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         Now the little plane drops and the fat woman sitting next to him yelps and spills her coffee; his tray of food goes flying. With eyes closed he begins to count, one … and two … and three: a religious man, he thinks, might now decide to pray. Then it is over, they survive, and as the eighteen-seater settles high above the rift of blue which separates the island from the mainland, the pilot quickly and calmly sends his apologies.

         There is nobody to greet him at the airport, no rent-a-car desk, and so no smiling rent-a-car girl. The fat woman, he sees, is being comforted by a fat man with a crew cut wearing a White Power T-shirt. From the small crowd gathered in the lounge he guesses the plane out will be full. He waits outside for a truck to pull his luggage across the airstrip and when it arrives he gathers his pack and bag without delay. The mini-bus takes fifteen minutes to arrive in town: ‘Welcome to Tiger Town’ reads a sign by the highway, ‘Population: 20 000’. As pre-arranged he hires a new 4WD utility, the latest model, a silver Monastery. ‘Picked a good day for it,’ says a smiling girl and so he too smiles, nods, and then turns to leave before she can start to ask questions.

         Soon he is out of town, heading south-west. The last Kentucky Fried advertises a ‘$4.95 Two Piece Feed’. Smaller towns crop up along the highway, tiny collections of corner stores, antique shops and hairdressers. Paddocks flatten out by the roadside, run into foothills. Where there are sheep, there are mud-brown sheep, and where there are trees the farmers have wrapped them in tin bandages at cow-muzzle height. By one stretch of road he passes a haphazard arrangement of topiaries in odd geometric shapes, no swans or giraffes or poodles, and later he sees a stone cottage full of grinning toy cats. He crosses Tiger Creek, Break O’ Day Creek, this creek, that creek. At the next corner store he stops for a coffee: sweet and chemical.

         The distances between stores draw out and the road turns to dirt. He checks his map. Eventually he turns off at an unmarked T-junction and when he passes the first hillside pricked with uniform rows of tiny plantation saplings he knows he is on his way. Then come the vacant concrete plots: Welcome to the dead town, once a logging town. Here, people have picked up their houses and moved on. A whole row of demountables has been abandoned, the windows bagged with bright orange plastic. But there is a petrol station, and a cardboard sign propped up in the window says ‘Open’. At the sound of his car pulling in, a clutch of scraggly children materialises, with two of the bigger ones on bikes. He serves himself and goes in to pay. The woman behind the counter waits a second before pulling herself away from the miniature TV, then sticks out her hand and refuses to speak. He pays in cash, buying a bar of chocolate at the last minute as a civil gesture.

         He drives, turns smooth corners. He practises his story. And who – today – is he? From now on he is Martin David, Naturalist, down from the university and fighting fit. ‘Hello, I’m Martin David’, ‘A little turbulence but otherwise not too bad’, and ‘Yes, thank you, a cup of tea would be lovely’.

         He will drink the tea and assess his situation.

         It is almost dark by the time Martin David, Naturalist, turns into the long driveway and parks his Monastery in a raggedy front yard. Although it is summer there is a chill in the air and he needs his Polartech top. Here, a little bluestone house sits quietly on the edge of the rippling flats, and rising beyond the house is the steep dark escarpment which climbs to the Central Plateau itself: the last house at the end of the last road. Once it had been a small working farm, but now the wood-and-iron feed shed and stables have all but collapsed, and the weeds, mainly a sunny yellow ragwort, have stolen the paddocks. Three car wrecks, all missing panels, sit out rusting and all about lie discarded tin drums. To the right of the house a corrugated-iron water tank has been cut in two to serve as shelter for firewood. There is an upright water tank, and next to that a vegetable patch, sprouting purple stalks which might be beetroot. The front windows are shut, draped with rainbow-coloured cotton curtains.

         To reach the house a visitor must first pass under a bare wire archway. In better days, thinks M, it would have been covered with a sweet-smelling vine.
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         The door swings open of its own accord. Nobody greets him, and he hesitates, baffled: a supernatural door? Before he can call out a greeting a shiny purple jumble of arms and legs cartwheels down the hallway, ending up on the floor before him in a remarkable display of the splits.

         ‘Welcome!’ says the girl, catching her breath. She might be twelve years old, maybe eleven or ten – he can never tell these things. She is wearing a purple lycra catsuit studded with a galaxy of silver stars and her dark hair is chopped very short, just above the ears.

         ‘Hello,’ he replies, enunciating clearly. ‘I’m Martin David. Your mother is expecting me.’

         Another, smaller, child slips out from behind the door. This one, a blond, wears a silver cape over a red tracksuit and has glittery swirls of red paint on his cheeks. He doesn’t speak, just stares; he might even be mute. The taller child rolls over and, in one swift move, is up on her feet.

         ‘Hello, Martin David,’ she says, also speaking with great care. ‘My name is Katherine Sassafras Milky-Way India Banana Armstrong. You can call me Sass. This is my brother, James Wind Bike Leatherwood Catseye Armstrong. Call him Cat, or Bike.’

         Quickly, she looks across to the younger brother for confirmation.

         ‘Bike.’

         ‘Hello – Bike.’ He is not a children’s man.

         ‘Mum’s asleep,’ continues Sass. ‘She said to tell you she’ll see you in the morning. But we got your bed ready.’

         Bike inspects the stranger.

         He collects his bags from the car, the two children keeping a silent escort. The girl tries to lift his pack but is defeated. He knew the woman had two children, was twice lost, but it had not occurred to him that he would have to spend any time with them, actually talk to them. What did he have to say to children? All the best children didn’t want to talk, or if they did want to talk, they only did so to gather information. They were spies, children, little murderers. And adults, he remembers, were the enemy.

