists. ‘Three boys, one girl.’


  He wrote in quick bursts on his clipboard.


  He came back into the inn, his blue shirt blotchy and clinging to his skin in dark patches. He sat down, typed a letter, referring to his notes on the clipboard.


  ‘Bloody names. They have to have names. I call the girls Annie, Betty and Mary, and the boys Alan, Peter and Bruce, in that order.’


  John sat next to Jeferies. ‘Them’s okay names.’


  ‘Sometimes I get so cross with these damn blacks I give them other names.’


  ‘What like?’


  ‘Ferdinand, Ottoman, Bismarck.’


  ‘Real fancy. Ain’t them war names, krauts?’


  ‘Yeah. Don’t know same for girls.’


  ‘Where you send ’em?’


  ‘Shipped to Perth then allocated. Allocated. Residential homes, lucky ones get foster parents.’


  ‘Jeez, all laid out for ’em.’


  Tom Jeferies gave his letter with the names for the children and the coupons to the policeman. The buggy cart pulled away from the inn, stopped briefly at the police station and headed on the track west to Derby. Tom Jeferies put the carbon copies into his leather bag. John pulled his stool close. ‘How many did yer get in all?’


  ‘Too many. There’s too many of the little bastards. All these Aborigines rut like rabbits.’


  ‘Bet you wouldn’t mind a bit o’ ruttin’.’


  Tom Jeferies scowled at him. ‘I am getting out of this hellhole. I have a nice woman from a nice family. You know. We go to church. She can read and write and play the piano.’


  ‘Pretty, I bet, with a nice fat rear and wide hips?’


  Tom Jeferies blushed. He picked up his leather bag and walked out of the hotel.


  The innkeeper sluiced down the floors as people came in dusty and sweaty, carrying dirt on their boots and bringing in the flies. The station owners grouped in the yard near the horses trading meat and flour for bits of machinery. They tilted their hats and leant back in their boots yarning and admiring the occasional motorcar or truck, looking under the bonnets or touching the wheels. Three women came in for lemonades, dressed for town with their hats adorned with bright pheasant feathers and their skirts pleated and pressed.


  John scrutinised the mix of station hands, drovers and miners. He wanted loud company. He picked a young fellow who was square-jawed, laughing and yappy, talking all the time.


  ‘Pay yer to come with me—gotta give a message to my boss outta Halls.’


  They set out eastwards the next day. The lad told John about his conquests of women all the way up the coast. The women loved him. He liked the Asian ones in Broome. Cheap and do anything you want. Nice tight arses. Then there were the white women, different quality.


  ‘You behave a bit more polite like.’


  He bragged a woman wanted him so much she gave him a gun, a smart and dandy six-shooter, a Smith & Wesson she got from some American cowboy. After a while John didn’t want to listen to him anymore. He pulled his hat down and thought about how long it was since he had had a woman. He wasn’t gonna pay, for sure.


  They camped two days out of Fitzroy and played two-up in the creek bed, pouring rum one for one. The dog watched them.


  The young strapper threw the coins high. ‘That ain’t a half mongrel you got there.’


  ‘He ain’t a mongrel.’


  ‘He is a mongrel.’


  John looked at the coins. The strapper won. John marked it in the sand. He flicked the coins up and down in his hands.


  ‘Yeah, what makes a mongrel a mongrel?’


  ‘A mix of clean breeds—you know that, you bloody bushman.’


  John stood up and swaggered, he pulled his mug of rum close to his chest. ‘Maybe m’dog is a new breed, pure as all hell.’


  The young stockman rolled over in the sand, laughing. He lay belly up and pointed his Smith & Wesson at the dog.


  ‘Here, you purebred.’


  He shot the dog.


  John was still for a few seconds. There was not a sound or a breath of wind in the night. Blood trickled then gushed from the dog’s chest as he lowered himself to the ground. He made a sudden jerking movement with his legs but there was no breath and his eyes were already blank fixed in the last gaze towards his master. John dropped to his knees with a high-pitched squeak, as though someone’s hands were tight around his throat. He crawled to the motionless dog, stretching his arms towards him.


  The young stockman rose and edged backwards away from the campfire. ‘Ah, sorry, mate—real sorry.’


  John’s squeak turned to an almighty yell. He grabbed his rifle and jumped across the fire. The strapper ran backwards. John stumbled and shot at him. The strapper leapt on his horse and took off into the darkness.


  John stayed all night with his arms wrapped around his dog. He felt the dog stiffen and grow cold.


  ‘You gonna see Granma in heaven,’ he sobbed, fighting for breath. ‘I ain’t never gonna get there. Give her a lick. She’ll love yer. She said to love ever’thing, ever’one, but I couldn’t. See me dad in hell, kickin’ ever’one again.’


  In the morning he buried the dog. He prayed, remembering the Our Father and Hail Marys his grandmother had taught him. He sat back looking at the trees and the country that was hard with red rock soil and there was nothing but a hateful hot shimmer, like the earth wanted to destroy everything on it. He stood frowning, struggling not to give up, not to lie down and let the earth fold over him and win.


  ‘Love ever’one.’


  He walked away repeating, ‘Love ever’one, ever’thin’, ever’one.’


  A glint of light in the red sand caught his eye. The young strapper’s gun. John felt strengthened by a sudden surge of anger. He picked up the six-shooter; it was light and smooth with a shiny diamond-centred wood grip. He clicked open the cylinder and rolled it. Only two bullets.
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  The clouds grew day by day and lightning flashed but the country stayed dry. Wirritjil showed Emily which trees had the best wood for digging sticks, and how to cut and grind for a strong balanced point at one end and flat at the other. They made two small digging sticks and a larger one that they were very proud of as it was so hard and sharp. It was made from a special tree, a tree with pebbly dark bark and branches of vivid green leaves and small white brush flowers. Wirritjil was excited at the find of the tree. She called it perawuruny, and took great care in finding the right piece to cut. They left the branch in the sun for a few days to take the springiness and moisture from the green wood, shaped it with a flint and a sharp rock, grinding the surface with a rough rock and smoothing it with the pebbly bark. Wirritjil took a full day to decorate it. She wrapped a nearly dried stem of the warampurrji vine around the stick and let it burn slowly, leaving a wavy pattern on the wood, and added dots, circles and extra lines using burning twigs of different sizes.


  ‘’Im Wirritjil, Ammee. See ’im minyjuwurrji, dem’s hills. Dis one ’im soak, water, dig, eh.’


  A circle with a dot in the centre. A large dot with a small line.


  ‘This one he bin look dissa way.’ Wirritjil looked over her shoulder.


  Emily thought for a moment. ‘The cattle drive. That blackcapped bird said they were coming.’


  ‘Dat one.’ Wirritjil pointed to an area, next to an empty circle, with many small dots lacing its edge. ‘Wirrilijkel.’ She waved back to the pool where the rainbow lorikeets played in the trees.


  Emily realised it was the story of their journey. She didn’t want to use or dirty the hard digging stick in any way but Wirritjil insisted and Emily understood that the decorations were to help, make it more likely to find food. They used the digging sticks to find the juicy grubs, onions and moist yams. They collected balls of sweet sap from wattle trees and sucked them like hard boiled lollies as they hunted.


  At noon they rested. They rarely hunted near the water. Wirritjil told Emily that would frighten the animals. All the wallabies, lizards, snakes and birds would not drink and would get sick. That would make them get sick too.


  Emily dreamt about flying with coloured wings spread across the light of the sun. She forgot about time, about yesterday and about tomorrow.


  9


  Ngarrangkarni


  Geckos ran across the ceiling or collected in slow jerkily moving groups. It seemed there were more now. The geckos had always liked this room. They were pale like the wall, some with black egg bellies. The linen on the bed was stiff and brown in places with dried blood. William liked the blood. It was Emily’s blood and he felt close to her, until he remembered. He sweated and the pillow became sticky. He had not changed his clothes since the new moon when he had shot the pheasant coucal. Now the moon was almost full. He hummed and let himself cough just a little.


  ‘Remember, Emily? Remember that time we saw snow together? It was so soft, so silent. You cried.’


  He let his hands rest on the sheets.


  ‘Covering all the truths and lies


  All the things found and lost.’


  He shifted in the bed. The sounds of the bush were quiet. He could hear the muffled chug of the pump that brought the water from the creek to the house tank. The geckos ran across the ceiling in a sudden dash and disappeared into cracks in the wall. The pump missed a beat.


  ‘Our fingers laced like leaves


  Caught in the sparkling frost


  Yet there were only cries


  For the mother you had lost.’


  The pump missed another beat and William looked to the window. Listening. He added softly, ‘Baby you lost.’


  The pump stopped. William sat up. A breeze came through the door, lifting the curtains. A shadow flitted across the wall. William jumped and slammed the door shut. The shadow passed across the wall again. It had no clear shape. William locked the doors. He ran through the darkness of the house closing doors, slamming windows. In the hallway was a single lamp. He carried it into the kitchen. The coals in the oven were long dead. He walked over to the open window and stretched out to pull the shutter down.


  He saw a movement and turned. There stood an Aboriginal man. He was naked but for a belt around his waist on which hung many feathers, and on his arms and thighs were bands holding more feathers. He was striped in paint and carried a short feathered spear. He was there for less than a second. William slammed the window shut and bolted it.


  He gripped his rifle tightly and, moving quietly in the dark, checked all the doors and windows. He went back and sat in the kitchen with the gun pointed at the door.


  The sun rose. William did not move. His face was wet with sweat that dripped onto the stone and earth floor of the kitchen. Outside the air was heavy and still. Clouds gathered then faded away. William licked his lips. He went to the sink and pushed hard on the pump handle. Water came out in a gush then stopped. He tried again. It gurgled and spat a dribble of brown water, then nothing.


  In the night he dozed sitting in the chair, waking with a start at the slightest sound. There was no water in the house. After a while he could not rest. He searched the cupboards and found a tin of fruit. He opened it and guzzled its sweetness. His thirst abated for a few minutes.


  He went from room to room parting the curtains and peering out. He reached Emily’s room and paused. He cocked his rifle and threw the door open with one hand. The room was empty. He turned quickly. He wondered if he had imagined it, a shadow flitting past the window.


  He was thirsty and angry. He opened the doors and walked out into the yard. He shot his rifle high into the sky.


  ‘Come. You bastard.’


  He went through the gardens past the fig tree and down to where the creek came close to the house. The clouds had parted from the moon and the country was alight with ghostly detail. He drank quickly. The water dripped from his face as he took a breath. He sensed a movement. He rose. His hands tightened on his rifle. From the gardens of the house came the hunter, his feet touching the ground without sound. A breeze came in a gust downstream from William.


  William felt the breeze and turned to it. He saw a shadow pass and lifted his rifle. In the second before he shot he heard the cry from a different direction, but it was too late, already the pressure of his finger had transferred to the trigger. The rifle discharged and the butt bit into his shoulder. He stumbled backwards.


  The spear came from the direction of the cry, whistling as it flew through the air, sharp and straight. It hit deep into his left thigh. William spun with his rifle ready but all he saw for a second was a blur of paint and feathers.


  A breeze eddied around him and then all was still. Clouds covered the moon and the land became dark. There was silence except for the chirr of a nightjar and it flew so close that William felt the beat of its wings on his face.
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  Trevor kept going upstream, each bend in the river, each clump of trees promising they might be just ahead. After two nights Trevor passed the place where the black tracker, Nunnawarra, had absconded. He slowed to search for signs, dismounting frequently, examining broken sticks or staring at swirls in the sand. He knew he had little chance of finding a track but he kept going, skirting around deepwalled gorges and returning where he could to the banks of the river. The water was sometimes a turbid green, stirred by thirsty animals and dappled with cloud shadows. Other pools, shallow basins with rocky bases, were clear, sparkling as if they were reflecting the glitter of a heaven beyond the earthen sky.


  Galahs, parrots, bee-eaters and honeyeaters massed along the banks, hiding from the torment of the dry land. The cuckoo birds had arrived from the tropical islands of the north and made brazen curved flights from tree to tree, looking for homes to claim as their own. Snakes lay in wait at the edge of the water, falcons and hawks, with wide and steady wings, rose and fell as they rode the changing currents of air. This was their season, before the rains, when the weak made mistakes and despair was blazoned in the open tracks of the hungry and thirsty.


  On the fifth night Trevor sat at the entrance of a long gorge. The rock was steep and curved like a mighty wave on both sides and the water was a deep emerald in between. A few white cockatoos were perched on a ledge, silent in this place that carried the uneasiness of a violent birth long ago.


  Trevor gathered wood but let it drop. Crimson finches flitted noiselessly at the edge of the water. There was something else. The horse sensed it too and Trevor followed his gaze. He saw it. A raft or maybe just driftwood tidily banked up on the opposite wall. He swam to it. It was a raft, made of old and green cork wood and tied with grass and animal string. He pushed it a bit, trying to get some clues. It could only hold a light weight, and there was no evidence of what it had carried, no fibres and no stains.


  A single cockatoo circled against the red-banded walls as though there were an invisible gate preventing it leaving. Trevor swam across the deep greenness, feeling the cold from the depths of stillness, and he knew the water here was as ancient as the walls. He pulled himself onto a ledge where the cockatoo moved from foot to foot, watching him. He walked the length of it and returned to a thin opening, just a crack in the wall, and peered in. It was too narrow for his wide shoulders. He ran his hands down the smooth walls and looked for a sign, a dropped piece of bark or strands of hairs. He laughed at himself. Am I searching for a shadow that has been too slow to move?


  He knew they had been there.


  There was no other way from the ledge but back through the water. He made a shallow dive, why he didn’t know; perhaps he was afraid of the powers that might be there. He returned to the platform, swimming quietly as he towed the raft with his swag and firewood.


  He sat as darkness came, watching the flames and their shadows in the water and on the walls. For the first time since he had left the homestead, he let himself think of Jawandi Jurulu. Jurulu had shown him and John a place like this in the Durack Range. Jurulu was quiet that time, except he was singing some kind of song, just audible, a murmur. They stayed on a rock ledge and fished as the sun passed over the wedge of sky above. John taunted Jurulu, saying that he was a no-man because he wasn’t fully black, wasn’t white. Jurulu replied that his father and mother were saltwater people. He said his mother, she ate too much white flour that made her skin a bit white and when he was djinganarriny she ate white flour again so his skin was not full black. John rolled over with laughter and Jurulu laughed with him. Jurulu kept talking, his eyes dreamy, saying that his totem, his jaarinji, was the turtle and his place was a shell midden far away in saltwater country. John hissed out the words between loud guffaws. ‘So you are a turtle then?’ Jurulu grinned at John and replied that yes, he was.


  Trevor stood up. The colour of the water in the twilight troubled him. It was the colour of the morning sky before the sunrise. It was the colour in Jurulu’s eyes as that day began. Jurulu hadn’t resisted as the stockmen slung ropes around his waist, through that polished belt he was proud of. They dragged him to the homestead. William ahead on the motorbike rising in his seat as the bike jumped over small bumps, his rifle high as if he was going to war. War. Trevor walked back and forth, seeking solace in quick glances into the depths of the water as though it would comfort him. Instead it frightened him and he did not know where to look, and the thoughts kept coming.


  They threw Jurulu up against that old bush fig. John was ready to shoot but William insisted it was his right. There was the bird, so close. It was white, a seagull sitting on the ground. It called out then was gone, not even a fleck in the sky.


  He should have stopped William. He didn’t because it was normal, the shooting of men. Anyone who was not on their side, not their colour, not their religion. Shoot ’em all.


  Trevor looked at the sky and the stars were the shots in the night. The Turks came, trying to steal the horses as the desert wind whipped the sand from the dunes against their robed faces and the guns in their belts. He shot them fair in the face. Five of them with the Enfield. The killing rifle. Shoot ’em all.


  A split second between the shots. He inserted another clip but the others had run. He had turned to see the horses staring at him. They would never trust him again.


  Trevor tried to turn his thoughts away from death. Tried to make his mind blank. White. And out of the whiteness came Wirritjil. He could not keep her away and he did not want to. She was carrying her dilly bag and smiling, he could see her missing tooth. She spoke to him with her shy question. ‘Marra yitja pakumakirrem?’


  He was transfixed by the shyness of her eyes and the boldness of her words, her angular shoulders and straight neck, but most of all the smile that played around her lips. She laughed and repeated the question.


  ‘You sleep alonga me?’


  He stopped his thoughts and looked at the thin opening in the wall again and tried to climb the cliff next to it. It was smooth and difficult to get a handhold. He dived back through the cold green, slicing in defiance through the ancient spirits. He rode his horse away, up and out of the gorge, as the sky lightened, winding around rock buttresses to a plateau dotted with straggly snappy gums and red pebbles. He crisscrossed the country and camped in savannah land with tall grass. He did not know why he went or where he was headed.


  In the morning he followed a ridge of sandstone and came to a jumble of rocks. He stopped. There was not a sound. The world seemed to be holding its breath. He dismounted and walked into the shade of an overhang of rock.


  A twig snapped and a blue-tongued lizard ran close to his feet. He jumped. He felt the gaze of someone else, of something else. He turned. Several haloed mouthless men stared at him through black eyes. He walked backwards, afraid the painted figures might reach for him.


  The heat simmered and there was a sudden hum in the air. Cicadas. Why hadn’t he noticed that before? He calmed himself and sat in the dust breathing quietly, wondering about the figures in front of him. He felt he should go, but felt drawn to another place, he didn’t know what that place was or how he should get there. He sat for a while, listening, looking.


  He smelt smoke and heard the voices, sharp, back and forth, hunting. He stepped out from the overhang and saw in the distance tall men with long spears and throwers, and women carrying paperbark sacks, some with babies on their hips and others holding laanturrji and clubbing sticks. They moved quickly, absorbed in their work. A hunter stopped and looked his way. Trevor thought for a few seconds that he should ride and meet them but he did not know how they had been treated by whitefellas. He moved quickly to his horse and rode away, dodging the trees and the anthills.


  He returned to the ledge and turned the raft over and over. The crimson finches flittered at the edge of the water and he wished he knew what they knew.
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  Wirritjil and Emily lay on the sand next to the water. The birds were quiet, listening.


  ‘Turtle man. Him has ’em mirta.’


  ‘Shield?’


  ‘He strong. He bin love lizard man’s ngulngal, lots ’em jilikum.’


  ‘How many children?’


  ‘Turtle man bin take ’em away.’


  ‘The woman and the children?’


  ‘Lizard man big mob, angry, chase ’im.’


  ‘Did they spear him?’


  ‘’E use ’em mirta.’ Wirritjil lifted her laanturrji in front of her like a shield. ‘He bin run fast, go datta sea.’


  ‘What then?’


  ‘He hide ’em ngalil, jilikum, one fella mirta here, here.’ She put her laanturrji in front and then at her back like a turtle shell. ‘All one dey swim away.’


  ‘Did the woman die? What about the children?’


  ‘Dem—’ she nodded her head westwards ‘—datta sea.’


  Wirritjil looked up and stood suddenly. There was a smell of smoke that did not come from their fire. The lorikeets swept over their heads, bunched up and screeching.


  Wirritjil gathered her implements, twirled grass into a circle and put the laanturrji on her head and began walking.


  They went miles into the high savannah country towards a sky full of smoke. They stopped after coming through a dense patch of low gums and high grass. In the distance several Aboriginals came through the open grasslands in the direction of the pool. They were fire hunting as they moved, burning small patches and collecting the escaping lizards and snakes.


  ‘Worla,’ whispered Wirritjil.


  They skirted around the Worla people and made camp. Emily was pleased she had walked the journey without help.


  She wore grass sandals but she could put her foot down without flinching. She felt strong. In between the white trunks of the snappy gums, beyond the grasses bent with the breeze, a serrated red ridge was stark against a shining blue sky. It was good to be in open country again. She listened to the land as they rested; the rustle of dry leaves, the swish of long grass, and the smacking of lips and low thud of the kangaroos as they passed close by. The calls of the parrots and water birds were gone, replaced by the melodies of the bush larks and the chatter of the grassland finches.


  Wirritjil walked around the ashen grasses of the hunters’ fires. She gathered a burnt snake and a small lizard that the Worla families had missed and kept walking westwards. They reached a rock formation, a sandstone ridge shaped like a wave of water. They walked in the shadow of the wave until the rock disintegrated into jumbles of big boulders. In the centre of the rocks was a small pool, deep green and ringed by ribbon grass. By it stood a single white gum. Behind and up from the jumbled rocks was a large overhang. Wirritjil called out in words Emily didn’t understand. She approached the overhang and stopped and called out again before climbing and disappearing into the shade. Emily followed. She drew her breath sharply and then was quiet as she saw the beings on the wall with big eyes and circles around their heads but no mouths.


  They stayed there, silent, until the day was nearly dark. They found a sandy camp on the other side of the white gum and in the morning they hunted for lizards and found nothing but old bush pears, wrinkled and dry on the outside but inside a thin leathery layer of sweetness. Emily drew the figures from the wall in the sand. She put some sideways, another on a snake as if riding it. That was what she had seen.


  ‘Who are they?’


  ‘Dem cloud mens, ngarrangkarni.’


  ‘No mouths.’


  ‘Pinarri.’


  ‘What is that??’


  ‘’E know.’


  ‘Know what?’


  Wirritjil just nodded.


  ‘What’s ngarrangkarni?’


  Wirritjil waved her hand to the sky and in all directions. Emily didn’t understand and they tried for some time to talk but it didn’t make sense to Emily. Wirritjil didn’t want to talk anymore.


  The next day they walked for many hours and Emily kept asking questions. Wirritjil would answer only in her language.


  Emily punched her on the shoulder. ‘Tell me. Tell me in English. You learnt English at Moola Bulla. Speak. Why do we teach you anything?’


  Wirritjil turned to her. ‘’Im ngarrangkarni, Wandjina make ’em all.’


  ‘That means nothing.’


  Wirritjil looked away.


  Emily put her hands on her hips. ‘It means something. Tell me.’


  ‘Ngarrangkarni.’


  Wirritjil kept moving. She stopped at a spring covered in water lilies and collected a vinelike plant that had a milky sap. They came to a pit of soft stone, a man’s height and width, among the rocks. The walls were orange in colour, gouged with tomahawk cuts. Wirritjil used her digging stick like a wedge and broke off large clumps, picking at different shades of colour. She nested the laanturrji heaped with clay on a ring of grass on her head. They saw lizards but Wirritjil was reluctant to chase them. Emily couldn’t catch them and she glared at Wirritjil’s back as the Aboriginal woman continued her march.


  At their camp near the solitary white gum, Wirritjil mixed the ochres on a rock. She pounded the vine and added the lighter clay to the sap to make a white paste. She daubed them both with colours in zigzags across their faces and down to their breasts and then dotted their shoulders in white.


  ‘Wirrilijkel.’ She smiled.


  She drew orange stripes down their legs and added white dots on their thighs in a pattern to the knees. She gathered starry bursts of red-stemmed yellow-tipped flowers from a bloodwood tree and placed them in her belt and added more in the strings around her upper arms.


  A crescent moon sailed low in a cloudy sky, hazy with the moisture of the night. Wirritjil threw leaves and wood on the fire and the flames leapt high. She danced, chanting and waving branches of the bloodwood blossoms in circles. Emily covered her face but could not escape the haunt of the chant and rhythmic footfall of Wirritjil’s dance. She peeked out at the swirling light and dancing shadows and picked up the digging sticks to tap in beat. The night came into her and she rose and followed the dance. Lightning came and with it the haloed, mouthless figures diving and flying in the clouds. Wirritjil settled into a regular chant that could not be broken. All night they danced and when morning came they covered themselves in leaves and slept.


  The next few days they rarely spoke. Emily saw things she had never noticed before: a lone bee followed by another at a great distance, a new bud, the ants slower than usual, the sprout of new shoots in response to the moisture in the air and the birds telling each other stories. She searched the bloodwoods and the woollybutt trees for sugarbag and saw the circle of a bee, a dead branch, an opening with a waxy surface. She laughed in delight to know all these patterns around her.


  They returned to the pool. There were new ashes.


  ‘Dey go datta way,’ said Wirritjil and extended her palm upwards to the north.


  It was quiet. The finches had disappeared. The flying foxes had folded themselves in their black cloaks, their eyes tightly closed against the day. The wirrilijkel sat motionless in the trees and the purple-crowned wrens sipped at the water without a sound. It was as if every animal was waiting, watching. The waterfall was only a trickle. All was still and everything sweated. High above a raptor circled.


  ‘We go.’


  ‘Fitzroy?’


  Wirritjil nodded and they were both quiet as the wirrilijkel alighted on the rock near the waterfall and peered at them.


  In the morning they climbed downwards, making their way easily through the rocks and the narrow ravine and tunnel. Wirritjil saw the campfire ashes and continued along the ledge to where it curved back into the rock.


  ‘Kardiya been here.’


  The word took Emily by surprise. It was from another world. Her world. She knelt by the ashes and touched them. She searched but could see nothing. She closed her eyes and heard nothing, but she felt a lingering presence, someone who came and wanted to stay. A shadow flickered and she opened her eyes as a cloud of crimson finches settled onto the discarded raft on the shore.


  Wirritjil stood with her hand on her belly. She felt the first movement of the child. A djinganarriny had entered her. She smiled as a white cockatoo rose in a sudden arc, coming towards her and curving away. The jaarinji of the child would be that ngamarriny, the noisy clever bird of white and yellow feathers. The kardiya who had camped here would be his father, his guardian, for it was he who must have encouraged the spirit child to come into this world. She knew it was Mister Trevor who had camped here. She wondered at the strangeness of the kardiya man, to chase her with a gun and also beckon to the djinganarriny.


  Emily dived into the water and came up gasping with the cold. Her heart pounded at the sudden jump she had taken, without thinking, into the deep water. She felt the warm surface and the very cold layer underneath and swam quickly to the shore. She was surprised too that Wirritjil didn’t want to enter the water. She dragged the raft from the shore.


  ‘You are a princess,’ she called to Wirritjil as she towed her back across the deep green water.


  ‘Wat dat?’ shouted Wirritjil.


  The ngamarriny followed them for a short time as they made their way downstream under a sky of crackling thunder. The bird wheeled back against the clouded sky and Wirritjil looked for rain in the north, for it would come as a great wave and wash them away.
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  William sat in the feeble light of a small lamp. He pulled hard at the spear and gritted his teeth as the muscles ripped. William knew this was not a normal spear. It was a revenge weapon with barbs going both ways. It had torn the flesh as it entered his mid-thigh at an angle, travelling in front of the bone and emerging above the inside of his knee, lodging hard. He braced himself as he wriggled it sideways to loosen it, or grunted in agony as he tried to push it through.


  ‘They will be here soon. They will be back.’


  He put baking powder on the entry and exit wounds, stripped material around it in a figure of eight to brace it and, steadying the shaft of the spear in one hand, limped up the slope to the house tank. He knocked on the tank. It was hollow, empty. He followed the line down the creek and studied the pump until the sun was too strong.


  He came again in the evening with a spanner and pliers.


  ‘It should be simple,’ he said to himself, but he did not know where to start. He sat by the creek as the evening shadows lengthened. The water was clear, it was low, flowing all year from the spring a mile away, until just past the horse yards where it spread out onto the plain, and the hungry dirt under the sun soaked it away.


  The water bubbled over the stones and around bits of fallen wood. William grimaced. It was singing a happy laughing song, laughing at him. He picked up a large rock and threw it hard. The water splashed high and there was a sudden movement in the darkening trees upstream. William held the pliers like a knife in front of him. He walked back up to the house, turning in slow circles, the spear jabbing in his thigh. He could hear that song, that song that seemed to come from nowhere. He took a wide track past the fig, afraid of it, not wanting to look at it for what might be there. He ran, the spear tearing at him, pulling at him; he glanced at the old tree and saw it, the body slumped on the fresh-turned earth. He made himself walk.


  ‘The tricks of your mind when you are alone,’ he muttered, ‘Emily, come back, please come back.’


  He hid in the house but as the second day became the third and the third became the fourth the shadows grew more terrifying. He saw the baby’s face, his eyes searching for his mother, only to feel a knife on his throat. He saw Emily in the moonlight completing his lines of poetry, not capturing the essence of what he saw, of what he believed. He didn’t know who he was. His poetry was truth. Truth was deceiving because it was hidden under the mash, the facade of life. The mash of life was what they must live. Therefore it was the truth. He shouted out, ‘Poetry is a lie.’


  He saw the native. In his mind he saw them exchange glances. Emily and a savage, not even a full-blood. A mongrel who had potent seed and he had not. There was no deception possible in skin colour. He could not lie to the Earl, could not say the child was his. The child would have been half wild, he could not have owned it, even controlled it. What he did was right.


  He sucked his lips together. He was losing track of the days. Water, so close, but he had to get past the spirits in the trees, the luminous prying eyes of the stars needling him through the blue of the sky. He had to get past the black ghost, always lit as if there was a full moon. He was hanging now in the fig tree with his eyes downwards. William was afraid of that ghost. The movement of his lips as he lay dying. The mutter. The word. Junpam. He knew what it meant. Song. He had heard it, so soft, and now always in the slightest wind and he hated it so much that he tore strips from his shirt to block his ears. He cursed the nothing wind to have something that was its own.


  He stood and dragged his left leg in a slow circular motion. He could only take small steps for the pain was too much. He made his way and as the sun bore down on his fine skin he scolded himself for not using the night, and then he remembered how monstrous the night had become.


  He drank kneeling on his right knee. The shade and the water cleared his mind. He filled two buckets with water and inched back to the homestead. In the coolness of the kitchen, he lay cups in a row and determined how to ration the water. He put two cups of water in a pot and he gathered a bandage, a sharp knife and a cup of bleach powder and then he rested.


  10


  Smith & Wesson


  Wirritjil peered down the length of the pools towards where the west bank rose into a cliff that curved, taking the river with it. Emily floated on her back, pushing down and kicking occasionally to put herself in the right direction.


  Wirritjil called, pointing to the cliff, ‘Fitteroy little bit.’