         The portal is so low he has to stoop. Once inside, it’s clear there has been a coup. The children have drawn on the walls, as high as they can reach. The furniture has been painted, the carpet too. Colour, bright colours, everywhere. Here a slash of blue, there a circle of red, a curl of yellow. A rainbow house. How could the mother have allowed it? And yes, he sees, they have indeed got his bed ready. The pillow is dotted with pink acrylic stars, and the same paint has been used to run a whirly swirl over his doona. The bottom sheet, he discovers, is a brilliant shade of orange. On the bedside table one of the two has gone to a great deal of trouble to arrange a three-deep perimeter of painted pebbles.

         He wonders if there’s been a mistake. Perhaps he’s in the wrong house. (Could it really be?) He’d been told the woman was reliable, that she could be trusted to manage his base camp, to keep track of his comings and goings, to furnish him with supplies, to – if necessary – raise the alarm. And he knew she was being well rewarded, if his own reward was any indication of the company’s generosity. He does not like it, this imprecision, he does not like it at all. But now is no time to make complaints and, unpacking, smoothing his sleeping bag over the orange sheet, he reminds himself that patience – patience is a virtue.

         The children are waiting for him in the lounge-cum-dining room: a double room with a fireplace, stone-cold, which serves as a crossroad for all the household traffic. A bowl of steaming rice rests on the table, and a bottle of tamari. The girl looks at him expectantly, excitedly. He takes a seat, mumbles an appreciation about the rice and starts to eat. He has to pick a piece of baked-on grime from his spoon. ‘There are fourteen spoons in this house,’ says Bike. The giant – for M now sees himself as a giant – the giant doesn’t talk while he eats. They watch. After a short while Sass can no longer contain herself:

         ‘Well, so, did you like your room?’ What?

         ‘Oh, yes, yes of course I did, thank you, very beautiful. Mmm.’

         Immediately, she knows he is lying. Light falls from her face, she ossifies. Bike readjusts himself in his chair. For the rest of the meal they are silent. When he finishes eating he excuses himself, and asks to see the bathroom. Like the rest of the house, it’s a mess. Filthy. A black mould clouds the ceiling and the walls. The inside of the toilet is streaked black-brown. The towels stink. He breathes through his mouth. Without warning he is tired, and wants to sleep.

         From the bedroom window he can make out the dark wall of the escarpment, embossed dense and dark against the dark night sky. Soon he’ll be there. Now, he tells himself, now he must sleep. When he wakes later, tripped by a forgotten dream, there is still a light on in the house and, somewhere, the quietest sound of children tinkering.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Come morning it is raining and the sky is grey and constant, constancy itself, so that he sees it is impossible to gauge when the rain might stop. Today he will climb the escarpment. He dresses quickly, and carefully, planning to keep dry and warm. As the rest of the house is asleep he goes outside to do a quick reconnaissance. He finds a chook pen, another shed, and follows a trail down to a knee-deep creek, startling some quails as he goes. He is about to drink the water when it occurs to him that it might be poisoned by nearby properties; it might even have run through the log dump. Returning to the house he is surprised to find that no-one is up. By his watch it’s already eight o’clock. The chooks are well awake, scrabbling around in their sheltered piece of dirt. They seem healthy, and well fed: he spies a little of the remnants of last night’s rice. He goes through the back door into the kitchen. This is mess. All the bowls and cups and plates are out of the cupboards, piled up on the long bench, piled on the floor, piled on a small wooden table which sits against one wall. Many of the dishes are encrusted with grey rice and in between the piles are little stupas of decaying vegetable matter. The gas stove is also covered with dishes, as far as he can see the only open space is dedicated to the arc of the microwave door. An upturned milk crate sits on the floor. One corner of a poster reading ‘Stop the Road to Nowhere’ has peeled loose, and he presses it back against the wall. There is no evident food to speak of; it must be hidden. After a small search he finds half a pumpkin and a few stalks of shrunken silverbeet behind a stack of plates. As he moves he hears the scuttle of invisible roaches. Eggshells crush underfoot. And the smell, the smell almost makes him retch.

         The house is quiet; he will have to wake them. He finds the children squeezed into a single bed in a small room off the lounge. Bike is curled around his sister’s back, one arm flung over her side. M knocks on the door, then clears his throat – to no avail.

         ‘Good morning,’ he says loudly.

         Sass wakes. Bike, though still asleep, senses a sea-change and rolls away.

         The girl is so tired a thin membrane of sleep covers each eye, lizard-like, and he wonders what time they eventually crawled to bed.

         ‘Martin David,’ she mumbles. ‘Jack’s coming this morning, to show you the way up.’

         ‘When?’

         ‘Said he’d come round some time this morning.’

         ‘What time?’ he asks.

         ‘Said some time. What time is it?’

         ‘Eight eleven.’

         ‘Yeah, some time soon.’ Her eyes close, she rolls around her brother.

         ‘Is your mother home?’ he asks, impatiently.

         Sass jack-knifes, alarmed.

         ‘Don’t wake her! You can’t wake her up!’

         What is he to think? A sleeping princess for a mother? Time to wake up. He is on his way to finding her when there comes a very faint tap at the front door. As he is the only one out of bed, M takes it upon himself to answer it.

         ‘Jack Mindy.’

         ‘Martin David,’ he replies.