  She made her way ahead, close to where the pandanus palms were bunched with their sharp leaves overhead and roots snaking into the river. Emily did not like keeping to the side. She knew the pandanus palm well now; it provided seeds and fibres, but it also harboured file snakes and sometimes lalankarram, the shy freshwater crocodiles who did not like to bite but had sharp teeth and strong jaws. The rough slide of the file snake across her skin made her gasp and she had not overcome her fear of the lalankarram.


  The women rounded the bend in the river. Emily could see Wirritjil close to the bank almost hidden in a thicket of pandanus fronds. There was something about her posture that made Emily stop. She squinted into the sun. Wirritjil pointed to the top of the cliff and sank like a crocodile into the water. Emily did the same and moved back silently with just her eyes and nose above the water. She reached the cover of the pandanus on the opposite side of the river.


  There was a horse on the rise of the cliff. The rider was easily identified with his burning hair and wide shoulders.


  Emily waited and listened. The birds were quiet then began to talk again. Trevor had gone.


  She made her way slowly back across the river, underwater, rolling on her back and coming to the surface so just her nose emerged and she breathed and sank again. Trevor did not come back.


  Wirritjil crawled out of the water and up to the rise, walking quickly until she reached rocks heaped in jagged steps. She found a protective crevice and wriggled herself into it. Emily stood above the black woman’s folded form.


  ‘We go straight to the Crossing and ask for help. There are civilised people there.’


  She started climbing over the rocks. Wirritjil didn’t follow.


  Emily returned to her. ‘Why are you so afraid?’


  Wirritjil didn’t answer.


  ‘We are nearly there. There is a police station there. I’ll tell them that William killed the baby and Jurulu and he hurt Blackgirl.’ Emily bit her lip, then added, ‘I will tell them that he was angry. It was my fault.’ Her voice trailed into nothing. She took a breath. ‘We will be able to sort it all out.’


  She put her hand on Wirritjil’s shoulder. ‘You will be able to go back home, to Charcoal, to Blackgirl, to Minnie.’


  Wirritjil curled so that her head was between her knees and stayed like that. Emily sat by her, waiting. They fell asleep leaning against each other on the rock.


  In the morning they crept up the rise and followed the hoof prints of the horse away from the river into flat land dotted with the waist-high dried mud hills of white ants and the red dirt swirls of black ants that lived underground.


  Wirritjil looked at the sun. The hoof prints continued south in the direction of the Crossing. In the distance was a clump of trees with a bunch of hobbled donkeys grazing. In the centre was a cart loaded high with bags, buckets and pieces of machinery.


  ‘Kardiya,’ said Emily. ‘I will go to them.’


  Wirritjil put her hand on the hoof print. It was a warning.


  Emily was quiet. She sat in the red dust. ‘They might have some clothes.’


  Wirritjil crawled to a group of straggly gums. The ground was alive with black and red ants scurrying with pieces of leaf, white eggs of other insects and tiny shreds of dead animals. She took a branch from the biggest tree, brushed the ground and laid down strips of bark. She was careful not to disturb the ants with jade-green abdomens that circled the trunk in a busy haphazard manner and on the ground formed a straight soldierly line, cutting through the other ants and making a groove in the orange soil. They carried leaves, twigs and grains of sand up into the tree where they made small boxes held together by sticky webbing. Wirritjil lay back watching the green ants as they built, readying themselves for the torrential rains. Emily chewed on berries from a string bag on her belt. It was midday and the sun came through the lace of the dappled shade with little mercy. They could hear men splashing and singing at the camp.


  ‘Mining songs,’ said Emily. ‘They must be going to Halls Creek.’


  A flock of grey and pink galahs came to rest on the ground close to the men’s camp and rose again in a screeching wave as a dog barked. ‘Let’s go now,’ said Emily. ‘Don’t want to wake that dog later.’


  She pushed her slingshot into her belt and they crawled towards the camp. The dog growled as they approached. Wirritjil dropped back, gripped Emily’s ankle and raised her spear.


  ‘Don’t hurt the dog,’ Emily hissed.


  Someone threw a bone and the dog’s attention was drawn away from the intruders.


  Emily and Wirritjil lay on the ground about twenty yards from the camp. The men had a washing tub full of water and had thrown their clothes across the top of the loaded cart.


  Wirritjil looked away. Emily handed her the slingshot. ‘Give me your spear. Stay here. Watch.’


  Emily crawled forward.


  The men were laughing.


  ‘Gold bigger ’n’ the King’s crown.’


  ‘Bigger ’n’ the King’s head.’


  ‘Happy for a couple the size of the King’s balls.’


  ‘Nah, he ain’t got big balls.’


  ‘How d’yer know?’


  Emily sidled through the trees to crouch low behind the truck. The dog stared at her for a moment then resumed gnawing at the bone. Emily lifted the spear up over the truck and stuck the point into a pair of pants.


  ‘He might only have one ball.’


  ‘Never heard o’ that.’


  Emily’s sweat was salty in her eyes. Two pairs of pants, one shirt. She needed another shirt, a belt.


  ‘Ain’t right.’


  ‘Yeah, every king should have two balls.’


  Shirt, belt, two hats—what luck. Pity the men had their boots on. Emily crept away.


  ‘What if a king can’t have kids, like?’


  Emily was at the edge of the camp. She stopped at the words.


  ‘If he really draws a blank yer know it’s up to the Queen.’


  ‘The Queen? Yer kiddin’ me.’


  ‘Nah, what do you think? They jes’ gotta find someone who looks the same and don’t draw a blank. It’s history.’


  Emily went around the dog, who peered at her briefly. She reached Wirritjil and they ran, bending low, to the safety of the river. They swam and walked close to the edges and in a couple of hours reached the long sandy stretches near the small settlement of Fitzroy Crossing.


  They dried their new clothes on a rock in the hot afternoon sun. Emily dressed. She pulled the belt tight and turned the trousers up. She tied soft dark bark close around her feet so with the pants long it might seem she had real shoes on. She stuck the hard digging stick made from the perawuruny tree inside her trousers on her twine belt. She tried on both hats. They were too big. She chose the smaller one. The brim sat around her ears and across her eyebrows, hiding her face in dark shadow.


  ‘I am a man?’


  ‘You a woman.’


  Emily deepened her voice. ‘Get dressed, Wirritjil—we go to the police station.’


  Wirritjil put on a pair of the miners’ pants and tied string around the waist. Emily handed her a shirt. Wirritjil shook her head. She turned and walked into the bush. She went for some distance and sat cross-legged in the dirt.


  Emily found her and sat by her. ‘You don’t need to come. I will make sure your name is clear.’


  Emily straightened her shirt. She began to walk away but came back. ‘Are you going to go back Cicada Springs way?’


  Wirritjil raised her hand palm upwards and shook it. Maybe.


  Emily took her hat off. She had tied her ragged hair into a bun. ‘Will you wait for me? I want to say goodbye properly. Give you some things. Lots of things. Food, clothes.’


  Wirritjil looked up from drawing circles in the dirt with a stick and nodded.


  Emily stood there for a moment. ‘When we get back to Cicada Springs, we can go riding, go fishing, get those berries, piriyalji.’


  Wirritjil drew more circles and seemed to be placing dots randomly.


  ‘And we can go camp in that place where the Gidja Walangkernany is. He knows us now.’


  Wirritjil didn’t look up.


  ‘Wait for me.’
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  Emily walked along the sand to where the east–west road cut through the river bed. There were several groups of Aborigines sitting, cooking, making tea in tin cans and damper on the rocks. A few men were asleep in the sun, flies buzzing around their heads. Some wore trousers crusted with dried mud; others were naked apart from nagam made from string and animal fur.


  Emily left the river and headed through the bush. She felt nervous and reassured herself that she was indeed an acceptable person, a white person of heritage. Ahead she could see the Crossing Inn. It was on a rise above a bend in the river. The surrounding land had been cleared and there were tracks crisscrossing among buildings made of mud bricks and stone, or more often, corrugated iron and wood. Horses flicking flies with their tails were tied to railings and in front of one building was a motorcar.


  Even in the town most of the people about were Aboriginal. They looked dulled and hardly lifted their heads. On the veranda of a small tin building sat a plump man wearing a blue shirt, writing on a clipboard. He looked up at Emily as she passed by. He regarded her for a moment, chewing the end of his pen. Emily pulled her hat lower and tucked in a few strands of hair.


  She reached a building with bars in the windows and police written on a piece of wood above the door. Emily knocked. No-one answered. She waited and knocked again. She walked around the side and peered through a window into a space that was dark and she saw only the whites of eyes. Emily drew back at the smell of excrement and the sudden swirling murmuring of different languages.


  She turned the corner of the building and there on a long chain were eight Aboriginal men, all full-blood, all nearly naked, some with twine around their waists from which hung nagam made of matted string or jarguli, the pearl shell traded with the coastal tribes. She stopped still. They looked at her with an almost idle curiosity, as though nothing would surprise them anymore. They were long and lean with ceremonial scars across their chests as well as their faces, where the skin was tight and scarred over high cheekbones. Their beards were long to their chests, bunched in sections with twine, and their hair was drawn back with strips of animal hide across prominent foreheads. Some had bones through their noses or in their earlobes.


  Although they seemed relaxed, either leaning against the side of the building or standing resting on one foot, it was clear they either all stood or all sat for a chain with large metal links ran in short lengths from neck to neck and their hands were tied with rope behind their backs. They were in the full sun next to a half-drum of water, which they would have to kneel at and lick or suck in order to drink. They shared the water with two dogs that had dirt-stained coats of white, flecked with a midnight blue. At first, the dogs only gave Emily a cursory glance.


  Emily stared, transfixed by the stature of the men; they seemed of a certain discipline, foreign, from a different world. She wondered what they had done wrong. Did they know what they had done wrong? They did not seem remorseful nor did they seem like criminals.


  She saw in their eyes the same expression that Jurulu had had. She took a step towards them. A dog leapt at her, snarling against his chain. Emily stepped back. She sensed the presence of other people, the muffled cry of a child. She turned and saw several women sitting under the low branches of the scrub. They were naked, littered with dust and leaves and branches, some young and round, but a few thin and old with sagging breasts. One had a set of laanturre on her head in a nest of spinifex grass and feathers. There were two or three children sitting on one woman’s lap, their noses and eyes full of flies.


  The two dogs abruptly threw themselves at Emily as though she had suddenly become the enemy. She stepped back from the frantic barking and snapping teeth. The men and the women turned their faces to her and she saw their helplessness.


  She heard a low whistle and followed it through the scrub to Wirritjil, sitting with her back against a stringybark tree, covered in leaves and dust. Emily crouched down. ‘You followed me. You saw them too.’


  Wirritjil put both hands on her head.


  ‘I am so sorry,’ whispered Emily.


  She looked back to where the trees thinned and the town was. She stared down at her trousers and back at Wirritjil. They couldn’t be together in this town.


  ‘Come.’ She dusted the leaves away, afraid to look into Wirritjil’s eyes. ‘Let’s find a camp.’


  They found a large warlarri tree, back from the river. Its great white trunk and heavy branches gave good shade. It had been a camp before and the ground around was bare of prickly shrubs. Wirritjil took her shirt off and wrapped it around her head as she scraped the area free of sticks.


  Emily tried to concentrate. ‘We need money.’


  ‘Dis one?’ Wirritjil pulled from a bark pouch the money the drover had left in the trouser pocket.


  Emily sat down and smoothed out the pound note, feeling it suddenly familiar, and with it came her other life, her father, trips to London buying fine dresses, like her wedding dress. She could smell the jasmine flowers that covered the arch they had walked under and the taste of the rich cake and its almond icing. It all seemed so far away, so strange now.


  In the late afternoon, Emily crept back, stopping at the edge of the bush. A long cart harnessed to sixteen mules and packed high with mighty bales of wool filled the road. A policeman in knee-high boots and a man dressed in the sweaty cotton of the stations stood at the back of the cart. Both carried rifles. A second policeman, large with light hair, led the Aboriginal men towards the cart. The dogs growled and snapped at the feet of the chained men. One threw himself hard and his teeth tore into a prisoner’s leg. The Aboriginal man didn’t look at the dog or the raw bleeding wound, just straight ahead.


  ‘Get back, yer mongrels.’ The policeman with the pale hair kicked at the dogs and they shrank back, snarling.


  The Aboriginal men climbed into the cart, moving so as not to pull each other with the chain. They stood then all squatted as one behind the wool bales. The policeman at the front ran the tip of his rifle along their backs or poked the chests of those facing him.


  ‘If you try and get away we have to shoot yer. Understand?’


  The pale-haired policeman handed them buckets of water and hunks of bread. He disappeared briefly and came back with a flour bag and handed out lumps of cooked meat, bones and potatoes.


  The women in the scrub began to wail. The first policeman and the station man climbed into the front of the cart. They shook the reins and the mules shuffled and strained against their harness and the cart lurched with its heavy load. The red pindan dust hung in clouds behind them. The women followed, dark apparitions with their souls and hearts stolen, slipping through the bush.


  When the cart turned westwards on to the main track, the light-haired policeman headed up the rise towards the Crossing Inn. Emily hurried after him.
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  John had taken to praying every day, but the painted dog came to him in between the Hail Marys so he took some rum to chase him away. He was praying and drinking, sitting in front of the open U-shaped bar on cleared ground that sloped a few hundred yards to the banks of the Fitzroy River, pointing his .303 at the tree tops, when Trevor came back.


  He glanced at Trevor, then set the butt of the rifle in his shoulder and shot at the rising moon, a translucent halfcircle in the noonday sun. The bullet whistled across the river, through the tops of the trees and far into the bush.


  ‘Missed. Now it’s gonna hang around all day and night.’


  He laughed and his knees knocked against his mug of tea and tipped the bottle of rum. He saw Trevor’s frown and his laughter trickled away.


  A few men were already on their way up the hill, and behind John the shutters were being lifted. The yardman sluiced the concrete floor of the hotel with buckets of water.


  ‘You been talking to everyone, anyone, about the women.’


  ‘Boss, might get some clues, some help.’


  ‘You been telling everyone they done wrong.’


  ‘Nah, just that the gin—she’s a murderer.’


  ‘Wirritjil is no murderer.’


  John was quiet for a moment. There was something about the way Trevor said her name, the fact that he even said her name. He scrambled to his feet and swayed, holding the .303 loosely by his side. He moved a few steps up the slope. He shrugged. ‘She is dead, now, or real soon.’


  Trevor took a small fold of notes from his pocket. He held them out to John. ‘Here’s yer due. You ain’t huntin’ no-one no more.’ Her nodded at the rifle and held out his hand.


  John hesitated. A couple of station hands stood watching from the washed concrete. He handed Trevor the .303.


  ‘It’s a big gun,’ said Trevor.


  ‘Yeah, a big gun,’ said John.


  Trevor walked away and John stood there a moment. The men were still watching so he made like he was counting his notes, gave the men a big grin and headed for the bar.


  At sundown he was on his sixth whisky and feeling good. The heat had stopped bothering him; in fact he liked it, the sweat running down his neck made him feel alive instead of half dead in this hole of a town with all the bloody niggers. No niggers here in the bar, just hard-working people having a good time.


  An old man played a banjo, keen and fast, singing songs of gold mining and cattle driving. John laughed with three young station strappers.


  ‘Miners got their pants stolen.’


  ‘Gotta go digging for gold with nothing on their bums.’


  John slapped his hand on his knee. ‘Cops lookin’ for the niggers that did that.’


  The strappers looked at John. One laughed.


  John continued, ‘Any well-dressed boongai, well, they’re askin’ for it. You know my boss, he ain’t got no guts. We’re huntin’ murderers and youse know what?’


  The strappers mumbled and ordered more beer.


  ‘He can’t even shoot a bastard nigger when told to. The bastard nigger done a woman, knocked her up.’


  The old man shook his head and plucked chords on his banjo. The froth of the beer was white on his dirt-stained beard. He cleared his throat and sang ‘Waltzing Matilda’, gravelly and low. People stopped talking.


  ‘East-country shit.’ John downed his whisky.


  He didn’t see the young strapper dressed in oversized shirt and pants slip into the beer yard with its corrugated-iron walls on two sides towards the bar at the top.


  There was a pause and a communal murmur as people looked at the newcomer then recommenced drinking.


  ‘Rum,’ Emily said to the barman, and put the pound note on the bar.


  The barman placed a mug of rum and a pile of coins in front of her.


  ‘Yer a young strapper for these parts.’


  ‘Goin’ south.’


  The barman grunted. ‘Back to Mum?’


  ‘Yep.’


  Emily nodded towards someone further down the bar waiting for a drink. The barman moved away.


  She sipped on the rum and coughed, swallowed and peered around, looking for the policeman. On the other side of the room John stood up unsteadily, swinging his glass in one hand and the other high above his head to get the attention of everyone in the bar.


  ‘So what youse seen out in the bush, eh?’ he shouted. ‘All you in here. You comin’ in from the bush. What yer seen? There’s a murderer out there.’


  There was a hush.


  The barman came back towards Emily. ‘He’s been going on all day about them two women. You seen ’em?’


  Emily shook her head, downed her rum and coughed again.


  ‘Need some practice,’ laughed the barman.


  Emily left her coins and moved towards the corrugated iron wall on the side, weaving between the few tables and the drinkers standing in twos and threes. She could hear John’s voice behind her.


  ‘You heard me. Some of youse already heard me.’


  ‘Yep, mate.’


  ‘A gin. A bloody black killer.’


  ‘A gin?’


  ‘Yeah killed a white baby but it weren’t white like, then she killed a black man ’cos she hates ’im.’


  A couple of the men snickered.


  Emily reached the open grassed area and her pace quickened. She looked behind and saw John scrambling onto a chair.


  ‘There will be a reward for sure. The murderer, her name is . . . bloody abo name. Wirrit . . . Wirrawirra . . .’


  Emily ran. The sound of the banjo, the laughter and John saying Wirritjil’s name kept repeating in her mind. She ran past the police station with dark windows and a door that was firmly closed, and stumbled when she passed the small tin building and saw the white man there, sitting on a wire bed on the veranda, a lamp swinging above him, eating with a knife and fork from a plate balanced on his knees. She swerved into the bush, running fast, too frightened to bend, and the tree branches grabbed at her body and her hair, stole her hat and scratched her face.


  Emily reached the camp. Wirritjil was gone. She tried to calm herself, to put her thoughts together. So they blamed Wirritjil. If she told them it was her husband who killed Joseph and Jurulu, surely that would count. She shook her head; she hadn’t seen either murder. She had done wrong. They wouldn’t believe her. Trevor would stand by his brother. He would lie for his brother.


  The night was dark and oppressive, as if a hot wet blanket lay just above, steaming with heat. At their camp there was nothing, just the hollows they usually made and some empty bark pouches. No fire, no coals. Emily sat, shivering despite the heat. The familiar numbness that had haunted her before her foot healed came back. She felt the pain of it all again, the pain of an empty heart, her child and her husband torn from it, and Jurulu, gone. But there was a song so far away, so calm. She reached to touch the white bark of the big gum.


  ‘Warlarri,’ she whispered. ‘Mother.’


  The tree felt strong under her fingers, so firm in the earth and reaching to the sky. She put her cheek against the smoothness of the wood. The trunk was straight and wide and the limbs that came from it thick, some with hollows, homes for birds and small animals. Pairs of eyes gazed down at her and the half-moon glinted through the leaves. She smiled; karnkiny was getting fat on his love for the little girl star.


  There was a croak. At first Emily jumped, then she remembered who gave that call, the ugly grey night bird with the strong beak, jikilim kupil, that meant ugly bird. Wirritjil said the birds called each other jalungurriny kupilji and jurnanykarral kupilil, beautiful man and beautiful woman.


  She squatted as Wirritjil had taught her to and followed the sound. It was a rough clack-clack, a poorly tuned gruff song. She saw the male bird in a clear patch in the light of the stars and moon. He was hunched, trying to dance, playing with the balance of his body. He was clumsy but as he moved he became more graceful and the strange clacks became a song of sadness of being alone and of desire. His eyes shone orange with the silver light. A woman bird came from the bush. They were two dowdy beings of awkward shape and big beaks making love with their dance. Emily watched in the light of the night, melding herself into their ritual. She wanted to touch them, to be them. They danced and flew away and Emily listened to other night sounds.


  A distant sound of human voices made her sit up and think again of where Wirritjil might be.
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  John finished another two whiskys. He sat by himself, thinking of the shot that killed his dog and of Trevor’s hand held out for his .303.


  A bunch of men came in, dusty and tired. One held a jam jar nearly full of gold flecks. ‘Just enough to get out of here.’


  They spat the dirt from between their teeth and squeezed the grit from the corners of their eyes then cleaned their mouths with a warm beer. The banjo player sang.


  ‘Luck, boys, luck! A nugget of gold


  Big as my fist in the blest black mould.’


  The miners shook their heads.


  ‘Ain’t nothin’ but snakes, fool’s gold in Halls Creek. That nugget forty years back ’n’ we keep dreamin’. Coolgardie. Gotta go there. There’s gold to line caskets there.’


  Tom Jeferies appeared, light blue, white and clean against the ruddiness and dirt of the miners and the station workers. He squinted at the lights and puffed his pink cheeks in and out as he reached the bar.


  ‘Need a beer?’ John came up behind him and slapped a note on the bar.


  Tom beamed. ‘In the money, eh?’


  ‘Got paid and fired.’


  ‘Too bad, cobber.’


  ‘Nah, it’s good. Workin’ for the wrong bloke, I think. Crazy in the head.’


  ‘Least you can get out of here if you want. I have to wait for one more contingent. Boys are going do a run picking up lepers and the baby browns. You know. Doing their job too well now.’


  ‘So you stuck here?’


  ‘Yep, for a bit.’


  ‘Calls for whisky with that beer there.’


  A game of two-up started at the edge of the concrete and men gathered in a deep circle. John shrank back to the edge.


  ‘What’s the matter with you?’ asked Jeferies. ‘I thought you liked gambling.’


  ‘Reminds me o’ my dog.’


  ‘Your dog?’


  ‘Yeah, died gamblin’.’ John laughed then upended his whisky.


  Tom shook his glass so that the beer swirled around in it. ‘Sick of being here, sick of the heat, sick of blackfellas, real sick of blackfellas.’


  ‘You work for ’em.’


  ‘I work for the future of Australia.’


  John bought two bottles of whisky and gave one to Tom Jeferies. ‘I got some good jokes. Wanna hear ’em?’


  They walked the track to the river, John laughing at his own yarns and smacking Tom on the back. ‘Country gets yer, like a big crocodile goes snap.’


  They sat in the sand. The clouds had dissipated and there were only a few straggling blue strands across the face of the half-moon.


  Tom Jeferies took his shoes off. He peeled the damp socks from his feet, dug his toes into the sand, closed his eyes and sighed. John lay back and looked at the stars. He felt an ease in the night-softened heat.


  There came the sound of a slap, another like a fish jumping. Tom raised his head. It came again, then a swishing sound of leaves on water. All quiet again.


  ‘Someone fishin’,’ said John. He launched himself to his feet and staggered along the river bed. ‘C’mon, Tom.’


  No-one there. Another slap. A small splash.


  ‘We’ll go back a bit, sit up there a bit.’


  They retraced their steps and stopped in the blackness of thick scrub.


  ‘Keep yerself low,’ said John.


  They waited with their backs in among the foliage and took long slow swigs from their bottles.


  ‘I feel sick,’ muttered Tom.


  Another splash. John put his bottle down. A woman, an Aboriginal woman, came silently out of the shadows from the opposite side. She crouched down by the water and lifted a line with one hand, feeling the tension of it on her fingers. John nudged Tom and nodded towards the woman. The moonlight was silvery on her back and her hair was bushy and tied with twine. Tom Jeferies’ mouth went dry.


  John put his hand on the six-shooter in his pocket. ‘That’s her. She’s the killer. Let’s get her.’


  Below them Wirritjil lifted the taut line, absorbed in the movement in the water, moving one hand over the other, easing the fish in.


  John charged into the river bed. Tom Jeferies ran behind, struggling to keep up. Wirritjil turned and crouched to spring away but it was too late. John pointed the gun at her. He swayed on his feet. ‘Steady, steady. Tom—take her.’


  Tom stood with his lips apart and his eyes wide.


  Wirritjil jumped up. John shot at her. The bullet grazed her calf. She fell against the sand. John pinned her down with his knee in her shoulder.


  ‘Hey, Tom. That ruttin’ we talked about? This here is a murderer. You can do her before we turn her in.’


  ‘Do her?’


  ‘Fuck her.’


  Tom shook his head.


  ‘Okay,’ said John. ‘I’ll warm her up.’


  He pulled at the trousers Wirritjil wore. Pulled them down over her hips.


  Tom walked backwards. He turned to run then saw her coming down the river bank, the white woman. She held a thick stick with a sharp point. The sand sprayed behind as her feet hit the ground. He couldn’t make his mouth work.


  He couldn’t warn him. John was easing his trousers down, his buttocks were bare.


  The white woman didn’t pause in her run. She held the short stick high in both hands and plunged it into John’s back. John rolled over and reached for his gun. Emily was quicker. She grabbed his gun and aimed it at his chest. She pulled the trigger. It fired and blood spurted into the sand as he fell.


  Tom Jeferies slunk back into the reaches of the river and scrambled up the bank and away.


  John’s head fell back with his chin up and his mouth wide open. His shirt was dark with blood and his naked legs were white in the light of the waxing moon.
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  Killing Stick


  The death of a white man, shot and stabbed, was big news in the Kimberley and throughout Western Australia. An investigation team came from Derby, and a sergeant was called from Broome, Sergeant Perez, to assist the police in Fitzroy Crossing. The lock-up was emptied, the prisoners taken on carts drawn by mules or camels. The white people of the town whispered to one another that this was certainly the work of a blackfella. They skirted the humpies and gatherings and crossed the road in order to avoid being within several yards of an Aboriginal. They travelled in twos and threes and carried firearms.


  Trevor stood on the river bank and waited until everyone had left before he walked down. There were tracks everywhere, as though a circus troop had visited. Bloodstained soil was all but gone, tossed by the feet of the constabulary and tourists. He walked around the edge of the pool and came back to the area of the greatest turmoil of footsteps. He walked a bit further. The prints of bare feet were scuffed, hardly recognisable. Then he saw it. The strands of human hair twined to form a fine string, a string that a fish would hardly notice. He put his finger under the thread and lifted it. He pulled on it gently, easing it out of the water. The wallaby bone hook came into view. He looked at it for a moment and let it settle back into the water.


  Trevor straightened and walked away. He walked up to the Crossing Inn and gathered his belongings. He saddled his horse and set out to find Charcoal.


  He rode out of town to where he had seen a Gidja group from Moola Bulla camped. He figured maybe Charcoal had been hiding there. It was midday. Most of the camp was out hunting, there were just a couple of old women playing with babies in the dirt. Trevor found Charcoal pounding seed on a rock behind a humpy made of dried leaves and bark. He knew Charcoal was considered a special man, and that Wirritjil was one of his several wives. He wondered if Charcoal knew that Wirritjil had come to him. He wondered if the old man cared that Wirritjil was gone. Trevor dismounted, walked over and squatted a short distance in front of him.


  Charcoal kept pounding at the seed. He muttered, ‘Boss.’ He didn’t look up.


  Trevor’s shadow stretched as the sun went behind him until it almost touched the rock in Charcoal’s hand. Trevor inched closer. ‘Wirritjil, she with Miss Emily, Boss William’s woman. They are lost, gone.’


  The rims of Charcoal’s eyes were red. His eyelashes had long ago turned in and scratched at his eyes, scarring the surface into a creamy blue opalescence. He followed the shadow on his hands to Trevor’s feet and up to the silhouette of his face.


  Trevor took some money from his pocket. ‘Money. Tea. Bacca. Nalijam, ngunyjum. Wirritjil. Where is she?’


  Charcoal turned away and pounded the seeds again.


  Trevor walked away. He took the reins of his horse and led him through the scrub. He sat in the shade, listening hard. There was little except the staccato of insects and the distant trill of a honeyeater seeking sweetness in wilting river blossoms. The sun glanced off the hard grey leaves of the thirsty mimosas, making the trees look as if they were made of metal.


  It was early evening when he heard a pause in the bush hum, followed by the crack of a stick. Two young men and a boy slipped across the sand in bare feet. They carried spears and clubbing sticks. One man had a small kangaroo over his shoulder. The men wore only nagam, but the boy was dressed in trousers and a rough shirt of burlap. Trevor recognised the ration clothes from Moola Bulla station.


  ‘Wait.’


  The three stopped. They looked at Trevor with wide eyes. Trevor held his arms high, hoping to show he was not dangerous. The men spoke to each other in low voices and laughed. Trevor smiled and let his hands drop. He walked slowly forwards. The men’s hands tightened on their spears.


  Trevor stopped. He acknowledged the men with a bow of his head and spoke to the boy. ‘You Gidja?’


  The boy gave a slight quick nod. His shirt was unbuttoned and across his chest were three healing horizontal cuts.


  ‘You from Moola Bulla?’


  The boy nodded again.


  ‘You done a bit of schooling?’


  ‘’Em bit engla.’


  The men had lost their curiosity and began to move away, the boy following.


  ‘You know old man Charcoal?’


  The boy kept moving.


  ‘You like riding a horse?’


  The boy turned back.


  Trevor pointed to his horse. ‘This horse here, he is yours, if you help me.’


  The boy didn’t understand.


  ‘This horse. For you. Follow track.’


  The boy shook his head and hurried to catch up with the men. Trevor followed them to the camp. The boy waited a few steps from Charcoal, who sat with the grinding rock resting in the palms of his hands.


  ‘Tell the old man I need him to help me find his wife, ngulngal, wife, Wirritjil. He knows she ran away, more ’n’ a month ago now.’


  The boy furrowed his brow and moved his toe back and forth in the dust.


  ‘Tell him I will give him tea, bacca. He can ride on this horse. We walk. No run. He tell me the way.’


  The boy rested the butt of his short spear on the arch of his foot. Trevor saw him steal a glance at the horse. The boy spoke to the old man. Charcoal shook his head and murmured words that ran together, no pause, no separate sounds.


  The boy lifted his head but did not meet Trevor’s eyes. ‘He say big rain bin come. Go after big rain.’


  ‘Big rains might be here for many months.’