         Jack Mindy has a reddish doughy face, down-turned blue eyes, and stringy grey hair slicked across his bald patch. He stands just under six foot, with broad shoulders and a barrel chest. If he wanted to, he could have broken the door down. Without asking he enters the house, and heads to what must be the woman’s bedroom. There, he lets himself in and closes the door behind him. Inside the room a quiet, gentle, secret conversation takes place.

         ‘Right then,’ says Jack as he leaves the room, pulling the door tight. ‘We’ll be off then. You ready?’

         Yes, he’s ready.

         ‘Just for the day?’ confirms M.

         ‘Yeah, a bo-peep, back by dark. I got food.’

         They take Jack Mindy’s ute. Jack doesn’t talk much as he drives. They are not long gone when he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a couple of boiled eggs: ‘Breakfast,’ says Jack. M nods a ‘thank you’ and takes the eggs. After half an hour’s silence Jack artfully rolls himself a cigarette and looks to Martin David for a light.

         ‘Been up lately?’ asks M, snapping a flame from his lighter and taking advantage of the friendly approach. Jack inhales.

         ‘Last time?’ He looks to see if that was what was really asked. ‘Last time I went up round this way was to look for Jarrah Armstrong.’

         Who? Who was – who is – Jarrah Armstrong? M shakes his head.

         ‘Didn’t you hear, then?’ asks Jack Mindy. ‘Didn’t you hear he went missing, end of last summer it was. Was out doing his university work, never came back down. Didn’t the university tell you?’

         ‘Different university.’

         ‘Yeah, well, bloody nightmare it was. Search ’n’ Rescue went out for two weeks. Not a sign of him. The wife, well, you’ve seen her, she’s been bad ever since. Jarrah was a good man, a real good man he was. My wife, she keeps an eye on things, does what she can … but it’s not easy. Nasty stuff it was, too, nasty stuff.’

         Oh? M waits. But Jack will say no more.

         This is unsettling: what else has been left unsaid? And how could they have been so careless as to leave this information out: the sleeping woman’s husband is dead, she must be disturbed, and so she cannot be trusted. Should he abort the job? Pull out now while he is warm and dry with a full belly? The company would understand: he could come back later when more thought had been given to the plan. But, no, M understands very well the nature of his assignment, that time is of the essence, that he is not being paid to doubt, that he is not one to give up easily, and that if he were, another man would quite happily step in and take his place. And so he raises his brows, responds with an ‘I’m sorry to hear that’ twist of the mouth.

         Jack turns off the dirt road onto the fire-trail that skirts the bottom of the escarpment. The track is rough and narrow, and more than once Jack has to wrench the steering wheel under control. Branches whip and bend against the windows. They stop by a small stand of blackwood, in what to the unfamiliar eye is the middle of a crowded nowhere. Jack goes around the back and pulls the tarp off the ute, gets out the packs. He tosses M his pack as if it were a bag of apples. A fine rain falls as the two men limber up, M wrapping his hands around his ankles, while Jack keeps his hands on his hips and bends forward from the waist, then tips from side to side and, finally, grimacing, arches back.

         ‘See that yellow gum with the double trunk,’ says Jack, pointing, ‘remember him.’

         
             

         

         And off they go, following a track which meanders to the right of the split eucalypt on an apparent path of least resistance. It’s a boot-width wide, and overgrown: growing. This kind of bush takes getting used to, and more than once M’s beloved cap is knocked off – beloved because he loves his eyes. In no time the men are well and truly climbing, for now the track cuts straight up, a steep and muddy plumb-line running with water. One hundred and sixty-five million years ago potent forces had exploded, clashed, pushed the plateau hundreds of metres into the sky. Now the two regularly lose their footing, grab hold of ferns to steady themselves. Jack goes first, wielding a machete, placing the sole of his boot flat on the ground with every step. When he has to, he wedges a firm toehold in an exposed tree root, scaly black and wet, before swinging himself up with the aid of a sturdy trunk: moving slowly, surely. M prefers to move more quickly. He lets Jack get a fair way ahead and then catches up, taking the weight of each step on the ball of his foot, his heel never touching the ground. Where it is steepest he scrambles on all fours like a cat, his arms as strong as legs. He and his pack move as one. An hour passes before the first sign of any prior trip appears: a thumb-thick twig broken at ninety degrees. Then, not far on, a black blaze on a cider gum trunk.

         ‘Yeah,’ says Jack, ‘this is it.’

         They cross a thread of creek and stop for water. M gets down on his knees, uses his hands to scoop up the icy water. It is cold and sharp, fresh. He feels his heart thumping. Jack unbuckles his pack and rolls it off his shoulders, letting it fall heavily to the ground. He gets out a plastic food bag and rummages around, pulling out a block of chocolate with gleeful sideshow panache.

         What does old Jack think about, as he plods along? wonders M. No doubt the missing man has slunk across his mind. Or is he travelling with his comfy wife still warm in bed? Perhaps it’s the bosomy young girl at the corner store, the way she chews her gum and flips through the TV magazines while absently twisting her hair? A hot meal of roast lamb and potatoes, the day’s unread newspaper, the gas bill? The glory days, when he took to cutting a track with relish, fearsome and unstoppable? What did they call him then? Cracker Jack, Jack Flash? Or, and this is what M suspects, plodding and savvy old Jack may not be thinking at all.

         As for M, he who is anchored by neither wife nor home, nor by a lover nor even a single friend, his mind takes flight, wanders. The track they are on was cut by old trappers. In his study of the area he’d read that a hundred years ago the same ground would have been regularly used by men carrying up to seventy pounds of wallaby and possum pelts across their shoulders. Tiger pelts, too, or carcasses: once upon a time. Up on the plateau more tigers were caught than anywhere else on the island. Those brute men went up in the winter when the animals’ fur was at its thickest and there they would camp in scant wooden huts for months – months – at a stretch. Hard days, yes, but days of plenty. Boys would leap at their fathers and beg to join. And he would have done so, he would have begged. He would have lived up in the snow and ice and every morning he would have pulled on his leathers, cleaned his gun, and gone out hunting. Without complaint. And on the days when he would come face to face with the ‘tyger’, that monster whose fabulous jaw gaped open at 120 degrees, the carnivorous marsupial which had so confused the early explorers – ‘striped wolf’, ‘marsupial wolf’ – then he would, with his father’s encouragement, have fearlessly pressed the trigger and exploded the peace. ‘My boy,’ his father would later say to his fellow hunters hunched around the fire, ‘that’s my boy.’

         But – and here M’s thoughts, needing some place to settle, come to rest most comfortably in childhood – what choice did he have as a boy, really? Nothing to beg for. The greatest adventure his father took him on was a trip to the next town’s annual rodeo. They left first thing in the morning, and were back the same day by dinner: once a year for three years, and after three years his father, the local doctor, an essentially quiet and steadfast man, decided that they had both seen enough. It’s been a long time since he’s seen the old man, at least – what? ten years – and it occurs to M that his parents might in fact be dead, done away with. This placebo brings him a sudden and unexpected peace.

         He climbs.

         The rain has stopped. A toppled snow gum blocks the track and Jack stands aside while M hacks a step into both sides of the giant log. The sound comes rude and loud.

         ‘This is as far as we’re gonna get,’ says Jack, consulting his watch.

         They eat lunch and turn back. By agreement M goes first. This time he does it his way: slipping, sliding, pushing off tree trunks, tearing at ferns, the cool air catching in his lungs, his calves and thighs flexing, eyes alert, feet flying, scuttling wet black rocks, lurching left and right, plummeting down the escarpment, and all the while remaining upright, defiant, as though his upper body were attached to a heavenly invisible string. Now and then he stops to rest. Then off again, leaving Jack behind. When he finally reaches the end of the track he dumps his pack and, after a short walk to cool down, stretches out on the hard ground. On his estimation he can make the descent in three hours. With his head against his pack he lies back and waits for the sun and the old man to slowly, slowly pick their way down.

         Jack Mindy drops him back at the house.

         ‘Thanks.’

         ‘No worries,’ says Jack, exits.

         Never, hopes M, to be seen again.
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         Sass lets him in. Tonight she is in pink: all pink.

         ‘He’s here,’ she calls back down the hall, without saying hello.

         He takes off his muddy boots and leaves them by the door. Still in his rain gear he carries his pack to his room. Thankfully, the bed is just as he left it. He notices a lock on his door and determines to ask for the key later. Only when he has changed into warm dry clothes does he venture into the lounge. A small fire is burning, the room is warm and smells pleasantly of wood-smoke.

         And what’s this? Sleeping Beauty has risen. He turns to see her sitting at the table, a lieutenant-child on either flank. On the wall behind her is a poster of a unicorn prancing amongst some silver starry clouds, infinite clouds, and from where M stands it looks as if the unicorn is growing out of her head. Below the clouds falls mussed shoulder-length hair, which is the same pale blonde as her son’s, and he sees she shares her daughter’s sharp cheekbones and pointed chin. Not bad looking. He guesses she must be close to his age, somewhere in her thirties; fuckable, except that through the smoke he can detect the faint sweat-smell of old unwashed sheets. The eyes, too, are there in the faces of her children, at least in shape and colour. Something is different, though, and it takes him a while in the half-light to realise that the woman is doped, that her eyes are red-rimmed and heavy. How she has been occupying herself while waiting, he does not know; there is no book or magazine before her, no television on, no radio playing.

         ‘Mum, this is Martin David,’ says Sass.

         ‘Hello,’ he says politely, thinking: I am always being introduced.

         ‘Hi,’ she replies, mustering strength. ‘Hi. Lucy Armstrong.’

         ‘Martin David.’

         ‘Mum’s not feeling well,’ explains Sass, in an uninterested by-the-by fashion.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ says Lucy. ‘Terrible headache, sometimes I …’ Her voice trails off, finds its way. ‘Sometimes I get terrible headaches.’

         ‘That’s no good,’ he says and then adds by way of contribution, ‘I had a friend once, had the same thing.’

         This remark garners no response. Lucy rubs a long fine hand against one cheek, bunches her skin up under one eye. How long, he wonders, has she been like this? And as he wonders a strange thing happens – there by the fire, from nowhere, it slowly subtly descends upon him: he finds he has cultivated doubt. Has he been sent as some kind of test? Do they want him to succeed, or is this – what? – a fool’s mission? Is he expendable? Yes, of course he is: chop one head off the gorgon and another will grow, but – and here is his doubt – has his time come at last? Quickly, before it is too late, he chides himself: Be realistic.

         ‘C’mon Mum,’ says Bike, tenderly.

         The boy rises to his mother’s assistance, gently pulls her up and holds her around the waist as she walks, slides, to her room. A long stocking stuffed with newspaper is pinned to his pants. What is it? A tail?

         ‘Where’d you go?’ snaps Sass, leaning forward on her elbows.