  Trevor took bread and dried beef from his saddlebags. He broke the bread in his hands and put the pieces and the beef on rocks in front of Charcoal. The boy went over to a large tin of water, dipped a small basin-like labi in the tin, filling it and returned, putting the bread and beef in the labi. He sat it next to Charcoal so that it rested against his knee.


  ‘Where was Charcoal born?’


  ‘Big desert country thatta way.’ The boy pointed south-east.


  ‘Ask him how he knows the rain is coming.’


  The boy hesitated then asked the old man. The old man replied in slow mutterings that went on for some time and the boy laughed wide with strong white teeth, and the old man laughed too and then they were both quiet.


  The boy locked his arms behind his back. ‘He looks dat sky, see it comin’.’


  Trevor smiled. ‘You right there.’


  Charcoal began talking again, quick this time.


  The boy nodded and faced Trevor, looking right into his eyes. ‘There ’em snake, one, in the water, in the waterhole, river, them big all over, maybe underground, sometime he come up, we sing ’im down, sometime he travel longa bit, make rain.’


  The three were quiet. Trevor standing, the boy half his height and the old man sitting cross-legged in the dust. Trevor sat down. The boy did too.


  Charcoal talked as he pounded the seeds, which were now almost as fine as the dust on the ground. His voice rose and fell, he dropped the rock and held out his arms straight and made the sounds, ‘Kawk awk awk awk.’


  The boy was listening hard. He turned to Trevor. ‘He say ’em, all ’em birds. Him bin go, him bin come. Bird come with big sharp thissa one—’ the boy pointed to his mouth ‘—longa tail, he black and white, white here—’ the boy ran his hands over his chest ‘—blacka here—’ he held his arms out ‘—and bit blacka here—’ he pointed to his backside. ‘Them bird lay ’em eggs in nests not belonga him. All night he go kawk, awk, awk. Then rain come.’


  The old man laughed and nodded. He put his hand into the labi and picked out the sodden damper and slurped it out of his cupped hands. The boy pulled a strip of beef from the water, chewed it a bit and gave it to Charcoal.


  The women crept back to the camp with the babies. One looked at the fine seed dust being picked up by the slightest breeze and scolded Charcoal. In the distance other hunters were returning, jogging slowly, carrying kangaroo and turkey on their shoulders. There was sudden action in the camp. The women stoked the fires, dug oven holes, and others looked around for where the ochre and clay had been put. The boy disappeared, called by his hunting companions to prepare their game. Trevor was forgotten in the commotion.


  Trevor packed up as he listened to the talk in the beer yard. He slept in the bush and in the morning rode leading two horses. The camp was sleeping after a night of feasting and dancing but the old man and the boy were waiting for him. They said they would come with him for a bit. Trevor didn’t want to tell Charcoal that a stockman from Cicada Springs had been killed with a woman’s digging stick and that the police had sworn to have the murderer hanged.
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  A gleaming two-door Model T Ford was parked at the front of the Fitzroy Crossing police station. The station was empty except for two men: Constable Linklater, a large man with blond hair who stood at the door, and Sergeant Perez, a small wiry man with olive skin and a thin oiled handlebar moustache who sat at Linklater’s desk. In front of Sergeant Perez, on a piece of cotton cloth, were a gun and a piece of wood.


  Perez touched the wood with the tip of a silver letter opener. It rolled, revealing a burnt pattern of waves and dots. It was a dark-coloured wood that had been smoothed to a shine and shaped to a sharp point. The point and much of the shaft was stained with blood. Perez spoke as he rolled the wood. ‘My ancestors on one side were Spanish. Two great countries, Spain and England, came together in war. Countries of equal civility. The outcome was a good mixing. An enriching battle. Can you imagine the British when the Spanish Armada came sailing so bravely, all the sails full? Much of what they learnt then contributed to the greatness of British sea power.’ He looked up at the constable as if to emphasise his point. Linklater nodded.


  Perez continued, ‘Here, there is no meeting of minds. The gulf is too wide between the races. Savages cannot mix with an advanced society. Add the Asians. Smart but no order. Look at the scuffles in Broome town. I knew allowing Asians to stay and breed would cause problems. Throw the pearls down and those who have not sworn allegiance to the King’s order, they behave like dogs.’


  Linklater’s boots were tight; he wished he could sit and swing his feet onto the desk as he usually did. He was a heavy man, fair-skinned with cheeks that turned scarlet in the heat. He uttered a small ‘ahem’ as if clearing his throat. ‘It’s risky, that pearl diving. Lot of ’em die . . .’


  ‘They gotta work. Learn manners. How to bloody speak. They can’t expect milk and honey.’


  Perez pushed the digging stick hard with the letter opener. It rolled off the cloth onto the bare wood of the table. He stared at it. ‘Iron wood, a killing stick for goannas. A killing stick. Corresponds with Mr Tom Jeferies’ story.’


  Linklater shifted his weight a little. ‘Sir, I have never heard of a black woman killing. They just don’t. And why would she attack a man relieving himself?’


  ‘Who else would use this weapon?’ Perez stood up and marched back and forth behind the desk. ‘You saw the body. Brutal. The gun was likely his and he tried to defend himself but he was already close to death. It was sport to end him with his own gun.’


  Perez looked at Linklater and frowned at the continued doubt on the constable’s face. He raised his hands. ‘You know the native mind? Jeferies works for the Aboriginal Protection Board—think he’d lie? And if so, why?’


  ‘We will be questioning people from the camps, sir.’


  Sergeant Perez opened his eyes wide and his lips tightened. He sat down and picked up the gun, examined the smooth wooden grip with the polished diamond shape in the centre. He pressed the hammer. The barrel sprung open. ‘Yep,’ he said, as though he had thought about it many times, ‘a young strong woman, she could do it.’


  A single fly buzzed in the heat of the room and the shirts of both men were wet with sweat. Perez closed the barrel and laid the gun across a typed sheet of paper. ‘Jeferies insisted she was alone. There is a story that this woman kidnapped a white woman, and not just a white woman, an English woman of significant inheritance. Do you know where that woman, Mrs—or should I say Lady Emily Lidscombe, is?’


  Linklater opened the door; the air outside was as hot as inside. ‘No. John Calhoon came here with a Trevor Bayliss. They were searching for an Aboriginal woman and a white woman. Bayliss has been seen down the river bed and at the camps. We are trying to find him.’


  The sergeant stood. His clothes were neat and despite the humidity kept the lines of a careful pressing. He twirled the upswing of his moustache. ‘Do you know much about him?’


  ‘He and Calhoon weren’t getting on.’


  ‘Indeed. And Bayliss has disappeared. The answer, my friend, is most often simple and always the one which characterises human behaviour at its worst. Using those guiding principles, the story is Trevor Bayliss and the Aboriginal woman have something going on. They got into trouble somehow, needed to get rid of Calhoon.’


  Linklater frowned. ‘And Lady Lidscombe?’


  ‘Dead I would think, and the pair is probably responsible for that Aboriginal murder at Cicada. You know of it, don’t you?’


  ‘We don’t follow up all Aboriginal murders.’


  ‘This one seems connected.’


  ‘Connected?’


  ‘Jesus, Linklater. Black man murdered at homestead. White woman kidnapped. Same place. Calhoon was scared. He talked about it at the inn, about the black woman. That she had murdered before. What I don’t understand is the silence. We need to track the black woman. Warn the stations. We have nothing on Bayliss, so for the moment we are after the gin for murder, Bayliss for questioning.’


  ‘Sir, that may scare the pastoralists. End up in more shooting.’


  ‘Constable Linklater—’ Perez put his palms face down on the desk ‘—this woman has killed possibly her own kind, definitely our kind, and she is out there maybe with fire weapons. If we are lucky, Lady Lidscombe remains a hostage and is not a pile of bones left over from some ridiculous vaudeville ceremony.’


  Perez walked over to a metal-pressed box sitting on a wooden filing cabinet. He ran his hands slowly along the edges. ‘Lady Lidscombe has been gone for well over a month, apparently, yet no-one has visited Cicada Springs station?’


  ‘No-one here knew. To my knowledge her husband has said nothing. Cicada Springs is outside our jurisdiction.’


  ‘Outside your jurisdiction!’ Perez flicked open the lid of the box, straightened and faced Linklater. ‘This is a white woman. It has to be sorted out quickly. This country does not need another Aboriginal uprising. Remember Jandamarra? Seven he killed, some had families. Children left without the guiding hands of their fathers.’


  Perez took a brown envelope from inside the box. It had a circle cut in the middle showing the centre of a gramophone record. ‘Ride to Halls Creek, pick up a constable from that—’ he stared straight into Linklater’s eyes ‘—“jurisdiction”. Bring back Mr William Lidscombe. Tell him it is on His Majesty’s order.’


  Perez watched Linklater leave, his figure framed by the door growing smaller as he moved into the haze of the day. Perez returned to the metal box and lifted out a gramophone, put it carefully on the desk and attached a trumpet-shaped speaker. He cranked the handle on the side and as the haunting violin of a Bach sonata filled the room he crouched by a bucket of water, dipped in a clean white handkerchief and wiped the sweat from his face.
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  William sat on the kitchen floor with his back against the wall. His left thigh was swollen and red and blood oozed from the entry point of the spear. He had sawed through the shaft with a bread knife and cut the tip from above his knee. He gripped the frayed wood with pliers and, clenching his teeth against the pain, he pulled, but the spear did not budge.


  He must cut his leg open to get it out. He needed to gather courage; instead he had allowed himself to dream, to spend hours pretending Emily was stroking his face with one hand, a cool gentle touch, and in her other she had a towel soaked in water that she held to his lips.


  He had finished his rations of water. The cups lay sideways on the floor where he had thrown them. His thirst returned and he knew he had to go to the creek. He took his rifle and picked up two buckets. It was no longer just the pain, for his swollen leg would no longer bend at the knee and he could not move his foot, it was as though it was not his own and served only to burden the rest of his body with weight and agony. He walked moving his left leg from the hip in a wide arc.


  At the creek, he lay with his speared leg across his good leg so that the remaining shaft of the spear just touched the sand of the creek bed. The water flowed over his body. Above, the stippled branches of the river gums made clean lines against the blue sky. He felt a sudden solace in the starkness of the bush and the coolness of the water and, without thinking, he thanked God. ‘Heaven, here in this little creek bed.’


  He laughed then stopped, for it hurt. He fought against the desire simply to close his eyes and sleep. He felt his leg slipping and the splintered shaft sinking into the sand, pushing at an angle inside his flesh and gradually pinning him to the creek bed. He wrenched his leg free and ran, screaming, swinging the buckets, not caring that the water sloshed to the ground.


  In the house he moved sideways down the hallway, inching his right foot forwards and dragging his left leg behind. He gritted his teeth against the searing pain as he fetched letters and the notebooks of his poetry. Back in the kitchen he put the paper under kindling wood and made a fire in the stove. He poured what was left of the water from the buckets into a billy.


  A black butcherbird stood at the kitchen door. William picked up a piece of wood and threw it. The bird skipped out of the way, settled, and then abruptly flew a few feet away. He balanced on one foot and fixed his red-circled eyes on William. William picked up another piece of wood. His fingers were white, trembling with the tension of his grip. He closed his eyes and took a long even breath. When he looked again the bird had disappeared.


  He dropped the wood and moved quickly. He took the boning knife from its hook on the wall and sliced away the remnants of his trousers. He dipped the knife into the boiling water in the billy and held it high. The edge glinted. He ran the point along the pale skin of his thigh and gazed at the red line and the blood that seeped from it.


  Then it began, a whistling gasp in his chest turned into a deep rattle and he could not stop the coughs that came, tossing over each other until he spat the curd-like lumps from his lungs and windpipe. He fell back, exhausted, and the knife clattered to the ground.


  He slept fitfully through the one night and another, sucking the remainder of the water from the billy. He woke with his lips parched and sticking together. A fly crawled across the floor onto the wound and he felt it nibble at the point where the spear pierced his skin. It was joined by another. He took the boning knife and struck at the frayed wood again, but it was stained with blood and his skin and muscles were torn and he was no longer sure what was wood and what was flesh.


  He longed for the interminable thirst to be quenched.


  ‘I will drink,’ he whispered, ‘and then I will cut my leg off.’ He laughed with relief at his determination. ‘Yes, I will.’


  He found three canvas bags in the store room and waited until the cool of the evening. The three-quarter moon was already bright. He lay on his right side and pushed himself forwards with his elbow. He stopped and started again. At the creek he drank long and slow. A dingo came, snarling and sniffing, edging back and forth. William pulled a branch from a tree and waved it, snarling back. The dingo sat on his haunches, the moonlight gleaming in his eyes. William slung stones towards it, grunting with the effort. The dingo sloped away but stopped at a clump of tea tree and lay down with his head on his paws, almost hidden but for the shine of his eyes.


  William stretched across the stream, positioning the canvas bag so that the flow of water would go easily into its small opening. He heard voices upstream and saw a thin plume of smoke coiling through the sky. There was a crack of a stick by the side of the stream. He blinked and focused. Hazy shapes of a woman and a boy disappeared into the bush.


  ‘Help!’ he called out.


  They were gone.


  ‘Damn it.’


  He grasped onto the trunk of a slender gum bent over the stream gum and hauled himself up. He hopped a few steps and fell. He dragged himself and the three bags over the stony ground and scratchy lawn to the kitchen. He slammed the door shut and let his body fall and his consciousness melt away.


  He dreamt of himself and Emily picking fruit from the trees on the estate. It was summer and butterflies fluttered with blue and white wings.


  ‘You are my butterfly,’ said Lady Josephina. Her goldtinted hair shone in the sun.


  The Earl took a blood-red apple from Emily’s pail and handed it to William. ‘Here is your name, take it to your heart, Lord William Bayliss.’


  Emily clapped as he bit into the apple then laughed as the dry dying fruit rasped on his tongue.


  The thirst came back. He sweated. The light from the moon was feeble in the stone-walled room. He felt cold. Shapeless monsters with bleeding sores on their bodies and feathers around their heads came and went. A pack of dingoes with human faces loped into the kitchen, urinated on the walls and left. The damned black ghost kept swinging on the tree, reflected in the window, even in the shadow behind the door.


  He slashed at his leg. He hacked at his leg. It bled black blood. The pus oozed. The spear stayed.


  In the morning he was exhausted, exhausted of fear and thirst. He had spilt the water, or drunk it. There was none left. He tried licking at the salty sweat at the side of his mouth and on his shoulders.


  The kitchen door opened. William grabbed his gun. There were no bullets. He had sprayed them at the monsters and the black ghosts. The walls and windows were full of holes.


  A thin, scraggly black hand pushed a tin into the room and retreated like a gnarly snake.


  He pointed the gun at the tin.


  A wrinkled face appeared at the door close to the ground. ‘Mister.’ The hungry gin tipped the tin with her hand. ‘Kurrngam.’


  He heard the water slosh.


  The woman shuffled, crouching, into the room. ‘Bacca?’


  William nodded.


  She held the tin to his lips and he drank. She put it by his side and made her way to the cupboards.


  12


  Fire


  ‘Yuwinji. ’im come.’


  The clouds came layered, rolling big and purple. Fires sparked by lightning blazed, sometimes low and unhurried across the grasses, sometimes in furious gulps, eating spinifex and leaping into the trees, sizzling and sparking with the oil of the leaves.


  For several days Wirritjil and Emily travelled westwards in the scrub between the river and the rough pindan track that went to Broome and Derby. They hid when carts and horses passed. A Dodge car chugged by, a box with bug eyes, its narrow wheels crawling over the rocks, a small tray on the back full of boxes and the occupants shadowy and straight behind the glass. Wirritjil dived to the ground, crawling away as quickly as she could.


  Emily walked, hardly feeling the ground, not noticing the sky. What had happened seemed incomprehensible then terrifying; a world was fading from her reach. Wirritjil came up beside her and steered her away from the road.


  Emily grasped at Wirritjil’s belt. ‘I killed a man.’


  Wirritjil nodded and looked back to the road.


  Emily swung around. ‘Where can we go? The sea—can we go there?’


  Wirritjil didn’t answer. She knew the stories and songs to take them there, but it was the wrong time of year. Everything was different since white people had come. They were forced to change their rhythms to fit these new people, to travel stories in a season when they were not meant to be travelled. Her husband said soon new stories would come and the white people would understand. Wirritjil thought about the new story she would tell her children of how the white woman turned into a wirrilijkel and flew with coloured wings into the sky and the Wandjina gave her eyes so she could see all the animals.


  Whenever there was dust distant on the road she threw leaves and dirt over herself and Emily and they sat motionless in the speckled green and grey of the bush. Three policemen and an Aboriginal man in policeman’s clothes cantered fast along the road heading towards Fitzroy Crossing.


  ‘Policem.’ Wirritjil pointed to their disappearing figures and hurried across the wide river bed heading north-west away from the road.


  They came to country that was a sea of waist-high maize grass, empty of grain and rippling in the wind. The yellow of the grass was broken with mounds of sharp grey rock and castles of black anthills. In the evening, clouds peppered the silvery blue sky like the scales on a black bream, or tumbled storm-blown with the sun behind.


  Wirritjil pointed to the new growth on the boab trees. Above the bulbous trunks, green buds of leaf and white flowers adorned the uplifted branches as if making an offering to the rumbling sky.


  Wirritjil sang, as she always did, to the land, turning back to face where they had come from, waving her hands low and wide as if to include all land, all beings.


  ‘Make ’em grow,’ she said.


  Emily lost track of the words that Wirritjil used for lightning. There was the lightning that rose in the clouds like a heart’s pulse, muderra, huge silver sheets that dazzled the world for a few seconds, manan, the waves of light from the centre of a storm, menan, and the jagged razor sticks, menan menan, that struck at the earth. The lightnings all had stories. So did fire and rain. Wirritjil told Emily that the freshwater crocodile stole the people’s firestick and was going to put it out. The green parrot rescued a coal and flew away with it, that’s why it had red on its wings now. Emily struggled to listen.


  Fires came suddenly. Wirritjil knew well before Emily saw or smelt the smoke. Sometimes Wirritjil ran towards the fire, spearing the lizards as they ran from it. Other times she told Emily they must run from the fire. It depended on the wind, the type of country and the heat and colour of the flame. Each fire was different. Each type had a different name.


  Fire became their source of food and their conversation with the animals. They spoke with the kilpa of the coming flames and later they ate him, singed and dying on the edge of the fire’s path. Wirritjil and Emily at times scurried in front of the fires with the lizards and snakes, or ran and hid like the goannas and the possums, or skimmed along with the whistling kite and the chicken hawks hunting the animals fleeing before the flames; other times they hovered like the black hawk and the crows to see what was left, dying or dead.


  Emily emptied her mind and thought only of the present moment, of the sounds of the bush, the feel of the wind, the need for water and food. To think of the moments gone and those to come only caused her grief. In such grief she would sink and pray for the ground to swallow her, and Wirritjil would sit by her and sing and wait until the wind tugged at Emily’s hair or a bird’s call interrupted Emily’s thoughts and she came back to where Wirritjil was.


  Water was hard to find and the drover’s leather bag was often empty. The red pindan scorched Emily’s feet and she hopped from hummock to hummock. After noon they slept in the shadow on the east side of an anthill. In the cool of evening they collected the brown seeds the ants heaped at the base, smashed them to a granular powder, added water and rolled the dough through the coals to give it a skin then let it cook slowly.


  Emily dreamt of rivers in England and of the water whirling about her, suffocating her, but in her dream she was never rescued and instead the water slipped away to nothing and she would wake thirsty.


  Seven days out, the full moon rose fat and scarlet, a mirror of the sun as it burnt to the horizon. They were walking now on a hard-baked soil with patchy sheets of shale and nearby were low ranges of flat, finely layered rock. Emily knew now that there might be rock holes in this kind of country, juwerlenywerleny country. They searched but the rock holes were dry. Wirritjil dug a twisted scraggly plant near a dry waterhole and gave Emily a fleshy root to suck on. They walked through the night across the pindan under a sky that glittered with ruby stars and a smoky pink moon.


  They followed a meandering dry creek bed until they reached a depression surrounded on three sides by rock. Wirritjil dug between the shelves of rock with hard bark. The mounds of sand grew on either side and the hole was three feet deep when she came to moisture in a soil of mixed sand and clay. Emily climbed down into the hole, licked at the clay and coughed, spitting out the dirt. Wirritjil dug deeper. She made a hollow with dry grass and covered it with sticks, sand and clay on top, then dozed in the shade of a rock on the hot sand.


  The sun slipped towards the earth without slowing its heat. Emily lay in the hole wrapped around the grass hollow. Wirritjil gave her a reed. There was less than half a cup of water. Emily sucked so hard the reed collapsed and she threw it down, ready to cry.


  Wirritjil handed her another.


  In the evening there was more water. It tasted of dirt and leaf. When the moon was high there was enough to scoop in their cupped hands.


  They drank and Wirritjil lay by Emily, the ground still warm on their backs.


  ‘When fella go dead, one dem campfire go.’ She waved her hand at the stars. ‘When fella come back, mebbe not same fella, dem campfire come back.’


  Emily thought about the stars that never went out. Who would belong to that campfire, only those who never died, always here on earth?


  In the morning the water was inches deep. Wirritjil dribbled mouthfuls into the water bag. They stayed by the soak through the day, emptying it every few hours. As the sun lowered in the afternoon they set off westwards again.
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  Trevor loaded the horses with water bags and rations. Charcoal sat uncomfortably. The boy grinned with delight but was wary of the horse’s head and teeth. In a short time he was crawling over the horse with the tenacity of a fly, scrambling up its neck to slip the bridle on and off.


  The boy told Trevor his skin was Jangala, and that he was Juwurru Charcoal’s grandson. He laughed then and said he was Charcoal’s grandfather too, just like all other Jangala. He said Trevor should call him Jangala.


  Charcoal and Jangala carried bark pouches, digging sticks, a short spear and two long spears. The old man gave the boy his long spears to carry and Jangala beamed and held them resting on his shoulder as he had seen the old man do.


  They struck out along the Fitzroy River heading west. At first Jangala walked, leading Charcoal’s horse, and the old man gave directions. Trevor followed. Charcoal did not look at the ground or the passing trees for tracks or signs. All was blurred through his eyes yet he read the shadows and matched them with passing colours and changes of light caused by movement or a cloud high in the sky. He listened to birds, insects and the leaves in different breezes, and felt the moisture in the soil and in the air, and the strength and direction of the wind on his face. In his darkening world he could pick starlight and knew the constellations. He knew the time of day and night in the fuzz of light that was the moon and where it sat in the power of the sun.


  Trevor was uneasy. He wondered at his madness trusting the old man. He watched him closely, waiting for a slip of malevolence or an indication that he was tricking him and really out for revenge because of his wife’s indiscretion. He tried to remember the path they were travelling in case he needed to escape. He reminded himself that this old man was the only connection he had to Wirritjil and so to Emily. He had no choice. He kept his rifle loose across his saddle, and then wondered at his foolishness and his fear.


  Charcoal mumbled in his language. At first Trevor thought he was trying to tell him something, then he realised he was speaking to the boy, or someone else far away. At night, Trevor tried to stay awake as the old man drew in the sand and told stories to Jangala in the light of the fire.


  On the third day they turned at an angle away from the river.


  Trevor stopped. ‘Why are we going south?’


  ‘Women’s go thatta way.’ The boy pointed north-west.


  ‘Why we go this way?’


  ‘Horse more quick thissa way.’


  Charcoal and Jangala moved away at a slow steady pace. Trevor gazed at the sandy reaches of the river and back to the figures growing smaller in the distance. He saw Jangala’s hand waving, beckoning him forwards. He shook his head and, with a last look at the river, cantered to catch up.


  They crossed dry watercourses but soon the country became open with thin grasses and only patches of scrub. Jangala told Trevor it would be some time before rain. The flowers hadn’t fallen from the boab trees and he hadn’t seen any fireflies yet. Charcoal did not drink during the day and walked most of the way. He stopped abruptly at times and looked to a patch of scrub or a distant sand hill. The boy ran fast holding his short spear ready but usually returned empty-handed. He did not want to dig for goanna as it would take too long and a big hole would be a lot of work for one boy.


  On the fourth day since turning from the river they were travelling mile after mile over rises of rough sandstone rock with rivers of red sand in between. Trevor sifted the sand through his fingers; it was so dry and hot it seemed as if the movement itself might spark a flame.


  In the evening, Jangala dragged a black-headed python back to the camp. It was long and thick, clubbed and bloody around its head and with a lump in the first part of its body. They cooked it across the coals without gutting it and when they opened it, inside was a goanna. Charcoal chuckled and told the boy that he was very clever to trick the python into catching the goanna for him.


  Trevor came to understand that constant thirst was the way to travel, that need for water could be minimised by not thinking about it, by going slow, by sleeping in the hot hours, by not talking, not worrying. They replenished their water from two small springs in what Trevor thought were unlikely places along the way.


  A week into the journey Charcoal stopped at a scattered set of small stones no different to many they had passed. He dug deep and they came to rocks which were moist. He lined the sides with grass and soon water seeped in and after some hours it had settled and they drank.


  That night Charcoal took Jangala aside and in the moonlight he showed the boy how to hold the long spear. Charcoal half squatted and, with the spear balanced horizontally, moved forwards on his tiptoes, pinpointing an animal in the distance and drawing his arm back. He folded to the ground with a laugh and handed the spear to the boy.


  Before the sun rose the boy was awake, his hand tight around the long spear and his grin as wide as his face. His arm muscles tensed and he lifted the spear slightly, his toes stretched and his knees bent. Trevor watched as the boy worked through each step of the hunt of his prey, keeping himself stealthy and silent.


  ‘Hey, Jangala, what is your other name?’


  ‘Janarra.’


  ‘Little bit like that outlaw man.’


  ‘Him gone.’


  ‘He killed a lot of people.’


  ‘Him good spear, good gun. He know ’em that gun.’


  ‘Do you hate us?’


  Jangala Janarra sat up. ‘What dat?’


  ‘Angry at white people?’


  ‘What dat?’


  Trevor grimaced and clenched his fists. ‘Make ’em mad to kardiya.’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘He is Bunuba, you Gidja.’


  ‘He blackfella. Kardiya kill blackfella. He kill kardiya.’


  ‘I am a whitefella.’


  ‘Yeah, you whitefella, kardiya.’ Janarra put his hand on the long spear and lifted it a little. He looked at Trevor and there was no smile, just all the seriousness he could muster.


  [image: 9781743432976txt_0008_001]


  Perez knocked nails into a makeshift structure of stripped poles and canvas to shelter the Model T Ford. He walked around it, thinking about which way the water might flow if it rained. He strengthened the western side with another layer of canvas, for he knew most storms came from that direction.


  He considered the cart that the mules would drag behind the hunting party, estimating the number of water containers that might fit and what else they would need. The cart would always be a distance behind, maybe a day’s ride. It was a small insurance should they run out of rations.


  Perez knew he would need to relinquish his twice-daily wash. He would make do with a dampened rag. But he must, he decided, have his privacy, and as the highest-ranked officer he would have a tent he could stand up in. They would of course take swags and mosquito netting for the other police. Food, there was little choice; it would be dried beef, flour, tea and sugar. It was the supply of water that worried him. He had seen men brought out of the desert, their skin like yellow parchment and inside their kidneys were dried up and shrivelled. All water did then was to fill their lungs and add to the misery of their death. The rain would come, Perez knew, but it might taunt for weeks, recalcitrant in the bundled clouds.


  ‘I pray for an early light rain,’ he muttered.


  He walked inside and cranked the gramophone. He stood with his hands on his hips and listened to the rise of the violin, high and sweet then fading. He thought, as always, of autumn leaves lifted by the wind, gold against a dark blue sky, floating then fluttering to an earth covered with a fine white snow. He saw her in her fine flowing dress, her long black hair and Spanish eyes. She smiled at him and he would look behind to see if there was someone else and when he turned back she was laughing and beckoning to him. He would hesitate, thinking of his duties, and she would fade. He liked the fantasy, he liked the melancholy and he liked the fact that she was at his fingertips, all he had to do was play Bach. One day he would keep playing and she would stay.


  He wondered for a moment about taking the gramophone, wrapping its awkward bulk with its sharp corners in a blanket and securing it to a pack horse. He had brought it all the way from Broome for he knew in this hurtful land he needed the caress of the violin and the soothing, teasing vision of love to steady his heart and mind.


  ‘I will carry the music, here.’ He put his hand to his chest and held it there as he closed his eyes, thinking of the melody and the lady, both he had decided long ago came from heaven, then he smoothed his trousers and brushed the dust from his boots.


  Outside, he greeted the three policemen and the black tracker as they led their horses towards the police station. He gave them a summary of his deliberations. Horses and camels would both slip when the rains came but what was needed was speed. Horses it would be. He spoke to the officers individually, inquiring after their wellbeing and that of their families, commiserating at the great distances that separated them from those they loved. He paid special attention to the tracker.


  ‘Ferdinand—I believe that is your name—I will be relying on you, in truth, to lead us to the murderer.’


  The man, a half-caste, nodded and adjusted his belt on the new clothes he had been issued.


  ‘I understand you are from down the track, Carnarvon way, and you don’t know the people or language.’


  Ferdinand looked up and nodded again.


  Perez put his hand on the man’s shoulder. The tracker took a step back. The Sergeant removed his hand quickly.


  ‘It is probably a good thing, you not knowing them. Allows you to apply the law as requested without influence. You know the civil law, of course. You have been in a foster home for a bit?’


  ‘Little bit.’


  The face of the tracker was impervious, his eyes looking to some place far past Perez.


  Perez continued, ‘I understand your people. If you lead us quick, you will get a bonus. You will like that, won’t you? Flour, sugar, maybe even some coin.’


  ‘Thank you, Sergeant Perez.’


  Perez smiled at the man’s English and polite address. He gestured to a full-blood Aboriginal standing a few yards behind him, wearing dirty cotton pants and shirt, no shoes. ‘We have a man here, a local, to help find water. His name is Ned.’


  Ned stood tall but his eyes were focused on the ground.