         Jealous: he is surprised to see the girl is jealous. He forgets his doubt, suffocates it, forgets the mother and focuses on the girl. She is the one, he realises, who he will have to deal with, at least for the next few days. A girl! And a jealous girl, what’s worse – but jealous of what? Time spent with Jack? His trip up the escarpment? Surely, surely not.

         ‘Jack and I climbed the escarpment,’ he says, shortly. He will not talk about it any more.

         But his answer has inflamed the girl.

         ‘Yeah, where exactly – ex-actly?’ she demands. ‘Did he show you the gum with the two trunks? Round there?’

         ‘You been there?’ asks M.

         ‘Yeah, we went there.’ Now she is furtive. ‘You from the university?’ She might be asking him to confess to a crime.

         ‘I am. In Sydney.’

         ‘How old are you? What’s your star sign? Do you have a wife?’

         What? This, M thinks, is the raw form of prying insistence women later cultivate, but never actually subdue. He wishes the girl would shut up.

         Fortunately, when she sees Bike return she is quick to change the topic.

         ‘Want dinner?’ she asks.

         He is hungry.

         ‘Yes, please.’

         ‘Bike, get the food.’

         Without questioning, Bike goes to the kitchen and brings out a big bowl of lukewarm rice topped with boiled eggs and a splash of tamari. Wordlessly, he sets it in front of the grown-up.

         ‘And a fork,’ orders Sass.

         M appreciates this distinct chain of command, and as he eats he estimates how long the girl can hold the house together. If it were a matter of food and shelter she could go on for months. He read a book once in which three children buried their mother in the back garden and didn’t tell anybody for – how long? Eventually they were caught out, yes, but through no shortcomings of their own.

         ‘What animal are you?’ He indulges the boy.

         ‘Human,’ says Bike sullenly.

         Oh.

         ‘Do you like cards?’ asks Sass.

         The mention of cards cheers Bike up. How easy it is to read the child.

         ‘Cards, well, no, not really.’ Now M hurries to finish his meal.

         Bike flags.

         
             

         

         He has not been long in his room when the door is quietly pushed open. It’s the girl, holding something under her pink jumper.

         ‘Mr David?’ She is shy now. She passes him a package wrapped in red velvet. ‘Take this. When you go up. Take this, you can keep it for a while.’

         What can it be? This Trojan gift? Under the velvet is … a photograph, a colour snapshot. Sass, with longer hair, and Bike, and Lucy – is it Lucy? – yes, looking like another woman, a younger woman bearing a faint resemblance to herself, like a happier younger sister. Standing to her right … resting his hand on Bike’s head … is – it must be – Jarrah Armstrong. He is smiling into the camera with the assuredness of a Buddha. Ah, it’s clear where Sass gets her dark, dark hair. So, this is the smiling man for whom a woman has sacrificed her waking hours; creator of the girl-tyrant and tail-boy. And then he understands: the girl still has hope. Her father is up there on the plateau, lost, yes, but wanting to find his way down. All winter he has been looking for the track, living in caves, lighting fire … how? … by rubbing snow-damp sticks together; for food he has had nothing but Bennett’s wallaby, the odd pademelon. Oh, he’s crafty, her father, a magic man. And – he sees it so clearly now – if only he, the Naturalist, would cross paths with the wanderer and, having recognised him from the photograph, send him on his way, then all will be well again: the spell will be broken, the sleeping princess will awake … Only a child could nurture such hope, such conviction.

         I am a professional, he tells himself. And I need this girl to manage my base camp. She must provide me with food and shelter, and keep a record of my comings and goings. If I am half a day late she must send for help. On no other account should my activities be made known. Anything that will make her more agreeable to my demands is to be encouraged. Her father is dead, there can be little doubt, but she refuses to believe it. If she thinks she needs me, then so be it. She has never needed anybody like she needs me now.

         ‘OK Sass, when I find him, I’ll bring him down.’
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         By mid-morning he is packed and ready to climb. The girl, full of puppy enthusiasm, has served him well: from thin air she has pulled six eggs, some dried fruit and nuts, a block of hard cheese (a miracle), a bag of rice, and an old but edible head of garlic. He’d taken it all, except the garlic. Garlic stinks, an olfactory flare. It is enough food, along with his own supplies, to last this five-day trip. In future he will have to shop in town and fill his own cupboard. But for now it is enough, and enough is plenty.

         As a parting gesture, when Bike has been sent to boil the eggs, M takes Sass aside and makes a show of carefully slipping the photograph into a side pocket of his pack. He has even wrapped the red velvet package in plastic to ensure it doesn’t get wet.

         ‘There, safe and sound.’

         She takes hold of his hand and squeezes it affectionately. Her hand is tiny and warm and burrows easily into his paw. She is no stranger to field-trip preparations, her own father must have gone up hundreds of times, and so she appreciates that pack weight is all-important, that a photograph can be weighed. Yes, the girl is touched: in fact, he has almost surprised himself with the lovely gesture.

         Before leaving he ensures there is no misunderstanding. If he is not back by nightfall in five days’ time Sass must telephone Search and Rescue. He plans to be gone four and a half days, which gives him a half-day window in case anything goes wrong. On a 1:15 000 physiographic map he has outlined in pencil the area in which he intends to walk. Yes, she can see it, she pockets the map.

         ‘Yeah, yeah,’ says Sass. ‘Heard you the first time. Five days.’

         Bike, who has come out to say goodbye, or – and this is more likely – to make sure everything is OK, stands by and says, matter-of-fact, ‘There are seven days in one week.’