  Although Perez wanted to leave immediately, Ferdinand took his time finding a lead in the maze of activity around the town site. He showed Perez the women’s camp. The sergeant found it difficult to believe that the shallow hollows in the ground and the scattered leaves at the base of the white gum could be evidence of anything at all and he wondered at the tracker’s authenticity.


  It was another two days before Ferdinand picked up the trail from the town, the prints of bare feet. Perez was elated.


  They rode out at daybreak, four men across, four pack horses and, behind, two blackfellas. Perez was out front, his back straight and his arm held up as if leading troops into battle. The horses were sleek, the policemen’s uniforms were clean and they held their rifles tightly. A few people had gathered to watch them leave. A man, who wore a tall hat and a torn shirt, called out, ‘Catch that stinkin’ gin.’


  Tom Jeferies rose from his small camp bed outside of his tin office. He stood in his singlet and loose pants and watched as the hunting party turned westwards. He sat back down. The heat came as the sun rose and sweat trickled down his face. He should go, get out now, but he couldn’t. He splayed his hands and his fingers trembled. He stared at the dirty chewed nails and the flabby digits spotted in black where the hairs entered the skin. He pulled a Bible from under the mattress and opened it to the first pages of the New Testament.


  ‘In the Beginning God created Heaven and Earth.’


  Black people were part of God’s earth. Created by Him. In God’s name. God put them here to test us, to see whether we care for all his creatures.


  He said out loud, ‘I will pray, Lord. I will pray for the Aboriginal people. I care for them. I do, Lord. There is nothing to forgive. I really haven’t done anything wrong, just . . . Well, it is difficult. You know. You’ve got to think of the long term. I care for them. I do.’


  Tom Jeferies watched the small crowd disperse. Two men walked by and they called up to him. ‘Pray for the Sergeant and his men!’


  Tom waved at them and made a sign of the cross.
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  Out of town, the tracker squatted next to the tracks he had found. One pair of prints indicated a slight person who moved lightly, a second pair was a stronger stride. Both prints were narrow; perhaps they could be young boys but more likely were women. He saw the marks on a tree where the wood had been torn and sugarbag pulled and he knew he had the right trail. He found a camp only half a day out and in the dust was a torn bark pouch with sixpence in it.


  Perez questioned the tracker, nodding in courtesy before he began. ‘Mr Ferdinand, are there signs that one woman is captive, being dragged? I presume it is not possible to tell from the footprints whether the person is black or white?’


  Ferdinand looked at the sun and thought about what his family was doing down south and whether the fish were running in schools in the shallows along the beach, and what kind of net he should be making.


  ‘The lady, sir, walking that direction—’ he pointed ‘—chasing a goanna animal lizard, now she coming back to the colour woman.’
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  On the third day of riding, Constable Linklater reached the ravine country with its serrated orange ridges and armies of spinifex spears. Here, men hunted wealth and played with survival, water was as elusive as gold. The track ran alongside Halls Creek, at this time of the year a mostly dry watercourse. In the evening he rode into the town, a collection of mud brick and slapped-up tin dwellings. The police station stood out, a solid sprawling whitewashed building. Constable O’Byrne sat in a central courtyard mending a bridle. He was a large man with a blustery face of big cheeks but his lips were a tight line and his eyes folded to slits against the weather and his work.


  ‘Lock-up’s full,’ were his first words as Linklater approached. ‘Black ’uns waiting to suck on government money.’


  Linklater handed him Perez’s letter.


  O’Byrne scowled. ‘I ain’t going nowhere until I get this here lot to Derby.’ He flicked his finger to the back of the police station.


  Linklater didn’t want to look. ‘Anyone else around?’


  ‘Timmins is doin’ a round, be back in a day or two.’


  ‘Guess I’ll wait.’


  ‘Nurse said that baby there at Cicada was stillborn. Not much yer can do, she said.’


  O’Byrne lifted up the bridle to examine his work. Linklater hesitated, wanting to ask O’Byrne for more detail. Instead, he walked away.


  The town had a small hospital, nurses’ quarters, a post office and a hotel. There was no mining in the town anymore, just panhandling at the creek. Miners camped out, a day’s horse ride, at Ruby Creek or Mary River mines. They came back weary from the long hours of pulling buckets of dirt from the mineshafts and the strain of living in hope of stumbling over a nugget or spying a dull yellow vein they could claim.


  Linklater camped near the creek bed. On the second evening he sat on the veranda of the hotel as the sun set and an army of stars marched out of the depths of the deepening sky. He watched four men walking up the road. They were filthy and thin. They passed him with expressionless faces as though he didn’t exist, or no-one existed, just the path they were travelling, which went straight to the bar. Linklater waited a few moments then followed them.


  Inside, the darkness of every shadow was amplified by the low light of the swinging kerosene lamps and the air was thick with cigarette smoke and dirt. That evening, like most, no-one cared for anything other than throwing the rum down their throats.


  ‘Whose claim yer come to protect?’ The voice had a thick Russian accent.


  ‘I am looking for some fellas, strappers, from Cicada Springs.’


  No-one replied but the place was suddenly quiet.


  Linklater spread his arms along the bar. He smiled at the faces of the grime-covered men. ‘I heard there was a damn fine singer in one of the station hands who came here for a bit, sings an Irish song.’


  ‘Ever’one sings an Irish song here,’ someone grunted.


  A big man wearing a shirt that stuck to his body like it was slowly becoming his skin let loose with a loud mournful ballad. Someone pulled the stool from under him and he fell with a thud onto his backside on the floor. He roared and the others laughed. Another handed him a mug of rum and there was no more singing. The conversation started again and the people of Halls Creek forgot the constable was there.


  Linklater edged over to where the four men were sitting, scowling into their rum in the corner.


  One tow-headed man stood up. He was a young man, blond if it weren’t for the dirt. ‘We ain’t done anything wrong.’


  ‘Nah, didn’t say you have. But there’s conjecture ’bout what happened out there. I’m lookin’ for advice.’


  One of the others, his face ruddy in the lamplight, shook his head. ‘Place is evil—stay away. Big crow will come down and eat yer.’


  Three of them laughed; their teeth were dirty and stained with tobacco. The fourth, the young one, sat down, silent.


  Linklater felt sorry for them. ‘You fellas should get outta here.’


  They turned away from him, except for the young one, whose eyes flitted across Linklater’s face and then back to the table to the mug of rum in front of him.


  Linklater went outside and sat on a rock in a mound of rubble at the veranda’s edge. After half an hour or so the blond man came out. He took a step forwards and back again, looking down the road then back inside the bar. Linklater decided he wasn’t more than a kid. He upended a small barrel and put it next to him, out of the shadow of the hotel. ‘Have a seat.’


  The kid sat and looked at the sky.


  Linklater said, ‘Not finding much of the yeller stuff?’


  ‘Nah.’


  Near the creek a lantern glimmered, the cicadas whirred and in the faraway hills a chain turned, clunking a bucket upwards in a shaft.


  ‘Would rather be back on the station.’


  ‘What’s stopping yer?’


  ‘Nothin’ right there anymore. Scary place. Snakes are waiting for yer. Birds are waiting fer yer. The whole place . . .’ He stood up. ‘Them crows they followed me here. I can’t get ’em away. Can’t get it out of my head. I can’t get outta here ’cos every time I try something goes wrong. An’ the priest, like, he came. I says to him I wanna tell you something, I wanna confess something. He says son, that’s why I am here, so you can clear your sins. I says my sin is that I saw something and I didn’t tell anyone. I tell him what I sees and he says God gives justice and God has given justice and that man has been given justice and it’s up to him in his death to face the Lord and justice. Like he knows more ’n’ me about what happened there. And I say I saw a man kill a man and no-one is telling. He says no, it was justice, that man there that you talk about, we know who he is, he has had justice from a Christian. I ask him, like, can a Christian act for God and he said sometimes that has to be.’ He stopped and scuffed the dirt with his boot.


  ‘What did you see?’


  ‘He was a good horseman, black or white or muddy, he was a fine horseman. The boss, y’know, he couldn’t even ride a horse, but he was a Christian. Is a Christian better ’n’ a man who knows how to ride a horse proper? He was real good with them cows. I watched ’im, y’know, and I knew what to do. He didn’t have—’ the man paused ‘—no airs.’


  The four points of the Southern Cross were bright in front of them and the cascade of the Milky Way seemed to be pouring its stars to earth somewhere out there in the desert. The moon, almost full, was high in the sky. Linklater heard the howl of the dingoes. He wondered about that, the howl of the dingoes, and he didn’t like it, right now.


  ‘What was his name?’


  ‘Jurulu. Them blackfellas called him skin name, like, Jawandi. He wasn’t from these parts but they took him, y’know; he had relations, right, ’cos of his skin. He told me it was the same ever’where, he had relations ’cos he knew his place, right. Ain’t that somethin’? You kinda got this pattern ’bout yer relations all over the earth, you might never have met ’em, hey, but they’re yer brothers and sisters, like.’


  ‘What happened?’


  The young fella sat and rocked forwards on the barrel. He closed his eyes. ‘Boss William woke us at the horse yards ’n’ he says that that man Jurulu, he done wrong. We keep saying what wrong? Then Mr Lidscombe he say he raped a white woman. We didn’t know what woman, wouldna ever thought his wife, his wife with baby, y’know. Ever’one got real mad. We wanted to kill him then and there. And I guessed I’d seen him talk to Miss Emily, never seen any blackfella talk to a white woman. I never seen anything else but that morning I figured it was enough to prove that maybe he could do that bad. So they marched him up to the homestead. Boss William says he wants to chain him up till the police could come, but we are walkin’ and he is getting madder and madder, and he marches him over to this tree, right, one of them old trees, ’n’ he says hey fella your baby is there under the ground dead, dead like you will be. That’s when I kinda twigged and I was hurtin’. Then the head stockman—you know his name, he is a strong fella, John—has his rifle out and he walking towards Jawandi pointing the rifle and I am scared. I am thinking I gotta step in here, that John fella is outta line, then Boss William he grabs the rifle from John and first I am relieved ’cos I figure he gonna stop it all and chain this bloke up. Instead he aims and he shoots him.’


  ‘William Lidscombe shot Jurulu?’


  ‘Yeah, and ever’one laughed. They laughed. Trevor, his brother, he walks away. He coulda done something.’


  Linklater was silent.


  ‘So then ever’thin’ goes wrong, nothing works, ever’one is cross, the missus she disappears and all the camp, all gone, then Trevor and John they chase the missus, and I figure I don’t figure it, I jes’ wanna get out of the place.’


  The strapper stopped. They were quiet and after a while his breathing slowed as they looked at the stars.


  ‘Thank you for telling your story.’


  The young bloke looked up at Linklater. ‘Was it right for me to tell yer? Was it right? Were Boss William wrong?’


  ‘You were right to tell me. Killin’ people is against the law till the truth is known.’


  The young fella wiped his arm across his eyes. ‘Where you going?’


  ‘Cicada Springs, work things out. You get outta here, nothing but fool’s dust here.’


  ‘Yep.’ He stood up straight. ‘Boss William he is a strong man but he ain’t right here and these blackfellas they have magic to break yer if they really want. I reckon they breakin’ ’im bad.’
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  The hunting party trotted along the road leading to the coast.


  The tracker and the local Aboriginal man travelled between the road and the river, weaving between the trees, their gaze on the ground, or sometimes on a lowly branch with a torn leaf, or a movement or sound of an animal. On the second day, Ferdinand, the tracker, had a message for Perez. ‘The two womans are following by three horses.’


  Perez tried to make sense of it. So the white woman was alive but not tied. Why didn’t she make for a travellers’ camp? A threat can be as good as chains. Bayliss must be following, leading two horses, maybe for the women. Bayliss, of course, didn’t want to be associated with the Aboriginal woman. They must be heading to meet at some safe point, make out the Aboriginal woman was a servant and force Emily Lidscombe to pretend to be his consort or perhaps his sister and escape on a ship from Broome. Perez became so certain of this line of thought and preoccupied with making the details fit that he did not ask the tracker any additional questions.


  Ferdinand found English difficult. He wanted the words to be perfect and he didn’t know how to say clearly that with the three horses were one muscular white man, an old man leaving signs of maban magic and a boy who kept throwing a short spear.


  The following day under an early morning sky brushed with waves of feathered clouds, Ferdinand put his hand up to halt the party. He walked in increasing circles, his eyes on the ground and the leaves and twigs of bushes, but his thinking was of the sea, of spearing fish and cooking them on the shore.


  ‘The horses travel that way.’ He pointed south-west. ‘Womans walking that way.’ He pointed north-west.


  Perez considered this. The parting of ways fitted in with the likely story; it was an age-old tactic. But where were the two parties going to meet? He considered how heartless Bayliss must be to force the women to walk.


  ‘We follow the women,’ said Perez.


  They left the river and headed north-west. Perez feared the loss of the certain water supply that the river gave. He ordered one of the officers to stay close to the full-blood.


  Initially the men made a good pace through the country. Ferdinand informed Perez that the displaced leaves and scuffed steps of bare and bush-sandaled feet were only two to three days old. Perez scanned the tracks and signs Ferdinand pointed to but he could not see anything in the jigsaw of loosened foliage and stones. He undid the top button of his coat to ease the heat a little and checked that the bristly fabric sat square on his shoulders and that the seams were straight and in line with the stripe of his trousers. He kept his back straight and insisted the officers did the same. He had no such traction with the blackfellas and it bothered him, the way they rode loose-stirruped and slouched.


  The country was rough and when it came to the rises and bluffs of sandstone they had to wait, circling their horses or sitting under what shade they could find, until the tracker came back with information. Only the local Aboriginal really knew the area, what country they might be walking to and what might be influencing the women’s direction. The tracker would confer with him in broken kriol, the language of a few common words.


  At the evening meal on the fifth day Perez took a wooden stool and joined the blackfellas who sat cross-legged in the dust. The Aboriginal men ate noisily, using their hands to ladle the stew from the plates into their mouths. Perez handed the tracker a fork. Ferdinand smiled and laid the fork carefully on the ground. Perez gazed into the fire and back to the faces of the men who seemed to be ignoring him, concentrating on their food. He couldn’t think what to say. He felt the skin of his forehead and temples tighten. He had never believed what others had said, that you had to sit with them.


  Perez put his stool aside and sat in the dust. He waited for a moment when Ferdinand was not chewing, for a polite time to ask a question. ‘Children? You have children?’


  Ferdinand nodded and continued eating.


  ‘And you, Ned?’


  The full-blood did not respond.


  The night was quiet, just the occasional spit of the coals. Ned ran his tongue across his plate and looked over to the big fire where the pot of stew sat.


  Perez tried to brush the dust from his trousers but instead it settled into the cloth. He made a little harrumph sound in his throat and smiled at the men. ‘I want to say that I like you both.’


  The full-blood put his plate on the ground. His forehead was heavy above his eyes, his lips protuberant and his nose large and flat. Ferdinand’s face, by comparison, was gentle with lighter skin, straight nose and eyes of a grey-green colour. Perez thought it would take one or two more generations for the blackness, the Aboriginal features, to be hidden, to be diluted sufficiently. He felt sick at the intermingling that would be required. There should be a better way.


  ‘Ned, do you know this woman we are hunting? This woman?’ Perez pointed into the darkness, the direction they were headed in. ‘We only know her name is something like Weary. She is from Cicada Springs near Halls Creek. Cicada Springs.’


  Ned remained silent.


  Perez repeated himself, making the words slow and clear. He saw there was no sweat on the face of the Aboriginal man, just the dust, light on his skin in the firelight. Perez was close enough to look into his eyes, black and unyielding, flickering with the light of the fire. Perez saw the unevenness, the keloid of the scars on his chest where he had loosened his shirt, the cuts down his legs, the leanness and the lines of his muscles. He knew Ned could throw a spear and bring an animal down from a distance so great that most men would not be able to discern what type of animal it might be. Perez tried to stop the thought that he admired this man.


  ‘You know her?’


  Ned did not reply or give any indication that he had heard.


  Ferdinand stuck his plate in the sand and wiped it clean with a handful of coarse grains and a piece of grass. He lifted his chin towards Ned. ‘This man is Bunuba, the woman is Gidja.’


  Ned waggled his fingers. The movement and the smile with it were almost imperceptible.


  The tracker grinned and said, ‘Sometimes Bunuba and Gidja going to the same ceremony.’


  ‘Ceremony?’


  ‘Dancing. Ever’body dancing. Mans and womans.’


  Perez frowned and was quiet for a little while looking at the red dirt on his boots. He pursed his lips hard then smiled and raised his head to look at the two men. ‘I like dancing too.’


  ‘Hey, hey.’ Ferdinand laughed and Ned nodded with a soft chuckle.


  Perez beamed. ‘What is Gidja?’


  ‘That is colour woman’s people.’


  ‘Her tribe?’


  Perez felt the skin on his face go cold and tight. They knew her tribe. What else did they know? Did they care she was a killer? He looked at the plates covered in sand close to Ned’s naked leathery black feet. Looked at his heavy brow and depthless eyes. He remembered the sentiment uttered by whimsical poets, sensible men even, that were was something of the savage in all men.


  ‘God help us,’ he muttered.


  He looked to the other fire. The pale faces of the three policemen were turned towards him. He felt foolish. He stood and raised his voice, ‘That is clear then. Any allegiance with the person or those associated with her will be dealt with swiftly and harshly.’


  That night, Perez couldn’t sleep and he sat on his wooden stool surrounded by the canvas walls of his tent and mesmerised by the flame of the lantern, which he decided was symbolic of his ambition. Light in the darkness. Civilisation and honour: that was why he was on this earth. The heart of a true man was a civil heart.


  He surveyed his tent and was reassured by the order of it. His swag was laid out on the floor in a neat rectangle, the sides smoothed and straight. In a line nearby were his rifle, notebook, pen and canteen. His boots were near the foot of the swag, with the socks draped, correct side out, over the top. He slept with his handgun tucked into the belt of his evening trousers. His saddle, whip and bags were by the opening of the tent. If he had to move quickly he could do it in absolute darkness.


  It was hot in the tent and the insects scratched on the canvas trying to get in to the light. Outside the leaves shook in a growing wind and the blackfellas sat at the edge of the camp watching the clouds gather, listening to the voices of the white men, then to the silence, and not saying anything.
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  Charcoal took them into sand dune country. Trevor felt naked as the land and the sky reached under his skin, preying on the sustenance of his body. He pulled his shirt around his mouth and nose, and his hat low. He dared not look to the sky where the clouds rumbled and enticed for they were charlatans playing with his mind, eventually passing by or dwindling to a mockery of feathery remnants. He was relieved when Charcoal turned westwards, no longer headed into the great belly of the desert that he had heard stretched all the way for thousands of miles almost to the south coast.


  The old man seemed to have a new energy. He laughed often with the boy and his aged black skin took on a smooth sheen. His eyes remained opaque and blue and the rims were bloodshot with the scrape of the in-turned lashes and the bites of the persistent small black bushflies.


  Trevor had not detected any anger towards him, although it seemed an unspoken rule not to talk of the women even though it was understood that they were moving steadily towards them. As he began to trust Charcoal he no longer worried about survival. His fear was whether they would reach the women before the police.


  Charcoal made sandals for Janarra out of tough fibrous leaves and bark from a shrub he called yakapiri. He twisted two strands of string from his headband, his wapuru, and stretched them between his big toes so they ran taut in a rectangle. He wove the fibrous bark of the yakapiri around the string and in the centre he placed a green twig. This was the sole. He made a thick strap an inch wide and high that went under the sole of the foot and a thinner strap that split behind the heel and joined the thick strap between big and second toe.


  They walked often in the night and always in the early mornings and late afternoons. Fires crackled under the lightning strikes. Janarra jumped from his horse and hunted with Juwurru Charcoal’s long spears, moving easily over the hot sand in his yakapiri sandals. He came back empty-handed and, without looking at Trevor or Charcoal, would take his short spear and come back with a small possum or nothing at all. The moon came up scarlet and big in the smoke of the fires and they walked late into the night until they came to a well, a jila, as Charcoal called it. Trevor was beginning to understand. A jila always had water, a jumu might have water but hardly ever did at this time of the year. Charcoal had many names for water, whether it was in rock or sand, deep or close to the surface, flowing or still, and what flavour it might have. Trevor would press them, asking whether it was jila or jumu they were headed to. Janarra and Charcoal delighted in his frustration. They said, ‘Mebbe jila, mebbe jumu.’


  It was at a jila that Trevor realised they would be staying for several days. He asked the boy to tell Charcoal that the police were almost certainly chasing the women and that they must hurry. Charcoal appeared unperturbed.


  The boy told Trevor, ‘He say dat girl know dat country.’


  ‘That girl,’ Trevor repeated.


  ‘Policem no good.’ Janarra grinned.


  Charcoal wanted to teach Janarra the ways of the desert. On the first day, Charcoal and Janarra returned from hunting with one goanna and some desert walnuts. Janarra was downcast. On the second day they came back with the same and Janarra’s chin was on his chest. In the late afternoon they sat and the flies swarmed on Charcoal’s eyes so thickly it was as if he were wearing dark glasses.


  Trevor took a small knife from his pack and a pair of leather pliers. Using a rock he sharpened the end of the pliers. ‘Janarra, tell Charcoal I will remove his eyelashes.’


  Janarra shrugged; he didn’t know what Trevor meant.


  ‘Tell Charcoal I will stop his eyes hurting. I can’t make him see better, but I might help the soreness.’


  Janarra stared at Trevor.


  ‘Him sick, these ones.’ Trevor pointed to his own eyes. ‘Make him better. Bit.’


  Trevor motioned for Charcoal to lie down and rest his head on his lap. In the brightness of the day Trevor could see the detail of Charcoal’s rheumy eyes, the thick eggwhite and blue scars that tracked across his vision and the stiff short eyelashes curled inward. One by one Trevor gripped each eyelash with the sharpened point of the leather pliers. He jerked at the lash and if it didn’t come out he cut it as short as he could with his small knife. He concentrated and Charcoal was very still. By the time he finished it was dark. Charcoal rose and blinked.


  ‘I killed men,’ Trevor said in a low tone. ‘I was told to. They wanted to kill us. I killed horses, the twenty in my care. I helped with the others. Hundreds. They were betrayed, the horses. I betrayed them.’


  Charcoal nodded as though he heard all he needed to in Trevor’s voice. He sat cross-legged and quiet. Janarra lit the fire and sat as Charcoal did. There was nothing to eat and the three watched the flames for a long while not saying anything.


  The third day at the jila, Charcoal and Janarra hunted again. and came back with only a pouch of seeds. They smashed the seeds, taking turns to pound, mixed the powder with water and a little ash and cooked cakes. The three slept hungry again.


  On the fourth day Trevor followed Charcoal and Janarra many miles, trudging through the red dust and ridges to a stony outcrop shaped like a horseshoe. Trevor could see there might be grass here in the shade of the rocks, maybe even new grass tricked by the humidity of the air. They crawled to the top of the rise. It was hot and there was no breeze. Down below, two thin kangaroos scratched at a smudge of new growth. Janarra crouched on his toes and lifted his spear to shoulder height. Trevor sensed what to do and made his way, silent and low, in a wide arc to reach the other side of the kangaroos at the opening of the horseshoe formation. He stood up. The animals took fright and bounded deeper into the curve of the outcrop. They resumed feeding, looking up every now and again in Trevor’s direction.


  The sun beat into Trevor’s eyes and he could not make out Janarra and Charcoal. He saw the boy’s silhouette briefly as a long spear flew through the air, low and far, straight into a kangaroo’s chest. The other kangaroo bounded up over the rocks. Charcoal ran, sure-footed and nimble, not pausing as he threw a short spear that lanced fast into the side of the second roo.


  Janarra’s pride was unmistakeable but he took great pains to appear solemn. The men walked silently back to the camp. Charcoal broke the legs of the kangaroo. Janarra prepared the cooking holes then flopped the animals over in the flames, singeing the fur. His skinny brown arms moved fast, working hard. It wasn’t until Charcoal mixed some water with ash and drew stripes on Janarra’s face that Janarra broke out into a grin and began dancing. They feasted that day and the following. Another day was spent preparing to leave, eating as much as possible, grinding the bones and the flesh, smoking it and packing it in bark and grass.


  On the evening of the sixth day they were ready to leave and they headed due west, resting in the heat of the day and walking through the night.


  The kangaroo nourished them for a few days but there was little else. Charcoal did not seem to want to slow now for hunting or collecting food. The next two jumu were dry. The rations of water were finished.


  The horses took one step at a time, their heads were low. The boy slumped. Charcoal sat straight on the horse. They took step after step through the relentless red sand. The bushes were few yet some had shy heralds of green. They took the new leaves from a stunted gum and sucked them as they travelled.


  They were moving through country that was like an ancient sea where long shallow waves had suddenly stopped and turned to sand, with small stones like bubbles of surf at the crest. They rested at midday and walked westwards in the dusk, the stars bright and sudden on either side above the line of the ridges. As the moon waned, Charcoal directed them north. Instead of walking in the troughs between the dunes they trudged through the sand to the top and down, crossing one after another. At dawn they rested on a large crest. Below was a single small tree with a canopy of curling brown and green leaves.


  ‘Ngarlka,’ Janarra whooped.


  Around the tree were scattered many hard nuts. Food—but it was water they needed. There was no surface water. Charcoal pointed to a spot ringed by dried grasses. He waited as Trevor and Janarra dug. Flying ants fluttered and buzzed around their faces. The sweat poured off Trevor’s back; he was surprised his body had any more moisture to give. Janarra’s skin was dry. He talked as he dug. He was excited.


  ‘I can make ’em good spear now.’ Janarra stood up and touched his cicatrices. ‘We stay here a bit. Plenty ngarlka. We gettum water. Dat kangaroo fella, ’im good tucker.’


  He strayed from the digging back to the tree where the sap exuded between cracks in the rough bark. It was crusty and sweet. He went back to work, hungry for water, for his tongue was too dry for the hard honey of the ngarlka tree.


  Trevor waved the flying ants from his face as he listened to the distant thunder rolling and peered at the clouds building in the west.


  It was then that Trevor realised that the armies, the tanks, the charging bayonets tipped with blood had gone from the skies. He waited, turning to the south, east and north, for he was afraid too of the dullness, the weight of acceptance of death that threatened his heart and sat like a stone beside it.


  13


  Rain


  Emily looked at Wirritjil’s belly. She tried not to think of Joseph, not to see him. I must hunt for food for Wirritjil and her baby. I must find a nice young wallaby. She asked Wirritjil for her spear and practised launching it, feeling its weight.


  They walked now among low paperbarks and ground covered sparsely in clumps of matted dry grass. The soil was dark and parched. It had dried, forming into crusted shapes separated by small chasms of dry dust. Here and there, skeletons of fish and small animals lay, turning into lace, melting into the dust. It was, in good times, moist swampy ground. There was no sound, no birds, no whirr of insects, just the sun and the haze that went on forever. There were no wallabies. Emily gave the spear back to Wirritjil. No food, no water, just the mirages, the shimmer, the shimmer of madness, the madness of life, life then death. Then death.


  ‘Is he here?’ Emily whispered.


  ‘He here.’


  ‘We will die, Wirritjil.’


  ‘Walangkernany make ’em rain.’


  Wirritjil kept walking in the silence of the waiting land. They came to grasslands again and the friendliness of scattered boab trees. In the distance was the irregular line of a low limestone range. The flowers on the boab trees were wilting and boab nuts of many seasons hung by withered stems. Wirritjil put her foot on an exposed root and her hand on the trunk. She pointed to the nuts and to Emily’s belt.


  Emily lifted her slingshot. She brushed away a couple of flying ants that came close to her face and took aim at the stems of the boab nuts. They came easily. Wirritjil dug with her digging stick at the base of the boab and struck at its roots, tearing away fibres. She smiled at the food and strode away, heading for the ridge, almost disappearing before Emily could catch up.


  Emily did not want to hurry; she was weary again. Weary from the thoughts that circled her like mini storms, bearing her away to madness, and she clung to a dream, a dream of diving into water and the water was alive, a being itself, and it held her and comforted her. Sometimes it was Wirritjil that came through the storm of her thoughts, soothing with the touch of her earthen hands, but the dream became tainted as she remembered. Wirritjil had been careless, fishing in the moonlight.


  Ahead Wirritjil was waiting for her. Emily decided the Aboriginal woman wasn’t leading her anywhere in particular, just making a big circle. They would get old together in the bush and never see anyone again. Maybe that was the only choice. That or to be hanged.


  It was long after sunset and Wirritjil was checking her direction by the stars. They reached the ridge and waited and when the clouds cleared a little they moved on, feeling their way between the arches and the precipices, the bones of a long-ago deep sea reef. At dawn they scrambled to a deep overhang that narrowed into a cave protected on three sides. Old ash littered the floor and the roof was black, the mark of campfires from ancient times. On the walls were painted outlines of hands and groups of lizards with dots and squiggles in their bellies. Emily sank into the coolness. They had no water but Wirritjil seemed unperturbed. She hunted around and found a stone that had been smoothed by many years of pounding, placed a boab nut on it and with a sharp rock cracked the nut, releasing a white powdery flesh. She ate quickly. Emily licked at the sticky substance, but it was sharp in taste and dry; she reached instead for the fibrous roots from the boab tree and was relieved at the slight moisture. Her mind began racing with the thought that Wirritjil had secret plans.
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  The police followed the women’s tracks deep into the country west of the Fitzroy River and south of the Oscar Range where Jandamarra had led the Bunuba people in rebellion.


  On the first few days Perez had made opportunity of the night and the fullness of the moon, but the clouds often made the night dark and Ferdinand could not see the track clearly. It was Ned who seemed to know where they would be travelling. Perez had to use the light of day and he urged the men to keep up the pace, either trotting or cantering.


  On the eighth day after leaving Fitzroy Crossing, Perez sent two policemen back to replenish supplies from the cart. One constable was left, along with Ned the Bunuba man and Ferdinand the half-caste tracker. Perez felt uneasy and kept a tight hand on his gun.


  They skirted fires that crackled slowly in smoky arcs or retreated hastily from sudden fierce flames. They lost the tracks and camped for a day, and again for two days near burnt-out grasslands while the full-blood and the half-caste tracker worked together to find the path again. Perez thought how the women’s tracks to water, although infrequent, were more reliable than Ned, who seemed to wander pointlessly. The wells the women had dug were often dry and they had to dig again and scrape for the dirty water.


  They came to plains country with waist-high dry grass that was easy tinder for the lightning. Ned walked away from the main party carrying water bags, disappearing in a zigzag pattern through the man-sized anthills. Perez didn’t like the ant mounds, considering them good cover for natives. Ahead were small bluffs of menacing-looking rocks and the fat boab trees that also could hide hostiles. Bayliss could be here, Perez thought, waiting to make a rendezvous. He twisted in his saddle often, looking deep into the scrub, afraid of a long spear that might come hurtling out of anywhere.


  As the sun set Ferdinand showed Perez a flurry of small depressions in the sand at the base of a boab tree. He pointed to a couple of twigs bare of their nuts and lifted some broken shell from the ground.


  Perez tightened his hands on his reins. ‘When?’


  ‘When sun is up there.’ The tracker drew his eyebrows together, concentrating. ‘Noon.’ He nodded towards a low set of hills across a grassy plain.


  Perez considered what to do. Thick clouds were squeezing the remaining light from the country. The hills were perhaps ten miles away. They had little water, the two constables had not returned, the horses were tired. He knew they should camp.


  Ned walked from the darkening east with one arm holding empty water bags, two lizards hanging from his belt and a small wallaby over his shoulder. His shirt was off and he was smiling, his teeth white against the blackness of his skin.


  Perez shouted, ‘We are moving on.’


  Ned put the wallaby on the ground.


  ‘Yes, sir,’ said Ferdinand and went to help Ned with the game.


  Perez and the remaining policeman stayed mounted, expecting the Aboriginal men to strap the game to their horses. Instead, Ned and Ferdinand gutted the wallaby. Perez considered shouting at them, ordering them on, but the night was almost black and not a star shone through the thick blanket of clouds.


  Ferdinand and Ned cooked the lizards lightly in the flames and ate hungrily, the fat and blood dripping down their chins.


  The policemen ate their dried beef stew away from the heat of their fire. Perez rationed the water, half filling two enamel mugs for himself and the constable. He gave none to the Aboriginals.


  Perez sat back from the coals of the main fire trying to soothe his nerves, thinking of reasons why he should not be angry. He looked over to the two Aboriginal men. He could see white clay marks on Ned’s cheeks. He imagined the man’s eyes saying nothing, just flickering with the fire. Perez rose and strode towards them. They were chewing on bones. Perez stopped. Ned’s chest was bare, his police-issue shirt at his feet, full of bones and stained with blood and meat. Perez turned back and bent low to go into his tent.


  He didn’t light the lamp. He walked in a small circle, his head and shoulders bowed. He should order everyone to pack up, ride. They were so close. Perhaps Ferdinand could track by firelight or Ned would be able to find his way to the ridge, the clouds would clear now and then. The two police must be close behind, he had made sure the trail was well marked, and surely that range would hold water somewhere. If only he knew how to find it, if only he could be certain.


  Perez undressed and measured ten slow drops of water from his flask onto his kerchief and wiped his whole body down. There was little moisture left and the rag was dark brown with dirt. He lay naked, savouring the brief coolness. He heard the long hoot of an owl that was the same every night, as though it was travelling with them and reminding them to sleep and of something else that he could not quite fathom. The horses stamped once or twice and a small breeze swirled into a sighing whisper. He lifted his pannikin and let a few drops fall into his mouth. He wished he had his gramophone so he could make the Spanish lady come to him, beckoning to him amid the sad, sweet sound of the violin. Make him cool. He wouldn’t turn away, he would sit with her on the snow, leaves falling around them and he would hold her hands, soft white adorned with rubies, heart-red rubies.


  Perez dressed and lay down again. He forced himself to think of high seas and the glory of the full-sailed armada. He made stories of the battles, of the victories. This usually helped him sleep, but this time he could smell the fire and the singe of wallaby’s fur. He saw in his mind the Aboriginal men eating with their hands, the goannas hardly cooked and the fat and flesh dripping. He saw John Calhoon, his trousers around his ankles and his chest with the torn scarlet hole. The restless thoughts came and went, the sailing armada eclipsed by savages chewing on bloodied animals.


  Sergeant Perez stood. He undid the tent flap and in a sure and controlled manner took the whip from the side of his saddle. In his other hand he steadied his handgun.


  He walked over to Ned, pulled him up from his folded sleeping position and pushed the muzzle of the gun into his back. The man woke wild-eyed. Perez jabbed the gun against Ned’s spine again and again. He felt the hot wetness of sweat on his face and his heart was racing, pounding as though he was the captive. He marched Ned to a tree which had a trunk thick and strong enough to tie him to. He saw Ferdinand rise and he pointed the gun at him, warning him.


  Perez whipped the full-blood. The strikes tore through the skin, crisscrossing old scars with new cuts. He hit until the man’s back was a mass of red and the flesh fell in frayed pieces. He kept going until his arms ached. Ned slumped on the tree as the sky lightened. Ferdinand sat with his back to the bloody ordeal, his eyes were closed. He was on a seashore with his family and they were dancing in a trance, changing into the clouds or becoming the terns that ran along the shore or the fish in the shallows, hiding from white men.


  Perez felt the presence of someone else. He turned. The constable stood dressed and staring. Perez’s hand went to his collar. It was undone. His shirt was askew, his trousers and boots flecked with blood. He dropped the whip and walked away. In his tent he washed, using all the remaining water, scrubbing his body hard with a wetted kerchief. He fought against the desire to go out and whip again. He emerged from his tent clean and his uniform was neat.


  The constable had untied Ned. He had used strips of cloth to hold moist tea leaves from the billy against Ned’s broken skin. Perez took a chain from his saddlebag. He tied the policeman and Ned together.


  ‘We have no water—take him and find some. Ferdinand and I will go forwards.’


  Perez and the tracker moved across the plain towards the low-lying range. Ferdinand was slow and Perez threatened to beat him. The horses stumbled, thirsty and hungry. By sundown they had moved only a few miles, but the ridge was close. The chained pair returned, with Ned sitting down every few steps and the constable waiting for him to rise. They had one billy full and a gallon bag half full of tepid water. Perez allowed Ned a small ration of food and half a cup of water.


  ‘You understand now?’


  Perez tied Ned to a tree using tight coils of rope around the man’s torso so that he had to sit upright, his back against the bark.


  The men slept fitfully unable to suppress their thirst. It was an early grey dawn when Perez saw Ned was gone. The ropes had been cut with a knife.
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  Wirritjil sat with her legs folded under her, watching the rolling clouds crowd the western sky. Lightning shot from the darkening swell, sparking fires on the plains. It gathered in ferocity and speared the land repeatedly, and in between, the thunder hardly drew breath. Smoke spiralled from the plain as if there were dozens of camps. The land was dry, empty. It waited with all the power of life under it. All it needed was water.


  Emily’s tongue was swollen and dry, her skin like paper. She thought about death. She thought of all the teachings she had learnt in church. She did not want to go to heaven. Jurulu would not be there. Joseph would not be there. Wirritjil couldn’t come there. They were all sinners. She knew they were sinners because they were born black. The devil took black people from hell and put them on earth. To tempt us to hell. I want to be with them. I want to die and go to hell.


  Emily said aloud, ‘She is tricking me.’


  Wirritjil came close to Emily. ‘He come soon.’


  ‘Jurulu?’


  ‘Rain.’


  Emily pulled at her hair as though that would stop the thoughts. ‘What is hell like?’


  Wirritjil concentrated, listening.


  ‘Hell.’ Emily’s voice was raspy. ‘Where you come from: hell.’


  ‘’Ell?’ Wirritjil put her hand on her belly.


  ‘You know Jesus?’


  ‘Jesus. Moola Bulla tell ’em. That fella Jesus. He good fella.’


  A breeze came into the cave. Emily straightened. It brought with it a sweet smell of wet soil, of rain. Wirritjil went to the back of the cave where orange dust and pieces of white clay were heaped against the wall. She sucked her finger and painted stripes of light brown on the front of her thighs and down her breasts. She put white stripes next to the brown and added orange alongside. She walked past Emily out to the sky. Emily peered from behind her. A grey curtain unfolded from the clouds and came galloping towards them like a herd of horses.


  Wirritjil began to chant, shaking her legs, moving back and forth in springy steps, her arms beckoning the rain. It came in big fat drops, streaming over her body, the ochre and sandstone dust sliding in streams down her shining skin.


  Emily crawled out from the shelter. She felt the drops caress, massage then pummel her skin. She opened her mouth and the rain ran over her dry tongue, across her parched throat. She sucked and sucked at the water. Her mind cleared in the coolness and wetness. She took Wirritjil’s arm and mimicked her shaky leg dance and they let the rain rule over them.


  The lightning streaked across the land and lit by its brilliance were two women with their arms waving high in some kind of wild prayer to the sky.
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  Perez rode out front, ahead of the tracker, they could see the boulders of the range and where it was cut with gorges and tumbles of rock. He called back to the tracker, ‘They must be close.’


  Ferdinand didn’t answer, didn’t make any effort to speak, nor did he look for the telltale signs of the women’s movements.


  They wound through patches of high grass and stretches of bare ground in which boab trees stood as if in some serious secret meeting. The trees became fewer, just occasional low paperbarks, and they walked on caked soil lined with tendrils of dried water plants. The clouds were so low and dark it seemed at times that they would be engulfed.


  Perez dismounted and walked alongside Ferdinand. ‘I had to beat him; he wouldn’t understand otherwise.’


  Ferdinand turned away, pretending to look for tracks.


  Perez saw the rain coming from the west and smiled. He would be glad to be wet and to drink.


  The rain didn’t come gently, but loud and strong. At first, Perez was buoyed with energy by the boundless water, the spectre of thirst banished. He let the rain drench him and the small party continued. The range was close. The women were close. The tracks would be gone but there would be other clues.


  The rain eased a little and Perez could see more detail, the dark mouth of a cave, a shadow line of an overhang not far away, a few hours at the most. He searched for the smoke of a single campfire, a straight lone smoke from steaming ashes.


  Yes. He was sure. A thin line of smoke. It came above the range, perhaps from a shelter on the other side.


  The dried vegetation tore easily and the fine black soil underneath turned quickly to mud. The horses’ hoofs sank and lifted with sucking squelches. Each step required more effort. A cold wind followed the first onslaught of the rain, coming hard across the open plain, sweeping from the north-west. No-one spoke and the horses put their heads down, trying to turn so their rumps faced the wind. The two policemen whipped them on. The rain began again, so thick they could only see a few yards ahead.


  Ferdinand pointed to a rocky rise. Perez had to accept the tracker’s advice. They watched the countryside around them turn into a lake. Perez struggled with his tent, fighting against the rain and the wind, until at last he was inside, yet it was damp and all he could do was watch the drips form inside and fall mercilessly. The wind stopped and the rain eased, the heat came back with insects that burrowed under their clothes and bit continually. Steam rose from the plain and the night was black and the stars and the moon were hidden.
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  South of the Fitzroy River the massive storm bringing the mukurruny, the first real rains of the wet season, rolled into the desert. Juwurru Charcoal had taken the karrpakji from his bark pouches and was clapping and singing in a low voice, sitting cross-legged and facing north-west.


  Trevor and Janarra were in the hole that was already four feet deep. Trevor licked the salty sweat from his lips and wished he hadn’t as it stung on his dry tongue.


  Above, the clouds were racing, falling across each other in steep black billows, the sun striking through in places with white swords as if raging for battle. The red dunes and ridges were iridescent in the starkness of the lightning, mottled with the premature green of early birth.


  The clouds clashed in growling thunder and Janarra climbed from the hole, jumping and laughing at the sky. Trevor felt moisture at the bottom of the dig and he sucked the tips of his fingers.


  He stood to see if water would pool in the soak, and as he did clouds crossed the last shaft of the sun, thunder cracked above them as though it would split the earth and the rain came roaring from the north-west in a wall of water that hit and soaked them in seconds. The lightning flashed in a sheet that lit the streaming silvery tumult of the desert. Trevor saw Janarra’s grin and his shining skin, and Charcoal’s eyes white and staring. He looked up and as the lightning came again he saw the Wandjina in the clouds flying, mouthless and haloed.


  [image: 9781743432976txt_0008_001]


  William lay on the stones of the kitchen floor. His body itched and he was sure he was covered in scorpions. He screamed. The snakes in the ceiling came writhing down to strike at him time and time again. He called out for Trevor to bring his gun. His mother appeared, emaciated and drunk. He shouted at her, ‘Kill it! Kill the snake!’


  Outside there was a war. Not a war. He could smell it. Rain. He rolled onto his belly and crawled, brushing the stinging scorpions from his eyes. He pulled himself to the door and lay across the threshold. The rain fell on his face and into his mouth. He was swimming, drowning. He dug his hands into the softening earth. Snakes were slithering all around. He threshed his arms, trying to push them away. They reared their heads, threatening to bite. A coolness came and the snakes began to back away, to fade. William felt his breath slowing, becoming even. The icy cold and the burning heat melded into nothing. No roughness of stones, no smell of wet trees, no sound of war. The rain had stopped. William wondered if he had died. He lifted himself in the mud.


  The snakes and scorpions had gone.


  ‘The knife,’ he whispered. ‘I must cut this thing out.’


  William cut through the flesh. It didn’t bleed, but oozed a blackish foul liquid. He picked at the wood. It was rotting. He pulled at the splinters, digging them out with bits of dead tissue. He fell back exhausted, took a deep breath and worked as fast as he could before the demons came back.


  He pulled himself across the floor to the billy that held the drying bleach mixture. He steadied himself and poured it into the wound. He gritted his teeth but was relieved to feel some pain in the numbness of his dying leg. He shredded cotton flour bags and bandaged the limb. He wiped his brow and rested, then massaged his thigh, trying to push the fresh blood down to his foot.


  The calf was bloated and mottled different hues of blue, his foot was black and shrivelled. He looked at the knife again. He couldn’t do it, couldn’t cut right through his leg. The bone, he would never get through the bone. He sluiced water over his head and let it run down his chest. He needed to think. To gather courage.


  He took his rifle and rose to a hop, grasping at the wall, sliding, falling and pulling himself along like a crippled dog for a few feet. He shuffled into the room that had once been his and Emily’s bedroom and opened the curtains. Moonlight lit the room in cloud-broken shadows.


  ‘I am blessed,’ he said. ‘I am a prince. A prince of this land and—’ he stopped and gritted his teeth ‘—my name.’


  He pushed the muzzle of his rifle high into the upper shelf of the wardrobe. He thrust blindly and grunted, for he could not lift himself high enough to see.


  He felt it and with great effort swept the barrel of the rifle sideways across the shelf. A box covered in black velvet tumbled down.


  He sat on the floor with his back against the bed and opened the box. Inside was a silver revolver, small, shining, intricate. He took it out and kissed it. He cocked it and checked it for its one silver bullet.
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  The creeks were rising. Linklater hoped the rain would ease enough to let them return quickly. He wondered if it was raining this hard further north; he knew how quickly the Fitzroy and the Mary rivers would fill, impassable for weeks.


  The rain had made the day dark grey and as they approached the homestead it was the flash of a campfire that made Linklater look to the side. He took the horses off the road, the red mud flecking their legs. With a start he saw a boy, maybe seven years old, standing naked on a rock. He was a skinny child with a pot belly. He held a frog in his hands. Linklater slowed, the boy picked up a small rock and, using a sharp point, sliced open the frog’s belly. He held the frog to his mouth and sucked.


  Linklater stopped. ‘Where’s your camp?’


  The boy stared at him, the frog limp in his hands.


  ‘Camp?’ repeated Linklater.


  The boy jumped from the rock and Linklater followed.


  The camp was on a rise near the creek. Families sat under bowers or in the rain whittling at their spears and digging sticks. There was a pile of coals steaming in the open, and small fires hissing under the dripping shelters.


  The people rose quickly when Linklater appeared, wrapping firesticks and gathering the children. Two Aboriginal men remained.


  Linklater dismounted. ‘We are looking for Boss William. Whitefella boss.’


  There was silence and the rain was a constant beat, coursing in small waterfalls from the policemen’s eyebrows, the end of their noses and upper lips. The Aboriginal men were straight and naked in the rain with their spears sharp and tall beside them.


  ‘Gone.’


  ‘Gone where?’


  ‘Finish.’


  Linklater considered this. He glanced to the ground where rivulets were forming around his feet. He looked up again in the same breath but the men had disappeared. He scanned the camp and peered into the bush; he sensed their presence but couldn’t see them. There was just the curtain of water, and the smell of the earth and eucalypts strong in the rain.


  They headed back to the road. The rain eased as the sun set. Linklater surveyed the homestead. There was a slight glow from one window which might well have been an aberration from the light of the shifting clouds. They circled the buildings and saw the abandoned camps, the workers’ quarters with the doors wide open. They found higher ground and chose a cluster of trees with thick foliage and camped in the dampness.


  In the morning the clouds were broken strands of violet and grey and rain came in gauzy swirls easily blown by the wind.


  Linklater readied his rifle as he and Timmins walked across the cleared ground towards the house. The homestead and the yards were silent.


  They opened the kitchen door. The stench of rotting meat and smoke was overpowering. The stone floor was dotted with dark stains, in one corner thick and confluent next to a mass of splinters and a piece of buffed wood that looked to be part of an implement of some kind. A large dented tin can with wire handles had fallen on its side nearby and canvas water bags lay haphazardly against the wall as if thrown there. On the table were empty cans crusted with dried remnants of food and a billy with a white film inside. Flies were everywhere. Some buzzed lethargically, but most were dead and littered across the floor and on every surface as if poisoned.


  The rain began again, falling lightly on the iron roof. Linklater kept his finger on the trigger of his rifle. The policemen moved through the kitchen to the hall. They stopped and peered into a room with an open door. Light came in even lines through the half-closed shutters. The bed was dishevelled, an empty enamel bowl sat on the dresser and the door was ajar on a thin tall wardrobe in the corner of the room. Whitewash was peeling from the wall, pulling the grainy render with it. Timmins looked at a pale rectangle where a painting had sat for some time but was now gone. A large number of geckos bunched together in the corners of the ceiling were silent while outside the patter of the rain on the iron roof increased like new hands joining in a drumming.


  Linklater looked under the bed. There was nothing there but a small dilly bag with a sweet peppermint smell, full of leaves that were dry and crumbling.


  They moved slowly around a corner in the hall. Candlelight glowed from under a closed door. They heard a voice mumbling, rasping, rising and falling, like that of an actor practising lines but caught by a weakness that made some words fall apart.


  ‘Stars still your fires, let your light see my black and deep desires.’


  ‘What in the shit is that?’ whispered Timmins.


  Linklater made sure his rifle was ready and he eased the door open. He stepped back. A thick smell of fermenting decay struck him.


  William sat against several pillows on a high bed. He was holding a book open in his hands and his rifle was by his side. He wore a white nightshirt. His left leg was exposed. Black blood oozed from a multitude of deep jagged wounds on his thigh and the skin was all but gone, just scraps on the purple pulp of his flesh. Strips of torn cotton hung frayed around his upper leg and his foot was a dark blue.


  William turned towards the police. He seemed pleased to see them. ‘I am a fine poet. My wife loved my poetry. Would you like to hear some?’ His hand tightened on his rifle under the sheet. A small bound book fell to the floor, its ink-etched pages open. William’s chin sagged onto his chest and the words came slow and stilted. ‘The devil’s helpers marked by black sin . . .’


  Linklater moved slowly to the other side of the bed. William’s eyes were half closed, surrendered to recital. He saw William’s hand and the shape of the rifle. He lunged and wrested the rifle from William’s grip. It came easily. He threw it away, jumped back and levelled his own rifle at William.


  William continued, as though nothing had happened, ‘Stalk the land, hungry for prized souls, found in the purest of white skin.’


  ‘Enough!’ Linklater shouted. He nodded to Timmins who proceeded to tie William’s hands.


  William looked up. ‘Good officers, can you tell me where my wife is? She will tell you what happened. There will be no need to feel sorrowful. Strike your tomorrows, empty them of sorrows.’


  Linklater levelled his rifle at William’s head. ‘You are apprehended. I formally charge you, William Lidscombe, with the murder of the native known as Jurulu.’


  William laughed. The agony of his limb had eased. There was only heaviness and dullness, like it was no longer part of him. ‘Please, good gentry, put some water to my lips.’


  Linklater looked along the barrel of his rifle to William’s head. Timmins lifted his flask to William’s mouth.


  William drank, drawing the water in hasty swallows. He sat back, closed his eyes and took long deep breaths. ‘Take me to the people. The black people. Promise me.’


  Linklater shook his head. ‘No.’


  William coughed. He strained to make the words full, instead the utterance was feeble and thin. ‘I do not ask for anything, only forgiveness from the Lord and to say sorry to those who have suffered so greatly under my hands.’


  Linklater’s face was impassive. The rain hammered on the roof. ‘We ain’t goin’ anywhere too soon.’


  Timmins gagged as he tried to clean up William’s wound.


  William smiled at the constable’s efforts. ‘This is a good country,’ he said. ‘There is always someone . . . someone more wretched.’


  The policemen took turns through the night, one in the room with the sweat of sickness and the other on the veranda watching the purple and white lightning streak between the clouds, lighting up the curtains of rain washing the land. The sun rose with single rays breaking through the banks of clouds to a shimmering landscape covered in water. A cool breeze came through the house and the candle sputtered in the room of darkness.


  ‘Take me to them,’ whispered William.


  ‘I can’t bear this,’ said Timmins. ‘Let’s do something.’


  In the drifting rain they hauled a buggy from the shed and fashioned a plank for William’s leg. They wrapped their shirts around their faces and carried him in a hammock fashioned from a blanket. They braced his leg on the wood and tied it with strips from the sheets. They used cushions from the parlour to stop his body slipping and untied his hands so he could steady himself.


  William’s lips tightened as pain returned but he smiled to encourage the two men. He held his face up to the rain, closed his eyes and muttered, ‘Whispers the o’er-fraught heart and bids it break . . .’ His fingers scratched on Timmins’ shoulder. ‘Shakespeare.’


  Timmins brushed water from his eyes. The blanket was wet against William’s withered form. ‘Yeah, heard o’ him.’


  They put flour and tea in a tin box and loaded it onto the buggy. The going was rough and every foot forwards took considerable effort. The camp was a distance from the homestead, along the course of the creek. Linklater led the horses and Timmins pushed the buggy out of ruts and threw tree branches under the wheels to stop them spinning in the mud.


  William gave a small, burdened laugh. ‘Whispers the o’er-fraught heart and bids it break . . .’


  They reached the camp but it was empty. The rain trickled down the sides of the bowers, small squares of dry earth under some, others with small ashen fires.


  ‘We can put the tin here under one of the bowers,’ said Timmins.


  The thin boy who had sucked the frog walked into their view.


  ‘Aha,’ said William. ‘A representative party.’ He lifted himself on his elbows. ‘I would like to give this land to you.’ He waved his hand around. ‘All of it—it’s yours.’


  He turned to Timmins. ‘Write that down, that proclamation.’


  Linklater and Timmins were quiet. The rain poured down and ran off the sides of the buggy. The sheet had fallen from William’s leg and the flesh was black. The boy stood, staring at them.


  It was a sudden movement, a flash of silver. Timmins looked up. William had a small revolver in his hand. He lifted it to his forehead. Timmins sprung towards him. The shot was no more than the beat of the rain. William fell back, a neat red hole between his eyes.


  The child put his head sideways a little. He was listening for frogs. Suddenly, he dashed away.


  14


  Panariny


  Perez’s tent sagged in the rain and collapsed. The tracker absconded, disappearing in the night on foot. Perez was furious and shot his gun once into the dark wilderness as though the pot shot would find its mark by the will of God. The two policemen continued to camp in misery, the canvas of the tent draped across them and the muddied saddle blankets beneath them. The water seeped into the tins of flour and ran in white streams into the growing sea around them. Perez could see the constable was hungry and angry. He felt he had no choice but to order retreat.


  He stood with his hands on his hips, looking through the scattering rain to the sandstone ridge. He resisted the urge to run with his rifle towards it. Instead he said out loud, ‘The law will prevail.’


  They made their way back. The country that was dry before was now a swamp full of birds and snakes. They inched their way across it, leading their horses with the pack horses wandering behind. The mosquitoes and insects rose in clouds. It was unbearable, the heat, the moisture and the insects, as though the earth had become a vociferous being that wanted the policemen for itself.


  Perez was glad he had sent the forward party to warn the stations of the murderer at large. He was certain he would catch up with Bayliss in Broome and eventually snare the murderer. He hoped Lady Lidscombe would still be alive. It would be his failure if she were dead. It was a terrible thought that the police force might not be able to hold back the likely brutal retribution against the Aboriginal people. It could have been avoided. If they had only been able to move more quickly; if only the darned tracker hadn’t been so slow to start. This whole thing could have been nipped in the bud but now it would become an issue, one that would divert the Kimberley from focusing on progress.


  The rain eased and the constable begged to rest. Fog rose from the land under the drying blaze of the sun. The wind faded to weakening small gusts that whipped half-heartedly in eddies through the mists. Perez and the constable were for a moment captivated by myriad small rainbows that came and went like fireflies playing in the puffs of white.


  The constable took his hat off. ‘The rainbow is God’s promise that the big flood will never happen again. Now here are hundreds of promises.’


  Perez glanced at the constable. The man was bent over with a straight back, his hands stretched out as he tried to touch the fleeting colours.


  Perez wiped the mud from the shin of his boots. He reminded the constable to do the same.
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  In the cave on the range, firelight danced against the painted fishes and hands. Wirritjil walked in from the rain naked, her skin glistening. It seemed that in a day the earth had turned into a food basket. She held a goanna with a rough tail in her hands, and a number of small muddy yams, the soil loosened by the rain.


  She lifted the goanna. ‘Kilpany, dis one.’ She held up the yams on a stick. ‘Panariny.’


  They sat down for a feast, eating the food as it cooked, the goanna last. Emily sucked on the bones then spat them in to the fire.


  ‘You are too good to have come from hell.’ She smiled at Wirritjil, ‘and I am not going to heaven unless you can come with me.’


  She laid back, her belly was full, a small rise above the bones of her hips. The cave was warm with breeze eddying through it that was cool and fresh. ‘I must clear my name, our names.’


  She would be strong. She would be forgiving but William must confess. They must all try to understand it, suffer whatever punishment they were due. Only then would they be free. Emily bit her lip. Would they forgive her? Her mother, her father, Kathryn. Could she face prison? Death? Kathryn would understand. Kathryn would make things right.


  Wirritjil organised the cave in subtle ways that signalled to Emily that they might be staying. She made the sleeping hollows more comfortable, dried branches of leaves by the fire, took pieces out of her bark pouches and examined what needed maintenance, and looked to the tip of her spear as if considering fashioning a sharper point.


  ‘We must keep going, Wirritjil.’


  Wirritjil sat quietly. Her belly was round but not tight. She looked quizzically at Emily then stretched herself by the fire and slept.


  In the morning the rain came in sweeps across the country. On the third day, they had no food left. Wirritjil dozed in the depths of the cave or sat quietly on the ledge, letting her body bathe in the rain.


  ‘Wirritjil, we go.’


  Wirritjil shook her head. ‘Wait ’em rain go.’


  Emily picked up two digging sticks and left. The day was a metal grey with tufts of white and a cool wind. She knew now how to find the yams close to the surface, little bumps in the soil with tiny flowers tucked close to the earth. A sheet of water covered the country in front of her. Flocks of birds were descending with great calls and spins in flight. Ducks with patterned brown feathers and pink near their eyes paddled in groups, waders with long thin legs and beaks walked in stilted fashion in the shallows and geese skimmed across the water, still in the V formation of a long flight.


  There was a sudden flick in the grass and Emily pounced, her fingers wrapping around the tail of a kilpany. His scales were smooth and in a quick move he slipped from her grasp. He ran through the wet shrivelled grasses, his body rocking from side to side. Emily gave chase, yams falling from her pouches. They neared a deep pool and Emily dived to the grass as the lizard’s front feet sank into the water. She caught him by the tail, this time holding him firmly. She rolled on her back and swung him, smashing his body against the ground on either side until he was limp. She crouched in the mud, took out her digging stick and cracked it across his head.


  Emily took the yams and the kilpany back to the shelter. She cooked the yams using hot rocks and covered the kilpany in the ashes. She went to the ledge and washed herself in the rain that was now just gentle drifts across the land. She sat there for a long time watching the birds, wondering what it was that they all fed on, what could have come alive so quickly after only two days of rain. She thought of Jurulu and she remembered the song and strained to hear it. It was there, in elusive wisps among the birds and the fall of the rain.


  Emily woke Wirritjil and as they ate she fashioned two pouches of damp bark, one for Wirritjil and one for herself. In these, she placed hot coals wrapped in green leaves. Wirritjil stopped eating.


  ‘We have to go, Wirritjil. I must meet Kathryn in Broome. She might be there already. She is a very strong and clever woman. She will save me and you too. I have thought about it all. There were many men who saw the killing of the black man. They cannot lie under oath. And John—we were saving ourselves.’


  Wirritjil placed her yam at the edge of the coals. She looked up at the gallery and Emily followed her gaze. She saw the new hands there. Wirritjil rose and poured water from a rough bark laanturrji into a depression of rock that was stained with centuries of paint and now held fresh ochre dust. She mixed the water and ochre with a twig then chewed the end of the twig until it was feathered. The mid-afternoon sun came from behind a cloud and shone directly into the cave, lighting the lizards and hands on the wall, making their earth colours blaze.


  Wirritjil waited, resting on one foot, the skin on the curve of her belly shining, the mixture in the palm of one hand and a twig brush in the other. Emily put her hands flat on the wall next to all the other hands. Wirritjil painted around her fingers, the outspread thumb and down to the wrists. Emily stood back. Two new sets of stencilled hands, bright orange and touching.