         At the children’s twin idiocy M is half tempted to pull out the photograph, drop it on the ground. But no, patience, patience. Patience is a virtue.

         ‘OK you two, see you in five days.’

         ‘Bye,’ says Bike.

         ‘Good luck,’ says Sass, grins.

         
             

         

         M has no trouble finding the track. His pack weighs 22.6 kilograms and, despite his years of duty, his strength and high spirits, as he climbs he feels every one of them. But everything he is carrying is essential, has a vital purpose. To distract himself he practises a favourite meditation: he runs a mental gear check, starting at the bottom of his pack. When he gets to the fuel stove, nestled between his groundsheet and sleeping bag, he can’t help but quicken his pace, lift his knees a little. The fuel stove, the fuel stove, all bright blue with silvery spaceship legs – not to warm his food, no, nothing stupid like that, no giveaway signpost. Instead the fuel stove is his one luxury, for afterwards. After, when it’s all done, he’ll sit up there and, with all the time in the world, set up his little fuel stove on a flat patch of ground, unearth the one sachet of ground coffee he’s carrying, the sugar and the milk sachets, and he will light the gas – come rain or hail – and brew himself one fine cup of coffee. And that coffee, how he knows that coffee, that will be the sweetest finest warmest liquid ever to pass a man’s throat. He will sit up there, his stainless-steel water bottle cupped between two cloth-covered hands, as he always does when he finishes a job, and let the sweet liquid slowly … But, of course, he can do without it. Of course. Not like others he once knew, soldiers who refused to leave for a job because at the last minute they’d misplaced their lucky spoon, or a memento from a past lover or, worse, a dear departed colleague. His coffee manna, he can do without. If asked, yes, definitely, without doubt he would let it go … Up now, moving through his pack: sleeping bag, paracord, first-aid kit, rifle (disassembled, laid out like jewellery in a titanium box), surgical kit, night-vision, graphite pegs, wire, torch, spare batteries, Goretex … By the time the mantra is finished he is well ahead and hot enough to remove his Polartech.

         He stops to fill his water bottle, to calm his lungs. ‘Drink before you’re thirsty,’ he reminds himself, although the reminder is unnecessary, a codicil to an innate practice, an afterthought. Pressing on, his thoughts turn once more to the missing man, which perhaps is inevitable, now that he carries him on his back. Perhaps not, and he recalls the last time he had cause to carry a man. What was his name? Ollie? A South African, another ex-soldier who had pledged allegiance to the biotech multinational, a member of the New Commonwealth – Western Transcendentalist and Diamond Dog – just twenty years old and fresh to the game. So fresh that he’d blundered into a trap set by poachers, a primitive steel jaw hidden beneath forest humus and wood debris. Admittedly, it was a well-hidden and neat piece of work, and it might have been a matter of luck as to which of the pair of them had the misfortune to set it off. Crash! Both of them near jumped at the almighty snap of those steel jaws. But Ollie didn’t jump, couldn’t jump. The steel teeth pierced his boot buttery-soft, embedded themselves into his left ankle. It was hard work, prising them apart. He’d had to use his knife to dismantle the hinge. And Ollie, to his credit, had kept quiet, biting hard into his jacket sleeve. They couldn’t stay where they were; a poacher would most likely return to put his catch out of its misery, and if he’d found them there the whole hunt would have been jeopardised. So he’d dragged the boy half a click through the forest, the two of them forming some terrible three-legged, four-armed, bow-backed beast, all the way to a safe resting place. There he laid the boy out against a banyan tree and disinfected the wound – the pain had been so great the boy’s eyes had fluttered, fallen – and, when he’d done all that he could, he stuffed half-chewed betel leaf into the boy’s open mouth, raised the leg on a pile of leaves so that the blood would not drain into the soil, and set off for help. But he had never thought about the boy when they were doing their awkward beastly dance through the forest. No, he remembers clearly now, he’d been thinking about practical matters: the undeniable trail of blood they were leaving. In the end, he’d left the boy at a local hospital – there wasn’t enough time to chopper him out – and later he heard that the leg had been lost, at least, just below the knee.

         Ollie, short for Oliver. There was a lesson in that. You could hack your own foot off and survive. A test: my foot is caught in a rock crevice, would I do it myself? Yes, he imagines taking out his knife and stabbing, hacking, at his own ankle. The best way would be to work into the boot, at the point where his tibia ended, to stab through the ligaments and disarticulate the smaller tarsals. He’d have to do it quickly, and use as much force as he could on the first cuts, before he lost strength. The trick, the real trick, would be waiting for rescue.

         And now Jarrah Armstrong comes alive: how long did he wait – or did he wait at all? And if he did wait, well then, in what condition? The girl’s fantasies were not entirely ludicrous; if the man were only lost, uninjured, there was no reason why he couldn’t have survived, even through a blizzard or a winter of blizzards. But winter up on the plateau – all snow and wind and ice – that, he concedes, would be hard, very hard. M countenances another possibility: the missing man did not want to be found. Maybe he’d wandered off to die, like the leopard found at 18 000 feet on Kilimanjaro. Like an old dog. But no, the smiling man in the photograph is not about to die. It’s nowhere in his face, not in the way he is fondling the boy.