  They gathered their few belongings and picked their way across the plain. The rain came towards them in occasional drifts and the sun was a weak grey disc behind the clouds. They walked first on fingers of rocky land, trying to avoid the black sticky mud. Emily used the mud to stop the insects biting, slapping it on until she was as black as Wirritjil.


  When the thunder and lightning came together over their heads, they huddled holding each other, hoping the jagged sticks, the menan menan, would not strike them. Every time they came to rocks Wirritjil would hunt for dry twigs under ledges and push them into the two coal pouches. In another pouch she put spare dry twigs. Emily did the same and their waistbands steamed.


  They built a bower of wet leaves and sticks and stoked a fire although they had no need to cook, for they still had kilpany meat and yams. They slept oblivious to the rain, damp but protected from the wind under the bower of gum leaves.


  Great flocks of water fowl quacked and honked in the amphitheatre of the clouds, and in the orchestra was the pip-pipping from the speckled streamers of sandpipers and stilts and only the pelicans were quiet, descending in great spirals, skidding, splashing to ungainly stops and then floating with grace.
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  Trevor, Charcoal and Janarra moved easily across the stony and sandy reaches of the desert. The rain had brought food and water. The water soaked into the dry sands, and they skirted lakes that came and went within a day. The rain stopped after the second day but in the north they could see the storms peppering the land.


  Charcoal walked steadily; his eyes had lost the hurtful redness and the swarm of flies had gone. He murmured to Janarra often, teaching him the ways of the desert.


  Trevor wanted to talk to him about Emily and Wirritjil, to understand why the women kept running, but he didn’t know how. He was grateful that the old man did not question him and that the boy was such an energetic, happy companion.


  Charcoal told Janarra they were coming to the country of the bush turkey, the pinkirrpal. Janarra made a new spear, a fine light short spear of different woods that skipped off the ground like a stone across water. They frightened a bush turkey that ran, tripping over his own feet before taking off into the air then falling before reaching any height as if he had forgotten how to fly. Janarra ran in pursuit then stopped, holding his hand to his chest, puffing hard. He handed Trevor his spear.


  ‘Chase ’im quick,’ he said.


  Trevor sprinted and threw the spear with as much force as he could. The spear went a few yards and slapped onto the ground. Trevor kept running until he was parallel with the turkey then dived to grasp the big bird. He crashed into the sand with just a tail feather in his hand. A short spear lanced in front of him followed by a flash of brown. The turkey went down and Janarra rolled with it until it stopped struggling. The boy sat up, holding the turkey in his lap. He hit the ground with his hand as peals of laughter came fast and unquenchable. Trevor waited until Janarra skipped to his feet and the instruction—of how to use a turkey spear properly—began.


  The turkey was a treat, roasted until crispy and cooked through. Trevor felt as though he were a lord, eating and drinking at will as they made their way in a gold and red canvas. The water was plentiful, every jumu was brimming. The trees and bushes flowered and the birds flew in chattering flocks to the abundant desert.


  In the evenings, the lightning struck across the land and the rain sometimes came. Charcoal spoke in language, determining the next day’s travel. Trevor began to distinguish the words. They were tangled in stories that were part of the landscape itself. Janarra listened intently, his eyes wide and his hand on his spear.


  As they moved northwards the bush became thicker. Trevor thought the trees, ragged or nondescript, of little value or substance compared to what an oak or an elm tree might be. For Charcoal, though, each tree meant something; some were likely to have grubs in the roots, others with galls or lerp on their leaves, new fruit or nuts, smokeless wood, medicine wood, good tree for making laanturrji, or this one with sap that could be chewed or used as gum to fix the spears.


  As Charcoal talked, Trevor asked Janarra to tell him what the old man had said. The three walked, talking and muttering to each other, stopping to inspect trees, rocks and plants, and the horses trailed behind.
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  Linklater and Timmins wrapped William Lidscombe in a white sheet. They dug through the mud under a bush fig not far from the homestead and lowered him down. Timmins shielded a Bible from the rain with a piece of wood as Linklater shovelled the wet earth over the shrouded body.


  ‘The body that is sown is perishable; it is raised imperishable


  Sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body.’


  Timmins carved a cross as Linklater stood at the edge of the fresh-turned earth under the old tree, its knotted branches sharp against the jagged red hills and slate sky. The light and the shade of the tree changed almost imperceptibly and when there was a faint rustle of leaves it was almost as if the tree were talking, whispering, and Linklater felt a sudden and inexplicably deep sorrow.


  Timmins knocked the cross in with a rock and read the words out loud: ‘The o’er-fraught heart.’


  They saw an old gin limping from the abandoned Aboriginal camp. She was covered in dirt and held a dead butcherbird in her hands. She made her way into the kitchen and sat on the stained stones. Linklater peered in as she laid the bird in front of her and spread its stiffening wings as if trying to make it fly again.


  The policemen rode away from the silent homestead knowing that the rivers would be running but they prepared themselves, deciding they would rather camp in the wet than stay in the house burdened with blood and ghosts. They waited by the creeks and rivers, watching for a lull in the flow, or tracked along the waterways to find a place where the water fanned out and was shallow. They splashed through, relieved to have another obstacle between them and the homestead.
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  Kathryn


  The Nordic steamed a straight course into the port of Fremantle. Sailing boats jibed out of its way with their canvas pulled close to the breeze on a sea that sparkled with the ruffle of the afternoon wind. Beyond the wide sheds of the port, the town was a collection of low buildings of sturdy limestone construction, some two or three storeys high with open ornate verandas.


  A crowd waited on the wharf with banners and bouquets of flowers. Kathryn could see there was an attempt to be like home, for the women and men were dressed in clothing suitable for London and the coming of a northern winter. Others were dressed loosely; men wearing white trousers with a thin belt at the waist, women with cloth of such lightness it clung to every contour of their body. Such was the contrast.


  A dignitary in a dark coat suit waited for her at the base of the gangplank. He waved a white handkerchief and shepherded her into a shining vehicle. The Ford motorcar with padded open seats had been driven close to the ship. Beyond it were less stately motorcars, horses and carriages, and trams waiting on crisscrossing tracks. She searched the crowd, for whom she did not know. She asked the Governor’s emissary to wait. A few of the crowd and passengers had moved away but most were engrossed in immediate revelry and it seemed they would remain for many hours. No-one was waiting with a message for a passenger.


  The motorcar travelled along the paved track that linked the port with the main city of Perth, nine miles inland. The road dipped down now and again towards the Swan River. It was the ocean slipping through the narrow port to become a wide blue estuary, and on its shores of stringy grass were large pale trees that had more branches than leaves, short blacktrunked trees with a shock of thick grass growing at the top and stunted prickly shrubs with dull flowers. Black swans glided across the waters as if they were in paradise and not in a land of such gangly awkwardness.


  Even in the excitement of a new land Kathryn took out the worn telegraph from her purse. It had come several weeks after the telegraph from William bearing the sad news of the stillbirth of the child. She read it yet again, searching as always for clues between the words.


  Dear Kathryn Lidscombe. Please come to Broome. Your sister is in trouble. Don’t tell CS. Jim Maley.


  Of course she had telegraphed Cicada Springs but there had been no reply, no more word from William.


  Kathryn was given fine quarters in the Governor’s house, and greeted by people of position and class as befitting her family’s rank. There were a number of telegraphs from her father beseeching her immediate return with Emily. There were no messages from Cicada Springs and none from the mysterious Jim Maley.


  The Governor’s house was rife with the accent and customs she knew. When the formalities were completed she was free to roam. She observed that the general populace was different; they spoke in a lazy twang and didn’t seem to care that the flies were bad and that the tea houses were of appalling quality. The town prepared for the celebration of Christmas by placing stunted fir trees decorated in ribbons and gaily covered boxes on their verandas and painting snowflakes on their windows. Kathryn sat in parlours with the wives and children of civil servants and prominent businessmen, sweating in desultory conversation, their hands working hard flapping fans, waiting for the heat of the day to be tempered by the afternoon sea breeze. Kathryn held herself back from determining the land was brutish. She had much more to discover, she decided.


  She read of the murder of a white man in the Kimberley, the murderer believed to be an Aboriginal woman. There appeared little motive other than a possible liaison and jealousy. The murderer was being tracked by an experienced policeman, Sergeant Perez, who was braving the harsh land of the Kimberley to do his job, which was justice. Kathryn reread the article. It unsettled her more than she felt it should.


  She could find out little more. The Aboriginal question was not a topic for the ladies and the men turned away as though she did not have sufficient knowledge or authority even to begin that discussion.


  Almost all advised her against going to the north on her own, some offering to accompany her. She argued against a chaperone, stating that Emily and William Lidscombe would be there to meet her in Broome.


  It was frustrating that it would be ten days before the coastal steamer, the Minderoo, left for the north.
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  Trevor, Charcoal and Janarra crossed the road that linked the port town of Derby with the pearling town of Broome in the south. It was another day’s travel due west across the scraggly pindan to the coast. They moved easily between the slender trees and salt-scathed bushes. Soon they heard the roar of the ocean and the red pindan became pink with the blown white sands of the beach. Fleshy vines with wide purple flowers snaked from the dunes into the desert scrub. Paperbarks with low branches and bunches of elongated leaves clustered behind the dunes, protected from the wind and nourished by the evening moisture.


  Charcoal held Janarra’s hand, holding the excited boy back, trying to tell him things and laughing at his craziness, for the boy tasted the salt in the air and heard the rush of the waves and just wanted to see.


  They climbed the dunes and Janarra rolled in the sand. He reached the top of the last dune and called out in fright, scurrying back to Charcoal. The three climbed together. The immense sea crashed on the shore in long rolling breakers.


  Behind the surf, the wind picked up the foam from the choppy waves in a deep green sea. The sky was clear except for a few grey clouds, some low and brooding, others drifting high and fast. Seagulls sailed or dipped along the shore in scalloped flight looking for whitefish and herring, or stood in twos and threes on the shore judging the wind. At one end of the beach was a wide arc of brown muddiness where a creek in flood had discharged its hinterland life. Here were mixed flocks of waders, brown, white, red and yellow, moving back and forth as though they were one animal feeding on where the creek streamed across the sand into the waves of the ocean.


  Charcoal led Trevor and the boy to a camping spot. It was among low paperbarks, a meeting place thousands of years old. In front was a midden, where families had gathered and cracked oysters and clams, and shelled crabs and crayfish. Over time the dune had become a sturdy hill of interlaced shells and sand.


  The boy took only a day or two to understand the strange country. He was driven by hunger and the need to take care of his elder. He saw quickly that the tide came and went and left food for collecting. They shucked the mussels and cracked the small crabs he gathered and added the shells to the midden. He was learning quickly the language of the sea.


  South of the midden the dunes gave way to a rocky cliff face, and here the ospreys hovered and plunged at breakneck speed, feet first, their sharp talons spread, disappearing below the surface to clutch a twisting fish and rising, shaking the water from their bodies, their mighty wings touching overhead and the fingers of their feathers splayed wide as they pressed down and away with their load. The sea eagles, whitebellied and black-winged, soared high patrolling the coast and out to sea, swooping to pounce on fish close to the surface or playing with the ospreys, cormorants and seagulls until the harried birds dropped their prey.


  The two men and the boy fashioned a raft and they fished with lines and spears when the ocean was calm or in the mangrove estuaries where the land met the sea and the tayiwule were fat and muddy with feasting.


  They saw the plump dugongs with their old-man smiling faces feeding in the shallow warm waters, and large turtles rising to the surface, peering all around and sinking away. Charcoal held up his hand and Janarra put his spear down. There was a season and a ceremony for killing turtles and it was not now. On the low tide, a great turtle with a patch of yellow behind his eyes would move slowly over the reef in front of the midden, his feet slip-sliding over the coral. He’d stay for a while and glance back at them as he made his way to the blue and white wash that let him float and took him to deeper waters.


  In the shallows they speared the stingrays. Charcoal showed Trevor and Janarra how to remove the innards and fry them in the wing flaps. They hunted for the big crabs in the mangroves, among the forest of roots that stuck out of the mud taking air through small breathing holes. They searched for the telltale burrows or the scuttle and flash of the bright orange shell. They dug furiously, beating the crab at his own game and grasping him behind by his back. Janarra seized the claws using both hands as Charcoal pierced the shell with a sharp digging stick.


  The clouds built up in the evening, plum-coloured and high against the red flame of the fire on the midden. The sun came through cracks in the dark sky and lit the sea in patches of radiant jade. When storms came with jabs of lightning and the growl of thunder the men and boy stayed in the bower, nestled deep amongst the paperbarks, roasting scallops and lily bulbs. Charcoal told stories of the bush and the dreaming. Trevor told stories of the war and was embarrassed that Janarra was hearing that men did such things.


  All the time Charcoal watched the bush and the birds along the shore and over the ocean, and Trevor watched Charcoal, waiting for the first sign that the women had come.


  [image: 9781743432976txt_0008_001]


  Emily and Wirritjil continued travelling west. Day by day the world flourished at their feet. Wirritjil looked for places from which they could catch birds, usually a fallen tree trunk with leafy branches or a rock next to a pond already starting with reeds and lilies. They hid and observed and when the birds’ alertness was low Wirritjil would slide silently into the water. The first time the flock of ducks flew away in a mighty rush and a strident chorus and Wirritjil rose, slapping the water and laughing. She soon remembered how to be an eel and the flocks no longer sensed her swimming underwater. Emily sat concealed on the shore, wondering which bird Wirritjil would pick. Soon she learnt to do the same, to swim low, deep, and zoom up behind an outlier bird, grasping the bird’s feet and pulling it down until it drowned. Ducks were the tastiest. Wirritjil could capture a young goose but the geese and swans were too heavy for Emily. Cormorants and snipes were easy to grasp but hard to drown, for they could breathe for a long time underwater. The small coots were fast and their short legs difficult to grasp.


  They pinched black-flecked eggs from the floating nest of the red-crested bird as he absorbed himself in hunting dragonflies, striding on his long thin legs across the lily pads. The geese needed distracting from their nests and Emily grew used to being chased as Wirritjil stole a few big delicious eggs.


  Emily learnt to sing songs with the sounds of the birds and make the chants back to the land to make all things grow.


  They headed south at a good pace. Emily’s hips swung and around her waist she wore a belt of animal fur, human hair and grass. Hanging from it were dead lizards, usually a bird, her slingshot, her digging stick and a bark pouch full of seeds and another full of fine bird bones to make fish hooks. They tied long straight sticks under their feet so they didn’t sink when walking in the thick mud. The grass came up soft and green, gentle on their feet, the babblers and the honeyeaters called to them and sometimes a bunch of lorikeets, the wirrilijkel, would follow them, flying in a noisy rainbow from tree to tree.


  Wirritjil became fussy with her food. She checked all the lizards. She wouldn’t eat woman lizards and she wouldn’t eat sugarbag or chew on bush gum. Her belly was round and high, the skin tightening across the front.
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  Turtle man


  For many days Emily and Wirritjil travelled south. The rain had settled to light showers and the ground was moist and steamy in places but easy to walk across. They came to the Fitzroy River. It was wide and brown on the flat plain and seemed sluggish, but the swirling eddies of leaves and sailing branches of torn trees revealed the underlying speed and power of the swollen waters.


  Wirritjil pointed downstream. ‘Thatta away mebbee janpawurrum.’


  ‘What is that, janpawurrum?’


  ‘Big one, eat ’em, fish, fella.’


  ‘Crocodile? Saltwater crocodile?’


  ‘We stay here bit,’ said Wirritjil.


  Emily crouched at the edge of the brown water. The wetted mud was higher than the shoreline. The river, for the moment at least, was subsiding. The eastern sky had been clear of storms for a few days and to the west were only threads of fine cirrus clouds.


  Wirritjil hooked floating pieces of wood out of the water. She made a raft of strange shapes, tying the broken branches with ropes of string and vine. She tested it and frowned as one log darkened quickly, soaking the water. She undid the bindings and began again. Emily kicked the fine-grained slurry of mud at the water’s edge and wondered how she had ever thought that mud was dirty.


  ‘Wirritjil, what if you could choose a moment and make it last forever—what moment would you choose?’


  Wirritjil was squatting beside the jumbled wood. She looked up. ‘Moment?’ she said uncertainly.


  ‘Yes, a moment is like right now, or that moment when we were swimming yesterday.’


  Wirritjil shrugged. She had learnt that from Emily.


  ‘I liked that moment that day in the clear pond when we couldn’t catch the ducks and they skidded across the water and all that gold and silver from the sun was falling through the water onto us.’ Emily laughed. ‘More gold and silver than Lady Josephina could ever dream about.’


  She squatted next to Wirritjil. ‘Little bit time.’ She held the tips of her thumb and index finger close. ‘Moment.’


  Wirritjil waggled her hand and got back to work.


  Emily sat back onto the ground. ‘It is all one big moment for you, isn’t it?’


  Wirritjil pushed hard with her feet on the wood, pulling the binding tight. She took a couple of strides into the bush and came back with a limb stripped except for the leaves at the end. Emily watched as the Aboriginal woman stood on the side of the river bending low, stroking the water, demonstrating how to use a tree-branch paddle.


  On the third day, the edges of the water had receded several feet and the small whirlpools and eddies had slowed. The cirrus clouds in the west had thickened with round deep edges, overlapping each other like fish scales.


  ‘We go,’ said Wirritjil.


  The raft dropped with their weight so that there was an inch or two of water above but it did not sink. Emily paddled furiously but Wirritjil just dipped her branch in now and again. They swung in a circle. Wirritjil pointed to a large tree on the other side a distance downstream. Emily realised then that she did not have to fight the river; small movements of the paddle would take them gradually across to the other shore. The two women eased the raft across. Wirritjil jumped into the shallow water. Emily scrutinised the water and the banks for any hint of crocodiles and stepped in. The raft spun slowly back into the main flow.


  They headed south-west. The rain came in patches and in between the fierce sun dried the land.


  They saw the straight line of smoke that comes through a chimney long before they saw the homestead. Wirritjil tugged at Emily to go around, but Emily was drawn to it.


  ‘We need clothes again, Wirritjil. We are getting close to Broome. Kathryn will be waiting for us. We should not appear like savages.’ Emily laughed at her own words and took Wirritjil’s hand. ‘Come, my savage sister.’


  Dark clouds, broken by the sun and chased by high winds, skidded in black pockets across the sky. The women crept past empty sheds and a yard that had a few horses and two chained, heat-bitten dogs that did not bother to look up. They paused at a line of stunted she-oaks at the perimeter of the homestead yard. The trees had tubular leaves knotted with cobwebs and the branches were dusty and smelt of possums.


  A woman dressed in a floral shift to her ankles and oversized riding boots pegged clothes on several strands of wire hooked up between two poles. A breeze whipped her dress close to her body and the clothes flapped on the line. She shaded her eyes and peered at the sky, then picked up her washing basket and walked into the house.


  There was one window in the back of the corrugated-iron building. It was a panel of iron and wood that had been propped open with a piece of wood. The back door to the house was a sheet of corrugated iron already rusting in places. The woman closed it behind her.


  Emily searched for a face at the window, but there was only darkness. She and Wirritjil edged back so they could see the front of the house. There the woman sat on a chair on the earthen veranda, sewing. Wirritjil pointed to a swirl of birds disturbed in the distance, and then another, closer to the homestead. They had to act quickly. Emily ran to the clothesline. She slipped the pegs off, pulling the clothes into a bundle, then paused, overawed by the feel of the fabrics. She wanted more.


  Emily’s arms were full. She ran to reach Wirritjil and they headed away through the scrub.


  They stopped where the bushes were close enough to give them cover from the house. They examined the clothes; dresses, underwear and men’s shirts. Emily laughed. She threw away the torn miner’s trousers hanging from her belt.


  ‘Shoes, we need shoes, we could go back tonight.’ She squatted down to examine the clothes. ‘So pretty! This one is for you.’ She lifted up a dress with velvet ribbons on the bodice, but Wirritjil had gone.


  Emily felt the woman’s presence. She turned around. The station woman stood a few yards away, her rifle pointed.


  Emily held the velvet-ribboned dress in front of her, hiding her nakedness.


  ‘Are you alright?’ The woman kept the rifle pointed at Emily. ‘Where’s the black woman, the killer? Where did she go?’


  The woman gripped the rifle tightly. Her scarf had fallen back and hair fell into her eyes. She stared into the bush, behind her and back. She began to circle Emily.


  ‘Help me,’ said Emily. ‘Help us.’


  ‘She kidnapped you.’


  ‘No.’ Emily shook her head.


  ‘Killed a white man, a black man and a baby. Are you alright?’


  ‘No. She didn’t kill anyone.’


  The woman jumped at the snap of a twig behind her. She spun around, waving her rifle into the bush. When she turned back Emily was gone and the clothes lay in a heap on the ground.


  Emily and Wirritjil ran. They rolled in the red pindan dirt and hid in a thicket of wattle, crawling through the dust and the prickly sticks. They heard the bark of the dogs and the thunder of the stockmen’s horses coming towards them. They knew they would be trapped. They crept away towards a muddy clay pan and dragged their feet through the sucking clay to a shallow stream fast-moving and milky with pale dirt. They took deep breaths, lay down on their backs and held the reed tubes from their lips to the surface. They heard the horses neigh and the gurgle of their hoofs sinking in the clay pan. They flinched as the men shot, discharging their rifles in the air or slicing the bullets through the mud.


  ‘The white woman!’ One shouted and the shooting stopped.


  The women’s breathing became strained and they blew what little air they had to stop the reeds collapsing as passing shadows of the clouds streamed across their eyelids. When they heard the horsemen moving northwards they rose, grey-streaked like wraiths, and headed south-west, running when they could.


  Emily looked back. She muttered, ‘Where is the black woman? Where is the killer?’


  The night came and the moon, fat and lopsided, rose just before the sun set.


  The moon was high when Wirritjil and Emily came to the dirt road that connected Broome to the north and to the port town of Derby.


  Emily stared at the road like it was an extraordinary thing. ‘Broome?’


  Wirritjil pointed south.


  She waited, but Emily did not move. They were naked and mud-splattered, standing in the open on a whitefellas’ road. Wirritjil smelt a fire and heard the braying of camels to the north. She tugged at Emily’s arm. Emily shook her away and took a step in the direction of Broome then stopped. Wirritjil waited. She heard the screech of a single flying fox that should be sleeping, folded in his wings, and heard the camels call out again, angry at something in the night. She pushed Emily hard into the scrub. They slipped, half running down the slight bank and tumbling over gnarled low shrubs. They righted themselves and sat with their backs against the grouped slender trunks of a wattle, camouflaged from the moon under the patchy shade of the leaves.


  They were still for a long time. The camels had settled. Wirritjil heard familiar night sounds and new sounds of this part of the country: the muffled woo of the button quail disturbed in its sleep and the pale frogs that cried out like hungry babies.


  Emily looked up to the moon. Her face was white and her eyes black. ‘They think it is you.’ She paused and then the words came quickly, quietly, falling over each other, stumbling and starting again. ‘I could—I could say it was you. They think it was you. That you murdered them all. I could be free. I could go back to Cicada Springs.’


  Wirritjil raised her head. She could hear the camels braying again, this time in a chorus of objection. They were being whipped awake. The camp was packing up. They would be passing by soon.


  Emily put her head down. Her mumble continued. ‘I’d pray. Pray to the Lord for you. Every day. I promise. You could go to heaven. I will pray so much you will go to heaven. You will.’


  ‘Miss, we go.’


  Wirritjil stood and eyed the moon, figuring the time they had and the best way to travel to Broome.


  Emily didn’t rise. She sat hugging her knees, rocking back and forth. She looked up at Wirritjil and whispered, ‘Let’s go to the sea.’
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  The two horsemen stopped at the road. They searched for prints, but the shadows in the setting moon were deceiving. The dogs growled to the west but the men felt certain the women would be travelling alongside the road to Broome or perhaps north to the port of Derby. They didn’t hear the camel train until it was almost upon them. The caravan was small, six camels with long snaking necks of jutting teeth and spitting lips, loaded with rigid boxes that slapped against their sides and leant perilously on top. A bearded man with a turbaned head and long dirty robes sat high on top of a load chewing a bone, swaying with the boxes and the stride of the beast beneath him. He had a whip that trailed almost to the ground. Two men walked carrying sticks and tapping the camels’ noses every few strides. One wore trousers and the other had folded his robes around his waist to a short skirt.


  ‘Where have you come from?’ called one of the station men.


  The man on the camel shouted back, waving the hand that held the bone, ‘River too big. Bastard.’


  ‘Seen any women?’


  The cameleer shrugged.


  The horseman trotted, coming close to the swinging loads. ‘Two, on foot, running from the law.’


  The head man shrugged again and threw the bone to the ground. The dogs dived for it, fighting over it in the muddy turmoil of the road. The horseman raised his fist at the cameleer. The cameleer laughed and the caravan moved on without a pause.


  The dogs had forgotten the hunt and the scent. The men dismounted and stood by their horses, discussing what to do. They could not agree. They squatted and lit rolled tobacco. The dogs crawled towards them but were stopped by the men’s scowls. As the sun rose, one man stood and stated that he didn’t like chasing women. The other was quick to agree and they made a decision. They would ride as fast as possible to Broome and alert the police. After that they could go home.


  The two men rode breathlessly, their hats low across their heads and their faces colourless. They galloped hard, thrashing through the bush on either side to pass the camel train. The cameleers slashed their whips in the air and the camels swung their heads to bite.


  It was late afternoon when they came to the edge of Broome. The ground was naked flat red dirt, streaked white with salt blown from the swamp pans that marked the land in the south curve of the bay. The sun beat harshly from a mottled sky and tin shanties at the end of mirages shone like silver and burnt into their eyes. Men dressed in Asian sarongs or loose pants rolled at the waist and the legs stood in small sullen groups. They held items such as rope, cardboard or pieces of leather slackly by their side. A few had long knives.


  The horses were glad to slow and let their heads and shoulders slump as they walked. Further into the town the men passed narrow streets that slanted away to the swampy south and were busy with shops and noodle houses. In a crowded lane across from the police lock-up, the two men could see women lounging on the steps of shops and latticed boarding houses. They smiled at one another as a woman dressed in coarse lace waved a red fan coquettishly across her face. If they had time they would visit. They turned their attention to the police station, a generous building with wooden verandas. Next to it was the lock-up, a small block building of stone and corrugated iron. In front was a sapling boab tree, bright with green leaves and creamy flowers.


  The men didn’t dismount immediately, for they were struck by a song that came from a nearby building. The building had little to distinguish it from others except for a cross on the apex of the roof. The children’s voices were quavering and brittle, the women held the song in the middle and the men’s voices were underneath like deep shadows. Broken notes dissolved in the muddle of the untrained choir or flew high and cracked, flailing arrows in the heat of the sky and the drip of the rain. The horsemen bowed their heads as the voices rose to a chorus.


  ‘Silent night, holy night,


  All is calm, all is bright,


  Round yon virgin, mother and child . . .’


  In the police station Perez was preparing to leave. He was exhausted. The simmering anger between the Japanese and other Asiatics had erupted over the last few weeks. Outright fighting and surprise attacks against one another, some even against the white leaders of the pearl industry, had occurred almost daily. The Japanese were certainly superior in their demeanour and they had networks and connections, yet the Koepangers, the small-boned dark Timorese, had stamina, the stamina of the serf. They claimed mistreatment by the Japanese, and the Malays tended to support their struggling brothers. The inspector had worked without stop; the townsfolk were frightened and every woman and child slept uneasily. He had multiplied the force from three police officers to hundreds by swearing in every white man above the age of sixteen as a special constable. As the town breathed again, the inspector finally rested but his heart was taxed and with his head on the pillow he drew his last breath. The death of the inspector had been a shock, coming as it did when the riots were settling.


  Perez had no time to grieve. All day he listened to the litany of complaints of the Koepangers against the Japanese and kept his eye on the Malays, who watched churlishly from the side. Somehow he had to rein in his own anger. He had to consider all sides and apply the law. It was an onerous responsibility but as the accusations flew he found it hard to determine which side was wrong or right and all he wanted to do was avenge the inspector’s death. Then there were the Aborigines, lowly, like a bony spur in his heel, irritating him, threatening to lame him in his real work.


  ‘In this small plot,’ he muttered.


  Young white strappers in from the wet season were causing trouble in the volatile environment. They didn’t realise their foolery was a form of arson, a match to fuel-soaked tinder. Their white faces stopped grinning when they were thrown in the lock-up. He put them in a crowded sweaty cell with no beds and only the corner of the concrete floor to shit in. He released them in the morning without charge and took pleasure in their relief and gratitude.


  Perez walked over to his gramophone where it sat on a polished bench. He had played it on his return to Broome but, instead of soothing him, the long notes of the violin had shaken him. The autumn leaves and the Spanish woman no longer appeared. He had examined the record time and time again and finally determined that the heat had damaged the grooves irreparably.


  Perez glanced through the window and saw the two station men on their horses with their heads bowed. The horses were layered in sweat and foam, the men’s shirts were wet and both horses and men were covered in pindan dust and streaked with red mud.


  The sweet strains of the Christmas carol did not prevent the sudden surge of anger he felt and the tightening of all his muscles. He knew immediately. He searched for his saddlebags and called to the relieving police officer. ‘Can we spare a couple of special constables?’


  Perez greeted the station men and sensed they were afraid. He felt sorry for them and at the same time he was enlivened by the thought of the hunt and the capture of the Aboriginal woman.
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  The two women headed west. They paused only to eat berries from their pouches and suck the clean raindrops from the gum leaves. They rested for a short time as the sun rose. The coals in their pouches were soaked with the water and the mud of the clay pan. Emily took out a digging stick but Wirritjil said soon they would be at the sea and they could eat mussels and make a fire, the slow way. They hurried, dodging the stunted bushes of the pindan and jogging across patches of baked mud strewn with flattened tussocks of old grasses. Wirritjil puffed, drawing breath in deep sighs. She stopped and put one hand on her swollen belly and the other against the rough trunk of a cork tree. Emily could not hear the dogs or any sound to indicate that the men were close. The wood swallows chatted and flitted searching for insects. A dark bird with blue on its wings flew across the tops of the trees in a rolling relaxed flight. He had no messages.


  She urged Wirritjil to rest. They sat cross-legged and Emily savoured the respite, the heat and the new smell of salt mixed with the dusty air of the pindan. She put her hand on Wirritjil’s belly. ‘What will Charcoal say?’


  Wirritjil smiled. ‘I tell ’im, ’im ngamarriny. He say ’im cheeky one, dat bird.’


  Emily took a berry from her pouch but she did not feel like eating. ‘Is this the place of the turtle man?’


  Wirritjil nodded.


  Emily reached out to touch a hermit crab shell close to her feet. The shell was light and intricate. It was empty, discarded for a better home. She found the tracks of the owner’s pointy feet and the scuffle where he had crawled from his shell. She followed the prints to another flurry and guessed that this was where he had found his new home. She picked up the empty shell and held it in the palm of her hand. ‘I don’t belong anywhere anymore.’


  She put the shell on the ground. It was pale against the stark red sand. ‘Not to yesterday, not to tomorrow.’


  Emily searched for more hermit crab tracks. ‘There will be another who will come and find this shell just right. It is a pretty home, don’t you think so?’


  Emily circled her fingers around Wirritjil’s wrist. ‘Wirritjil, my sister, her name is Kathryn. When she was young we called her Katalina, or Kata.’


  Wirritjil smiled. Emily’s voice was suddenly stronger, she seemed happy.


  ‘My father called her his gypsy girl. It was the fiddle music my mother liked for a while.’ Emily pushed her palm against Wirritjil’s palm and laced her fingers through hers. ‘Wirritjil, when you see my sister call her Kata.’


  Emily dropped her head to her chest for a moment then looked back into Wirritjil’s eyes. ‘My sister Kathryn, her name is Kata. You say Kata.’


  ‘Kata.’


  ‘She skinny one of me.’ Emily smiled. ‘Though maybe I am thinner now. She has a big nose. Bigger nose than me.’


  Wirritjil drew waves in the red soil and put two dots close to the waves. A bit further on she drew a circle. It was the midden. ‘We go dat place.’


  ‘And straight hair, black.’


  Emily’s eyes were shining, she was thinking of something far away. She leant against Wirritjil and they fell asleep, propped against the base of a skinny rough-barked cork tree.
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  Charcoal sat atop the midden watching the nimble shape of Janarra as he skipped across the reef looking for fish feeding in the light of the climbing moon. Trevor turned as he dozed in the sandy hollow he had dug for himself. Charcoal understood the man’s restlessness, the signals his body knew but he did not yet know how to comprehend. Charcoal wondered why white men had forgotten so much.


  He did not sleep. He watched the sky and listened to the earth. He listened to its music and its voice. He knew the women were near. He was uneasy, though, because he had not known whitefellas until he was old and he did not know how they influenced the sky and the earth or what their next actions might be.
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  Perez lashed his horse into a fast gallop, two citizen constables and one of the station horsemen followed. The lonely road, luminous in the moonlight, beckoned the riders on.


  They rode hard, pausing only when Perez felt his horse trip or one of the constables waved at him, pointing out the horses’ laboured breathing.


  The man from the station fell asleep as he rode. He slumped on his horse and woke again, tried to sit upright, but the cycle repeated. He raised his hand to slow the others as the first lights of dawn came. He looked around for the markers they had left.


  The men trotted in circles in the drying mud thick with the three-toe indents of camel prints. Perez saw the tracks of the three horsemen on the east side of the road.


  ‘You crossed here.’


  ‘Yes.’ The man from the station roused himself to sit straight in the saddle. He saw the branches they had piled on the side of the road. He pointed west. ‘Dogs wanted to go thatta way—was the direction the women were travellin’ before. Sometimes big camp of blackfellas out that way.’


  ‘Big camp?’


  ‘Yeah, meeting place, fishin’ ’n’ all that. Gatherin’ spot.


  Seems they do a bit o’ dancin’ there too.’


  Perez felt a shiver down his spine. Such a gathering would be protection for the women to meet with Bayliss. He wondered whether his special constables would be sufficient. They were alert and armed. He looked at the station man’s half-closed eyes.


  ‘I am sure we can handle this now.’


  The special constables insisted on rest for themselves and the horses and time to eat. They were voluntary citizens. Perez waited.


  In the mid-morning Perez raised his arm high and dug his heels into the horse’s flanks. The horse jumped and Perez pushed him to a hard trot through the scrub and the appointed policemen followed.
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  Emily woke during the night, surprised at the darkness and how long they had slept. The moon was low in the western sky. Wirritjil had fallen on her side, folded around her belly as though keeping it warm. Her black eyelashes were long on her moonlit cheeks. Emily circled her body around the Aboriginal woman. She heard faintly the faraway surf and with it the song again. She tried to catch it but it came and went and she fell back to sleep.


  The heat of the sun, burning high in the sky, woke her. She sat up and listened for any sounds of a chase. A slight breeze came from inland and picked up small whirls of dust. The chatter of the birds was unhurried. She felt they were safe for a moment. She hunted nearby for water and found damp leaves in a log hollow. She sat next to Wirritjil, watching her breathe, slow and even. She moistened Wirritjil’s lips and when Wirritjil rose they said nothing, just walked slowly towards the sound of the surf as if in a dream. Emily put her arm around Wirritjil’s lower back and her hand on the rise of Wirritjil’s belly. She could feel the baby waking, his feet kicking and his arms stretching.


  Soon they heard the rhythmic thunder of the rolling surf and a new birdsong that rose above the pulse of the ocean in a melody that ended in a sharp whip crack. Wirritjil pointed to the mangrove whistlers with bright yellow chests flitting among the trees.


  The women came to the dunes and climbed upwards, their feet sinking in the flower-strewn sand. On the crest of the dune they sat for a while, gazing at the wide blue of the sky and the deep green of the ocean. Wirritjil sang in a low murmur. Emily heard the long whistle and staccato si si si of the whistling kite. She lay back and watched the bird circling above her, coming low and lifting again, the tips of his spread wings dark and his tail a sharp fan turning as he looked down.


  ‘He has come to tell me something,’ said Emily.


  They walked to the water. On the beach, the wet sand was firm and grainy on the women’s feet and the breeze cool and salty against their faces. The waves broke from the green swell in a wall of white water, re-formed glistening smooth, rolling in and breaking again gently on the shore, spreading blue on the beach that was yellow in the late afternoon sun. Beyond the break, sleek black storm petrels rose in sudden sweeps, riding the early brushes of an approaching storm front. On the horizon black and grey clouds bubbled into the blue sky.


  The seagulls rose, flying sideways from the ground in front of them. Wirritjil and Emily sat at the edge of the waves’ reach, laughing in delight at the feel of the water on their skin. Grey sandpipers followed the waves back to sea, pecking at disappearing tiny shells. Long-toed stints and the black-headed terns ran in spiky movements, peering at the women, forgetting for a moment the gifts of food from the waves.


  Emily took a flint from her belt made of twine and hair and cut the belt. She laid it on the beach and admired the pouches, the bush tools, the pieces of useful grass.


  ‘You have taught me so much, Nyawama.’


  Emily walked into the water. The waves circled her ankles. She looked back at Wirritjil. ‘See? The sea has hands to hold you.’


  The two men and the boy were fishing from the shore in the estuary, pulling in a large tayiwul with a fine coat of glittering scales. Trevor held it tight, its muscular body twisting, as the boy blunted the barb on the strong hook of coral with a rock and the hook slid from the fish’s mouth. Charcoal lifted his face to the sky. He saw a sudden flight of seagulls and he rose slowly. Trevor sensed what Charcoal knew and he stood. He let the tayiwul slide back into the water. He saw the slight flicker of Charcoal’s finger. He ran with a start, his feet striking hard, heading north, bounding across the shells of the midden and through the slowing sands of the dunes. Janarra picked up his long spear and followed.


  Juwurru Charcoal stood still. His mind clouded, in a way he had not known before. He wanted to call to the boy but the words didn’t come.


  Trevor’s feet hit the firm sand of the washed beach. In the distance, he could see Wirritjil sitting on the beach and Emily’s thin figure moving steadily into the surf.
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  Emily felt the rush of the salt water against her legs. She dipped her hands in so that the water pummelled the insides of her wrists. She pushed through the tumble of the waves’ wash, pressed her hands together, took a deep breath and dived deep under the break. The rushing foam with spinning grains of sand was hard against her face. She surfaced in the quiet haul of the forming breakers.


  Trevor called back to Janarra, ‘Call out loud. Call out Emily. Emily. Point to her.’


  ‘Emmmmeee,’ shouted Janarra, and he ran knee-deep into the surf. He pointed. He could see her. Her hair was dark and she was like a bird resting on the ocean, drifting away.


  Trevor swam strongly, cutting through the surf.


  Emily floated in the silent heave of the tide. She could see white rumps of the storm petrels and the yellow of their webbed feet as they skimmed across the water. They flew in upward arcs among the grey-winged shearwaters cutting and gliding through unsettled breezes.


  Emily felt the water soothe her. She was tired. No yesterday or tomorrow. There was only this moment. She let the ocean take her down through the shimmering rays of the last light of day. Down, down until there was nothing but green and blue, and the silvery silent slap of fish.


  Float, float up. She remembered her father’s voice, so far away, so long ago. Push, palms down. She pulled her fingers together and straightened her hands. The water was smooth on her body, caressing her. She had touched his shoulder, his face, his lips. The crescent moon was blue and the whistling kite flew across it just before dawn. Jurulu was there and they had loved one another, and she had tasted his skin, salty like the sea.


  There came a shadow and with it a song. It was the song that was there on the night their hearts beat together, and in the trees in the morning as he lay dead with his eyes open and clear, and there in the cave where the Walangkernany had looked at her with his sharp eyes, and in the haze of the desert and in the mists after the rain. The song wrapped itself around her and the shadow came close.


  It was a man, a black man, half-caste, with hair tied with seaweed in a topknot, a necklace of pearl shell and a shield in front of him and one on his back. He had yellow feathers behind his ears and he swam like a turtle, his feet flicking out behind. She saw his face, the curious expression and the shy smile. Emily stretched her arms out towards him and willed her body downwards. The turtle man offered his hand. Their fingers touched and the tips gripped against one another like hooks. He held his shield out so she could nestle behind it, against his chest. She knew this heart, this heart that was beating warm and strong.


  Black clouds moved across the face of the sun as it burnt red towards the ocean. Janarra walked back and forth in the surf, his hands shading his eyes from the glare. Trevor returned and asked Janarra once more where he had last spotted Emily. He dived again and was gone until the sun was a scarlet half on the horizon. He shook the crimson ocean from his body and looked back out to sea as black clouds came tossing with the wind and the moon rose big and red behind him.


  Charcoal hurried to reach Wirritjil. The seagulls rose in a flurry of white as he came to her standing on the edge of the great ocean. He told her they must hurry and hide. He motioned to the boy and Wirritjil called to him.


  Three men on horseback came over the dune, their figures dark silhouettes in the scarlet circle of the moon. One held his hand high and paused for a moment as if holding back troops behind him.


  Perez saw the woman and the old man at the shoreline facing the sea and the white man running out of the water towards them and the boy knee-deep in the surf. He aimed at the Aboriginal woman as she shielded her eyes and beckoned to the boy.


  A seagull flew at Perez, straight into his face as he pulled the trigger. He missed the woman but the bullet sheared through the old man’s spine and into his heart.


  Charcoal fell in a curl to the waves that lapped the shore and his blood was the same colour as the water in the setting sun. Trevor reached Wirritjil, gripped her arm and pulled her into the foam.


  The two constables had their guns raised but they held back. Perez had no such reserve. He galloped down the dune, pulling the bolt action on his rifle, shooting with a wild aim. Janarra had disappeared under the water. Trevor held his hands high and walked towards the policeman. Sergeant Perez smirked at Trevor as though he was some conspirator who was guilty of a misdemeanour and had been caught, but his face changed abruptly as he saw Janarra stand up in the surf and raise his spear high. Trevor lunged and grabbed Perez’s rifle. Perez’s horse shied, the long spear hurtled through where Perez’s heart should have been and hit deep into the sand.


  Trevor emptied the rifle of its bullets and threw it away. The special constables rode in tight circles, unsure of what to do. Perez snatched a rifle from one of them and whipped his horse to a canter along the edge of the water. He fired into the waves, but he could not see whether he had shot the woman or the boy for the storm was racing towards them and the entire ocean was red and black.


  17


  Justice


  The Minderoo nosed into the jetty. Kathryn peered out from under her umbrella. The water was a chalky green, splotched with rain and the only evidence of the shore was the bushy tops of the mangroves. The rain became heavy and streamed down as the steamer was unloaded. Sacks of goods, furniture and machine parts were thrown onto the trucks of a tram pulled by two horses. The men waiting were dressed in light clothing and linen-covered pith helmets or cream fedoras. The few women wore long skirts, the hems reddened by mud. At the end of the jetty were groups of Asians huddled, the rain falling in veils from their coolie hats. They were surrounded by armed white men, some on horseback and others on foot. A uniformed policeman paced on a tired-looking horse, scrutinising the crowd for any flash of untoward movement. Another policeman stood to the side in the long grass, guarding a pile of scythes and sharpened knives.


  The men in the coolie hats did not appear to have any reason to be there. Their mood was either angry or abject. Other Asians of a paler colour and dressed in the same lightcoloured linens as the white people mingled on the edge of the crowd, greeting a few passengers.


  Kathryn’s umbrella threatened to collapse in the heavy rain and her shoes and socks were sodden. Surely Emily would have read the passenger list. Why was she or William not here?


  A steam engine pulling the tram from the wharf came to a stop. The metal tracks heading into town were covered in sludge and it seemed unlikely the tram would be able to move, yet people threw bags haphazardly into a passenger cart that had a roof and open sides. There was shouting between the Asians. A policeman shot his gun into the air and herded the poorly dressed and those with coolie hats back along the muddy road towards town. The crowd thinned. A man with a leather hat and moleskins stood by himself in the rain. His arm was in a sling and he leant on a walking stick.


  ‘Miss Kathryn Lidscombe?’


  ‘Yes. I am Emily Lidscombe’s sister.’


  He nodded. His eyes were like the sea—not the deep blue sea but the sun-tipped clear coastal waters she had travelled to get here. He gave a small hesitant smile. ‘Been waitin’ for yer for a while. Name’s Jim Maley.’


  ‘Where is she?’


  The drover was lost in the face of the sharp question. ‘I don’t know.’


  The drover glanced at the departing police. ‘Been race riots in this town. Anyone who is white ’as got the law.’


  He turned back and looked straight into her eyes. ‘I don’t want to tell what ain’t true. There is a hearing right now in town that might tell you somethin’.’


  He picked up her luggage and without another word of explanation, pointed her to the tram.


  The journey was a mile long. At first there were just stunted trees, red dirt, glimpses of beach and mangrove swamp and the occasional hut, then finer homes with large latticed verandas. The tram stopped at the single-storeyed Continental Hotel.


  ‘Best hotel. Put yer belongings here. I’ll take yer to the courthouse. ’


  The drover insisted on taking her luggage in, limping and using one arm. In between the showers the day was a suffocating hot grey. Two women and a man sat in cane chairs fanning themselves behind the lattice. They waved politely to her and glanced sideways at the drover as if already trying to put pieces together for gossip. He pulled himself back on to the waiting tram.


  ‘Mr Jim Maley . . .’ Kathryn took his arm and forced him to face her.


  He returned her look but his eyes seemed to darken. ‘Saw yer sister once—she was runnin’ away from Cicada Springs. I promised I’d send that telegraph. Never saw her again.’ He turned away from Kathryn. It was clear he was going to say no more.


  The tram travelled past the cable house, a large building made of hardwood and decorated iron, with a sweeping wide veranda. It stood alone in a sea of mud with a few palms and mangrove figs. The tram continued on a circuit around an area of closely built double-storey wood and iron buildings. Chinese men with their hair plaited in a single braid long down their backs stood outside a noodle house, another group near what looked like a laundry. There was a grocery store with mounds of fruit getting wet and a peculiar small outdoor theatre for moving films. The people looked apprehensive, although some were obviously drunk. There were few women and everywhere were white men, some with guns and others with truncheons and a few with only the attitude of authority.


  At the end of the street, tram carts were being loaded from a small jetty. The ocean was receding, showing the trunks of the mangroves with the spiky forests of breathing roots. In the bay, pearling luggers, their sails like the wings of resting dragonflies, settled into the mud as the water streamed away from their hulls.


  The tram shuttled in a square into a street close to the sea. On one side was a hotel with no lattice, a low roof and dark windows with many men on the veranda drinking. Most of the men wore dirty shirts undone to the waist, heavy trousers streaked with mud and spurred boots.


  On the sea side were large rickety tin sheds with wide-open doors. Asian men with scarfs across their faces sat opening oysters, surrounded by mounds of pearl shell that glowed pale in the cave-like darkness of the windowless buildings.


  Everywhere there were groups of Aborigines, usually sitting in ragged circles and complete with all ages from the scarred elderly to chubby naked toddlers. Some were cooking on small fires and others drinking out of tin containers and brushing flies away.


  They came to the police station, which also housed the courthouse and, next to it, a narrow building that was the lock-up. Groups of prisoners were chained together and waited by a slender boab tree. The prisoners were mostly Asian men and there were several Aborigines and all were men except for one. There was a small crowd around the prisoners and the entrance to the courthouse.


  The drover took Kathryn’s hand briefly as they alighted from the tram, cupped his hand on her elbow and signalled to a man wearing a dark fedora standing at the door.


  The man squinted at Kathryn’s finery and motioned them forwards. Kathryn stared at the prisoners and in particular the Aboriginal woman. Kathryn considered her. She was very dark, black, with wild bushy hair, a large flat nose and ugly grey scars on her shoulders. The dress she wore looked like it was stitched together from pieces of sack cloth. Her legs were thin and she was pot-bellied as if she were pregnant. She stood at the length of her chain, apart from the others, her eyes on the ground.


  ‘That woman—’ the drover nodded towards Wirritjil ‘—she was travelling with your sister. Helpin’ her.’


  ‘With Emily?’ They were close to the door. The drover let go of Kathryn’s elbow.


  ‘Ma’am, er, Lady Lidscombe, I will leave you now.’


  ‘Please, why?’


  ‘Don’t as a rule go inside buildings. Gotta go ridin’. Was jes’ waitin’ for yer.’


  The man at the entrance took off his hat and bowed to Kathryn and opened the door. Kathryn gripped the drover’s sleeve.


  ‘Mr Maley, tell me more.’


  ‘Dunno much more, ’cept the black girl didn’t kill no-one.’


  He disappeared into the throng of greyness that was the sodden people and the rain. Kathryn entered into a steamy room that was packed with both men and women. It seemed there was a film of sweat, rain or steam or all three over everything. The proceedings were well underway. A single fan whirred overhead. The bench of the bewigged judge, a man with hawk-like eyebrows and small eyes, was a large varnished table. Sergeant Perez sat next to him at a smaller table loaded with folders and papers.


  A rope marked out an aisle for the prisoners to be marched to the judge’s bench. The Asians were dealt with first. Crimes related to assault, improper use of fire weapons, inciting riots. Some had feisty representation, usually with poor English, others had none. Some came with earnest expressions and hope in their eyes, as though the judge would be their saviour, and began listing their hardships, usually poor pay and dangerous conditions. The judge would cut them short.


  ‘We are here because of an incident in which you are deemed to have broken the law. Make representation to the government in regard to all other matters currently within state and federal policy or law.’


  The hearings were brief and the penalties ranged from a few weeks’ labour to deportation. Those implicated in or accused of murder were remanded for further hearings or sentencing.


  The judge wiped the sweat from his face. His gown was dark below his chin. He took a break. The courtroom sweated and waited. The judge returned and sat. Lifting his wig as though about to remove it, he looked at the packed courtroom, shook his head, straightened his shoulders and let the wig settle back. He adjusted his glasses. No-one moved as the first Aboriginal man was led in.


  One Aboriginal was dispensed with after another. Cattle spearing, stealing rations. Most were sentenced to light labour in the Kimberley; others were sent south to Roebourne or Rottnest Island in the south for longer prison sentences. None had representation. Kathryn struggled to understand. Around her the onlookers chatted lightly, some even laughing and discussing other matters as though this was a social event or a meeting place. The room was unbearably hot, and Kathryn felt she would faint. She wondered if she could remain standing for much longer. What did this have to do with Emily?


  Suddenly there was silence. The Aboriginal woman was brought into the room. She was attached to an iron band on the policeman’s wrist by a chain from a similar band of iron around her neck. Her hands were bound in front of her and she pulled her shoulders forwards as if trying to hide herself; her head was bowed so that her face could not be seen.


  The judge read his papers in silence and looked from the papers to the woman and back again. He sat for a moment with a furrowed brow, then said, ‘The charge is the murder of one Mr John Calhoon.’


  Sergeant Perez stood with a sheet of paper in his hand ready to read, but the judge banged his hammer on the table as if irritated and called out, ‘Jeferies.’


  The fan moved slowly and there was no breath from it.


  ‘Jeferies! Where in the hell is Jeferies?’


  A middle-aged portly man made his way to the bench. The court clerk held the Bible towards him. Tom Jeferies hesitated then took the book in his hands. The judge paused, noticing Jeferies’ flushed face and the shake of his hands.


  ‘Thomas Jeferies, you are a Christian?’


  ‘Yes, I am.’


  ‘Not many people here are, but we are all asked to reply to every question in truth. You understand that and by oath agree.’


  Tom Jeferies dropped his chin to his chest. ‘I do.’


  ‘The statement please.’


  Sergeant Perez read Jeferies’ statement; in it was an admission that he and Calhoon had been drinking. They had wandered to the river and seen an Aboriginal woman fishing in the moonlight. He remembered her clearly, her hair was bushy and she was wearing trousers. He remembered that particularly because that was unusual for a woman to wear trousers. John thought she might be the gin who had murdered a baby and a man. She ran away and John Calhoon chased her, threatening her with the gun but couldn’t catch her. She got away. They needed to pee (here the courtroom tittered). They had their backs to the banks of the river. Jeferies heard her coming, looked behind him and saw her running with the digging stick in both hands. She drove it into Calhoon’s back. He went down but tried to get up, his gun fell from his pocket. She picked it up and shot him in the chest.


  The judge leant across the table. ‘You swear by this statement?’


  Jeferies kept his eyes on the floor under the judge’s table. ‘Yes.’


  ‘Is this the same woman?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘How does the defendant plead?’


  Wirritjil stared at the floor. The fan whirred. The judge’s face and neck were red. He blinked the sweat away from his eyes. He fiddled with his gavel, frowned and banged it on the desk.


  ‘Well, guilty, then. I will need to consider the sentence.’


  There was scattered applause among the audience. Kathryn was perplexed. She looked at the plump man standing with his head low and hands by his side as though he was guilty. The drover surely was sincere and somehow this Aboriginal creature was connected with Emily. Kathryn stepped around the end of the rope into the space in front of the judge and Perez.


  ‘It is wrong to convict this woman.’


  The courthouse was suddenly silent. The judge peered over his glasses, his eyebrows raised as he scrutinised the woman’s fine clothes, from her polished boots to the feathered hat worn slightly to one side.


  ‘Have you evidence to the contrary?’


  ‘No, Your Honour.’


  The judge frowned and rose. ‘The court is adjourned.’


  Perez strode in front of the policeman chained to Wirritjil and glanced at Kathryn Lidscombe before leading the prisoner out. The people pushed behind the police, eager for another glimpse of the convicted Aboriginal murderer.


  Jeferies walked with his head down, stumbling, keeping his arms close to his side as if he didn’t want to bump or touch anyone.


  Kathryn remained at the bench, her eyes on the judge.


  The judge gathered his papers and spoke without looking at her. ‘This is a court of law, madam.’


  ‘Maybe, but it is not a court of justice, and not a court worthy of the British Empire.’


  The judge pursed his lips and considered again the cut of her clothes and the way she held her head. ‘Unfortunately, this is not Mother England.’


  ‘Lady Kathryn Lidscombe, guest of Governor Newdegate.’


  The judge nodded politely. ‘Lady Lidscombe, welcome to Australia. You heard the man’s evidence.’


  ‘This woman has had no defence. She obviously has difficulty with English. She cannot understand, sir. Is that justice?’


  ‘The court is adjourned, madam.’ The judge picked up his case and turned to go. The fan swished in the silence of the room.


  ‘And so will your tenure be adjourned.’


  The judge turned. Kathryn’s black hair was damp and flat against the sides of her white face; only the points of her cheeks had a touch of rose colour.


  ‘She needs representation and a translator.’


  ‘Lady Lidscombe, you must understand . . .’


  ‘I do, sir—it is long and hard work under trying circumstances. It is easier for us all to forget God and your role is crucial. You are the scales of justice for Our Beloved God on earth and you hold virtue, always in humility for his tolerance and his love for all mankind. All mankind. Your Honourable Justice.’


  The judge paused. His head went back as though he was about to laugh outright. He lifted his wig again and his face suddenly became tired as he let the wig fall back. ‘Lady Lidscombe, I will ask that the woman be found a translator. Tomorrow we will tread this path again. The steamer sails, blessedly, on the following day.’


  ‘In God’s name,’ replied Kathryn.
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  Trevor sat in a grimy office of the police station facing Perez across a bare table. In the corner on a dusty black box sat a couple of vinyl records with torn covers. On top of them was a box of bullets. Perez sat with his back straight. The metal buttons of his uniform shone, even in the low light of the room.


  ‘I have been waiting a long time for this discussion.’


  Trevor was dishevelled and his eyes glazed. He ran his hands through his hair and tried to concentrate.


  Perez continued. ‘Your brother dead, his wife dead. A sorry story.’ He pressed his hands together across the table. ‘What is your part in this?’


  Trevor didn’t answer.


  Perez’s eyes sparked with a quick anger. He felt the anger, he didn’t like it, didn’t like the loss of control. ‘There is a lot at stake here. Your reputation.’ The sweat on the policeman’s olive face gave his skin an oily gleam. ‘It is your baby, isn’t it?’ Perez smiled and sat back. ‘I agree with the dilution of the race. It is a good thing. I think that, if anyone, it is a man’s role to dilute, so to speak. I think it is abhorrent that white women should bear that burden.’


  Trevor’s face was impassive.


  Perez tapped the table. ‘I know full well you were complicit in John Calhoon’s death. I will not push this fact or try to uncover your reasoning. I suspect an unwarranted sympathy and a lust. The women are easy. That is true. I have nothing to pin on you. I also do not want to disadvantage you in any way. You are a young strong man with a future ahead of you. I want only to warn you.’


  Trevor stood up. His hands were clenched.


  Perez’s back stiffened. ‘I am helping you.’


  Trevor gave a small laugh.


  Perez reached for the gun on his belt. He pulled it out, a short barrelled semi-automatic pistol, and laid it sideways in his hand on the desk. ‘It is loaded.’ Perez smiled.


  Trevor looked at the pistol, then at Perez. ‘I am walking out of here.’


  ‘I will shoot.’


  Trevor closed his eyes and lowered his head. ‘Have you ever been to war, Perez?’


  ‘In my mind, countless times.’


  ‘The war gave me a nightmare worse than any gun.’


  Perez waited.


  Trevor opened his eyes. He spoke softly. ‘That old man, he took away that nightmare.’


  The two men faced one another. The noise of the street came into the silence of the room and along with it the rise and fall of an argument far away.


  With his right hand still tight on the pistol the policeman raised his left hand almost to his lips and leant across the table towards Trevor. He peered into Trevor’s eyes as if trying to find truth and his brow furrowed.‘You feel sorry for me?’


  Trevor walked away and for a few seconds Perez was in darkness as Trevor’s form blocked the light from the door.
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  The judge rose from his bed and walked out to the veranda. He watched the moon as the clouds seemed to caress it, hide it, then let it free again.


  It wasn’t the oppressive heat that stopped his sleep. It was the voice of the English lady that kept coming back to him. The word justice, the definite inflection on ‘just’—the way he had said it when he was young. He saw himself striding along the oak-lined lanes in Oxford, hating the rich for their despoiling of justice. His words, yes, his words, and the other students looked at him bemused. Justice. They manoeuvred it, slid around it, moulded it like putty and made it their own. Only in the brilliant rare light of no invested interests did those in power proclaim and progress the truth. It is remarkable, thought the judge, that those brilliances survive to be the guide for mankind. The travesties die with the stained investors. Only truth survives a person. It is a hateful time when wilful immoralities blossom under the care of the powerful, stay and linger because the weak, the great masses, are hoodwinked, and only the chipchipping of honest men ensures that eventually morality survives. A waiting time.


  The judge took up a crystal decanter of fine whisky. It sparkled even in the poor light of the night. He put it down, reminding himself that it was not good for the anger threatening in his heart or his clarity of mind. He leant on the veranda as the shouts of discontent echoed down the streets and the specially appointed constables shot their rifles in the air as they roamed and kept the peace.


  ‘I am surely in a pitiful state.’


  He could not argue with himself. He saw himself moving from one courtroom to another, his ears so burdened that long ago he had mentally blocked them. He looked at the whisky again, lifted it in one fast move and swigged straight from the mouth of the decanter. He had a sudden desire to escape. But escape what? He laughed. Escape this burden of making sure the vested interests were being served. He hurled the crystal into the hot sultry night.


  He slept fitfully, turning from side to side, as a young man in a graduate cap cajoled him back to the dreams of his youth and scolded him for the tainted man, the lazy man, he had become.


  ‘I am too tired,’ he told his younger self.


  ‘Then your heart has no right to beat,’ the young man told him.
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  Kathryn Lidscombe alighted from the buggy and thanked the reinsman. She walked briskly, avoiding patches of mud.


  The police station was busy with people and papers. An officer in full uniform looked up from the desk. She tapped the tip of her umbrella on the floor.


  ‘Kathryn Lidscombe, Cicada Springs station. I am here to find out what happened to my sister, Emily Lidscombe.’


  The policeman’s face was expressionless.


  ‘Madam, you will need to wait for Sergeant Perez, he was seeking knowledge of her next of kin.’


  Kathryn’s heart slowed abruptly and she felt her skin go clammy. ‘Next of kin?’