         
             

         

         Overhead the clouds hang low and pigeon-grey. It has not yet rained today. By now M has passed the fallen log and soon, very soon, he’ll reach the plateau. Up ahead he catches glimpses of sky spattered through the airy treetops, and so he calculates the track there must have flattened out. When he pulls himself up between two stunted snow gums and finds himself on moderately flat ground he is surprised at how suddenly the track comes to an end. Looking around he sees how easy it would be to forget where the track drops off, and so he takes care to tag the area with bright orange strips of plastic. To make doubly sure, he unsheathes his knife and strikes two small blazes into each of the two gums he has just passed between, and a little further on, at regular intervals through the flat scrub, he arranges small cairns and turns down twigs. Beside one cairn he notices a little purple trigger flower, finger-tip big, and delicately, with the end of a fern, he impersonates a bee so that the pollen-laden trigger within the flower is released and swings up to strike the fern. The undergrowth that has run up and over the lip of the escarpment is hard-going. Tea-tree creeps in, with its small rigid prickly leaves, green and shiny, a hardy survivor of the nutrient-starved dolerite plateau. Along the way he keeps his eyes open for any droppings: square wombat chunks, dark wallaby pellets, devil twists full of hair and bone.

         He is not far through the eucalypts when he stops to take a bearing, stepping away from the exposed ironstone which he knows can befuddle the most reliable compass. He fixes on a point ahead and a point behind: this is the way he will advance within the field, oscillating short distances between A and B, then B and C, C and D, always remembering what has passed. According to his high-resolution, satellite-generated and computer-enhanced physiographic maps (how beautiful they are), he can expect to break out into sedgeland if he continues at a steady thirty-four degrees north-north-east.

         On he goes, and he shakes his head when he remembers his meeting with the middleman, the company representative who oversaw all clandestine operations, the besuited ballast, the family man who ensured things didn’t quite fall apart. ‘Here,’ the middleman had said, jabbing his finger onto a map, carelessly punching a crater into a grassy valley, ‘we believe National Parks confirmed the sightings roundabout here. You’d be looking at twenty square kilometres.’ Roundabout: how that had grated, the imprecision. And when M had protested that twenty square kilometres was unwieldy, the same man had simply frowned at the apparent declension and repeated: ‘We have full faith in our source – as I said, the sightings were confirmed.’ In all they had talked for no more than fifteen minutes, a thick file was exchanged, and now here he was, pack on his back, headed to the rise on his right one step at a time.

         M presses forward, bending from the waist, head down, as if a phantom icy wind had sprung up and reduced him to the stunted, whorled state of the trees around him. He makes his way between boulders, side-stepping the low tea-tree and scoparia, or, where he has to, bending his arms at the elbow to screen his chest and face, then pushing through. On the far side of the rise he gets his first view of the valley floor open and vast before him. It is immense. Beyond the valley is another rocky rise, but also, further down, there is a giant T-junction of sorts, a second green valley running into this one below, so that from his high vantage point what he sees is some sort of – what? Primordial civic planning.

         Dumping his pack he feels his rib-cage fly open, spring back on its ivory spine. Inhale, exhale. This is it, thinks M, this is where it begins. First, he buries his fuel stove and coffee stash, marking the position on one of his photographs. He wipes the dirt off his hands and reaches deep into his pack and pulls out his encased rifle. From the lid of his pack he finds some flint and a little swab of cotton wool, then he kneels down to gather a handful of dry twigs. But there are few dry twigs or leaves to be found, and so he gathers a clump of snow grass and with his cigarette lighter he singes this grass, holding it close to him so that he can absorb its scent. From his pocket he retrieves a couple of handfuls of the wombat and wallaby droppings he has collected, squeezes them together with a little water and mixes a stinking paste. He slowly smears the paste all over himself, boots included, until he is not quite human, a strange but not entirely unfamiliar beast.

         Now the beast slouches toward the valley, down an easy boulder-studded slope, the smooth legacy of an ice-cap spread over sixty-five square kilometres some 20 000 years ago. What must the plateau have been like before? Ragged and jagged, teeming with animals, giant fauna now extinct. Only the small and relatively quick had survived: kangaroos, wallabies, thylacines, wombats. But it was not, he knows, the last Ice Age that had killed them, those fantastic giant beasts. Already sixteen, yes, sixteen Ice Ages had passed without dramatic loss of life. What made the last one different was a two-legged fearsome little pygmy, the human hunter: a testimony to cunning, to mind over matter. This thought brings M the kind of comfort and satisfaction another man might derive from leafing through a set of family photo albums. What he is doing is what his ancestors have always done, and done well. Ha! Dear grandpapa, you hairy stinking arm-swinging chest-banging old bastard, you proud and wary wielder of the stone-tipped spear … But no, M is not quite ready. It will take time to get a fix on his prey, to think like a true and worthy predator. Yet he knows it will come easily, this skill learnt in the schoolyard, rough-hewn at fumbling teenage parties, and finely honed during hand-to-hand dollar transactions … The girl, that Sass, she was the predator, and the boy, he was the prey. When you look, you can see it everywhere.

         As he walks he imagines some kind of monster, a twelve-foot ape-man, crouched behind the next boulder. Other eyes on his back … and in this fateful reverie he neglects to look where he is stepping, one foot plunging into a pothole. The shock of it causes him to curse out loud: ‘Shit!’ Thankfully, his ankles are strong and this time, this one time only, he hasn’t done any damage. Let this be a lesson, he thinks: the ground up here is waterlogged and riddled with potholes, holes beneath the spongy coral fern, hidden holes throughout the sphagnum. See these tarns around you, these hundreds of watery pockets as far as the eye can see, some no more than a metre in diameter, others drawn thin and long, others again as big as the lakes one finds rimmed with white pickets in square city parks – this ground you tread is only feeble ground and any minute it will be reclaimed. Tread carefully.