  ‘Madam, please retire to your lodging. I will inform Sergeant Perez of your presence. I am sure he will come to you immediately.’


  ‘Where does he live?’


  ‘He will come to you, ma’am.’


  ‘Surely . . .’ Kathryn tried to collect herself. She thought of the drover and the Aboriginal woman. She didn’t know the Aboriginal woman’s name. ‘I would like to see the native woman.’


  ‘Madam, why?’


  Kathryn kept her breathing even. ‘She and her family reside at Cicada Springs.’


  ‘Sergeant said no visitors.’


  ‘The Good Lord also asks his brethren to take his word to the gentiles. So I would like to take prayer to the prisoner.’


  The constable laughed and concentrated, adding details to columns of names on a piece of paper on his desk.


  ‘This town must be so expensive and your wages not much.’ Kathryn lifted her purse to her waist. ‘I will be brief.’


  The policeman peered around. A clerk worked at a desk nearby, two Asian men wearing sarongs crowded around him chattering, sometimes shouting. The policeman shrugged. Kathryn showed him the corner of a pound note. He looked away. ‘A moment.’


  He gathered a set of keys and led Kathryn from the police station to the lock-up. Inside, it was dark, murky with heat and a foul odour. There was a narrow corridor and three cells off to the side. Through the small barred windows in the doors she could see one was full of Asians and the other two with Aborigines standing or sitting on the floor. Some were bound by chains that went from iron waistbands to an iron loop in the concrete floor. The policeman stopped and looked at Kathryn sideways. The pound note passed quickly between their palms.


  ‘Do you have a translator here?’


  The constable laughed again. ‘This one, someone said she was at Moola Bulla station for a bit, trained as a station maid. She understands. She is tricking; they are always tricking.’


  He opened the back door and dragged in a three-legged stool. He handed it to Kathryn and unlocked the door of a tiny windowless cell. ‘Knock on the door if you need me. She’s on a real short chain, but don’t get too close. I’ll be listenin’.’


  The only light came through where the nails had gone from the roof and a thin wavy line where the corrugated iron met the wall. The room smelt of urine. Kathryn willed nausea away and waited until her eyes adjusted to the darkness.


  Wirritjil was alone. She sat on a piece of sacking on the concrete floor. A chain went from an iron loop in the floor to the iron band around her neck. Her head was bowed and her hands folded on her lap. The floor had a layer of dirt on it and in the corner was a bucket.


  ‘May I sit down?’


  Wirritjil didn’t look up or make any acknowledgement of Kathryn’s presence.


  Kathryn put the stool down between Wirritjil and the door.


  ‘My name is Kathryn Lidscombe. I don’t know you but a Mr Jim Maley told me he met you and you were with my sister—Emily.’


  There was no reply. Kathryn could see only the back of the woman’s neck and the top of her head.


  ‘The drover said you didn’t kill anyone. Is that true?’


  The only response to her question was Wirritjil’s deepening of her bowed head.


  Kathryn put her umbrella on the ground. She clasped her hands tightly in her lap. ‘You are the only link I have with my sister.’ Her voice became high-pitched and broken, and her eyes misted with tears. She tried to stop the tears but it didn’t matter in front of this wild woman, who would hardly care.


  ‘Is she alive?’


  Silence.


  Kathryn repeated slowly, ‘Please, is she alive?’


  Wirritjil lifted her palms a little as if to say: maybe.


  Kathryn drew back. ‘You don’t know, do you? You are nothing.’


  She picked up the umbrella and stood at the door, trembling. ‘I could free you, you know, but you are not even going to try. Were you with my sister? Did you care for her or did you kill her? Do you know they want to hang you?’ Her voice became strident. ‘Where is Emily?’


  Wirritjil looked up. ‘Aammee,’ she whispered.


  Kathryn could see just the whites of her eyes and the shine of scant light on her cheeks.


  ‘Yes, Emily.’


  Wirritjil smiled. ‘Kata.’


  Kathryn felt her lips go numb and her legs weak. She sat down again. ‘Kata,’ she mumbled.


  ‘Kata.’ Wirritjil lifted one hand, the palm open and upwards.


  Kathryn trembled and tears rolled freely down her face. ‘Where is she?’


  ‘Ammee, dat bin sea, datta way.’ Wirritjil’s fingers moved slightly on her lap indicating a northerly direction.


  ‘Is she dead?’


  ‘She go, follow ’im big fella turtle man.’


  ‘So she is dead?’


  Wirritjil drew her eyebrows together and shook her head.


  The policeman called out, ‘You okay?’ The handle on the door turned.


  ‘So I can see her?’


  ‘Yes, miss, in dat sea.’


  At the hotel a woman with a low-cut dress and heaving bosom approached Kathryn with an offer of a bath and hot water.


  Kathryn listened to the laughter in the bar, the singing with the pounding of a piano. ‘Thank you,’ she replied, ‘but I might take a stroll before I retire.’


  The bosomed lady looked at her askance. ‘Just now, ma’am, it’s dangerous round here.’


  ‘The evening is lovely,’ replied Kathryn. ‘I cannot resist it.’


  She turned sharply and left, striking out towards the police station. She ran jewelled rosary beads through her hands and prayed as she walked. The streets were a shade of mauve catching glances of orange from the setting sun. On a rise she could see and hear Chinatown lively with voices and drinking as though many were making up for the recent bad times. The police station was quiet, the doors closed and no officers on the veranda.


  Kathryn found it difficult to walk past the lock-up for she thought of the pitiful creature alone in a room that was no more than a latrine. It was not right that there was a thick wall between her and that poor woman. She stood there for a few minutes as if the will of her thoughts and the indecency of what was might make the walls fall down in front of her.


  Across and up from the lock-up was a hill of red sand between the road and the sea. She hesitated but something drew her to it. The sea, she thought. I must see the sea. Perhaps God will hear my prayers there. She walked with a sudden urgency, as though if she went to the top of the hill and peered down at the ocean her sister might be there, waiting on the shore. She might say, ‘Kata, why do you chide me so?’


  ‘I will never chide you again, I promise.’


  She laboured through the hot sand scattered with struggling saltbush. A hand reached for her, touched her arm. It was a black hand. ‘Watch ’im, miss. Cheeky one.’


  She saw the snake slither away, making wavy arcs in the sand. She gasped, looked at the man and took hurried steps backwards. She rubbed her arm where he had touched her as if trying to wipe away a poison.


  The Aboriginal man was young and his face was bright. He was a half-caste dressed in burlap trousers. His chest was adorned with necklaces of shells and he had animal bones in his hair. He watched her as she fumbled and he turned and walked away.


  ‘Thank you.’ She tried to make her voice loud but he did not look back.


  She stood in front of the snake track, the red dirt seeping damp and hot into her sinking boots. She didn’t know what to do. She remembered. The sea. Somehow that made sense. She hurried to the crown of the hill. There was a dip and another rise and on that second rise a man sat, looking out over a narrow bay.


  Kathryn stopped. She had not expected something, someone, to be in her way. She should return to the hotel, but she could not return to walls that let in all the cackling chatter but held no answers, no clues. The police station—she could go and wait for the sergeant. She watched the figure, his red hair burnished with the last lights of the sun. There was something familiar about him. Kathryn took her boots off and walked in her stockinged feet.


  It wasn’t until she was beside him that she recognised him. He looked up at her but didn’t seem to be surprised by her presence. She went to sit by him.


  ‘Please.’ He unbuttoned his shirt.


  ‘I don’t care about my dress,’ Kathryn said, and realised this was more words than she had ever spoken to Trevor Bayliss in England.


  She sat holding the rosary beads in her hand. The tide was a long way out and the ocean floor was grey-streaked with streams of mud and dotted with black rocks and pebbles. Hermit crabs ran sideways across a thin white beach speckled with red rock and, further out, mud skippies flipped silvery in the blue sheen of the evening. There was no-one on the beach.


  Kathryn scanned the bay again, checking the shadows in the mangroves, for movement, for a form. She stifled a sob. ‘I received a telegraph with a message from Emily to come here to Broome town. A drover sent it.’


  Trevor didn’t reply.


  Kathryn was quiet, her lips moved a little and she twisted the rosary beads around her fingers.


  ‘Where is Emily?’


  Trevor raised his hands to his head and said nothing.


  Kathryn looked at the sea, so far away. She could only make out where the sky started by the white dots of the stars that were beginning to shine.


  ‘When will the ocean come back?’ she murmured.


  The arc of a fat yellow moon tipped above the darkness where the sea should be. There was a breeze behind them and a sudden sound of cicadas. Kathryn looked behind her. ‘What is that?’


  ‘Cicadas?’ Trevor turned to look at her. ‘They came early at the station, just before Emily left. An unseasonal rain woke them.’


  The moon rose, lopsided with the lower edge eaten away. It seemed to pause, bound to the earth by a hazy rope of light. The rope broke and part of the glowing thread fell to the earth and the other pulled into the moon.


  ‘Cicadas?’ Kathryn spoke softly.


  ‘Insects, beetles that sleep underground. When it rains, they tunnel their way up and are born into this world.’


  Trevor began to tell her the story, slowly at first. He told her everything he knew. The birth of the child. The killing of Jurulu. How he wished the drover had told them the women were there. He told her about the war and how it had followed him here, made him numb, and how the war ghosts disappeared and the Wandjina flew in the clouds. How he had tried to swim to Emily and the death of Juwurru Charcoal, who he considered his first and only teacher. What he had learnt of William’s death and how he thought it likely the women had killed Calhoon but he knew they would have done it in self-defence.


  The ocean lapped back towards them and the moonbeam was light and dark with the rise and fall of the waves. When the sun rose, the ocean had retreated again and the mud skippies were gold, the streams of mud like fiery lava and the hermit crabs on the little beach had shadows that made them look like giants.


  ‘I believe Wirritjil’s child is mine.’


  Kathryn closed her eyes and murmured a prayer, the rosary beads slipping through her fingers.


  ‘Do you condemn me?’ asked Trevor.


  ‘No, no,’ she let the jewelled beads pool in her palm and held them to her lips and whispered. ‘Jesus taught love and forgiveness and—’ she paused ‘—he kissed Mary Magdalene.’


  The sun was hot and it forced Trevor and Kathryn to look back to the town, to consider the day. As they came over the hill they saw Sergeant Perez coming from the direction of the Continental Hotel. They watched him go into the police station.
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  Perez was perplexed by the judge’s sudden string of acquittals and minor moral lectures. It was after the midday break that Wirritjil was brought to the bench. There had been no rain for a day and despite the hot drying sun the air was steamy and the courtroom close and humid.


  Perez saw Trevor enter. He had expected him. He saw the woman and determined that she must be Emily Lidscombe’s sister. He immediately felt sorry for her and angry again at himself for not being able to save Emily. If only I had been a few minutes earlier. That was what he wanted to say to her, that was what he had wanted to say to Trevor. He had wanted to save her so much he felt in his heart that he loved her. He was not a bad man. He wanted to call that out to Trevor.


  The judge’s fingers tapped in a quick movement on his desk. ‘No translator. Is there representation?’


  Kathryn stepped forwards. ‘She pleads not guilty.’


  Perez’s mouth opened slightly and he closed it quickly.


  The judge leant over his papers. ‘She, Lady Lidscombe?’


  ‘Nyawama Wirritjil, speaker of Gidja tribe. This court has failed to provide a translator, Your Honour.’


  The judge looked at Sergeant Perez. Perez shook his head. The judge turned to Kathryn. ‘I am cognisant of that fact and the disadvantage it places on the accused. You have requested a review of the statement from the key witness?’


  ‘Indeed.’


  ‘Mr Jeferies.’


  Jeferies was sitting outside on a piece of grass that he vaguely realised was wet or muddy. The fear of dirty pants, though, was far from his mind. He counted Hail Marys on his fingers and hoped he would not be called. He froze when the constable appeared.


  In the courtroom they waited. The judge contemplated the accused. The woman was dirty, black, barefoot, and seemed recalcitrant. She looked, he thought, like a mistreated animal. He turned his gaze to Lady Lidscombe standing quietly in a light blue linen dress that came neatly to her ankles. Her small feet were clad in elegant calfskin boots. What vested interest could there be here, he thought, other than truth?


  Jeferies came into the courtroom stooped as if he held a great weight on his back. He moved in hesitant shuffling steps that made him seem old. He stood pale and shivering in the heat. ‘May I have a seat?’


  The clerk offered him a chair and he sat entwining his hands tightly to stop them trembling.


  Perez stood, preparing to read Jeferies’ statement once more. The judge put up his hand. ‘Mr Jeferies, I will not ask you to merely agree that your statement, as read previously by Sergeant Perez, is correct.’


  ‘Your Honour?’


  ‘That is easy, isn’t it—just to say yes.’


  Jeferies tried to steady his knotted hands but his skin was so moist the fingers slipped on one another, making squishing sounds as they came apart.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Recount the night of Mr John Calhoon’s murder.’


  Tom Jeferies was silent. His lips wouldn’t work. He couldn’t right then remember the words of his statement, yet he had recited it to himself night after night. The sweat dripped down and pooled under his chin. It collected in the palms of his hands, and trickled down the back of his shirt, from under his arms and the plumpness of his breasts to his belt.


  The room was silent and the fan whirred. People squirmed. The judge waited, drumming his index finger on the table. The court clerk glanced at the Bible that sat on the judge’s table and back to Jeferies. Jeferies stared at the ornate gold writing on the worn leather. He took a breath and looked up. ‘The white woman killed him.’


  There was a gasp in the room and silence again as the words tumbled out of Jeferies’ mouth faster than the courtroom clerk could take them down.


  ‘He wanted to do her. The gin. He shot at her then he gets her down, the black woman. Gets her trousers off, she was wearing trousers. That was true. Then the white woman she comes like a banshee out of nowhere and she plunges that there stick into his back. He rolls over. She picks up his gun and shoots him. John, he told me before, the gin was a killer, killed a baby and a black man and this white woman was under her spell, so I figure it would be good for the world if she was put away from everyone, so to speak.’ He looked around defiantly at the packed courtroom. ‘I was protecting everyone. I . . .’ He stopped as he saw Trevor.


  The judge waited but Jeferies said no more.


  ‘Truth protects.’ He turned to Kathryn. ‘Can you ask your defendant who the white woman was and where she might be?’


  Kathryn gathered herself. She did not know what to say. That Emily was in the sea with the turtle man?


  ‘The defendant last saw Emily Lidscombe walk into the ocean.’ Her voice began to crack. ‘It was, Your Honour, on Christmas Day.’


  Someone sniffed as if to stifle a sob.


  Sergeant Perez stood again, stating that he was present shortly after Lady Emily’s disappearance. He read his own account of the capture of the accused and the suspected accessory at a beach some miles north of Broome. He did not mention the shooting of Juwurru Charcoal, elder tribesman and justice of the Gidja people.


  Kathryn stood with her head bowed, letting words flow around her.


  The judge determined there was insufficient evidence to support the accusation of murder. He responded to the disbelief in the gallery by ensuring Wirritjil’s safety. He entrusted Sergeant Perez to take her back to her people.


  Perez’s face showed no sign of any emotion. He carefully, almost gently, unlocked the circle of iron from Wirritjil’s neck. He turned to the judge, bowed in a curt movement and said, ‘Your Honour.’


  He took Wirritjil by the shoulder, shepherding her. The crowd hissed. They did not believe she was innocent, and frowned and looked away from Tom Jeferies as though he had lied. Trevor pushed his way through. Perez took out his gun and held it low against Wirritjil’s back. Trevor saw his expression, the narrowed eyes, tight lips and the finger curled around the trigger. He stepped back.


  ‘Hell’s for yer, Perez.’


  Perez pushed Wirritjil into the police Model T Ford. She fell hard against the opposite door. He looked at her ugly, thin, wretched form. He despised her with an anger he could not fathom. She was a heathen and she had beaten him, but it was a small edge that the savages had. Perez felt his tongue working against the back of his teeth but his mouth was tight against his desire to shout at this woman, to swear at her, to shoot her. Hell for me, indeed. He kept his hands away from his gun, pushed them hard into his thighs. The judge was wrong. Bayliss was wrong. These barbarians should be shot from the front or the back. The civilised people would win in the end. They would win.


  On the road straggling groups, still sullen with their doused aggression, stood in the heat. The vehicle churned through patches of mud and the constable driving angled it to the solid parts of the road near the edge. They drove past the salt flats where they turned to scrub, to where the wooden sign reading broome was tacked onto a lone gum that seemed too small for the weight of it.


  ‘Stop,’ Perez called out. ‘Let her go here.’


  ‘It is too close to town,’ said the constable.


  Sergeant Perez held his breath and leant across Wirritjil. He opened the door of the moving car and pushed her out with his boot. Wirritjil stumbled and walked away, glancing back at Perez and the motorcar, and then began to run with both hands across her belly.


  Janarra called to her. He was breathless from running through the bush as he chased the car, dodging trees and anthills and jumping over logs. They headed towards the midden where members of the Gidja tribe had gathered for mourning. Wirritjil joined the other women, pasted herself with clay, coiled string, smeared in emu fat and red ochre, around her neck, cut her hair and her skin and cried out in grief. Others had taken the maban man to lay him on a burial platform high in the trees and were burning his karlumpum, the long spears carried by Janarra and the karrpakji, the clacking sticks scorched with the jaarinji of the green ant. Later his bones would be painted and he would be taken back to his country and the ceremonies would begin for his journey back to the dreamtime, the ngarrangkarni.
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  Janarra


  Each year in the lightning season, Wirritjil, Janarra and Ngamarru follow the stories of the white woman dreaming. Among the tools and grasses on Wirritjil’s belt is a small leather pouch made from the hide of the kangaroo killed by a short spear thrown by a maban man before the first rains of the Yuwinji. In the pouch there is a lock of white hair. When the wind blows where it shouldn’t, or a bird’s call is different or a green ant wanders alone, she knows the juarriny is warning them and they stay still and listen to the land.


  They visit the caves where the Walangkernany sometimes rests and they travel across the plain to the pool high on the range of the wallaby foot. They burn fires with little smoke using branches of the kunjiny tree and they suck nectar from the bottom of tubes of yellow flowers. Under the moon that is fat they tell stories of the dreamtime and stories that make them laugh about what happened in the day.


  In the ancient gorge on the Fitzroy River, ngamarriny, the jaarinji of Ngamarru, the white cockatoo, welcomes them, flying in a great curve with the yellow feathers on his head raised. They camp on the ledge and paint themselves in ash, ochre and clay, and sing and dance. They laugh at the lovesick moon being bitten by the stars and becoming skinny again.


  South of the Oscar Range they welcome the rain and watch the birds come sailing through the changing clouds. On the flat pindan before the coast they cross the flooding river on a raft of driftwood and Janarra stands tall, holding his strong spears, looking out for eyes and nostrils above the mud, the flick of a scaly tail, for they all fear the jaws of the saltwater crocodile, the janpawurrum.


  By the ocean they light a fire on the midden and the flames leap high and the storms come racing black and purple across the green ocean. They swim through the surf and when they dive deep they see the shadow of the turtle man and the woman behind his shield, playing in the deep greens and blues that change with the time of the sun and the colour of the sky. The great turtle visits them on the shore between the tides and they hide their spears and listen to the song.


  Sometimes as they cross the tracks they see Aboriginal prisoners chained together, using shovels to widen the roads that link the east to the west and the north to the south. The police sit on horses or sometimes in motorcars that have no roofs. They carry guns and whips. Mules pull carts of gravel that the prisoners spread to cover the wheel-clogging mud of the wet season. Wirritjil makes Janarra and Ngamarru hide in the grass and they stare at the motorcars and hold their noses for the smell.


  Near the towns and the roads they rub black ash on Ngamarru’s honey-coloured skin. They do the same when the police and the agents of AO Neville come to Cicada Springs hunting for coloured children. Kathryn hides Ngamarru in a kitchen cupboard or pushes him under the Prussian blue chair with its fading velvet borders that hang all the way to the ground.


  In later years, when the station started to make money, Trevor took Wirritjil, Janarra and Ngamarru to the coast in his motorcar. Janarra grew wild on the firewater in the towns, for as he grew older he realised he nursed an anger in his heart. The drink was all that stopped him throwing his spear hard and fast into the hearts of white men. For a while he stayed with the men of his kind at the ends of dark littered streets or in open spaces surrounded by circles of rum and beer bottles. He laughed with them, joined in their drunkenness and their fights. When he could no longer bear their haunting listless eyes and the crawl of his skin when he woke in the morning he ran back to the bush.


  Under the ripple of blue leaves as the bark of the cabbage gum turns vivid white before the rains, Jangala Janarra teaches Jagada Ngamarru, his uncle, all he knows and all that his uncle’s mother, Nyawama Wirritjil, and his grandfather and grandson Juwurru Charcoal had taught him.


  ‘This,’ he says to Ngamarru, as he sings the bird call, ‘is teriitterriit telling everyone that the plums are ripe and that rain, he’ll come soon. If you don’t listen hard enough the tiyirannpe will tell you quick, them big cheeky black birds with fire in their tails.’


  He looks at the moon and thinks of Juwurru Charcoal’s words and he knows they are true. The before and the after they come together and there just is.


  Glossary


  Aboriginal languages are oral tradition and have only in the last few decades been put into writing. The spelling of some words will differ slightly according to source.


  Key


  a Australian general


  g Gidja


  j Jaru


  u Aboriginal general use in Kimberley


  w Walmajarri


  acacia (a): shrub-like plants, generally prickly, thin-leaved, many types


  bacca (a): tobacco


  Bardi (u): west Kimberley coastal language group, from the peninsula north of Broome


  bendee gum (a): small tree with rough bark found on the edges of waterways and often bent in the direction of the flow of the water


  billy (a): metal can usually with a metal handle to boil or cook food over a campfire


  binykan (g): sweet lerp, a sugary-tasting waxy secretion made by insects on some gum species


  brumby (a): wild horse of mixed breed


  Bunuba (u): central Kimberley language group, from around and north of Fitzroy Crossing


  cobber (a): friend


  dilly bag (u): bag woven from fibres, often of pandanus palms, to carry food and implements


  djinganarriny (g): child spirit


  drover (a): person who assists moving cattle from one place to another, often over long distances, usually contracted for a specific drive


  double gee (a): prickle with three rigid spines


  Gidja (g): east Kimberley language group, from the Warmun (Turkey Creek)/Halls Creek area


  Gooniyandi (u): central Kimberley language group from between Halls Creek and Fitzroy Crossing, extending north


  gum tree (a): generally a member of the eucalypt family of trees


  jaarin (g): birth totem, jaarinji—masculine, jaarinel—feminine


  Jagada (g): male skin name


  Jalungurriny (g): beautiful (handsome) male


  jampinparuny (g): fish, black bream


  Janbiyin (g): male skin name


  Jangala (g): male skin name


  Jangari (g): male skin name


  janpawurrum (g): saltwater crocodiles


  jarguli (g): pearl shell


  jarlanga (g): creek


  jarlarluny (g): known as the ‘shitwood’ tree for its soft light wood, also known as the ‘helicopter’ tree for its winged seeds


  Jaru (u): east Kimberley language group, from the south and west of Halls Creek


  Jawalyi (g): male skin name


  Jawandi (g): male skin name


  jikilim (g): ugly (plural)


  jila (w): permanent waterhole


  jilikum (g): children


  jilingkuwim (g): curl snake, little spotted snake—plural


  jiyikjiyikjil (g): rufous whistler


  jiyilem (g): men


  juarri (g): spirit of the dead, juarriny—masculine


  jumu (w): temporary waterhole


  Jungurra (g) male skin name


  junpam (g): song


  jurnanykarral (g): beautiful female


  juwerlenywerleny (g): rocky


  Juwurru (g): male skin name


  kardiya (u): white person


  karlumpuny (g): long spear, karlumpum—plural


  karnanganyjal (g): emu


  karnanganyjal wiyarril (g): emu running


  karnkiny (g): moon


  karrabiri (g): large boomerang, karrabirim—plural


  karrjam (g): small water lily flowers


  karrpakji (g): clap-stick, karrpakpu—plural


  kelinykelim (g): galahs


  kilpa (g): rough-tailed goanna, kilpany—male, kilpam—plural


  kriol (a): a mix of northern Australian Aboriginal languages


  kunjiny (g): bauhinia tree


  kupil (g): rufous night heron, kupilji—male, kupilil—female, kupile—plural


  kurlarai (g): peaceful dove, kurlaraim—plural


  kurlungarnany (g): water monitor


  kurlurtukpu (g): bar-shouldered doves—plural


  kurrngam (g): water


  laanturrji (g): elongated hollow or dish made of bark, laanturre—plural


  labi (g): elongated hollow or dish made of wood, labim—plural


  lalankarram (g): freshwater crocodile


  lawuny (g): lemonwood


  lollies (a): hard-boiled sweets


  lunpurruny (g): king brown snake


  maban (g): elder with spiritual powers


  mallee (c): eucalypt shrubs, generally with many trunks


  manan (g): sheet lightning


  marnem (g): fire


  marrawaype (g): spinifex pigeon


  menan (g): lightning from the centre of a storm


  menan menan (g): jagged lightning (strikes)


  mernda (g): paperbark tree


  minyjuwurrji (g): limestone outcrop


  mirta (g): shield


  muderra (g): pulsing lightning


  mukurruny (g): the first rains of the wet season


  mulga (a): acacia (shrubby) woodlands


  naga (g): loincloth, fur or pearl shell or similar hanging from waistband over loin area, nagam—plural


  Nagada (g): female skin name


  nalijam (g): tea


  Najarri (g): female skin name


  Nambin (g): female skin name, Nambinel—third person


  Nangala (g): female skin name


  Nangari (g): female skin name


  Nanjilli (g): female skin name


  Nawurru (g): female skin name


  ngalil (g): woman, ngalingalim—plural


  ngarlka (w): nut tree


  ngamarriny (g): white cockatoo


  ngarrangkarni (g): dreamtime


  ngulngal (g): wife


  ngunyjum (g): tobacco


  nyarnagum (g): river


  Nyawama (g): female skin name


  Nyikina (u): west Kimberley language group, from between Derby and Fitzroy Crossing


  nyimpilawuny (g): newborn baby


  panariny (g): round sweet yams


  perawuruny (g): ironwood


  pilirnji (g): white river gum


  pinariny (g): knowing, being aware, understanding


  pingurul (g): chewing tobacco


  pinkirrpal (g): bush turkey


  piriyalji (g): conker berry bush


  rai (g): spirit children


  stockman (a): seasoned station worker


  strapper (a): casual or young station worker


  sugarbag (u): bush honey


  swag (a): sleeping roll


  tangarriny (g): large tuber of the water lily


  tayiwul (g): barramundi, fish, tayiwule—plural


  terriitterriit (g): white-lined honeyeater


  thirntil (g): north-west glassfish


  tiyirannpe (g): red-tailed cockatoos, tiyarannji—plural


  Wadul (g): Southern Cross constellation


  Walangkernany (g): rainbow snake, creator


  Wandjina (u): creator, rain spirit (originated in west central Kimberley)


  wapuru (w): string headband


  warampurrji (g): vine


  warlarri (g): ghost gum


  wirrilijkel (g): rainbow lorikeet


  woollybutt (a): large pale eucalypt


  Worla (u): central Kimberley Aboriginal group, from north of Fitzroy Crossing


  wukiny (g): brown frog


  Wunggud (u): creation spirits (originated in west central Kimberley)


  Wunggud Walangkernany (u): earth snakes, rainbow snake creators


  wununguny (g): small tubers of the water lily


  yakapiri (w): shrub used to make bush sandals


  Yawurru (u): west Kimberley language group from the country around Broome


  yikawurrum (g): bad behaviour


  yiriyiril (g): cicadas


  Yunguny (g): nasty spirits


  Yuwinji (g): wet season (usually December to mid-March)


  Expressions


  Larna kunyjany yurru (g): In the tree tops (lit.—above the tree it is going)


  Ngaju nga-rna Jaru-yaru. (j): I am from the Jaru speakers.


  Marra yitja pakumakirrem? (g): Let’s you and I sleep together?


  Skin Naming System


  
    
      
      
    

    
      
        	(Emily) Nawurru

        	Jawandi (Jurulu)
      


      
        	(Charcoal) Juwurru

        	Nyawama (Wirritjil)
      


      
        	Nangari

        	Jagada (Ngamarru)
      


      
        	(Joseph) Jangari

        	Nagada
      


      
        	Nangala

        	Jungarra
      


      
        	(Janarra) Jangala

        	Nanjilli
      


      
        	Najarri

        	Jambiyin
      


      
        	Jawalyi

        	Nambin
      

    
  


  These are skin names for the Gidja people. Female skin names start with an N and males’ with a J. The skin names can be considered as in two groupings, shown above in the left and right columns. Marriage partners are across the two groupings and in preferred pairings. For example, a Nawurru woman’s ideal marriage partner is a Jawandi man. Lineage is maternal and so skin names are given in the same grouping (down the same column) through the mother; a Nyawama woman has Nagada daughters and Jagada sons and the mother of a Nyawama woman has Nambin skin. At the bottom of the column, a Nambin woman would marry a Jawalyi man and their children would be Jawandi and Nyawama (to begin the cycle again). In Cicada, Jurulu is Jawandi skin and, as Wirritjil is Nyawama, they would be considered brother and sister and therefore should not marry. Charcoal is Juwurru, a partner (marriage) skin for Wirritjil Nyawama. Wirritijil’s child, whose aboriginal name Ngamarru is associated with that of the white cockatoo ngamarriny, has the skin name Jagada.


  The skin of the boy Janarra is Jangala which, although he is not part of Juwurru Charcoal’s immediate family, gives him a relationship of grandfather–grandson.


  Emily would have been given the skin name of Nawurru (which means she would have been considered Charcoal’s sister) and her and Jawandi Jurulu’s child Joseph would have been considered Jangari.


  Animals and Plants


  Animals and plants also have skin names, for example, the fresh water crocodile lalangkarrany has the Juwurru skin, panariny, the sweet round yam has the Jangari skin, the Ghost gum, warlarri, has the Nambin skin. This gives animals and plants a particular relationship to people. For example the ghost gum, walarri, is mother to Wirritjil and all Nyawama women.
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