         He treads carefully.

         A coppery flush does not quite break through the clouds. He hears a crashing to his right and quickly turns to spy a wallaby disappearing up into the scrub. It has taken all day to see an animal, although from the recurrent tiny piles of droppings he has known that they were always there; asleep, in most cases, curled up in a favourite lair. Come dusk they will filter down onto the valley floor to search for food. In the future, he will be waiting for them, but now, with the long day behind him, he has no better choice than to stop and find his own sleeping place. First he fills his water bottle at one of the larger, cleaner tarns, and then he turns out of the valley, up the slope, to drier, wind-protected ground. In twenty minutes he has found his spot: flat, dry, sheltered by a large boulder. He sets down his pack and gets out the tent and with the grace of a monk he weeds the patch of stones. In eight minutes his little tent stands strong and high enough for him to crawl into. Kneeling down he opens the fine-mesh fly and rolls out his sleeping bag. He removes his food, water, and torch from the pack and then pushes it to the far end of the tent – no devil is going to rip his pack apart tonight. Alongside the tent he lays three sticks in the shape of an arrow, pointing in the direction he will travel the next morning. He pulls on his Polartech, his beanie, climbs inside and zips up the fly to keep out the mosquitoes. Three of the eggs have smashed in their plastic wrapping, and so he eats them before they begin to stink, savouring each mouthful, swigging water. Finished eating, he takes off his well-worn boots and inspects his feet. No trouble yet, the plastic superskin on his heels is doing its job.

         Dark here comes quickly. He undresses and slips into his silky cold sleeping bag. Up above, the clouds mask the stars and the moon alone glows like a strange and giant pearl. Somewhere, he thinks, cherishing his last thought before sleep, somewhere, out there, the last tiger stands with her back to the rising wind and slowly shakes herself awake.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Night has not been kind to him, and he wakes feeling groggy and restless. It is a weakness, he recognises, as he manoeuvres himself out of the bag and into his boots, this inability of mine to sleep soundly out in the field, even after all this time. Why is it that other men can sleep like stones on their first night out while I toss and turn at every sound? It is a weakness: this absurd preference for a springy mattress and soft pillow, for absolute silence. Silence! Tell the wind not to blow across the plains, yes, order the animals to keep still and demand the insects hold their wings … then you’ll have silence. Silence, like dreaming of an angel to come and, with one sweep of a feather-soft wing, turn your tent into a palace. Ridiculous. Foolish. Only time will do the trick – only time will bring better sleep. As has happened before, by the second or third night out he will wake in the mornings with a clear head, but always a little restless. As it is, it will be a good hour or two before he really comes awake. Time heals all wounds, that’s what they say. That’s what his mother had said when he’d fallen in the playground, when he was tripped in the playground, and had broken his arm and was sure it would never work again and that he’d forever be the class freak, the weird one. She’d knelt over him and stroked his hair and said, very softly, so that he almost couldn’t hear her, ‘Time heals all wounds’. Only much later did it occur to him that perhaps she hadn’t only been talking about his arm, that secretly she’d been nursing her own wound, or had so recently been healed that the memory of the wound, whatever it was, and of time’s magic trick, was still fresh in her mind. A broken heart, he’d also heard it said, by those colleagues who wouldn’t go on a job without their lucky love-struck spoon, only time could heal a broken heart. Was it true? He doesn’t know, but it’s something that he’d like to know, in case it ever happened. Not that he plans ever to let it happen – that’s where those boys went wrong, they let it happen. And what sort of time were they all talking about anyway? Did sleep count? Or was it only conscious waking hours that possessed the fabulous healing properties …The woman, Lucy Armstrong, she clearly had her bets on sleep. She would sleep through it – her wound. She would wake up one day and her husband would be gone and her life would have fallen apart all around her and she would take a fresh look at it and see clearly what to do and how to fix it, all without feeling the slightest pain, or perhaps feeling only the faintest trace of pain, only a memory of pain, a mere abstract. It was a brave move, perhaps a reckless move, placing all your money on sleep – she’d want to be lucky.

         As he breaks camp and heads back into the valley, to a spot four kilometres as the crow flies, he reminds himself that on this job there is no such thing as luck. Luck is for the unlucky, for those who lack precision. This is not easy walking. There are creeks to be crossed, some knee-deep and icy cold, where boots need to be removed so that the toes can inch along, blindly finding a foothold amongst the slimy creek-bed rocks. There are tarns and bogs and there are boulders to climb. He is not a bird, and so he does as the other animals do – he takes the path of least resistance. When he comes to a talus, which he does, more than once, he doesn’t try to assail it, but drops down and walks around the mass of boulders, corrects his bearing and continues. When faced with a myriad of tarns he sticks as long as he can to the edge of the wet flat, and only when he must does he pick his way across. And when he finds a creek running in his direction he walks through it, hops from one rock to the next, always testing his weight first, so that the rock doesn’t turn up and tip him in. And it is only when he comes to a deep impassable point in the creek, where sheer rock rises on both sides, that he peels off into the thick riparian scrub and – forgetting time, forgetting destination – slithers his way through in a kind of loop fashion, so that he ends up back in the creek, hopping once more from rock to rock and occasionally getting his feet wet. And when the map shows that the creek will no longer take him where he wants to go, then he looks for an animal pad and follows it, getting down on his belly and wriggling under thorny bush when he has to. The luckless animals are smart and have built a complex lattice of paths between the sheltered rises, the food sources, and the drinking water – all without once, thinks M, feeling the need for ‘self-improvement’.
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